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• “There is one Body, and one Spirit…”  

• We say these words, four times a year, as members of the community of 
baptized people. Yet, the deeper meaning of Paul’s phrase may not—
immediately—be apparent. Our culture, in North America and Western 
Europe, gives us a rather different starting point. We are highly attuned to 
difference, instead of giving attention to sameness and to what is shared. 
We usually begin with a perception that, at least outwardly, in our 
physicality, we are all different. And likewise inwardly, because of how 
culture and family backgrounds shape us, we are all unique. Biology teaches 
us that everyone has different DNA; law enforcement tells us that we have 
distinctive fingerprints; and our social patterns for naming babies reflects a 
perception that every person is a unique individual. In the U.S., even people 
with the same names, have different social security numbers and separate 
credit card accounts. 

• And so our natural, biological-identity has difference and uniqueness written 
all over it. We can appreciate, and even celebrate, our uniqueness, given all 
these perceived and assumed differences. Therefore, we don’t overlook our 
dissimilarities, precisely because they form our starting points. 

• This past week, I discovered a wonderful contemporary painting about 
Pentecost, which reflects the presence of these differences. The image is by 
Peter Warden, and is based on our story from Acts (I have put a copy of it with 

your worship bulletin). Peter Warden portrays the disciples together in their 
upper room retreat.  But, in this case, the first Christian community is 1

gathered in a 20th Century Scottish attic, instead of back in biblical 
Jerusalem! The painting seems to capture the disciples just at the moment 
when the mighty Spirit-wind and tongues of fire appear. In other words, the 
disciples are not yet bound together, nor already consecrated for mission.  
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• Though they’re in the same room, these disciples show few signs of unity ~ 
reacting against one another as much as they talk together.  Notice the 2

suggestively peeling wallpaper behind the group. Can you see the pattern 
the artist has created with the lower part of it? If you look closely, you can 
see how the artist has used his depiction of the torn wallpaper to suggest 
Leonardo Da Vinci’s famous painting of the last supper. Da Vinci’s painting 
has also suffered the fate of being on a peeling wall.  Peter Warden portrays 
a group of people with a shared history, who were brought together by 
Jesus at their earlier supper with him. But now, after his death, they find 
themselves regressing to their pre-Jesus identities, and falling back upon 
their differences from one another. 

• Yet, as the painting’s title suggests, in just this moment God’s Holy Spirit has 
found them. Just as, through the Church, God’s Spirit-shaped mission finds 
us. When God’s Spirit finds us, we are grafted into the Body of Christ. In the 
process, we come to perceive and celebrate a further aspect of who we are. 
For we receive a new baptismal identity through the Church, which builds 
upon, yet also transforms, the uniqueness of our natural, biological-identity. 
Our baptismal-identity emphasizes a new way of seeing ourselves in relation 
to others. For now, we also celebrate what we share and have in common, 
rather than simply emphasize how we are unique and different from others. 

• This is why we begin our Baptismal rite with Paul’s words from Ephesians: 
“There is one Body, and one Spirit; There is one hope in God’s call to us;  
One Lord, One Faith, One Baptism; One God and Father of all.”  These 3

words are a spiritual equivalent of our largely secular phrase, e pluribus 
unum, or, “Out of many, one.” These words appear in Latin on the Great Seal 
of the United States. Originally, the phrase referred to how a single nation 
emerged out of many Colonies. Wikipedia tells us that, “in recent years its 
meaning has come to suggest that out of many peoples, races, religions… 
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and ancestries has emerged a single people and nation—illustrating the 
concept of the melting pot.”  4

• This secular explanation for e pluribus unum nevertheless matches well 
some familiar words from the Book of Revelation,: “And yours by right, O 
Lamb that was slain, for with your blood you have redeemed for God, from 
every family, language, people and nation, a kingdom of priests to serve our 
God.”  You may recognize how we have been using a paraphrase of these 5

words, throughout Eastertide, in our Prayers of the People. 

• As we’ve noted before, the metaphor of pilgrimage provides an evocative 
way to articulate an aspect of our common experience. Pilgrimage is how 
we commonly experience life as a ‘journey.’ Our journey often begins with a 
starting point where we experience our uniqueness and aloneness. We feel 
separate from others, and even from ourselves. And then, as we journey, we 
experience ourselves as found by God, and found by others in significant 
relationships. And along the way, we find ourselves. In other words, we find 
ourselves as having been found, found by God, and found by others who 
also become important in our lives. 

