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Sunday after Theophany 2013 

Today In the Byzantine tradition, we are still within the post-feast of Theophany and we 

are remembering how the Light that has dawned on this world in the person of Jesus has 

resulted in “grace” or “gifts” being given to the entire Christian community.  The letter to 

the Ephesians tells us that the gifs that Jesus continues to give to his Church is for the 

purpose of equipping the “holy ones”, i.e., the entire community of Jesus’ disciples, for the 

work of ministry, the building up of the body Christ.  If we were to take these words 

seriously, there are some powerful and important implications for all of us here today.   

 

The text that we heard read from the letter to the Ephesians is understandable only in 

relation to what immediately comes before it - “There is one body and one Spirit, just as 

you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call, one Lord, one faith, one 

baptism, one God and Father of us all, who is above all and through all and in all.” (4:4-6) 

 

Paul, or whoever wrote the letter to the Ephesians, is arguing that all ministry, all gifts, in 

the Church are rooted in our baptism into Christ.  Once we have been plunged into the 

waters of baptism, we then step out the font gifted by the Spirit of God with “grace”, with 

“gifts”, so that we can then serve one another and build up the Christian community until 

we all come , as the apostle says, to the “unity of the faith and of knowledge of the Son of 

God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ”.  The first thing that’s worth 

noting here is that “unity of the faith” is something that we “come to”, something that we 
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move towards.  It’s not yet achieved and it’s not something that we somehow possess by 

imposition. Unity of faith, knowledge of Christ, maturity and the full stature of Christ are 

the goal, the end, towards which we journey as we step out of the baptismal font and walk 

through life wet with the waters of baptism.  

 

I think this is really important for us to take on board and to come to terms with because 

we sometimes tend to treat the Church as if it’s a kind of ideological club of like-minded 

people who have already achieved or have bought into some kind of conformity of 

thinking, much like the imposition of Communist ideology on the Russian people during 

the Soviet era.  This a huge temptation for us Christians at times, especially for us 

Catholics. There is perhaps no better reflection on this temptation than Dostoevsky’s 

famous story of the Grand Inquisitor in his novel The Brothers Karamzov.  In the story,  

Jesus comes back to the Church after fifteen hundred years, the Grand Inquisitor has him 

arrested, tells him that his presence is no longer needed, and he reprimands Jesus for 

being concerning with human freedom and for giving freedom of faith to people. “You 

desired man’s free love”, the Grand Inquisitor says to Jesus, “so that human beings would 

follow you, freely, enticed and taken captive by You. In place of the rigid ancient law, man 

must hereafter with free heart decide for himself what is good and what is evil, having only 

Your image before him as his guide.  But did you not know,” the Grand Inquisitor says, 

“that human beings would at last reject even Your image and Your truth” and then be 

weighed down again by the awful burden of free choice”?  For the Grand Inquisitor, 

people are too rebellious at heart to live by faith and love freely.  What people need, and 
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what finally makes them happy, is being controlled.   In the place of the misguided gift of 

freedom that Christ has offered human beings and which is too much for them to bear, 

they can be controlled only, the Grand Inquisitor says, by three powers: by miracle, by 

mystery and by authority.  Dostoevsky’s tale of the Grand Inquisitor is, I think, one of the 

most frightening stories about religion gone bad once we forget what our baptism into 

Christ really does and really calls us to. 

 

The writer to the Ephesians is suggesting something quite different from the kind of 

Christianity painted in the story of the Grand Inquisitor. He is suggesting that we are a 

baptismal people to whom another kind of miracle and mystery and authority has been 

revealed.  The miracle and mystery and authority of a God who shows his face most 

clearly to us from a Roman cross of execution; the miracle and mystery and authority of a 

God who invites us in freedom to follow his Son; the miracle and mystery and authority of 

God who breaks down barriers between all kinds of people and calls us all to walk through 

the baptismal waters of the Exodus out of the land of bondage into the freedom where 

God’s Spirit is leading us.   

