Sermon 11th Sunday of Pentecost Year B August 4, 2024
Speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ.  Amen 
Today we are reading from a section of Paul’s letter to the church in Ephesus.  In this letter Paul calls himself a prisoner in the Lord.  He is writing from prison in Rome to the people in Ephesus.  Many of Paul’s other letters like the letters to the Corinthians or Galatians take on specific issues uniquely facing those communities.  In this letter Paul is taking on more general topics of what it means to be a follower of Christ.  Something about sitting in prison helps focus his mind.  He had time to think about what’s really important in his messages to those churches he founded around the Mediterranean world.
As such, this letter speaks as directly to us today as it did to the Church in Ephesus.  He is writing about the importance of living in community and how best to do so.  He is also calling his church and ours to a deeper maturity in faith.  He’s urging us to become grown-ups and set aside those things that divide us and seek after the spiritual gifts of humility, gentleness, patience and bearing with one another in love.  And, what an appropriate message for our time when division seems the preferred currency of the day.
	Our faith matures when… we concern ourselves with building up the whole Body of Christ and using the gifts we’ve been given for that purpose.  So, the central question for me in this passage is: “How have you or I grown in our Christian life since we came to faith in Jesus Christ?” 
Beginning in Chapter 4 and continuing to the end of the letter to the Ephesians Paul makes clear spiritual growth occurs primarily in community with others…. He provides a roadmap to mature in faith as a community.
Your and my Christian “walk” … our daily lives are to be characterized by unity, holiness, love, wisdom, and perseverance, and to exercise these gifts in community for the good of all.  I am called to set aside those things which may seem important for me to allow the good of the larger community to be served and thereby grow in the love of Christ.  Paul says, “We must no longer be children, but speaking the truth in love, grow up in every way into him who is the head, we are to grow up into Christ.”  We are united by Christ into One Body, each part working to promote building up the Body in love.
Personal Maturity yields benefits in believers’ moral lives, but it extends far beyond as well. Increased maturity benefits the community at large, leading us to present a more consistent witness to the working of God in our lives as well as protecting us from the harmful divisions and quarrels that plague so many communities throughout history and today.  Paul’s central focus is always the community.  
Whiel the focus is on community, we also grow in personal maturity.  Our purpose as individuals is always to concern ourselves with the good the whole not just ourselves.  And, when we do we feel better about ourselves, our lives… which now has definition and purpose.
	We are given the power to mature as believers by God who already abides in us as.   The divine who was present in Jesus when he walked this earth is also at work within each of us.  
We have access to God’s power in us just as Jesus did.  Theologian Pierre Teilhard de Chardin said, “By means of all created things, without exception, the divine assails us, penetrates us, and molds us. We imagined it as distant and inaccessible, when in fact we live steeped in its burning layers.”    
Through this divine power of God’s Spirit alive in us we can to grow in maturity and use the gifts we have been given for building up the Body of Christ. (T)
	Our gospel today immediately following the miracle of the loaves and fishes feeding some 5000 we heard last week.  The people want to find Jesus and make him king in order that he will continue to fill their bellies.  Yet, in today’s passage Jesus points the crowds to something more enduring and important.  
Like Paul’s letter to the Ephesians this gospel calls us to spiritual maturity.  Jesus invites us to go deeper to become mature in following him.  He switches the topic of bread feeding the 5000 to himself as life-giving bread… he is the bread come down from heaven that provides real food which God provides for the life of the world.  Jesus urges those gathered to seek the higher gifts, to follow his ways of self-emptying and radical hospitality and love.  
So, we gather this day in which our readings invite us on a pathway to spiritual maturity in our life in Christ in the midst of community.  
	

My dear friends gathered here, the way to spiritual maturity is the pathway of Jesus… a pathway characterized by unity, holiness, love, wisdom, and perseverance.  A path in which we are called like Jesus to empty ourselves for others and in doing so experience an abundant outpouring of love… a love that helps us mature into members of Christ’s Body.  Paul urges, “Speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head… we are to grow into Christ.  Amen 
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