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I rather enjoy the liturgical season of Epiphany.  It falls between the more “important” seasons of 
Advent-Christmas on the one end and Lent-Easter on the other.  Sometimes, we preachers feel a 
pressure, mostly self-imposed, to make those high holiday seasons somehow more meaningful to 
those of you in the pews, to find new illustrations and new messages in what are, admittedly, a 
fairly constrained set of Scripture passages.  In Advent and Christmas, some of us in the pulpits 
of the Church feel the need to wrestle the season away from the dominant consumerist culture as 
if we could single-handedly change the societal focus which countless advertising dollars have 
created.  In Lent and at Easter, my colleagues and I often seem to be trying to explicate the entire 
theology of salvation, resurrection, the nature of Christ and God’s love in one twenty-minute 
chunk each Sunday, quite an impossible task.  Preachers are sometimes very silly people. 
 
But Epiphany is different.  For up to eight weeks, depending on the lunar calendar and its effect 
on Easter, we can relax.  I’ve never known a congregation to have any expectations at all of the 
season of Epiphany and not even the most neurotic minister of my acquaintance can manage to 
whip him or herself up about “what my people expect.”  There are some delightful themes in the 
concept of Epiphany and its major milestones: the predictions of Christ in the Old Testament, 
how Jesus manifested those predictions, Jesus as the “light of the world,” the recurring theme of 
water symbolizing fresh starts and spiritual health, but nobody anxiously awaits their recurrence 
and the preacher can drift from one to the other at will.  The choice of Scriptures is much broader 
and although there are some traditional passages that pop up each year, nobody particularly 
misses them if they are omitted. 
 
But perhaps my favorite Epiphany tradition is one that is relatively quite new and which we are 
celebrating this morning: the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.  I’ve spent plenty of time over 
the years in this pulpit talking about how important the ecumenical imperative has been in my 
life and career so I’ll forego that this time around.  I will say once again that part of what I feel 
has been a good fit between me and you for these nearly nine years has been Good Shepherd’s 
ongoing commitment to Christian unity, spelled out in our vision statement and in your job 
description for your ministers and lived out by my predecessors and by all of you who have 
given your time and energy to various ecumenical groups such as the Lynnwood Food Bank, 
Interfaith Hospitality Network, the Emergency Cold Weather Shelter, the School of Theology 
and Ministry, and the Church Council of Greater Seattle. 
 
As to the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity itself, it has been around for only a sliver of time in 
the history of the Church, initially promoted by an Episcopalian priest named Fr. Paul Wattson in 
1898 at Graymoor in Garrison, NY, and ultimately adopted in 1968 by the World Council of 
Churches and the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity.  Wattson’s Society of the 
Atonement continues to publish materials like our bulletin this morning and the study guide 
included in it through their Graymoor Ecumenical and Interreligious Institute. 
 
The Society publishes additional material relating to the Week of Prayer on their website.  The 
materials this year were provided by our neighbors to the north in Canada.  Normally, the 
country so chosen also provides a brief report on the state of ecumenism in their nation but that is 
missing this year.  From other material, though, I’ve gleaned a couple of things that I think are 
appropriate for us to consider.  As in the United States, there are no major obstacles to 
ecumenical work.  Indeed, Canada seems to have a number of flourishing organizations that 
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bring Christians together across denominational lines.  But also as in the U.S., Canada continues 
to struggle with other points of Christian unity.  Like the United States, Canada’s population is 
primarily an immigrant population, with a core of European-descended folks and a growing 
population from South and East Asia.  Just as in our country, this continued immigration presents 
challenges for Christian unity in that many Christians simply don’t speak the same language as 
their neighbor, a situation that is exacerbated in Canada by the centuries-old tension between the 
Francophones of Quebec and the English-speakers who dominate most of the country and its 
government.  In some ways, we here in the U.S. may find it easier to overcome our language 
barriers, be it between English-speakers and those from Asia or those speaking the Spanish of 
Central and South America, than the Canadians will in the fading echoes of the wars between 
France and England. 
 
But the linguistic divides between Christians on either side of the border in North America pale 
in comparison to the ongoing effects of racism and genocide.  As Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, 
Jr. once observed, the most segregated hour in America is 11:00 a.m. on Sunday.  And while our 
neighbors to the north carry less baggage than we of the United States when it comes to the 
legacy of African slavery, they are perhaps more confronted by our shared history of the 
extermination of our aboriginal peoples, whom the Canadians refer to as “the First Nations.”  I 
was reminded of the continuing tension between Euros and American Indians on this side of the 
border on Thursday night when a representative of the Snohomish tribe made an impassioned 
plea for Federal recognition of his people at Lynnwood’s annual Martin Luther King 
Celebration.  The Canadian churchmen who wrote the material for the Week of Prayer for 
Christian Unity this year specifically mentioned in that material how the presence of “First 
Nations, Inuit, and Métis,” that is, people of both indigenous and French ancestry, have caused 
Christians in Canada to feel called “to confession and repentance.”  It is worth remembering that 
the Baptists of this area, in the old American Baptist Churches of the Northwest, have twice 
participated in formal apology to the tribes of the Northwest.  We still have a great deal of work 
to do in reconciliation between all the Children of God in our land: red, brown, yellow, black, 
and white. 
 