• Through hearing and reading Scripture, and in our fellowship with others in 
Jesus’ beloved community, we learn something very important. It has to do 
with this matter of our identity. We learn that the “Who am I?” question 
cannot rightly be answered apart from the “Who are we?” question. And, in 
turn, the “Who are we?” question cannot rightly be answered apart from 
another question: “Who are we made to be?” Once we ask, “Who are we 
made to be?”, we are on the threshold of discovering, perhaps for the first 
time in our lives, who we are, both as individuals, and in community. 

• In the process, the uniqueness that comes with our natural, birth-identity is 
not forgotten nor overlooked, and we see it contributing to the wonderful 
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fabric of Jesus’ beloved community. To pursue this metaphor, both bright 
and muted colored strands of fiber are not lost in the composition of a rich 
tapestry. Yet, beyond noticing individual pieces of thread or yarn, our focus 
is now drawn to the unity of the whole. Depending on our background, and 
the shaping effect of the culture around us, it is sometimes hard to see—at 
first—‘the forest for the trees,’ or to see the one Body for its many differing 
parts. This is because we live in a world focused on parts, and which tends 
to overlook the whole.  

• Therefore, we remind ourselves of our new reality, the reality that Paul’s 
words refer to. Through God’s mission in the world, there is now one Body, 
and one Spirit. Moving beyond individual aspirations and our private 
desires, we see that there is now one hope in God’s call to us. Before 
Baptism, each of us functioned as if we were our own captain and master. 
Yet, now we defer to one Lord, who leads us. Previously we believed that 
everyone has their own truth. Yet, through the Church, we come to know 
there is—for us—one Faith. Recognizing these things, we commit ourselves to 
the mission of the one God, who is Father of us all. 

• God’s Spirit has come down! God’s Spirit has come down upon people who 
are alienated from each other, and who are falling short of God’s mission. 
Preoccupied with ourselves and our own pursuits, we then experience a 
transformation. We are drawn into relationship. As we are, we find meaning 
and purpose. We discover who we are, as we discern what we are called to 
do together. The mission of God brings both mercy and meaning, as we 
discover shared life in the Spirit-shaped Kingdom.  
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Peter Warden, Pentecost (2017) 

Acts 2:1-21 

When the day of Pentecost had come, the disciples were all together in one place. And 
suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the 
entire house where they were sitting. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and 
a tongue rested on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to 
speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability. 

Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. And at 
this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking 
in the native language of each. Amazed and astonished, they asked, "Are not all these who 
are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? 
Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus 
and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and 
visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs-- in our own languages we 
hear them speaking about God's deeds of power." All were amazed and perplexed, saying to 
one another, "What does this mean?" But others sneered and said, "They are filled with new 
wine." 
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But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them, "Men of Judea and 
all who live in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I say. Indeed, these 
are not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o'clock in the morning.  No, this is what 6

was spoken through the prophet Joel: 

`In the last days it will be, God declares, 
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, 
 and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 
and your young men shall see visions, 
 and your old men shall dream dreams. 
Even upon my slaves, both men and women, 
 in those days I will pour out my Spirit; 
 and they shall prophesy. 
And I will show portents in the heaven above 
 and signs on the earth below, 
 blood, and fire, and smoky mist. 
The sun shall be turned to darkness 
 and the moon to blood, 
 before the coming of the Lord's great and glorious day. 
Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.' " 

Notes: 

 Note that, based on Acts 1:15, the group implied by the reference to who “were all together in one 1

place,” in Acts 2:1, may include not only the eleven (or twelve, counting the addition of Matthias), but 
also the 120 persons mentioned in that earlier verse.

 This is significant, especially in relation to the possibility that those who are referenced here, are more 2

than one hundred in number rather than more than ten in number. (see note 1, above)

 See Ephesians 4:4-6, upon which this quote from the Book of Common Prayer are based.3

 Wikipedia article, E pluribus unum (accessed 28May17).4

 From Canticle 18, the Book of Common Prayer, BCP:93.5

 An ironic observation!6
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