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1st Peter 1: 13 - 2:12 
 
 Last Sunday, as I brought to a rousing crescendo my thoughts vis a vis “the 
church apostolic”... 

 
  ...or, depending upon your perspective, as I brought last Sunday’s 
reflection to its inevitable crash-landing... 

 
   ...I spoke of the impact that has been made and continues to be 
made on my life-of-faith, through the witness of the saints: those, from a wide variety of 
church and denominational affiliations, whose very lives (down through the generations) 
confirm the ongoing vitality of the Gospel entrusted to us through the first-generation 
testimony of the apostolic witness, above all the witness found in the pages of the New 
Testament.  Minus the subsequent witness of the saints down through the ages right up 
to and including our own age, the ancient testimony would not carry the same weight it 
most certainly does carry in this ever changing world. That having been said! 

 
 Well: that having been said!  In the process of re-reading last Sunday’s sermon in 
anticipation of crafting this sermon, I was immediately transported back to a handful of 
conversations I have had over the years: a handful of different conversations which 
always, somehow, turn out to be the same conversation.  Almost inevitably these 
conversations are with a woman who attends the church where I happen to be serving:  
a woman happily married to a man who never attends church.  Without any questioning 
nor any prompting from me, it’s explained that the reason her hubby never darkens our 
doors is because--as a child, or teen, or young adult--the minister at the church where 
his family had been attending did something that caused her husband not only to lose 
faith in the ministry of that particular clergyman, but to lose faith in the ministry of the 
whole church.  And yes! 

 
 I too can hear distant strains of the Osmond brothers reminding us that “one bad 
apple don’t spoil the whole bunch, girl”i...side by side with the voices of colleagues 
insisting that clergy should not be placed on that kind of pedestal, although how you 
convince a nine-year old of that is beyond me!  And yes, I also can hear my own voice 
bemoaning the ways in which scientism, on the one hand... 

 
  ...scientism meaning the belief that “science” is capable of answering 
every question ever asked vis a vis each and every phenomenon under the sun, 
thereby eliminating the need for God as a hypothesis... 

 
   ...I can hear my own voice bemoaning the role played by scientism 
on the one hand and, on the other hand, postmodernity’s insistence that there are no 



privileged perspectives, only competing narratives none of which (above all the 
Christian narrative) ought to be given pride of place... 

 
    ...I can hear my own voice bemoaning the ways in which 
those twin challenges to the authority of the church (scientism and postmodernity) have 
been corrosive of Christian faith over the past two hundred years.  But frankly...frankly:  

 
 When I am willing to be honest with myself...at those rare moments...I have no 
choice but to acknowledge that, when push comes to shove, we pulpit occupiers and 
pew sitters alike, have no one to blame but ourselves for much of the suspicion with 
which so many of our contemporaries have come to regard the church.  In the immortal 
words of Walt Kelly’s Pogo: “We have met the enemy...and he is us.”ii 

 
***** 

 
 Our theme is holiness: not only the unimaginable holiness of God, but the 
Creed’s designation of the church itself as “holy”.  And there is, I believe, no better 
jumping off point for such a theme than that section of 1st Peter that bridges the 
epistle’s first and second chapters: a perfect starting point, in part, because of its clear 
dependence upon the book Leviticus.  It is in Leviticus, after all, that we learn of the 
distinct ministry to be performed on behalf of Ancient Israel by the descendants of the 
Patriarch Levi and, in particular, by those from within the tribe of Levi who will be 
designated Priests.  Set apart from other members of the Israelite community in a way 
that is analogous to the setting apart, indeed the radical chasm, between the God who 
is “wholly other” and anything in the created realm, the Levites and especially the 
Priests have--as their sacred duty--the privilege and responsibility of serving as 
“representatives”: advocating for Israel in the presence of God.  More impressively, still: 
the people Israel--considered as a whole--are designated a holy nationiii; Israel as a 
“chosen” people are given, as their sacred vocation, the mandate to serve as a 
representative nation, thus fulfilling the promise made to Abraham, the promise that 
through his descendants, all people would be blessed.iv 

 
 It is not hard to see how 1st Peter translates this into the changed context of the 
Church: the Church that has come into being in the aftermath of the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Recall that this is a letter written not to a chosen priestly 
caste within this church, but one addressed to the “elect exiles of the Dispersion in 
Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia,” in other words: a letter to the church 
as a whole, to the “whole people of God.”  And it is to the “whole people of God” that 
Peter writes these words, urging them to regard themselves as “living stones...being 
built up as a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood.”  Furthermore, the very 
designations Leviticus uses to describe the vocation of ancient Israel is now applied to 
the multi-national Church: “You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a 
people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who 
called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.”  In short, a holy people--a “set-apart 
for mission people”--to represent the goodness and graciousness of the “holy God”.  In 
short: a people who, when they stumble...when they fall...when they provoke skeptical 



glances from others...when they thereby bring their own name into disrepute, inevitably 
also bring into disrepute, the name of the Holy One, the name of God. 

