
Truthing

2 Samuel 11:26–12:13a; Psalm 51:1-12; Ephesians 4:1-16*; John 6:24-35

My first experience with acting came in Grade 7 when my teacher Miss Degan asked me to

play the role of Ebenezer Scrooge in James L. Webster’s production of Dicken’s a Christmas Carol.

I spent weeks learning my lines, participating in rehearsals and ultimately our one and only

performance before the other students and parents who were able to attend. As the curtain fell on

our show and then rose again to the applause and the ovation of the gathered audience, I must

confess, I was hooked and have loved theatre ever since. 

Maybe it is my love for theater that gives me some affinity for Paul’s letters, especially this one

he writes to the Ephesians from this weeks’ lectionary. I don’t know, maybe it’s just me, but it feels

familiar. 

But what Paul writes, how he speaks, and what he says sends a different message. It’s not

about the applause or being the star.

“Conduct yourselves with all humility, gentleness, and patience. Make an effort to preserve the

unity of the Spirit with the peace that ties you together.”

After first telling them of the triumph that God is working out through Christ Jesus, Paul now

helps the church to see its part to play in the unfolding drama.

And what a drama it is! All those who were far off, deeply divided one from the other, are being

brought near in Christ, who is our peace. The Gentiles, long separated from the people of God by

their fundamental faithlessness and made strangers to the covenant of God, are now made one with

God’s people through the faithfulness of Jesus. 

No longer aliens and strangers, we are now together in the household of God. This is the

hidden plan of God, written from time’s beginning: to bring all things together in Christ. This is the
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dramatic arc to all of history, the shape of the drama begun with Israel’s calling and leading now into

the church’s birth.

But it is not enough to know the story, to merely read the lines. Like actors in play you can’t

truly get a sense of the play’s power without seeing it performed or, even better, performing it

yourself.

Paul gets this, and here he is, speaking to this cast of gospel actors, trying to get them to see

what parts they have to play in this story as it unfolds.

Maybe this helps us make sense out of these roles that Paul lists. Not an exhaustive list of the

cast, surely, but he also isn’t listing out spiritual gifts that might appear in communities like this one in

Ephesus.

No, he is laying out the parts that appear in this show. He is helping us to see that some will

be prophets, some pastors and teachers, and other apostles. This is the supporting cast that Jesus is

working with to bring about this great unifying drama, whose curtain went up as the tomb door rolled

away.

These parts come to us through the one Spirit who makes us one body. These roles are far

from accidental or incidental. They are integral to what is unfolding in and through us, and they are

written for us in the watery ink of our baptism. With those waters, the Spirit spells out the script so

that we might know our part in this salvific act.

Paul, ever the skilled director, even helps us to see where the playwright is taking us. God is at

work, casting these roles and giving us our parts to play so that we might grow into the fullness of

Christ.

If I learned anything in my small participation with amateur theatre, it was that acting is not an

easy art. It is ridiculous to assume that the greats were just born to it. If you really think that, you’ve
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clearly never spent time with actors in training. 

Performing is a practice. It takes dedication and time, and constant work to explore every

nuance of a part. Performing means practicing until it becomes harder and harder, even impossible,

to separate the actor from the part they are playing. That might be why method acting has proved so

fruitful for modern theater, as actors seek to inhabit a role so deeply that their experiences become

profoundly connected to the emotions and responses they enact on the stage.

And like those actors I was so fortunate to spend time with, we will have to work and grow into

the roles.

We will have to support one another, making sure that we show up for practice. 

We will have to make sure that we show up next week to feed those who hunger and thirst

together. We have a part to play in their story, too. 

We will have to make sure that we show up in the hospitals to visit one another, practicing our

part of healing the sick and helping the lame to walk again. If we can’t show up for one another, how

we will ever know what to do when we are called up to visit the stranger in need of a hopeful word? 

And speaking of strangers, we will have to make sure we take time to practice welcoming

those who are not yet our friends as we make room for new faces and new voices in our

neighborhoods, maybe even right next door. It takes time, to learn our part in the hospitality of a God

who is committed to making friends out of enemies.

It’s not just practice that we will need. We will also need those who help us understand our

roles and perform them faithfully. That might be the work given to the saints, the supporting crew

whose own experiences have taught them how to act faithfully and powerfully.

Our need for faithful instruction from faithful instructors might be exactly the reason we keep

reading these letters from Paul. Again and again, he points us toward the communion of those who
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have been performing this drama for much longer than we have, helping us to see what a sincere

performance of the gospel looks like in communities like this.

You all know stories of the saints. You’ve watched them at work. You can recognize the

masterclass when you see it. Their performance is awe-inspiring even in its simplicity. And even

though you know their given names, you would swear that, as you watch them at work, you are

watching Jesus himself.

If I learned anything in my short stint as an actor, I learned that truth is a performative thing.

No matter how much the directors explained about the nature of a particular part or a scene, it wasn’t

until the actors got in there and performed the thing that they could actually see what was going on.

There were deeper realities being conveyed in the story that couldn’t be taught or explained or

blocked out beforehand.

Maybe it shouldn’t surprise us then that the work of being the church looks so much like stage

acting. Oh, don’t be so scandalized. We’ve all got experience at acting here and there, even if we

don’t want to admit it. 

In particular, Paul tells these Christians to perform the hard work of “truthing.” So often

translated as “speaking the truth with love” (Eph 4:15), the Greek Paul uses makes truth a verb, an

action marking the life of the community.

“Truthing,” then, means we must live lives that reflect the truth of Jesus, a truth patterned in

the Gospel stories. This is why we read scripture in its fullness in worship, so that our stories are

increasingly formed by this greater and more truthful story.

What might really frighten us is how much attention the performance is getting. After all, it was

Christ’s performance that got him killed. 

It was also his faithful performance that brought about his resurrection.
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May we learn to faithfully perform the unity Jesus calls us to, for the sake of a world so often

broken apart by bad acting and poor lighting. May we take up our part in the work that Jesus is about

in bringing all things together in himself, living lives that reflect the truth of Jesus and making all

things new.

May we glorify God by participating in the life that Jesus makes possible for us, poor actors

that we are. Thanks be to God. Amen.

5Truthing.ser.wpd


