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Hello, and welcome to my meditation for this week, Proper 21 in the lectionary count!  

Let us begin, as is our wont, by opening ourselves to God in prayer:  Eternal God, go 

before us now as a beacon:  set us free from a past that we cannot change, while 

opening a future that changes us for the good.  Amen 

 

 Opening Hymn: VU326 ‘O for a Thousand Tongues to Sing’ – verses 1 and 5 

 

Today, I have chosen the Epistle Lection – it’s a reading from the Apostle Paul’s letter 

to that first Christian church at Philippi, Greece (Philippians 2:1-13 ‘The Hymn to 

Christ’) and it reads, in part, this way:  “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ 

Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as 

something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born 

in human likeness.  And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became 

obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross.   

 

Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every 

name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and 

under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory 

of God.   

 

Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not only in my presence, 

but much more now in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and 

trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work 

for his good pleasure.” 

 

 

‘Face to Face’ 

 

I have made the point before that, next to Jesus himself, no one in all of Christian 

history has had more of an influence than the Apostle Paul; I’ve also said that, among 

all of his writings, nothing has been more influential than his letter to the Romans!  

Yet, Paul’s letter to the Romans is long and complicated; its logic is complex and 

convoluted – so convoluted that, at points, that it just doesn’t translate into 21st C. 

English!  Meanwhile, Paul's letters to the Corinthians are very disjointed in places.  

That is because, Bible scholars tell us, those two documents actually comprise at least 

7 (perhaps more!) different letters that have been ‘stitched’ together!  Making matters 

even worse, at many points these letters bear witness to great conflict and anguish at 

Corinth.  Well, when it comes to conflict and anguish, Paul’s letter to the Galatians 

takes the cake because, at points, Paul is in absolute ‘meltdown’ in that letter!  So, 

today’s letter, Paul’s letter to the Philippians, stands in stark contrast to all of that!  It’s 
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simple and warm; it’s very gentle and loving!  Without a doubt, Philippians is the 

most attractive and quotable of all Paul’s letters!   

 

And it is especially attractive when it comes to today’s lection, a reading that includes 

a section that is usually reproduced in a different font (at vv. 6-11), because scholars 

believe that these words were already in existence before Paul wrote to the Philippians 

and that he simply copied them into his own letter.  We would call that plagiarism 

these days and very much frown on it, but it was a common practice in the Ancient 

world!  These lines are called ‘The Hymn to Christ’ and, in literary terms, they are 

known as a ‘poetic chiasm.’  This artform is defined as the stylized intersection of two 

developed thoughts.  For example, the Hymn to Christ says that, although Jesus was of 

the same substance as God’s perfection, he chose to fully take on human form, with all 

of our human frailties, and live in complete obedience to God while face to face with 

us!  Then, although Jesus died a death that was the most shameful way a person could 

die in the world of Ancient Rome (the death on a cross as a political traitor!) God 

nevertheless raised Christ to the very heights of all possible glory!   

 

Theologians have come up with a number of fancy terms that speak to what’s involved 

at that intersection.  There’s ‘agape love,’ the most refined of all loves, the love that 

spends and spends and spends until it has absolutely exhausted itself, only to find 

(miracle of miracles!) that a whole new supply of heaven’s love has arrived from 

God’s own heart!  And isn’t that how Jesus lived?  Enslaved to God’s love, he found 

freedom, face to face!  And, then, there is ‘kenosis.’  That term is about how we must 

lose ourselves in relationship with God to really find out who we are.  And that’s also 

just how Jesus lived: enslaved to God’s love, he found freedom, face to face!  Here’s 

one last theological term that’s well worth bearing in mind:  perichoresis.  Perichoresis 

is about how the divine can mutually indwell, or interpenetrate, human nature.  That, 

too, is just what Jesus found: in slavery to God’s love, he found absolute freedom, face 

to face!  But, the bottom line for all those fancy terms is that God loves creation, and 

absolutely everything that is within creation, including (hallelujah!) us!  What is more 

(what’s far, far more), is that God will do everything possible, even to the point of 

death on a cross, to plant and nurture relationship with each and every one of us, face 

to face!   