 
***** 

 
 It would, of course, be easy--and it would most certainly be tempting at this 
juncture--to spend the next few minutes recalling the abuse scandals that have plagued 
the Roman Catholic Church over the past couple of decades: and not only the abusive 
acts, themselves, but the way in which the institution initially sought to cover-up these 
acts of abuse, at times spending more energy protecting the abusers, than in bringing 
healing to their victims.  And yes: I could well proceed in that direction--offering the 
obvious caveat that the Roman Catholic Church is not the only Church in which such 
things happen--but doing even that with the self-satisfied nonchalance of someone 
privileged to have the luxury of airing somebody else’s dirty laundry.  I hope you will 
understand why I have chosen to head in different direction this morning.  Indeed. 

 
 I suspect that most of you, here at Trinity, have sufficient experience of the 
United Church of Canada to know that my own 30 years in active ministry within the 
United Church (as well as the five prior years in which I was studying for and preparing 
for that ministry), have been marked by the remarkable changes in attitude that we, as a 
Church (as part of a dramatic societal shift), have undergone vis a vis the whole realm 
of human sexuality.  Many of you will, no doubt, have taken part in at least some of the 
discussions and some of the decision making--at every level of the denomination--that 
has had so dramatic an impact on the life of the United Church.   Nevertheless! 

 
 When the history of the United Church between, say 1980 and 2020, is finally 
written, I predict that a no less prominent role (and arguably a more prominent role) will 
need to be assigned to the revelations that began to come to light during this era, 
concerning the relationship between the United Church, its founding denominations and 
Canada’s first nations: in particular, the role we played in the very troubling history of 
Canada’s native residential schools.  While it may be true that these schools were a 
“national” project--a project undertaken on behalf of Canada as a nation--the fact 
remains that they were run by the churches, including our church.  Troubling as the 
revelations have been concerning the experiences so many vulnerable young people 
endured during their times in these schools, for me the horror begins with the realization 
that so many of these little ones--perhaps the vast majority--were ripped from the arms 
of mothers and fathers who did not wish to send their children to faraway schools in 
faraway places.  The realization that our church was fully complicit in these events has 
had an undeniable impact on our corporate life; the foundations have been badly 
shaken, and we continue to reel from that shaking. 

 
 Nor, I submit, have we learned all of the lessons that we ought to draw from this 
awful legacy.  As a progressive denomination, it is easy for us to recognize the racism 
(and cultural hubris) that was a crucial motive behind the creation of the Residential 
Schools.  That racism and cultural hubris do provide the lion’s share of the explanation 
for our participation in so questionable an endeavor is not to be denied.  The problem 



with that account, however, is that it helps to explain the wicked motivation of at least 
some of those who were drawn to leadership within the Residential Schools; what it fails 
to explain, I’m afraid, are the good intentions of those who supported and taught within 
those schools for what appeared to be appropriate reasons...reasons which, at least on 
paper, might have appeared to place them on the side of the angels in terms of opening 
doors and providing opportunity to the young people of Canada’s first nations.  

 
***** 

 
 I have been giving a great deal of thought, this past week, to H. Richard Niebuhr, 
and his classic book, Christ and Culturev: a book still controversial but, I believe, still 
relevant in our attempts at finding appropriate ways in which the Church of Jesus Christ 
might relate to surrounding cultures and societies.  Impossible for me, whenever I 
review Niebuhr’s five categories... 

 
  ...Christ against culture, the Christ of culture, Christ above culture, Christ 
and culture in paradox, Christ the Transformer of culture... 

 
   ...as I review those five categories, and without denying the broad 
diversity of this United Church of ours... 

