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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

a     a     a

I know some of you have been following the proceedings of
General Convention (GC) over the past couple of weeks, and one
or two of you were quite disturbed at times by the goings-on there,
especially in the House of Deputies. Let me clarify for those of you
who aren’t too interested in the business of the Episcopal Church
at that level... not that there’s anything wrong with that. General
Convention is the governing body of the Episcopal Church,
organized on the same plan as the US Congress. In fact, many of
the same people were involved in organizing both of them. Like
Congress, there are two chambers in GC: the House of Bishops and
the House of Deputies. All bishops, both active and retired, are
entitled to voice and vote in the upper chamber, and every diocese
sends eight deputies– four laypersons and four clergy– in the lower
chamber. They meet for a week and a half every three years, and
in between conventions business is conducted by a large, slow-
moving bureaucracy. And even though there have been all kinds of
accusations, especially in recent years, that a small group exercises
a lot of control over GC by setting the agenda, as one commentator
said the other day, in the end democracy wins. The great big flaw
there is that God never intended his Church to be a democracy, or
that its members should be able to vote on matters of doctrine. But
that’s what we’ve got.

Well there seems to have been a bit of a revolution at this years
convention. Lots of bold younger voices, mostly millennials, spoke
out from the floor in opposition to the controlling forces, mostly
aging Baby Boomers, and managed to stir up enough support to
divert the agenda with regard to one major subject of debate. There

were actually two contentious topics– same-sex marriage and
prayer book revision.

Since the previous GC bishops have been able to forbid same-sex
marriage in their dioceses, which has been our bishop’s position.
But a motion was put forward this time that would allow any
couple to get married in their home church, regardless of what the
bishop or the local clergy believe. The bishops amended the motion
to give the veto to the local rector, which then passed in the HoD,
so that it’s now the law of the Episcopal Church. Some see that as
a great move forward; some see it as a great move toward apostasy.
And that has created the potential to tear parishes apart, because if
a rector refuses to marry a couple, parishioners who support same-
sex marriage will be upset; and if he agrees to marry the couple, or
even to bring in another priest to tie the knot, parishioners who
oppose it will be upset. Either way there’s going to be conflict. A
lot of parishioners will probably leave, and the priest may end up
having to resign because either a) the pastoral relationship has been
severely damaged, or b) there’s no longer enough money to support
him. So I think the best thing for us to do here at St Michael’s,
before such a case even presents itself, may be to have a serious
congregational discussion, with some teaching on both sides of the
issue, and then maybe vote on a policy. We’ll figure it out.

Revising the Book of Common Prayer was the other contentious
issue. That’s the one the younger voters were able to prevent. It
was put forward for two main reasons: 1) to revise the marriage
service to accommodate same-sex marriage; and 2) to do away
with masculine language for God as much as possible, and to
replace words like Lord and kingdom. And they wanted $8 million
to get the job done. The bishops said no, but proposed instead that
a tenth of that amount should be allotted to develop supplemental
liturgies that contain gender-neutral language for God, taking care
that they don’t go beyond what other churches around the world
will find acceptable. That is a good question for a study group to
deal with– Why do we speak of God as Father, Son, and Holy



Spirit, and not as Mother and Child? And why do we refer to the
Holy Spirit as he, but not she? What’s wrong with saying, “Thy
kingdom come”?

I can give you the answer in a nutshell, which is because Jesus
really was born as a flesh-and-blood human male, and that he
identified God as Father, and refers to the Holy Spirit as he, all of
which is clearly spelled out in Scripture. So to address God as
Mother, and to deny the maleness of Jesus is a much bigger no-no
than addressing your spouse by the name of your old
girl/boyfriend, or referring to your male child as your daughter. It’s
every bit as foolish and, much worse, it’s an act of defiance against
the revealed word of God. There are some pretty stern warnings in
both the Old and the New Testaments against playing fast and
loose with the Word of the Lord (cf Deut 4:2; Rev 22:18). But you all
need to go deeper than that in order to understand better just who
the God is that we worship. So we’ll tackle that in due course. Now
enough about GC, except to say that it seems quite appropriate,
maybe even providential, that we read these three lessons in its
wake. 

Jewish liturgical prayers quite often follow a standard formula, so
that a prayer for a particular occasion mentions something God has
done that’s pertinent to that occasion.  “Blessed be God who has
done [this or that wondrous thing for his people].” The shortest
Jewish prayer before a meal is “Blessed is the One who blesses.” 
So not surprisingly Paul, who is an expert on Jewish tradition, uses
that Jewish formula to begin a very Christian prayer: “Blessed be
the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in
Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.”  

