
There Is A Time

1 Kings 2:10-12; 3:3-14; Psalm 111; *Ephesians 5:15-20; John 6:51-58

Ephesians 5:15-20
Paul tells the Ephesians to make the most of the time, acting wisely amid the foolishness around
them.

A colleague in ministry shared that he had the opportunity recently “to participate in some

organizing training for the formation of a broad-based community organization that is forming in my

[area]. In an effort to effect change for the powerless and the vulnerable neighbors in our

communities, this broad-based group seeks to pool our collective resources and bring together our

disparate voices in order to build power in the political space.

A dangerous place for a preacher, no doubt.

And I have found these gatherings and the training in organizing to be exhausting work. Not in

a bad way—but to listen to the stories of people who are struggling to make enough money to feed

their families in areas where housing is untenable, unaffordable, or unsafe puts a shared burden on

those of us who do not have to think about such things as we pull into our comfortable two-stall

garages each night.

Every time we gather for more listening, more learning, and more community building,

someone there will inevitably stand up and break the tension with a song.

If I am honest again, I rarely know these songs. Usually it is an old gospel hymn or a spiritual

from the cotton fields. Occasionally, I’m lucky enough to know them and can join in quickly. Other

times, it takes me few minutes to pick up the rhythm and the words before joining in.

But no matter what, that simple act of bringing us together to sing restores me. The simple

tune renews my spirit, lifts me up, and gives me strength to press even more deeply into the work of

sharing in the struggle. The melody jump-starts my heartbeat and brings me back to the present
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moment.

It always feels like the song leader is merely reading the room, knowing that we are waning

and in need of renewed energy to continue on. And some might argue it is distracting, taking way

from what precious time we have to get our work done.” Rev. Cameron Merrill

Today we can state that clearly, St. Paul would disagree with that assessment.

As we near the end of Paul’s dramatic letter to the Ephesian church, his word for us today is

sing and make melody to the Lord, giving thanks to God at all times.

For we are to make the most of our time, Paul says, in this present evil age.

Strong words, stronger than we might choose on our own, although there are some who might

agree with Paul’s assessment. In either case, the point is well taken: we have work to do, the time in

which to do it, and the songs needed to do that work with thanksgiving, praise, and joy.

Perhaps part of the evil age that Paul is pointing us to is the same impatience that sees such

singing and, even more importantly, such organizing for the sake of equality and justice as a waste of

time.

That sort of impatience leads us to qualify everything—our time, our money, our friends, our

neighbors, even ourselves—as pieces in a zero-sum game. If I don’t get to work on things that matter

using what I have, then I won’t get anything worth doing done. Inevitably, in that sort of reduction, our

impatience leads us to harm others and ourselves in deeply hurtful ways.

Stanley Hauerwas, the American theologian, is fond of reminding the church that we have all

the time we need to be about the work we have been given to do. This is not his recommendation to

be ponderous or relaxed about our part in the kingdom work of God. 

No, he is reminding us that the direction and course of time has been set in Jesus Christ, and

we can thankfully then resist the temptations of violence that come with impatience.
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Maybe that is why we can stop in the midst of our doing and sing for a while about the victory

of God in Jesus Christ. The time has already been set, the outcome determined. In the end, God is

going to get what God wants, and as Paul said right at the beginning of this letter, in Christ God is

gathering together all things in heaven and on earth.

What right do we have then to impatience? What right do we have to treat each other as

disposable goods, means to our own ends of accomplishment and success? None. We have no such

right, and to do so would be to set our clocks by the timekeepers of this present age.

Perhaps no church leader or teacher has shown us how to become more patient friends of

one another than Jean Vanier, founder of the L’Arche communities. Time and again, Jean has

reminded us that in our hastiness to get on with the work of living, we have harmed ourselves and our

most vulnerable neighbors. As long as we elevate the virtues of efficiency, expediency, and

time-well-spent, we will never be able to fully experience the richness of relationships with the

disabled persons nearest to us. It is inevitable, Vanier argues, that when these things are our values,

we will only see the disabled community as a burden, instead of how Christ sees them: as a gift. 