 
    ...impossible for me not to see the United Church--certainly 
at the denominational level--as primarily located in the “Christ the Transformer of 
culture” camp which, after all, is precisely where you would expect to find us given the 
debt our two major founding denominations owed to such luminaries as John Calvin and 
John Knox (on the Presbyterian side) and John Wesley (on the Methodist side).  Not 
content at being “the church on the hill”, it has always been the implicit or (more 
generally) the explicit ethos of the United Church of Canada to work toward the creation 
of “the city on the hill”, participating in the work of “transformation” or (as Niebuhr also 
describes this model) the work of “conversion”, the conversion not just of individuals, but 
of the whole of society, the whole of the culture.  Indeed: while it may very well be the 
case that the United Church’s own creed recognizes that part of the Church’s mission 
involves “celebrating God’s presence” as well as “proclaiming Jesus, crucified and risen, 
our judge and our hope,” it gives equal prominence to the church’s environmental 
vocation (“to live with respect in Creation”), its call to be a charitable presence (“to love 
and serve others”), and--perhaps most boldly and as it has come to be interpreted most 
broadly--to play a role in the reshaping of the social order itself (“to seek justice and 
resist evil”). 

 
 Nor should we permit the profound cultural changes that have impacted the 
ethos of the United Church of Canada over its 95 year history to obscure for us the 
unmistakeable continuity between the church we were “once upon a time” and the 
church we have become.  Although those intervening years appear to have drained us 
of much of the confidence with which we once proclaimed the Gospel, they do not 
appear to have diminished our mandate to speak out on a wide range of societal and 
cultural issues.  Although temperance and Residential Schools for First Nations’ 



children now receive neither our advocacy nor our participation, we are seldom reluctant 
to take sides on a host of contemporary issues: issues ranging from those involving the 
environment, those involving the economy, those involving the resolution of conflicts in 
a number of global hotspots, and those involving the changing shape of human 
sexuality. While our stances have dramatically shifted over the decades--stances which, 
of course, are no more infallible than our previous stances--the sense that we are called 
to take a stance on a host of issues, the sense that, despite our shrinking numbers, we 
are meant to be a church “with the soul of a nation,” remains deeply embedded in our 
denominational DNA.vi  The classic rallying-cry, “Which side are you on?” could readily 
become the official anthem of the United Church of Canada!vii  And, of course, the 
whole notion of “holiness”...the whole mandate not just to be the church but to be the 
“church-holy”...involves for us (as a “Christ-the-Transformer of culture” denomination) 
the ongoing struggle to discern where God might be found in the midst of these 
momentous societal struggles, so that we can locate ourselves on that side of the 
divide.  Nowadays such words as “holiness” or “righteousness” may no longer slide off 
our tongues with ease, but the same sense of urgency drives many of the stances we 
take and the assurance with which we take them as a Church: a Church which still 
yearns, perhaps above all else, to be ready when “comes the moment to decide/in the 
strife of truth and falsehood/for the good or evil side.”viii  It should not be doubted--not for 
an instant--that many of our forebears, when they chose to support the Residential 
School system, did so fully convinced that they were choosing the “good side”. 

 
***** 

 
 It’s at this juncture, I hasten to add... 

 
  ...at this juncture that I have no choice but to complexify all of this, by 
bringing the name of Jesus to the table: noting, at the outset, the way in which he 
managed to “turn the tables” on a wide range of questions including the question as to 
how we might best practice our vocation to be a “holy people”.  What cannot be ignored 
are those crucial junctures at which he chose to challenge the very boundaries that had 
guided his people across the centuries: boundaries which had as their stated purpose, 
preservation of the separation between the sacred and that which threatens to defile the 
sacred.  Nor do these represent a marginal aspect--a mere side-show--in his ministry.  
On the contrary: examples are plentiful!  Breaking the taboo against touching those who 
were ritually uncleanix...and the taboo against permitting oneself so to be touched.x  
Sharing meals with tax-collectors, prostitutes and their clientele.xi  Down-playing the 
importance of long-established rules around food purity.xii Insisting that the honest 
prayer of a sinner is likelier to be heard than the self-satisfied prayer of a rule-following 
good man.xiii  Taking the side of a notorious adulterer rather than the side of those 
seeking to impose well-established sanctions that had been put in place precisely so 
that they would discourage just such sin.xiv The list of such episodes, in the synoptic 
Gospels especially, is a lengthy one: although one such incident has always struck me 
as especially scandalous.  

 



 Having accepted a dinner invitation from one of the holy-people, one of the 
Pharisees, Jesus--while at dinner--is approached by a woman (described only as a 
“sinner”) who washes his feet “with her tears” and then anoints them with costly 
ointment.xv  Realizing that his host has contempt both for the woman making such an 
extravagant show--as well as for Jesus for permitting that show--Jesus responds by 
telling a parable that we really ought to find more shocking than we generally do: given 
the astonishing point the parable so clearly makes, namely....namely, that the woman--
precisely because she has received so much forgiveness for so large a weight of sin--is 
thereby able to respond to God’s mercy with a much deeper offering of gratitude and 
love.  While not quite suggesting that we ought “to continue in sin that grace may 
abound”, that parable most certainly suggests that holiness in the way of Jesus... 

