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This is the second week in a series of Gospel readings from John, where Jesus talks about bread. 

Jesus speaks profoundly about bread; using metaphors, showing the people signs, and feeding 

them in ways that address hungers they did not even realize they had.  I promise you we will get 

back to bread next week, but today I want to spend time with the passage from the letter to the 

Ephesians. Biblical scholars are not sure if this letter was written by Paul or one of his disciples, 

but whoever wrote it also makes use of metaphors as he describes the Body of Christ. 

 

Many of you know that the beach is where I go for rest and renewal.  I need sun, sand, and water 

just as much as I need air.  The power, and the constancy of the waves- and at the same time the 

unpredictability of the ocean - are all rich metaphors of God for me. I feel close to God at the 

ocean.  As an introvert who loves silence, I like my beaches wide and empty.  I love being able 

to gaze out at the waves, at a seascape uncluttered by fishermen, motorboats, and people I don’t 

know.  I want to hear only the crashing waves, uninterrupted by blaring radios and the loud 

conversations of others. Almost every year I am able to spend a week at an almost empty beach 

where I can relax, be filled with new perspectives, and sit in the presence of God. It is truly a 

blessing.  

 

That being said, I will never turn down a day at a beach, so sometimes I spend the day at a beach 

that is not so empty. The last time this happened, the beach was crowded. In fact I don’t think I 

have ever been on a beach so crowded.  It was a sea of humanity. Umbrellas, pop up tents, 

cabanas, chairs, towels, coolers, boogie boards and way too many people covered every square 

foot of sand. I picked my way through the maze, found a spot and sat down in my chair. I settled 

in to gaze at the ocean, but there was so much going on around me that I couldn’t concentrate.  

 

After a minute or so I realized that no one around me was speaking English.  I heard Chinese, 

Arabic, Spanish, Russian, German, and others I couldn’t even identify.  There were all shades of 

skin color, and bodies of every shape and size, and we were all in our own little worlds.  I started 

humming “It’s a Small World After All” and tried again to focus.  But all these people did not 

appear to have a concept of beach etiquette like mine – as more and more people arrived, they 

violated my personal space, their children raced by and kicked sand, and still others stood up and 

shook off their towels, sending the sand flying in every direction – landing on me and in my 

beach bag. 

 

The beach day I expected to happen, didn’t happen.  Instead, I was annoyed and I could feel my 

frustration increasing. About the time I had decided to just head back home so that I wouldn’t 

have to deal with all these people who were not like me and who were making me crazy, the 

lifeguard blew her whistle.   

 

Someone was too far out on a boogie board and the guard was waving for him to come in. At the 

same time that a few of us were watching this interchange, a large wave broke on top of the 

swimmer, sending his board flying and leaving him floundering and caught in a riptide.  The 

lifeguard leapt from her stand, grabbed her rescue buoy and raced to the water. Guards from the 



stands down the beach on either side did likewise and all three headed for the swimmer. All this 

commotion got the attention of every person on the beach. We all stopped what we were doing 

and watched. Hundreds of people left their own little worlds and focused on the swimmer in 

danger, watching as the life guards reached the swimmer, and helped him return safely to the 

shore. 

 

As we all watched this play out, we became as one, unified by human need and response.  It did 

not matter that we were all of different nationalities, skin color, age, gender, or social status.  We 

became as one, no longer individuals but connected to one another as a result of witnessing the 

rescue… a metaphor of salvation.  When the guards were finished, as they walked back toward 

their stands, someone began to clap and then everyone joined in – the entire beach broke out in 

applause!  And then… we all returned to our separate lives… but we had been changed.  I found 

that I was no longer frustrated by all these people but glad to have them around me. And I was 

thankful for the lifeguards. People were more friendly, and we all smiled at one another, and we 

said thank you and excuse me.  

 

Those minutes when we all became one reminded me of church. I was reminded that in the 

church we are called to live life with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one 

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

As the Ephesians were reminded, each of us was given grace according to the measure of Christ's 

gift. We have all received gifts – gifts to be shared for the work of ministry. These gifts empower 

us to maintain unity even when the day does not go as expected, the plans need to be changed, or 

the world starts to overwhelm us.  

 

When we are paying attention, even the hardest experiences in our lives will help us grow up in 

every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knit 

together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes 

the body's growth in building itself up in love. 

 

Participating in the Church, in the Body of Christ, is where we learn that we are all, at our 

deepest level, connected to one another, and to something greater than ourselves. We learn that 

even as unique as we all are, we are alike in that we have all been created and are loved by God.   

 

Often times as we think about our work of being unified and becoming Christ like we 

immediately want to assign the work to others, instead of doing our own work. We say you 

should be unified while I go my own way. You should love while I enjoy my hatred and anger. 

You must put down your sword while I remain an instrument of division.  We put the work of 

Christ-likeness on others and remind them that they are not worthy yet. They are not to be 

included in this community or that community. Their ways are not our ways.  

 

The truth is that God has a much higher standard than this. God does not need us to worry about 

how others are working on their obligations of unity, transformation, and Christ-likeness. No. 

God is much more interested in helping us with our own personal journeys towards humility, 

gentleness, patience, and loving forbearance by unifying us with those who are so foreign to us. 

It is exactly in those personal moments of frustration and self-righteousness that God wants to 

help us.  



 

The work of unity is not simply good manners, or beach etiquette. It is at the core of discipleship 

because it requires us to come out of our own little worlds, to be in relationship with others. It 

requires us to set aside our desires and to accept others as they are.1 When we can do this work 

of living in relationship with those who are different or even difficult, we are doing the work of 

building up the body of Christ. 

 

When things in this world do not go as I would like, I try to remember what happened on the 

beach that day.  When we are frustrated with people who do not do things the way we would do 

them; even when others go so far as to make us flat out angry, what if we try remember that we 

are all part of the Body of Christ.  

 

Are we perfect? No.  And neither is the Church, the Christian community, perfect. We are all in 

the process of being made perfect and the good news is that Christ, through the Holy Spirit, is 

even now doing this work of building us up to the full measure of the stature of Christ. And that 

is a metaphor for grace! 

 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 With thanks to Bishop Andy Doyle for commentary on this passage. 
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