In the same way that obvious parallels exist between our ecumenical situation here in the U.S. 
and that in Canada, we can also trace parallels between our lives here in Greater Seattle and 
those of the original audience for today’s Scripture, the early Christians of Corinth.  Like Seattle, 
Corinth was a bustling seaport, with all the pluses and minuses that brings.  It was a wealthy city 
and a manufacturing center.  Like Seattle on this “big game day,” Corinth was regularly one of 
the sports centers of Roman-era Greece, with two sets of games that rivaled the Olympics.  As 
Dr. Timothy George, founding dean of Beeson Divinity School at Samford University and 
former colleague of Charlie and Pam Scalise at Southern Baptist Seminary writes: “At Corinth, 
Roman power met Greek culture mingled with oriental mysticism and gnostic spirituality. The 
drinking was hard, the economy was corrupt, the sex was sizzling, and the politics was cutthroat. 
Everything was up for grabs in Corinth. It was a postmodern city before postmodern was cool.”  
Sounds familiar, doesn’t it? 
 
If the overall atmosphere of Corinth bears a striking resemblance to the Seattle we know and 
love, consider the parallels between the rather dysfunctional group of Christians in Corinth and 
the overall Body of Christ in our metropolis.  Here’s the description from Dr. George: “Divisions 
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had sprung up over numerous issues, including money, doctrine (especially eschatology (or, 
what happens at the end of things)), liturgy (as Corinth had its own raging worship wars), 
feminine fashions, behavior at the Lord’s table, the practice of Christian freedom, divorce, 
marriage, sexuality, celibacy, church and state, church discipline, faith and reason, and the 
presenting issue in chapter 1 of pride, arrogance, and party strife within the congregation.”  If 
you don’t hear the ongoing tension between and within today’s congregations detailed in this list, 
you haven’t been paying attention. 
 
We’ve often had cause to confess as Baptists how “good we are” at choosing up sides and 
splitting up but the fact of the matter is that the failure of love between persons or groups over 
differences of opinion is one of the besetting sins of those who are trying to follow Jesus and it 
has been since the very beginning.  The very reason that we have an ecumenical movement and a 
Week of Prayer for Christian Unity is that Christians are not unified.  In many ways, the 
ecumenical movement has seen great successes.  Gatherings of Christians from across the 
denominational spectrum are now commonplace.  A picture of leaders from two different 
denominations shaking hands or even receiving communion from each other barely causes us to 
blink an eye.  There are, of course, some holdouts but denominational exclusivism has become 
rare enough that it is the exception rather than the rule, which has been the case a short enough 
period of time that I can remember when it wasn’t true.  In fact, shortly after I became your 
pastor, I found myself participating in a service with Fr. Jim Dalton, then pastor of St. Thomas 
More Catholic Parish, in which I ended up holding a container of holy water for him and 
thinking as I did so how horrified my General Baptist granny would have been to see it. 
 
But if things are different denominationally, we Christians still find plenty of excuses for 
building walls between each other.  Differences in our understanding of the interaction between 
scientific knowledge and faith cause us to fight over which narrative of creation to adopt, as if 
our Loving Creator could have only accomplished that mighty work in one of the two ways 
currently espoused by different factions.  This same disagreement about science and Scripture 
causes many Christians to line up on one side or the other of the debate about human sexuality 
and what is acceptable in the sight of God and what is not.  As mentioned earlier, 6 of us 
attended this weekend’s (trans)Formation Conference at Bethany Community Church.  At lunch 
yesterday, Connie and I ended up at a table with two folks from First Baptist Church of 
Bellingham.  Their pastor asked me if I’d received an e-mail he’d sent recently.  When I said, 
“no,” he expressed surprise and said he’d used the regional directory to be sure to get everybody.  
“You all are ABC of the Northwest, aren’t you?” I asked.  He agreed and I said, “We’re 
Evergreen,” and there was an awkward pause.  Here we sat, two Baptist pastors who obviously 
had a lot in common simply in that we were interested enough to be at that particular conference, 
aimed in part at overcoming differences in liturgy, but we knew that if we continued our 
conversation, we’d likely touch on some very sensitive topics.  Even when we start with good 
intentions, theological differences threaten to derail us, just as in Corinth. 
 