 
  ...holiness for a church that hopes to exemplify the holiness of Christ... 

 
   ...needs to be grounded in the recognition of our shared 
brokenness as human beings...the acknowledgment that the “religious” people no less 
than the “notoriously sinful” people, the regular Sunday morning church-goer no less 
than the regular Saturday night party-goer... 

 
     ...both fall short of the glory of God and that both are 
rightly numbered among those of whom it can be said: “None is righteous, no, not one; 
no one understands; no one seeks for God.  All have turned aside; together they have 
become worthless; no one does good, not even one.”xvi  In answer to the question, 
“Which side are you on?” surely the only truthful answer--even for the most advanced of 
Christian saints--is to acknowledge that we are on the side of those desperately clinging 
to the grace of God, without which we would have nothing...without which we would be 
nothing....and yes, without which we could offer nothing to the world worth the offering, 
certainly not our alleged holiness, certainly not our dubious wisdom! 

 
***** 

 Let me try this on for size. 
 

 The holiness of the “one, holy, Catholic and apostolic” church begins and ends 
with the acknowledgment that its holiness...as well as its wisdom...is to be found at 
precisely the point at which it rediscovers and reclaims its own poverty, thereby setting it 
free to point away from itself, pointing instead to the One who alone is holy.  To be part 
of such a church is, indeed, a holy privilege: bearing witness to the God who chose to 
shatter the seemingly impenetrable divide that separates the divine realm from our 
tattered human realm: this realm in which all things without exception fall short of the 
glory of God. And yes: a corollary of that basic affirmation leads to a second affirmation, 
namely that humility and an embrace of our essential solidarity with each and every 
other human being however wretched, are the two virtues most desperately needed of a 
church that seeks to witness faithfully to the goodness--the unsurpassed kindliness--of 
the holy God, the One who came to us in Jesus Christ and continues to minister to us 
through the Holy Spirit. Possessed of far less wisdom in the things of the world than we 
sometimes like to imagine, what the world most surely does ask of us--even when it is 



least aware of asking it--is our core witness: our foolish, stubborn insistence that God’s 
holy light has burst forth into our unholy mess of a world: a world in whose mess we are 
no less implicated than any of those with whom we yearn to share (at any rate, those 
with whom we ought to yearn to share) that impossibly good piece of news.  And here... 

 
  ...here I really can do no better than once again to cite that wonderful D.T. 
Niles quip, the one in which he describes evangelism as “one beggar telling another 
beggar where he found bread.”xvii  I submit that what makes that task far more 
challenging than we imagine it to be, is that in order to do that, you have to be willing--
really and truly willing--to remember that your identity as a member of the “holy church” 
is first and foremost that of a beggar.  Which, of course, is as true of the Church’s 
greatest saint as it is of the Church’s greatest sinner.  Beggars one and all; but beggars 
who have, indeed, found bread; beggars who have somehow (through no fault of their 
own and with none of the credit resting upon them) managed not only to find bread, but 
in truth: have managed to stumble upon a banquet.   

 
 This is the Gospel of the Holy God...this is the Gospel of Jesus Christ!  Praise to 
You, Lord Jesus Christ 
 

i https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f1vhNKuRyzw 
ii https://columbianewsandviews.com/2018/09/13/the-most-controversial-comic-strip-jstor-org/ 
iii Leviticus 19:2 
iv Genesis 12: 1-3 
v Niebuhr, Christ & Culture (New York: Harper One, 2001). 
vi That phrase is stolen from the title of Phyllis D. Airhart’s book, The Church with the Soul of a Nation: Making and 
Remaking the United Church of Canada (Montreal: McGill-Queens UP, 2013). 
vii The song was written by Florence Reece, the wife of a union organizer in the early ‘30s.  Here’s a link to a classic 
performance by Pete Seeger.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9XEnTxlBuGo 
viii From the opening verse of James Russell Lowell’s “Once to ev’ry man and nation...” 
https://hymnary.org/text/once_to_every_man_and_nation 
ix Mark 1: 40-45 
x Mark 5: 24-34 
xi Mark 2: 15-17 
xii Mark 7: 1-23 
xiii Luke 18: 9-14 
xiv John 8: 1-11 
xv Luke 7: 36-50 
xvi From the penultimate section of Paul’s opening argument in Romans (3:9-18), drawing on the 14th and 53rd 
psalms. 
xvii http://www.notable-quotes.com/n/niles_d_t.html 

                                                      