Then he speaks of the greatest of those spiritual blessings, of how
God the Father “chose us in Christ before the foundation of the
world to be holy and blameless before him in love.” What Paul is
saying here is that this is the main reason God sent his Son into the
world. “Before the foundation of the world,” before he created
anything, God “chose us in Christ,” he set his love on us and

determined that he was going to rescue as many of us as would let
him from the sinful mess we had got ourselves into, and that Christ
Jesus his Son would be our rescuer, our Savior. It’s pretty
important that Paul doesn’t say through or by Christ, but that “he
chose us in Christ,” which doesn’t mean exactly the same thing. It
certainly is proper to say that we have been saved through or by
Christ. But what Paul is pointing to when he says that we’ve been
saved “in Christ” is the mystery of baptism. 

In Romans Paul says, “Don’t you know that all of us who have
been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?” (6:3).
Then he says, “For if we have been united with him”– the literal
translation there is grown together, become part of, like how in
Christian marriage two persons become one flesh. So “if we have
become one with him in a death like his”– participating in his death
through baptism, then we will be raised in him on the last day just
as he was raised on Easter Day (6:5). And having been taken that
deeply into the life of Christ, we have “become holy and blameless
before him in love.” That, Paul is saying, is what God intended for
us from “before the foundation of the world.” 

And what’s more, by becoming one with Christ in a death and a
resurrection like his, God has adopted us as his children. If we are
in Christ, the Son of God, members of his Body, then we too are
the children of God. That’s his primary goal for joining us to his
Son, to make us his children, to make each one of us a little Christ,
who bears the image and the character of Christ, and who lives and
proclaims the whole truth of God as Christ has made it known. C.S.
Lewis says, “The whole purpose of becoming a Christian is simply
nothing else” (Mere Christianity, Bk IV, ch 4, very last line). 

Now let’s look at the other two readings and how those fit into
God’s eternal plan. He tells Amos he’s going to set a plumb line in
the midst of his people. A plumb line is what a carpenter uses to
make sure everything is absolutely straight and level. You set the
line, either vertically or horizontally and you built your wall or
your foundation so that it touches that line all along the surface. If



the wall leans a little bit, or the flat surface isn’t level, then it’s off
plumb, and it has to be fixed. God’s going to rebuild his people,
taking down everything that has risen above that line, all the
arrogant people who have risen to power on the backs of the weak,
and in defiance of the Word of the Lord, and building up
everything that is below it, everything and everybody that has been
put down by the power-hungry. 

Amaziah the priest runs and tells the king that Amos is conspiring
against him, he’s talking treason. Then, playing both sides,
Amaziah urges Amos to flee the country. This was the one and
only time Amos ever prophesied in his life, so he was probably
terrified by all this. So he said, “Hey, I’m not really a prophet. The
Lord took me away from my sheep and sent me to prophesy to his
people.” 

History kind of repeated itself when God raised up John the Baptist 
to be what Jesus described as “more than a prophet,” because God
had sent him to prepare the way for the coming of God himself in
human flesh (Mt 11:9-10; cf Mal 3:1). Although Herod is called a king,
and is the son of king Herod the Great who ordered the death of all
the babies in Bethlehem when Jesus was born, neither one of them
was really a king. They were territorial governors appointed by
Caesar. But they liked being called king. And even though they
were Jews, they disregarded the Word of God, caring more for
their own status than the oppression of their people. Besides this,
in direct defiance of the law of Moses, Herod the younger married
his brother’s widow. So like Amos before him, John called the king
to account. Herod recognized that John was a holy man of God, but
in order to save face in front of his guests, he ordered the
beheading of John, simply because he promised, without thinking
it through, to give his daughter what she demanded. 

John lost his life, but he wasn’t the loser in this conflict, because he
was steadfastly faithful to his God and in carrying out his prophetic
ministry. “Truly I tell you,” Jesus had said earlier, “among those
born of women no one has arisen greater than John the Baptist; yet

the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he” (Mt 11:11). I
think every Christian would consider themselves “the least in the
kingdom of heaven.” Yet because we listen to John’s call to
prepare the way of the Lord, and because by being “baptized into
Christ Jesus,” as Paul says, and doing our best, with the help of
God’s grace, to be little Christs, bearing his image, reflecting his
character, faithful to his word, we’re greater than John. It seems
like an awfully arrogant thing to say, I know, but that’s what Jesus
said, so it must be true.

So don’t fret over the craziness that goes on at General Convention,
or anywhere else in the Church. Just be faithful. If it should happen
that God calls you to prophesy against those who should know
better, then he’ll give you the guts stand up to them. Otherwise,
don’t worry. Keep going to church; keep loving your neighbor;
keep supporting all the good things the Church does; keep praying,
especially for God’s kingdom to come and his will to be done on
earth as it already is in heaven. And whatever you do, don’t leave
your own church to escape whatever you don’t like about it. Every
other church has its problems as well, since every church is full of
sinners, people who don’t fully grasp the word or the will of God.
But we all stick with it because, in spite of everything, church is
where we hear the words of eternal life (Jn 6:68). It’s where Jesus
meets us in word and sacrament to bind up our spiritual wounds, to
forgive us our trespasses, and to build us all up in love. So, as St
Peter said to Jesus, where else could we go? In the Name of ...
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