Another of the problems of Corinth is still alive and well in the Church in Greater Seattle in 
2013: we still love to proclaim allegiance to certain leaders in the Church and use that as an 
excuse to be at odds with each other.  In Corinth, as we heard in Paul’s letter, some Christians 
were pointing to him as their leader, some to a brilliant preacher named Apollos, some to 
“Cephas,” better known to us as Peter, and some, with I imagine a fair amount of spiritual pride, 
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said that they were simply followers of Christ.  These party-spirited brothers and sisters 
compared the teaching that they heard from these men, in some instances probably second-hand, 
and used the differences between them to decide who was spiritually superior to each other.  We 
still do this today.  I run into people from time to time who will tell me in conversation about a 
point of faith on which we have a difference of opinion, “Well, so-and-so the pastor of the 
famous megachurch says…,” or “so-and-so, the author of the well-known book series, says…” 
or “so-and-so, with the popular TV show, says…”  It may begin as admirable loyalty to a teacher 
but it becomes unthinking party spirit pretty quickly.  It doesn’t show much critical thinking 
about the question at hand.  And it doesn’t show much spiritual humility of the sort that Micah 
called for when he said, “He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the LORD 
require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” 
 
Perhaps more importantly, as Paul points out to the Corinthians, it devalues Christ Jesus as the 
true head of the Church.  It was Jesus, after all, who was crucified for us and in whose name we 
were baptized.  It wasn’t Casey Treat or Mark Driscoll.  It wasn’t Rick Warren or N.T. Wright.  
It wasn’t Creflo Dollar or Joyce Meyer.  It wasn’t Martin Luther or John Calvin or Thomas 
Helwys.  It wasn’t the Honorable Rev. M. Christopher Boyer, either.  Our ultimate allegiance 
belongs to no one but Jesus. 
 
Our problem, as Pastor Richard Dahlstrom of Bethany Community Church put it so eloquently at 
the (trans)Formation conference, is that we tend to confuse the coffee with the cup.  We enter the 
life of faith and we feel the power of God changing us and giving us life but then we get fixated 
on the person that we heard the Good News from or the building in which it happened or the 
songs we sang that day or the way that worship was conducted.  And we start to focus on those 
things and draw up reasons why those things and the way we have experienced them are better 
than anybody else’s experience.  We forget that it is the Spirit of God that is the real difference 
maker.  It’s like falling in love with the cup you drink your morning coffee from and forgetting 
that it’s the coffee that actually wakes you up and makes you warm.  We start running around 
saying, “My cup is the best!” and we forget to fill it up.  We fixate on what’s personal to us and 
forget that we have lots of brothers and sisters who enjoy coffee from different cups and that 
their experience is just as valid as ours. 
 
So what is the answer to this problem of division among us?  How can we learn to stop focusing 
on the forms of worship or theology or hymnody and instead place our focus on the Good News 
that Christ came to give the world?  How do we raise our eyes from our human squabbling to the 
divine work of the Cross and of the resurrection?  To begin with, let me suggest a point made by 
another speaker at the conference this weekend, Fuller Seminary president Mark Labberton.  In 
speaking of the variety of worship styles available to the Church in our time, Labberton 
reminded us that ultimately it is not the form that is important but the difference that it makes in 
our lives.  No matter how stirring the music, no matter how gifted the preaching, if the 
congregation walks out the door and goes back to life as if nothing had happened then indeed, 
nothing has happened.  Our worship is only true if we carry the teachings and the inspiration out 
the door with us and put us to work, if we, in Labberton’s words, look like Jesus to other people. 
 
Yet another of the speakers made a similar observation, based this time in a Scripture passage 
that I hope is very familiar to you.  Mary Ellen Azada, Associate Pastor at First Presbyterian 
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Church in Berkeley, CA, whose work has centered on multicultural congregations, reminded us 
of the Luke 4 mandate, “Jesus’ Mission Statement,” which has also been at the heart of the work 
of the New Baptist Covenant: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to 
bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of 
sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  It is 
when we focus on serving others, particularly “the least of these,” that we truly live out our faith 
and overcome our differences.  This teaching was delightfully proved for Connie and me shortly 
after Rev. Azada spoke.  That awkward pause I mentioned in the lunchtime conversation 
between us and the staffers from First Baptist, Bellingham?  It was overcome and a friendship 
begun, I think, when our conversation turned to how our two churches are involved in sheltering 
the homeless and feeding the hungry.  When we set aside our human created divisions of 
theology and polity and focused on our discipleship to Jesus and the action it impels in us, then 
we could truly be brothers and sisters. 
 
Has Christ been divided?  Of course not.  We, the followers of Christ, have allowed ourselves to 
become divided but Jesus calls us to abandon our self-drawn boundary lines and to join together 
as we seek to follow him.  Like the grain from many different fields, we are to come together to 
form the bread that is the Body of Christ.  When we do so, we can feed the spiritual hunger of 
the world, for we will truly be able to convince the world of God’s love when we show them our 
own, when we “look like Jesus.”  And we can better do those other things for God’s Creation as 
well, when we come together, addressing physical hunger and homelessness and so many other 
problems that we cannot impact alone.  When we remember that in Christ, we are one Body, then 
we can be the blessing to each other and to the world that God has always intended us to be.  In 
the name of Jesus, the crucified and undivided, Amen. 
 
 


