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The Readings 

II Corinthians 5: 14-20 

For the love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one has 
died for all; therefore all have died. And he died for all, so that those who 
live might live no longer for themselves, but for him who died and was 
raised for them. From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human 
point of view; even though we once knew Christ from a human point of 
view, we know him no longer in that way. So if anyone is in Christ, there is 
a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has 
become new! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through 
Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ 
God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses 
against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. So we are 
ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal through us; we 
entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. 

Luke 15: 11-24 

Then Jesus said, “There was a man who had two sons. The younger of 
them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of the property that will 
belong to me.’ So he divided his property between them. A few days later 
the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a distant country, and 
there he squandered his property in dissolute living. When he had spent 
everything, a severe famine took place throughout that country, and he 



began to be in need. So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens 
of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed the pigs. He would 
gladly have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no 
one gave him anything. But when he came to himself he said, ‘How many 
of my father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am 
dying of hunger! I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, 
“Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer 
worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired hands.”’ So 
he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father 
saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around 
him and kissed him. Then the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned 
against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your 
son.’ But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a robe—the best 
one—and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 
And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; for this son 
of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ And they 
began to celebrate. 

The Sermon 

Greetings to you this evening from one group of Christians in Rome  
to another; from the Anglican congregation of All Saints’  

to all of you here, the Beda College and its guests.  
Grace and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  

An ancient greeting! 

I have sometimes regretted having gone straight to divinity school  
from my undergraduate college as a 21-year-old; I wasn’t brave enough  

to try out any kind of real work in the real world; and, moreover,  
I had no idea what work I might be suited to do  

or in what direction I might be going.  
So I have a particular affinity for you here at the Beda College,  

with its special nurture of a priestly vocation that is discerned later in life.  
How wonderful to have a community that is especially attuned  

to this more mature embrace of ministry!  
Thank you for the kind invitation to give this homily in your company. 



The single most important word  
of this year’s Week of Prayer for Christian Unity is reconciliation:  
God entrusts this critical, this essential, this urgent, message, to us. 

There is so much to say about reconciliation!  
Tonight, I decided to share thoughts of two theologians:  
a Croatian Pentecostal and a Belgian Roman Catholic.  

Filtered through my own lens as an Anglican,  
ordained thirty-three years ago as a Presbyterian.  

So I hope these reflections will seem properly ecumenical to you! 

I believe that God is everywhere, but the secular culture in which the 
Christian church is embedded does not seem to have much to do with God. 
If the culture refers to God at all it is in a casually insensitive curse word, 
“Oh, God!” It assumes God’s silence, God’s absence, God’s irrelevance to 

anything happening now. The voices of the culture outside the church’s 
walls seem most often, and most loudly, to express the common view that 
the Church, and Christian faith, have been forces for strife and division 

throughout the history of the world (not to mention the divisions within the 
body!) The power of certain lingering stereotypes of the Church shape 

most persons’ sense of the Church. Shrill voices set themselves against any 
form of religious belief, throwing out the time-worn clichès of the 

Crusades, the Inquisition, the silencing of Galileo, the so-called “wars of 
religion”—-it is easier to repeat cliches than to examine them closely.  

For a brilliant book on this read the brilliant American Orthodox 
theologian David Bentley Hart. He has a great title:  

Atheist Delusions: The Christian Revolution and Its Fashionable Enemies 
(Yale University Press, 2009).  

So the common view in the secular culture is that “religion”  
is responsible for most of the hatred and violence in the world;  

therefore, if we just get rid of “religion,”  
what will result is a saner, more peaceful world.  

I have been deeply influenced by a book that has this to say, in response: 
our world today needs not less “religion,” but more.  

The book, Flourishing: Why We Need Religion in a Globalized World, 
was written by Miroslav Volf, now a professor at my Divinity School, 



Yale, but who as a boy grew up in Croatia, the son of a Pentacostal 
minister who had found God in the hell of a communist labor camp,  

and a mother who cultivated a deep and authentic spirituality.  
Volf came of age in the 1960s, on the margins of a culture that was 

predominantly Orthodox. In school, the faith of his parents and their 
Christian community was a heavy burden; Volf's sense of being different 
from his peers and from the larger culture around him caused him ‘almost 
unbearable shame,’ as he later said, and he struggled against his inherited 

faith. But as an adolescent he experienced a profound conversion.  
The process of having to define himself as a Christian, to explain what that 

faith represented, what that faith stood for, in a culture, the communist 
culture of former Yugoslavia, that was quite openly hostile to that faith, 
forced him to think through the larger and deeper questions of his life.  

Volf says of himself in the introduction to the book that ‘important 
impulses in my parents’ faith…have remained with me. I consider God’s 

relation to human beings and human beings’ relation to God to be the 
condition of possibility for human life and flourishing in all dimensions. I 

believe that faith and politics are two distinct cultural systems but that  
an authentic faith is always engaged,  

at work to relieve personal suffering as well as to push against  
social injustice, political violence, and environmental degradation.’ 