 

I’ll never forget meeting someone whose very life was living proof of that!  For the 

sake of confidentiality, I’ll call this person, ‘Susan.’  Susan confided to me that, as a 

young teenage girl, her parents divorced – trauma number one!  Then, after a few 

years, her mother formed a new relationship – which would have been just fine, except 

that Susan’s mother’s new partner proved, eventually, to be a pedophile – he proved 



A Meditation for Sep 27/20, ‘Proper 21’ – pg. 3 
By the Rev. Warren Ball of Mt. Albert United Church 

 

that as he took advantage of her, then blackmailed Susan into secrecy about it.  

Trauma number two! 

 

[Incidentally, forgive me for a little detour here but, more than any other single thing 

that has ever happened to me, it was Susan who helped me to recognize the absolute 

peril of using exclusive language, the old fashioned language where God is only 

referred to as male.  You see, as Susan once put it, “Warren, given everything that I’ve 

gone through, how am I supposed to feel when I’m invited to gather in the all-

powerful arms of a father?”  Those words take her right back to the experience of 

abuse!  It is ever so simple to change a word here, a pronoun there, so that no one is 

‘put in the box’ (that is to say, made uncomfortable) by what we say in public 

communication. And that is also why it is policy within the United Church of Canada 

to use inclusive language!] 

 

Well, because of those horrible traumas in her growing years, Susan told me that she 

always felt dirty, stained, unclean, completely unworthy of God’s grace.  But, 

ironically (and thank heavens!), Susan’s family was in the habit of going to church 

through those terrible years.  Her home was a place of violent, nasty secrets AND yet 

they were attending church – go figure!  Yet, it was there, at church, that Susan 

eventually found a sense of peace, a peace that she couldn’t find in any other part of 

her life.   

 

Now, it wasn’t easy – oh, no; I’m not saying that!  Susan lived through so many hard, 

cruel days … but she kept on keeping on, day in and day out; she kept praying, calling 

on God, weeping and hoping, until, eventually, she found peace, face to face!  And, 

although she wasn’t aware of it at the time, Susan later came to realize that God had 

kept on keeping on, too – in prayers answered, in moments of intuition, in subtle 

spiritual ways that God alone can use!  Well, this very morning, God would meet with 

us in that same face to face way – are you ready, are you ‘open’ for that meeting?   Let 

us use the rest of this service to do that:  to open ourselves in prayer and silent 

commitment; to seek God’s love, face to face!  Amen?  Oh, yes; amen! 

 

Elsewhere in his letter to the Philippians, the apostle Paul wrote these truly memorable 

words, “Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication 

with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.  And the peace of God, 

which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds” (Phil 4:6-

7).  And is that not a ‘wow!’ moment?  Well, let us do that now; let us turn to God in 

prayer: 
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We open ourselves to you now in prayer, O God of relationship, for we know that you 

seek us face to face!  And yet we struggle with so many paradoxes – so many seeming 

contradictions! – for how are we are to find our lives by losing them?  And how are 

we to gain our freedom by becoming captive to your love?  Well, meet us in the midst 

of our confusion and anxiety this morning, we pray; show us your true life in the midst 

of mere existence; redeem our weakness in the strength of your love; transform our 

material folly with your wisdom, and convert our fear with your courage! 

 

Merciful Parent, we know that it only takes a single spark to get a fire going!  So, 

come to us and kindle the warmth of our hearts, ignite our spirits with the flame of 

your purpose, and strengthen us to live face to face with your love!  God of all, on this 

Sunday we pray for all of the places where there is strife in the world; we pray for all 

of the people who are facing hardship; we pray for humankind’s struggle with the 

COVID virus … in the silence of the next moments, God, we pray that you will touch 

the burdens that we carry with us this day (whatever they may be!) with your grace:  

moment of silence.  Loving God, all that has been touched by the words that I’ve used, 

all that lies yet too deep for words to reach, we offer you in Jesus’ name as we take 

now those words he taught us and pray Christ’s Prayer … 

 

 Closing Hymn: VU289 ‘It Only Takes a Spark’ – verses 1 and 3 

 

Go now with the love of God, the grace of Jesus our Christ, and the constant 

companionship of God’s Spirit – go, and live face to face with who you have been 

called to be, amen! 


