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The Fullness of God
Ephesians 3:14-21

I know that it will come as a total shock to some of you, but occasionally I will say something that gets me in trouble.  Sometimes this happens innocently, such as the time when I suggested that a certain hymn wasn’t worth singing because of its questionable theology and poor tune, only to learn that it was the favorite of about half the people in the room.  Other times, it’s deliberate, such as the many times when I have pointed out the superiority of “America’s Team” to the team from our nation’s capital.

What is true in those situations is ramped up even more when my words are spoken in my official capacity as a minister of the gospel.  As God told Jeremiah, some words plant and others pluck out; some build and others destroy.  We preachers try not to think about it too often, but we live with the reality that there is always the chance that you will have to deal with the fallout your words create.  That sort of comes with the territory.
What really gets you, though, is when you have to deal with the fallout of someone else’s words—especially their words about God.  That used to happen to me all the time in my first church out of seminary.  Our choir director was an ordained minister who was helping us out while she waited for a call to pastoral ministry.  The choir met on Sunday evenings, so I would spend the better part of Monday mornings listening to disgruntled choir members who couldn’t believe that the choir director had actually said that—and about God.  And so I would do the best I could to explain what she must have really meant and what I thought she was trying to say.  I called it my Monday morning cleanup.
I’ve been doing that a lot lately.  It started the afternoon I sat down in the Fellowship Hall for a meeting of the Make a Difference Group.  I had no more than sat down when someone handed me an editorial that they had clipped from the Washington Post, and I suddenly found myself trying to explain someone else’s words.  It was a stand-up-comic routine posing as an editorial and the Presbyterian Church was the punch line.  The terribly sarcastic writer imagined that after the passage of the study paper on the Trinity that we Presbyterians would now feel free to pray to Larry, Moe, and Curly Joe.  I suddenly found myself trying to explain someone else’s words, and I remember thinking, “Thanks a lot, General Assembly, for making headlines around the world with your acceptance of the Trinity paper.  What in the name of the ‘deity formally known as God’ were you thinking?’”
When I re-read the paper in question, I discovered that they were thinking what the church had been thinking for centuries.  Here’s what the study paper actually said about the traditional words we have used to describe the Trinity (and you won’t find this in the editorials about it):  “About this the church must have no doubt:  the doctrine of the Trinity proclaims to us the very heart of God.  Using the language of Christian tradition, we proclaim that the Father so loved the world, sending the Son for us and for our salvation, which we receive in and through the presence and power of the Holy Spirit.”  Then, lest there be any confusion of its intent, the paper goes on to say this:  “With the witness of scripture, the ecumenical creeds, and the Reformed confessions and liturgies, we speak of God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  The Presbyterian Church (USA) affirms and values this way of speaking of the triune God, resisting any tendency to discard or diminish it.”
Far from tossing the traditional language away, the study paper suggests that it serves as an indispensable anchor for our efforts to speak faithfully about God.  It is only when this anchor is in place, the paper suggests, that we are free to broaden our vocabulary for speaking of God by drawing from the richness of biblical and traditional terms, images, and metaphors that have been used to describe God’s revelation to us.

If you have read the study paper, you know that it ends with a quotation of our text from Ephesians today:  “I pray that, according to the riches of his glory, he may grant that you may be strengthened in your inner being with power through his Spirit, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love. I pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.”  There is no easy way for the church to be stretched to the limits of God’s love and identity.  It is an exercise that will strain the very limits of language itself.
I still remember that evening in children’s choir when I learned about the church’s fondness for the language of paradox.  There at the Lake Park church in Dallas, my choirmates and I, in one of those rare moments of being on task, were singing a song with these words:  “Love is something if you give it away, give it away, give it away, love is something if you give it away, you’ll end up having more.”  One of the verses gave this analogy: “It’s just like a magic penny, hold it tight and you won’t have any.  But lend it, spend it, and you’ll have so many, they’ll roll all over the floor.  For love is something if you give it away, give it away, give it away.  Love is something if you give it away, you’ll end up having more.”

To illustrate the song’s message, Mrs. Rhaney, our choir director, took a handful of pennies and threw them across the floor, just as we arrived at those lines in the song.  There’s nothing like throwing money to get a group of young choristers off task.

I remember joining the mad scramble for those coins—I ended up with about 17 as I recall—and thinking, “Something’s not adding up here.  How can you give it away, and have more?”

Paradox.  I didn’t know the word or its meaning then, but it was what we were singing about.  A paradox is a statement that seems absurd that may be true.  It’s a way of describing a truth that’s hard to describe in other ways.

And the church is fond of this language of paradox.  “If you want to keep your life, you must lose it.”

“In your weakness you will be made strong.”

“The first shall be last, and the last shall be first.”

No where is this language of paradox more visible than when we try to talk about God.  Surely you’ve noticed that we describe God through opposites.  We think nothing of singing “Immortal, invisible, God only wise, in light inaccessible hid from our eyes” only to sing later in the same service, “And he walks with me and he talks with me, and he tells me I am his own.  And the joy we share as we tarry there, none other has ever known.”

We talk of God as the Holy Other, and then, in the same breath, we talk of God as our best friend.  It’s almost as if we’re trying to understand or explain God by holding a series of opposites in tension, only to exclaim at last, “God is greater than our understanding, greater than our ability to describe or define.  God is greater than any experience of God that any of us has ever had, or any community has ever expressed.”

The author of Ephesians holds these opposites together with these words: May you comprehend “the breadth and length and height and depth,” which suggests that we understand God in a lot of a different ways, and that we will never exhaust our knowledge of God.  And then, he offers us another paradox to hold: “I want you to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge.”  In other words, he prays, I want you to know the unknowable.  I want you to grasp the ungraspable.

What he’s praying is the prayer that all parents in the faith pray for their children: “I pray that you will be filled with the fullness of God.”

It’s the same prayer that mentors pray for their confirmation students: “I pray that you will be able to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge.”

It’s what our shepherds are praying for when they pray for the children in their classes in Faith Village: “I pray that you will be rooted and grounded in love.”

It’s what we pray every time we baptize someone in this font: “May you grow in the faith.”

It’s what we pray together when we commission mission teams around this same font.  We offer our prayer for those whom we send: “May Christ dwell in your heart through faith as you are being rooted and grounded in love.”

And, believe it or not, it’s one of the things pastors pray for regularly in the church.  We pray that God will empower the church to grow in grace, to abound in love, and to continually seek to learn more about the God who calls us.  We pray that paradox: “O God beyond our knowing, grant that we may know you.”

That’s one of the reasons we are recognizing our Disciple Bible Study graduates during worship today.  They studied from September to June and were stretched to the length and height and breadth and depth as they grew closer to one another and to God throughout their study together.  And there were times when what we were being asked to consider rattled us a bit.  There were times when we had to trust one another as we struggled with what we were hearing God speak through the scriptures.  It is not an easy thing to be filled with the fullness of God.

I think often about what I wish for this congregation.  And while I admit that occasionally I yield to the temptation to think in terms of numbers or dollars or power, my ultimate hope for this church—for any church—is that God would fill us with the fullness of God.  That we would be stretched in all directions as we are filled by God’s love—stretched to the length and breadth, to the height and depth—as God fills us with the fullness of God.

In that vision, there is no arriving point.  There is no place where we can say, “Aha, we’ve made it.  We are full.”  No, there will always be more of God than we can comprehend, and so we will spend a lifetime being filled by the love of Christ, as we are being rooted and grounded in the faith.  And we will journey together.
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