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A story. Despite having worshipped weekly for many years in a church 
of which he was a member, the parishioner felt discouraged. No-one 
spoke to him. The only time he had been invited to participate in the 
life of the community was when he was approached about offering his 
professional services for free. Frustrated, he reached the end of his 
patience and decided to seek another Christian community. Finding a 
religious home where he felt welcome, he transferred his membership. 
His obvious talents and kind nature were quickly appreciated and he 
was able to enjoy his faith, participate in the life of the community, and 
find support for his everyday life. Encountering a person from his 
previous congregation he was questioned about his departure. Forced 
to explain he was now attending a different church, the person 
exclaimed, “Why ever would you want to become a member of that 
church? Everyone knows that no-one of any social consequence 
attends there.” 

No-one of any social consequence.  

I wonder what that person would have said about Jesus or, for that 
matter the early church, whose membership was primarily that of the 
uneducated and the poor. What would that person have made of those 
early church members who, being prosperous in their own right, chose 
to offer hospitality in their own homes to those with less than 
themselves; those who chose to share all their resources with the 
whole community. What would that person have made of the faith that 
became faithful to the point of death?  

The response, “No-one of any social consequence attends there.” 
stands in sharp contrast to the vision of the kingdom of God as 
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expressed in the words of Howard Thurman, a black mystic, “a friendly 
world of friendly folk beneath a friendly sky.” 

 In the great Verna Dozier’s book, The Dream of God, she accuses the 
church of being so afraid of the dream of God, exemplified in the life of 
Jesus, that it has retreated behind an institution - the church. Structure, 
she agrees, is necessary, but not when used to suffocate the vision of 
the new life of radical freedom offered in love of Christ. She would go 
so far as to claim that the church “sold out” the Christian message by 
cooperating with Constantine when he declared Christianity a legal 
religion. It is certainly been hard to deny we have often been more of 
an institution than a community of exemplary love and faith.  

The result, Dozier believes, has been an overriding emphasis on 
individual salvation. Further, this emphasis has eroded the conviction 
that we are all in it together. The gospel, she points out, is not just 
about personal healing but about the healing of the whole world. The 
Christian life is about a life in which everything we do is informed by 
the commandment to love God and our neighbor as ourselves. It’s 
about real life, everyday life; be that dealing with people in our 
workplace in a manner that befits a Christian, reaching out to that 
unlovely neighbor across the street, or even in how we support persons 
in public office or positions of power in the world. It’s not about 
“church work” but about how the church expresses the love and justice 
of God to the world. 

That disconnect between contemporary spirituality and the gospel 
message is reflected in Dozier’s account of  being greeted by a young 
woman who shared that she had adopted the method of reading the 
Bible and the newspaper at the same time. In great excitement the 
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young woman explained that her prayer group had developed a 
discipline of offering prayers of thanksgiving for those who were 
married, prayers for those who had died and their relatives, prayers for 
those who had been born, and that they lifted up to God those on the 
sports pages who would win or lose that day. Verna Dozier asked her 
about praying for what was on the front page or in the editorials. The 
young woman was shocked. It was clear that no-one had ever 
suggested to her that her faith and life of prayer should be about the 
systems of the world as well. Perhaps she was one of the first who 
claimed to be spiritual but not religious. 

Dozier has much in common with Charles Gore, that venerable and 
saintly bishop of Birmingham, England, in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century. He pointed out that the church of its’ very nature is 
to bring together all kinds of people from different backgrounds and 
cultures. It is precisely the new life given in baptism that calls us to 
struggle with that diversity until we have overcome our differences and 
can rejoice in a common life. And he also understood that the life of 
common friendship was to spill over into the world and that the church 
must speak out for justice at all levels of national life. We are to bring 
that understanding to the world and not just keep it within these walls. 

This is why Ephesians reminds us that this common life places upon us 
certain obligations – obligations not to lie but to speak the truth. To be 
angry when appropriate but not to hold on to it. Honest labor, 
conversation that builds up the community, remembering whose we 
are, resisting bitterness, malice, being kind, tenderhearted, forgiving, 
being imitators of our Lord and Savior – these are the pathways that 
prepare us for the world outside. 
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For it’s not just about being “nice”. It’s about practicing in here how we 
intend to live when we leave, How to be strong in the face of darkness, 
loving in the face of hate, unified in the face of division.  

Opinion polls, however, assure us that when people go to church they 
only want to hear sermons about Jesus. We have to be careful talking 
about Jesus, discussing Jesus, studying Jesus, making statements about 
Jesus, writing about Jesus, and reading about Jesus. A people obsessed 
with a person and not with imitating how that person lived is not what 
Jesus had in mind.  

Jesus did not come to provide us with someone else to put on a 
pedestal. He came us to show us a way of life that would open us to the 
love available in God. “I am the living bread that came down from 
heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the bread I 
will give for the life of the world is my flesh.” Love meant giving 
everything, even his body, for the work of love. 

Jesus as an idea is tempting. Jesus as am intellectual exercise is 
fascinating. It’s a whole lot less scary to worship Jesus than to follow 
him. Yet that’s what it boils down to. It was, is, and always has been a 
matter of imitating God, of returning to the love God has offered from 
the beginning.  

Let’s not pretend. We know from the story of Israel, and the story of 
the church, and most certainly from the stories of our own lives that 
keeping the promise to love God is hard. 

Is it, in fact, possible for you and I live a life that reflects the conviction 
that God will provide for us no matter what?  A life that insists that 
there is always manna in the wilderness, bread from heaven? Can our 
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lives reflect the faith that challenges the unethical practices, greed, 
hatred, and fear with which our culture is saturated?  

These are not new questions. It was the question Elijah encountered 
that day in the wilderness as he fled from the murderous intentions of 
Queen Jezebel. He had stood up for the God of justice. He had taken on 
the forces of darkness. Now he was facing the real possibility of his own 
death. Could he trust the God of Israel to bring him through? 

There was a man who was able, despite moments of real terror, to trust 
the God of Israel. His name was Jesus. He kept the faith even to the 
point of death. It didn’t take long for the “people of some account” to 
get rid of him; to execute him for disrupting the peace. But the God of 
Love refused to lie down. 

And we, his followers, are commissioned to be present in the world in 
that Jesus way; to exercise that same distinctive, disruptive 
combination of divine and human love. 

This is the bread of which Jesus speaks. It’s the Jesus bread; the bread 
of the friendly people. The eternal bread of holding our tongue, of 
acting kindly, of sharing what we have, of looking out for those of no 
account, of acting with them and for them until no-one is left out. For 
God is kind. God has set us free to love.  And God demands justice to 
make that real.  

Amen. 

 

 

 


