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Sunday after Theophany 2014 

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 

brought about “grace” or “gifts” being given to the entire Christian community.  The letter 

to the Ephesians tells us that the gifts that Jesus gives to his Church are for the purpose of 

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

ministry, for 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 
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“come to”, something that we 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 then reprimands Jesus: “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.  
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What people need, and what finally makes them happy, is being controlled.   In 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 one 

of the most frightening stories about religion-gone-bad once we have forgotten that 

relationship with God is one of freedom, love and faith through the Spirit of Jesus. 

 

A more contemporary expression of religion-gone-bad is when we think that we possess 

the truth or that the truth we do possess is absolute, and so separates us from all those 

who don’t have it.  Pope Francis has responded to this problem with his quintessential 

wisdom and humility.  “We don’t possess the truth”, he says, “the truth embraces and 

possesses us”. And on the question as to whether there is no truth at all, but only a series 

of relative and subjective truths, he said that “I would not speak about ‘absolute’ truths 

even for believers, in the sense that absolute is that which is disconnected and bereft of 

all relationship.  Truth, according to the Christian faith, the Pope argues, is “the love of 

God for us in Jesus Christ.  Therefore, truth is a relationship”.  And as such, “each one 

of us receives the truth and expresses it from within. .. according to our own 

circumstances, culture and situation in life.”  Truth always and only comes to us as a 

“way and a life”, not as a set of propositions that we can then memorize, control and then 

used to beat others over the head with.   

 

The Pope’s thinking is very much in accord with that of the writer to the Ephesians, who 
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taught that we are a baptismal 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”. This is the only way to 

truth.  There is indeed one body and one Spirit, he says, one Lord, one faith, one 

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. 

 

When we come out of the baptismal font we are enabled to know God, the unspeakable, 

indescribable Mystery, not only as an “It”, but as a “Who”, as One who wants to relate to 

us as He related to Jesus.  We can now know this Mystery as the “one God and Father of 

all, who is above all and through all and in all.”  The uniqueness of the Christian faith is 

that it makes us share, through Jesus, in the relationship he has with God who is Abba.  

From this perspective, Pope Francis has argued, we are invited to share in the 

relationship of love which Jesus has with all men and women, enemies included.  In 

other words, the sonship of Jesus is not revealed to us in order to emphasize an 

insurmountable separation between Jesus and everyone else, but in order to tell us that 

we are all called to be children of the one Abba, and so brothers and sisters to one 

another.  The uniqueness of Jesus, and so the uniqueness of the Christian faith, has to 
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do with communication, the Pope says, not with exclusion, as we have sometimes 

thought and acted. 

 

Remembering our baptisms is remembering that the Spirit of God will never abandon us, 

that the Spirit will always give gifts that enable our journey towards God and towards 

God’s truth in faith and love and freedom.  God’s Spirit enables us to walk through life as 

pilgrims wet with the waters of baptism, calling upon God as Abba, growing in our 

understanding of the truth (that is, in our relationship with God), and seeking, as the Pope 

says, to be of service to the whole person and to all people, starting with those on the 

margins.  To live in this way is what it is to “have faith”.  Far from making us inflexible, 

the security of this kind of faith sets us on a journey and enables us to witness and 

dialogue with everyone around us.  To believe that the Light of God has dawned through 

Christ is to believe that no one is totally outside of its warmth and its illumination, and that 

the mercy of God is limitless for all those who seek the good with a sincere heart. 

 

Every time we learn to hope again or to find the power to move towards God again, it is 

the Spirit’s work in us.  Every time we understand and overcome our self-deceptions and 

illusions and covers, it is the Spirit’s work in us. 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’s work in us.  Every time any of this happens, we are moving one 

step closer, as the writer to the Ephesians said, to “the unity of the faith and of the 

knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, and to the measure of the full stature of Christ”! 