 

According to the writer to the Ephesians, we are a people, on the move towards God and 

towards God’s truth, and so we need to struggle and to work and to live, he says, with 

humility and with gentleness and with patience with one another, “bearing with one 

another in love, making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of 

peace”.  There is indeed one body and one Spirit, he says, one Lord, one faith, one 
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baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all.  And at the 

same time, the apostle recognizes that only as the people of God are built up in faith and 

in love through the gifts the Spirit gives and through the ministry that flows from these gifts 

are we then able to move freely towards the unity that is rooted in our baptism and which 

is always in front of us. 

 

Baptism is the concrete reminder of Jesus’ promise that the Spirit will never abandon us, 

that the Spirit will always give gifts that enable our journey towards God and God’s truth in 

faith and love and freedom.  As we think about this, perhaps one of the most important 

things to remember is that the Giver is always greater than the gifts and that we must not 

confuse the gifts with the Giver.  This means that however much we prize and honor the 

gifts we have received from the Spirit within our lives and within our history, we must 

remember that they are not God.  We need to remember that all gifts that the Spirit of 

God has given in the past for the building up the Body of Christ- words of theology, 

structures, liturgies, practices, disciplines- good and true and wonderful things- they are, 

however, not rigidly fixed and are not beyond reinterpretation and reimagination as the 

Spirit takes up her work in our own day, in new circumstances and situations.  We must 

not mistake the gifts of the Spirit for the Spirit.  To confuse them is to fall into what the 

Scriptures repeatedly call “idolatry”. 

 

If we take the words of the writer to the Ephesians seriously, however, then each and 

every one of us here needs to be ready to receive the gifts that the Spirit wants to give us 
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right now for the building up of Jesus’ Body.  But first we need to believe, really believe, 

that the Spirit is at work in us and with us, that the Spirit has the power to know us from 

within, better than we know ourselves, and so knows what we need to do the work at 

hand.  Every time we learn to hope again or to find the power to move towards God 

again, it is the Spirit. Every time we understand and overcome our self-deceptions and 

illusions and covers, it is the Spirit. Every time we move beyond our self-absorption, our 

petty self-confidence, our lack of real trust in God, our bigotries, our idolatries, it is the 

Spirit.   

 

The Spirit into whom we have been plunged in the waters of baptism is the God who can 

be dangerous and destructive, the God who can pick up the wrecker’s bar and engage in 

a work of demolition in our lives so that we can be delivered from ourselves, from our 

delusions and from our grave misunderstandings. If we think that the Spirit of God is only 

polite and respectful and reasonable, like we think we are, than we have a really, really 

deformed image of God.  The Spirit of God- the Mother of all storms who stirred up the 

surface of the deep in the beginning at the creation according to Genesis- is known to 

take the world we are comfortable with and pull it apart and then put it back together n 

some new way.  Who of us has not experienced some of this at one time or another in 

our lives?   

 

At the same time, the Spirit does not stop with demolition.  The Spirit is also a builder.  

She throws down the wrecking bar and looks around for hammers and saws and building 
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tools in even the smallest shred of faith and hope and love that’s lurking inside of us.  The 

Spirit of God is always looking around for people who are ready and willing to build anew, 

to build better, to build with open doors and a vast welcome, to raise up shelters where the 

lives of individuals and communities can flourish and grow. 

 

The Spirit wants new construction and renewed communities.  That’s what the writer to 

the Ephesians was talking about when he was talking about the gifts the Spirits for the 

work of ministry given to all the baptized, so that Christ’s Church can be built up and so 

that God’s Kingdom can be tasted within and throughout this world.  But when it comes 

to construction, the Spirit does not necessarily play any nicer than when he is involved 

with destruction.  The Spirit can send out raw recruits to do the dirty work of living 

consciously in this world as Jesus’ disciples.  So no matter who you are, no matter how 

sure you are that you are not able to offer anything to the work of ministry, don’t imagine 

that you are safe.   

 

Remember the Pentecost story, about how the Spirit descended upon the disciples, 

made them behave strangely, outed them into a hostile environment, turned their worlds 

upside down, and forced them into action.  Like the first disciples, we all are basically raw 

recruits with minimal training.  But if we have had the Spirit’s name invoked over us in 

baptism, that same Spirit will at some time or other claim us as companions in the work of 

Jesus.  And because the Spirit does not play nice and doesn’t like taking “no” for an 

answer, the best thing to do under those circumstances, I would suggest, is to say “yes”. 


