
The Good, The Bad & The Ugly

Exodus 32:1-14; Psalm 106:1-6, 19-23; Philippians 4:1-9; Matthew 22:1-14

There is a popular movement today that is called “Messy Church” which is meant to make the

faith more welcoming to people. It works by offering alternatives to families that are not in ou

churches on Sunday. Church gets messy and that is OK.  Well I hope that you will take this in the

right way, but I must say that the church, Christ’s body, for any of the great things about it, can also

literally be a mess. I’ve given most of my life to church leadership. I’m a minister. My job is to be sure

that this congregation is cared for in times of need, equipped and led in its assigned ministries in the

world, and remain vital as we move into God’s future. 

But that isn’t easy! For one thing, we are members of not only the church but also individual

human families. We come from many different places in our practice of the Christian faith. Added to

that are the personality differences among us. All of that means that church can be, well, a mess. 

The Puritans called the church the “visible saints.” But then efforts by the Puritans to purify the

church of its flaws showed that much of the church’s grand spiritual glory is invisible. Church is a

mess!

In support of my contention about the messiness of the church, I call on my clerical colleague

Saint Paul. Here is Paul waxing eloquently to First Church Philippi on the glories of Christ, his death

and resurrection, calling in his most impressive theological artillery:

Though he was in the form of God,

he did not consider being equal with God something to exploit.

But he emptied himself . . . that at the name of Jesus everyone in heaven, on earth, and under the earth

might bow and every tongue confess. (2:6ff CEB)
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Here’s the grandeur of the Christian faith, the full sweep of our theology!

Last Sunday we focused on Paul’s testimony of the grace of God working in his life. Paul’s

Letter to the Philippians contains some of the most exalted, stirring Christian theological affirmations

found in any of Paul’s letters. 

And because of the nobility of sentiment in this letter, perhaps it makes it all the more

disconcerting how Paul ends his letter to the Philippians.

Therefore, my brothers and sisters whom I love and miss, who are my joy and crown, stand firm in the

Lord. Loved ones, I urge Euodia and I urge Syntyche to come to an agreement in the Lord. Yes, and I’m also

asking you, loyal friend, to help these women who have struggled together with me in the ministry of the gospel,

along with Clement and the rest of my coworkers whose names are in the scroll of life. (4:1-3 CEB)

It’s as if Paul has finally gotten to what is really bugging him. Paul blurts out, “Euodia!

Syntyche! Behave! Stop fighting. Be reconciled!”

Amid the grandest theological affirmations, Paul calls out (by name, no less) two squabbling

laity. What’s this?

It’s the church!

As I’m putting finishing touches on my sermon on Philippians 2, a deft exposition of the

preexistence of Christ and its implications for people who drive Volvos. The door to my study swings

open, and a prepubescent acolyte screams, “Preacher, come quick! Euodia and Syntyche have

squared off in the sacristy over whether it’s carnations or mums for Epiphany! Syntyche is threatening

to bop Euodia with a memorial vase.”

How is it that St. Paul is forced to put up with such foolishness? And in church! Is this what I’ve
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given my life to in offering myself for ordination in the church?

Or as the poet Percy Shelley put it, “I could believe in Christ if he did not drag behind him that

leprous bride of his, the church.”

I have never had anyone withdraw from a church where I served saying, “Jesus’s demands on

us are just too much.” No. The most common reason they leave is, “We think the world of Jesus, but

we just can’t stand his friends.”

There is a reason why Paul speaks of the crucifixion and then immediately recalls Euodia and

Syntyche! 

Will Willimon writes: “Take my first congregation. Please. It was rural Georgia, and as many of

you have learned, rural doesn’t get much more rural than that. I, fresh from Yale Divinity School, was

all Bultmanned-Tilliched-up for grad school at Emory. The Saturday before my first Sunday, I went

out to survey my church—a forlorn place that went by the utterly inappropriate name of “Friendship

Methodist Church.” I noted a padlock on the f ront door.

The lay leader—a man so named because he laid carpet in Smyrna—informed me that the

lock belonged to the Gwinnett Country Sheriff, who locked down the church after a somewhat difficult

church meeting. “People started ripping pews out of the floor and carting off stuff they had given to

the church, so the sheriff come out here and put that lock there until the new preacher could get here

and sort things out,” he explained.