One of Volf’s most persistent and powerful themes is that as human beings 
our human desires are insatiable: 

for more things, for better things, for this, for that,  
whatever is advertised by the culture around us as what we should want.  

But we cannot live by bread alone:  
‘the proper object of human satiability is God.’  

Volf says: ‘the course of world history—-including the shape, direction, 
and significance of globalization—- 

is ultimately decided in the contest of desires in people’s hearts:  
for the God ‘above’ this world or for the idols of this world.’ 

The Christian view of life and the world centers upon our ability to hear 
the voice of God that calls us to love as Christ loved:  

as Volf puts it, ‘we hear a voice from heaven in the depths of our being, 
calling us to love God above all things and to love our neighbors  

as ourselves, and our lives are turned around.’ 



Globalization in itself is neither wholly good nor wholly bad:  
‘When the role of law is established and goods and services are exchanged 

fairly, people’s incentives for violence lessen and their interest in peace 
intensifies. On the other hand, driven as they are by the ‘commercial 
spirit,’ in their present form globalization processes are undermining  

the health of the global ecosystem, widening the gap  
between the rich and the poor, and eroding global solidarity.  

Even as it is generating conditions for peace,  
market-driven globalization is simultaneously  

generating new conditions for violence.’ 

Volf says that religious faiths exist to express their central visions  
of the means of the flourishing of human beings connected to the Divine.  
They contain indispensable resources for reconciliation among people.  

We need their alternative vision of human flourishing!   
More religion, not less!! 

So: reconciliation. 

Reconciliation has five basic elements, for Volf: 

Remember, forgive, apologize, repair, and embrace. 

Remember. Remember rightly! Right remembering is obviously critical 
to this element. Remember wrongdoing suffered and committed, truthfully. 

Forgive. Offer forgiveness as an unconditional gift. 

Apologise. Express sorrow not only for our own guilt and shame but for 
the suffering we have wrongfully caused. 

Repair. Repair as much of the damage that has been caused as is possible. 
Our willingness to repair the damage we have caused affirms the 
genuineness of our apology. 

Embrace! Liberated from the wrongs of the past, we are freed to turn 
toward one another in an active embrace, beginning a new and just 
relationship. 



The model for our reconciliation is given us in our Gospel reading,  
Luke’s telling of Jesus’s parable of a broken family:  

a son’s departure, and that same son’s joyful homecoming. 

Henri Nouwen, a Belgian Roman Catholic and one of my professors at 
Yale Divinity school in the late 70s, wrote a beautiful book-length 
meditation on Rembrandt’s painting of this story of the Prodigal Son. It is 
a profound meditation on a  ‘love that existed before any rejection was 
possible and that will still be there after all rejections have taken place. It 
is the first and everlasting love of a God who is Father as well as 
Mother….Jesus’s whole life and preaching had only one aim: to reveal this 
inexhaustible, unlimited motherly and fatherly love of his God and to show 
the way to let that love guide every part of our daily lives….a love that 
always welcomes home and always wants to celebrate.’ 

We all participate to a greater or lesser degree in all the forms  
of human brokenness. We may identify with the younger son,  

in our short-sighted desires, or the older son, in our envy,  
but we must turn our attention to the Father  

if we are to fathom the profundity of this story.  

Nouwen says that becoming the compassionate Father  
is the ultimate goal of the spiritual life.  

In grieving that is prayer, forgiveness that is unconditional,  
and generosity that is an outpouring of our very lives,  

these three qualities of the Father,  
we allow the image of God the Father to grow in us.  

And that is the message; that is the goal: to be reconciled. 

We in this room have more in common with one another  
than with most of those outside these walls.  

We have come tonight to worship together and to share food with one 
another; our Christian faith is what unites us.  

It is our shared discipleship of Christ the Son that enables us  
to embrace the image of the loving, reconciling Father.  

These bonds of Christian fellowship are clear and strong and indivisible; 
they will hold us together no matter what globalization, earthquakes, 

failures of governments, personal tragedies,  
or any other calamities bring us and befall us. 



Let us embrace together, then,  
the ministry of reconciliation  
that God has entrusted to us.  

Each of us has a special task that only you and I can undertake;  
each is indispensible to the functioning and flourishing  

of the larger body of Christ.  
Only together can we accomplish  

what it is that God has intended for God’s good world.  

In a time when the voices of the secular culture  
threaten to drown out any other voices,  

in a time when larger forces in our world undermine the flourishing  
of individual human beings, each precious to God,  

in a time when the Church may indeed be entering a period  
on the absolute margins, in the wilderness,  

it is critical that we embrace one another  
and put aside all that seemingly divides us. 

This is the message of reconciliation that has been entrusted to us,  
this is the mission of reconciliation  

that God has empowered us to undertake.  

Joining hands, with gladness and joy, let us go outside these walls  
to proclaim, to all, the love that is the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Amen! 


