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The words of our lesson in the first reading come to us from two and a 

half thousand years ago. Having been born into a time of hope and 

integrity, having been led by a righteous king, Jeremiah lives to see that 

hope and integrity destroyed and the leadership of the country 

replaced by the weak and corrupt. Years of appeasement and self-

serving politics led directly to the destruction of Israel and eventually 

exile in Babylon captive to another Empire far from the land of their 

birth. It was a miserable period of corruption, betrayal, and 

unfaithfulness to the God who had brought them out of Egypt to the 

land of milk and honey. They had exchanged divine glory for the fruits 

of human ambition and manipulation. 

Jeremiah is called to speak into the impending doom and to name truth 

despite personal danger. God’s speech emerges from the agony of 

Israel’s blind betrayal and makes clear that God will not be defeated by 

human powers. He will hold those who have “scattered my flock”, who 

have “driven them away”, to account and then, and only the, will he 

draw the remnant of his flock together at last – draw together so, 

despite the current situation, they can be fruitful and multiply as God 

intends. They will endure and will once more know peace. The God of 

the covenant will prevail. All his people have to do is believe. 



2 
 

Likewise, the author of Ephesians, was writing at a time of persecution. 

If Paul was the author, it most likely came from his own prison cell in 

Rome as he awaited his own death. The letter addresses the nature of 

what it means to be a Christian community, a church, at a time of 

corruption and unrest – even danger to life itself. 

The writer points to the time when the people to whom he is writing 

were rejects. Rejects by birth, by nationality, ethnicity, and religion. He 

reminds them how they were once outsiders but now are “in Christ 

Jesus.” He says, “….. you who once were far off have been brought near 

by the blood of Christ. For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made 

both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, 

the hostility between us.” Now, he says, we are one. 

Today it seems we are more divided than ever. In 2003 I travelled to 

Minneapolis to serve as a deputy for the diocese of Virginia at our 

triennial General Convention, which is the governing body of the 

Episcopal Church. You may remember it as a period of intense conflict 

over the issue of human sexuality and human relationships. The conflict 

had been years in the building and was coming to fruition over one man 

– the Reverend Gene Robinson, a sharecroppers son, a beloved priest in 

his own diocese, and chosen by his diocese of New Hampshire to be 

consecrated as their next bishop. There was one problem – he was not 



3 
 

only gay but living openly with his partner Mark. In many ways, and 

thankfully, today this feels like old news. At the time there was a huge 

furor which threatened to split not only the Episcopal Church but also 

the entire 80 million Anglican Communion. 

The world and the media were watching. It was a messy and heavy time 

and it wasn’t clear how it would turn out. To become a bishop, Gene 

Robinson would need the majority vote of the House of Deputies 

(clergy and lay representatives) and the majority vote of the much 

smaller House of Bishops. The choice was not only public but every vote 

was to be on record. What I, and everyone else did, would be there for 

everyone to see. I had only recently become a Rector myself and I knew 

my congregation would have an opinion. I was scared. 

I have myriad memories of that Convention, too many to share right 

now. But, as I consider the scriptures of this day, there is one that 

comes to mind most especially. The night before the votes were to 

begin it was announced that Integrity, a group who had long worked for 

the inclusion of all gay people, would be holding a Eucharist for anyone 

who wished to attend. I decided to attend.  

We were greeted by a packed church ablaze with color. The opening 

procession was a long line of gay priests and bishops as the people 

waved rainbow banners. This was going to be a different experience to 
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a regular Sunday. I have never been in a Eucharist before or since that 

comes even close to that night. Hope and excitement was so thick in 

the air I felt if I reached out my hand I could grasp it. The air of 

anticipation and expectation threaded throughout the entire service in 

a kind of suppressed joy. It was as though they could hardly believe that 

something might change at last. I felt I was in the early church and 

wondered if this was what it was like when Lincoln announced the 

emancipation of the slaves. 

As for myself, I glimpsed what it meant to have lived a life on the 

outside and begin to believe you might be included on the inside for 

the first time in your life. To see that the impossible might burst upon 

you despite the evidence to the contrary. 

The time came for the deputies to vote on the recommendation by the 

Committee on Consecrations. They recommended Gene Robinson be 

made bishop. At that point, if I remember correctly, forty minutes were 

allocated for the final debate. I myself would soon have to choose. I 

looked across the gigantic convention floor as deputies ran to the 

microphones to speak their mind. One line for and the other line 

against. What was the right thing to do? Should I risk splitting the 

church or embrace those who wanted to come in? 
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In the first line were dark suited clergy and women in strictly tailored 

suits. They were serious faced and sincere. They were against the 

consecration. In the second line, a much longer line which snaked 

around the hall, were people in wheelchairs, young people with silver 

rings through their noses, people of color, people with very modest 

clothing, people bowed down by suffering, very ordinary people. They 

too were serious and sincere. I asked myself in which line would Jesus 

be standing. And I recorded my vote in support of the consecration of 

an openly gay bishop for our church. 

The author of Ephesians writes, “He (Jesus) has abolished the law with 

its commandments and ordinances, that he might create in himself one 

new humanity in place of the two, thus making peace, and might 

reconcile both groups to God in one body through the cross, thus 

putting to death that hostility through it.”  

The impossible had happened and is happening. The impossible is 

messy and confusing. The impossible involves a cross and persecution. 

The impossible has a price. But, in Christ, the impossible is happening. 

All we have to do is believe. 

I have to confess I was a little amused, if not shocked, by the gospel 

today. You may have noticed that the dutiful creators of our lectionary 

have chosen to omit a large section of the text in the middle. The result 
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is boring. It has become a simple account of Jesus feeling compassion 

and going around teaching and healing. What is omitted is the account 

of the disciples being paralyzed by the sight of a hungry crowd and 

Jesus going ahead and feeding the five thousand. What is omitted is the 

story from that same night when, during a storm that was scaring the 

disciples to death, Jesus walked on water to come to them. What’s our 

problem? Are we so hung up about miracles that we want to close our 

eyes to what is happening? So afraid of Jesus’ faith we simply cut it 

out? 

To do so is to testify that the impossible truly is impossible and that the 

impossible can never happen. It is to forget we are “no longer strangers 

and aliens, but ….  citizens with the saints and also members of the 

household of God ….. with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone.” It is 

to believe that the sheep are indeed scattered and that God will not 

come for us. And if God will not come for us, there can be no hope for 

the poor, the disenfranchised, the excluded or the lost. 

Instead, with the author of Ephesians,  we choose. We choose to say “In 

him the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple 

in the Lord; in whom you also are built together spiritually into a 

dwelling place for God.” 
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All we have to do is to believe. Together we can feed the five thousand, 

together we can walk on water, together we can reach out to the lost 

and the lonely, the poor and the suffering, the refugees and the 

immigrants and anyone else the world declared to be less than. There 

are no “less thans” in God’s world. The flock is to be gathered and 

justice and righteousness restored. 

All we have to do is believe. The rest will follow. 

Amen.  

 