That first encounter typified my days there—squabbling, one failure after another, Euodia and

Syntyche duking it out in the parking lot after a wedding. It was more than I could take. One day, in

youthful despair, I poured out my frustration to my favorite Emory professor. The horror, the utter

injustice that one such as I, with theological training such as mine, would be condemned to care for

people like them! Oh the tragedy of it!
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My professor sympathetically listened to my tale of woe. He sympathized with me. So sad that

this should be my very first congregation. He agreed to the injustice of someone like me forced to

serve people like them. The laity are lousy. The church is a mess. 

“And worst of all,” he said, “Jesus says that those prostitutes and tax collectors get to go into

God’s kingdom before us good people.”

That was the last time I poured out my heart to that professor!”

Jesus teaches, preaches, heals, and f inally suffers and dies. And on his way to paradise,

deserted by his own disciples, hanging in agony on the cross, Jesus enters paradise with nothing to

show for his trouble but one slightly informed, somewhat penitent thief. Some trophy. And yet

strangely enough, theologian Karl Barth designates this gathering of Jesus and the two thieves as the

birthday of the church. Wherever one finds Jesus hanging out among thieves, there is the church,

said Barth. 

God’s kingdom is a great banquet, and though really nice people are the first invited, they find

other things to do. Well-to-do, important, powerful, influential people are so busy. 

In anger the master of the banquet sends his servants out to the highways and byways to

invite everybody—the maimed, the lame, and the blind, the broken hearted, Conservatives,

Rotarians, rejects, racists, and reprobates. That’s God’s table—a bunch of losers whom no nice

person would be caught dead with on a Saturday night. So says Jesus. That’s the church. That’s us. 

I urge Euodia and I urge Syntyche to come to an agreement in the Lord. . . . Help these women who have

struggled together with me in the ministry of the gospel. For all their faults, these women are chosen by

God as fellow strugglers with Paul in the “ministry of the gospel.” As those ordained and called, these

women are like Paul, under orders to be reconciled. 
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Why didn’t God call people who were always nice to each other, who never broke fellowship,

never took offense, and never needed to be reconciled? That’s part of the mystery of vocation. Why

God chose you and why God chose me to be the church in this time and place, I don’t know. All I

know is that God has chosen us. There’s nobody but us to show the world the visible presence of

Christ. Nobody but Euodia and Syntyche, John, Martha, Sarah, Susie, and Jane. God has chosen to

make God’s appeal to humanity through us. 

I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection, says Paul. I ask you: to whom did the

resurrected Christ appear? Not to the religious authorities with their theological training and

accreditation, but to the squabbling common people—fearful, misunderstanding, ordinary people,

according to the gospels. Why wouldn’t Jesus have appeared in his resurrected glory to important,

good, influential, powerful people? It’s a mystery, a wonder bound up with who God really is as savior

of sinners. 

You don’t know the “power of his resurrection” until you know that Christ returned to those who

forsook and disappointed him, to Euodia and Syntyche, and thus to you and me. It’s a heck of a way

to run God’s kingdom, but it appears to be his way.

Bless you for the courage to try and live with, serve, work, within and without the mess called

Christ’s body. Maybe, with God’s help, you’ll come to embrace and even, by God’s grace, love those

whom Jesus has loved and has commissioned to be part of his body. The only good reason to be

here is christological. And the only means of persevering to the end is that Jesus, in his wisdom,

means this to be so and has chosen not to be Lord alone. 

When Karl Barth was pastor of a little, tiny congregation in Switzerland, he made quite a claim

about the wonder of the church:
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“I believe that the congregation to which I belong . . . is the one, holy, universal Church. If I do

not believe this here, I do not believe it at all. No lack of beauty, no ‘wrinkles and spots’ in this

congregation may lead me astray. . . . In faith I attest that the concrete congregation to which I

belong and for the life of which I am responsible, is appointed to the task of making in this place, in

this form, the one, holy, universal Church visible.”

I have no greater rationale to justify your attempting to pray with, sing songs with, sit through

church meetings with, or serve the needs of the world with the likes of Euodia or Syntyche than this:

these are the ones whom the very Son of God loved and for whom he died and to whom he rose. And

amazing as it seems - you and me, too. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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