One of our recent candidates for moderator, Colin Philips asked the same question in a recent

UC Observer article entitled Hey, United Church — we could have talked about my

disability. “A part of me can’t help but wonder if I made a mistake; if there was an elephant in the

room that I simply needed to address, instead of ignoring. I’m of course referring to the fact that I

was, I believe, the first person with a disability to stand for election to be the moderator of the United

Church, and that I barely mentioned my disability in the lead up to General Council, or when I

addressed the court.

I expected to have many conversations at General Council — conversations about the role of
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the church in society, and about how we continue the journey towards a decolonized United Church. I

also fully expected, and indeed hoped to have, frank conversations about what it would be like to

have a moderator with a disability. There was no denying that people must have been wondering. If I

had been asked these questions, I could have told people about the travelling I do, the ways we

could have overcome barriers for me to visit less-than-accessible churches, and that a plan was

loosely in place to make sure that I had the extra supports I would have needed if I was elected. 

By and large, these conversations simply did not happen. Many commissioners did stop to

compliment me on my address, but the conversation typically ended awkwardly after I thanked them.

. . . it was clear that the vast majority of commissioners were not comfortable enough to truly engage

me. 

What haunts me, though, is the extent to which commissioners’ discomfort, and probable

assumptions, around my disability prevented them from seeing me not just as a theoretically possible

candidate for moderator, but as a viable one too. There is no doubt in my mind that people in the

church love me, but that love needs to bring us to a place where everyone names my disability,

accommodates it, and moves on to building the kindom of God.”

https://www.ucobserver.org/columns/2018/08/colin_phillips_general_council/)

I have no doubt that when the rest of the world sees some of the ridiculous ways that we here

in the church act, they think we are wasting our time. Any time the Spirit shows up, it seems outsiders

looking in think that those who are filled with the Spirit are a bunch of drunks! We must look a bit

foolish, a bit off-kilter, a bit out of step with how things are and how they should be.

Maybe that is another reason why we should be grateful for that space of song and prayer I

spoke of earlier as we continue to work to organize for public action. We might be sick and tired of

the injustices that continue in fair housing practices, the treatment of those who live with disabilities, 

4There Is A Time.ser.wpd



or the fight for fair wages and employment practices, and anti-immigration policies that take place

throughout our neighbourhoods. And you know how we are going to let you know we are sick of it? 

We are going to sing about it.

And on top of how foolish our songs may seem, what must be even more foolish is the work

we are doing. You see, the basic work of organizing is the same basic work that Paul has been

calling us to throughout this entire letter. 

All of our work, all of what Paul has been urging us to do all along, all of this gospel

performance that he is showing us how to do is so that we might become friends.

And if there is anything that might look as useless to the wider world of efficiency and

productivity as stopping to sing, it is spending time becoming friends for no other reason than to be

friends.

But how else are we going to explain all of these pieces that Paul has been building for us? All

of this talk about being in one body, about how we should put away slander and hateful speech and

anger and malice, instead taking on kindness and honesty and forgiveness? Those sound like the

building blocks of friendship, the formational ligaments of community, to me.

Week after week, piece by piece, Paul has been leading us to become better friends. 

Friends of God, friends of one another, friends of time itself. 

And any friendship of substance and not of utility cannot be measured by any of our usual

standards of success. We will have to measure our work by the richness of our common life and our

love for one another.

Maybe that is why Paul refuses to give us metrics for success. He seems powerfully reluctant

to tell us how we will know we have succeeded in wise living with the time we have, reluctant to give

us metrics or markers to measure our success in this work.
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It is as if, in the words of another great theologian, Lesslie Newbigin, Paul is leading us to see

our work in the time that we have as becoming signs, instruments, foretastes of the coming reign of

God.

That is the only way I can make sense of my time with this growing movement to organize,

time spent listening to stories, time spent weeping and gnashing our teeth, time spent laughing and

cheering for small signs of justice breaking into the world, time spent singing those simple songs of

praise and thanksgiving.

It is not for us to fix, to manage, to produce efficiently, or to fight. 

It is for us to patiently and tenaciously, with great fervor and with a song in our hearts and on

our lips, tear down anything that keeps us from becoming better friends.

Not sure yet if you have what it takes to work toward that friendship, to explore the richness of

life together in the body of Christ, a life marked by forgiveness in suffering, truth-telling in the midst of

injustices committed on one another, a life marked by the wounds and the glory of Christ?

Don’t worry. There is a time. Take all the time that you need. Thanks be to God! Amen.
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