IN the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, AMEN.
Last week I spoke to you about my understanding of how Paul deals with the “proclivity to dispute” issue within a Christian Community by laying out his four essential points: 1. We are called into one faith, one Baptism, one Lord, and One God and Father of us all 2. Unity in a Christian Community exists not because of who we are as individuals but because of the unity that God the Father is 3. Christ is the link between the Unity that exists in God the Father and the body to which we are all called 4. Each one of us is not perfect and we only represent the grace that is given to us according to the measure of Christ’s gift to us.  IN other words, no one amongst us is either perfect or God! And for these reasons, we are to make every effort to maintain the unity of Spirit in the bond of peace.  

And if this summary of my previous sermon does not make any sense then please know that all previous sermons are available on our Calvary Parish website; you may read them anytime; this of course does not mean that they would make sense, but just that they are available to you beyond this time.  

The reason why I summarized last week’s sermon is not because I have run out of ideas on readings that seem to be making the same point for the last two weeks but because the readings are themselves making progressive arguments that amazingly seem to share a thought pattern.  So where are we today?

Today Paul goes beyond telling us why we are to consider ourselves in unity despite our differences and proclivity to dispute. He has laid out his theoretical reasons for being in unity and now turns to the practical aspects of being in unity. This transition from theoretical to practical, where theoretical is the foundation for the practical is evident by his choice of the Greek word Dio that introduces this discourse. Dio is translated in English as “so then”. 

In other words, last week Paul was dealing with the “why” and today he deals with the “how to” question of being in unity; recognizing that our actions are always based on our faith.
Paul says, “Let us speak truth to our neighbors, for we are members of one another” Wow! How many of us like to speak truth to our neighbors! Especially when speaking that truth has every potential of aggravating a conflicted relationship.  

And this is where I find today’s Gospel lesson quite enlightening. Jesus is in conflict with the Jews.  He has just fed them through a miracle.  And when they want to know who he is, Jesus makes a truthful but an absolutely inflammatory claim, he says:  “I am the bread that came down from heaven.”  This was to make a parallel with the bread that the ancestors of his audience had received from God while they were still wandering. This claim meant that Jesus had some special link with their God, not only that the link was special but the substance of that relationship was beyond this world. To this claim the Jews spoke to each other the truth that was obvious to them, they said, “Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? How can he now say, ‘I have come down from heaven’?” Interesting, is it not? 

First, unlike us who seek diplomacy when it comes to relationships within our church community, Jesus does not hesitate to make a truthful statement that is prudently inflammatory.  Why was Jesus not diplomatic?  Well, in all my few years of working with people to achieve peace and unity, I can tell you that not dealing with the core of the truth never ever leads to peace; yes it may help avoid conflict for the time being and create a false sense of peace and calm, but the issue avoided almost always revisits with even more grave consequences; for the simple reason that the unresolved issue has had more time to brew.  So Jesus’ option to speak the truth was also reflective of his true commitment to his people. And if I can be so bold to say that if we today wish to express our genuine commitment to the body of Christ, then being diplomatic is not the best option.

However, there is more going on in this discourse between Jesus and the Jews than a mere assertion that Jesus is truly committed to our transformation; even if his approach may be inflammatory and uncomfortable.  What I find most interesting is that the Jews are making a truthful observation as well.  They are right in saying that Jesus is the son of Joseph and Mary, both of whom they very well know. And therefore Jesus’ claim to have come down from heaven is absolutely erroneous.   

So here we have a typical case of two truths negating each other.  Let me also share this with you that in my experience of dealing with conflicting parties, it is hardly ever true that either of the two parties is completely lying.  In fact, the difficulty is always that both parties seem to make true and honest claims of how they perceive reality.  However, the skill is to allow both parties -- in fact to encourage them -- to reveal the truth behind the truth being shared.

This is a difficult undertaking. It involves a lot of listening.  It also involves facing a lot of anger.  Paul is absolutely right in saying, “be angry”. It is only the venting of anger that allows a person or a community to get beyond the simple truth to the real truth behind the conflict.  It is absolutely necessary to let anger surface. People usually get angry when they feel that they are not being heard. If you have had a chance to observe, people in conflict raise their voice only when they feel that their voice is not being heard. So yes listening is essential, but for that listening to happen it is absolutely essential to encourage people to “be angry”. 

Once a Sunday school teacher was teaching the Ten Commandments and after she had emphasized the need to honor your parents, she asked if the children understood how these commandments applied to sibling relationships as well. Little Johnny quickly raised his hand and said, “yup there is a commandment for that too, “Thou shalt not kill!”  (  So I would argue that that is what Paul means when he says, “be angry but do not sin”!          

And of course being angry is to allow for the truth to surface from all sides so that all different truths may come together to form the truth in which and through which is found peace.  Just as it was true that Jesus was the son of Joseph but it was also true that Jesus was the son of God and it is only in letting both the truths surface and co-exist that the essential truth that Jesus is the Son of God who took human form emerges. And it is only in that truth that we may find true peace.  For it is only through this process that God makes a real link with the suffering humanity.   It is through this truth that the suffering humanity finds salvation.

So the process of being angry is for a purpose, the purpose of letting the truth be heard. The process of anger is not about holding our feelings back for days without end.  When we do that, Paul is right in saying that the devil utilizes every bit of that holding back of anger to cause disunity. According to Paul, bitterness leads to wrath which leads to anger and that escalates to wrangling and that brings about  slander, which ultimately results in malice.  The prescription to this negative process is to allow gentleness to lead to compassion which ultimately leads to forgiveness.
Friends, in the days ahead, as we all come together to make decisions about how best to build up the body of Christ in our little church by the sea, I pray that we will all speak truth to each other, no matter how inflammatory. I pray that we will all take the opportunity to get angry, just as we will all listen when that anger is being expressed.  I pray that we will never let the sun go down on our anger. I pray that our gentleness will lead to compassion and our compassion to forgiveness. And in that I pray that the truth of Jesus Christ, the bread of heaven that has come down for our salvation, will be truly reflected in our Church community by the sea.  And that we will live in love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering, a sacrifice to God. AMEN.   
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