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“Walls that divide”
Ephesians 2:11-22 & Mark 6:30-34, 53-56

It happens in the best and worst of our families – a father and son become estranged from one another for reasons they cannot remember or for reasons they are unwilling to forget.  A husband and wife gradually find themselves speaking less and less to one another as their conversations become routine.  Two sisters insist that the other is at fault.  


Hostilities abound whenever we build walls between one another as a way of fortifying ourselves against the possibility of an emotional assault by a parent, child, sibling, or other family member.  We delude ourselves into thinking that such walls will bring us comfort.

Rather than break down the walls that divide we choose instead to constantly reinforce them. 


If that is true of the walls we build within our families think how much more we delude ourselves in believing that such walls will also bring us comfort as we look at relationships beyond our families.  We build walls around our hearts and minds to exclude those who are different whether we base our exclusion on physical and mental abilities, gender, social status, political ideology, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, religion, or national identity.

Often we actually build walls made out of brick and mortar or fencing materials topped with barbed wire to physical exclude others.  Not long ago the Israelis built a wall as a defense against Palestinians whom they see as hostile to their political existence.  Just last year the U.S. began building a “wall” along the border states of California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas in an effort to turn back  the flow of Mexicans who are seen as a threat to “our” economic existence.  We build gated communities here on Maui and in other places because we see others whom we do not even know as a threat to our own sense of personal security and well-being.


Walls that divide are anathema to our Christian faith.  That is the overarching theme in our reading from The Letter of Paul to the Ephesians.  But more specifically, breaking down the divided wall of ethnic hostility and binding together Jews and Gentiles into a new humanity is at the heart of the Apostle Paul’s concern for the church.

We know that by the time Paul writes his letter, Gentiles had already won their right to be full-fledged members of the early church.  It was an enormous struggle for the church in the first few decades of its existence, one that Paul makes clear in his letters to the various churches.

A reading of The Book of Acts shows that it was not a foregone conclusion that Gentiles would be admitted to the church and enjoy equal status with Jews.  (Preaching Through the Christian Year: B, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, page 350).  Even someone like Peter who was the most prominent Jewish Christian found it difficult to admit Gentiles Christians as equals (Galatians 2:11-21).  

But through Paul’s efforts the matter is resolved and in our reading today we see the results of Paul’s struggle in retrospect and the ways in which he sought to interpret the “mystery of Christ” in a new way.  (Op. cit.)  Our reading depicts the changed status of the Gentiles.  

Their former condition is described in stark and hopeless terms, a people “without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world” (Ephesians 2:12)  It is a dismal life of the disenfranchised and desolate.  Such descriptions remind us of how racial and ethnic struggles often degenerate to the level of clichés that exclude and belittle others.  

We can only wonder if succeeding generations took to heart this summary of pagan life as viewed through the eyes of Jews who saw themselves as the elect of God (Romans:1-18-32; 1 Thessalonians 4:5) and applied it to their own views as Christians.  In his account of his first two decades as a missionary in Hawai‘i, Hiram Bingham begins by writing:  “Darkness covered the earth, and gross darkness the people.’

In an assessment of the Polynesians, Bingham writes:  “Let us examine the condition and character of the Polynesians, as all other heathen tribes are to be examined, with the light of the Bible to aid our judgment, and we shall see that Hawaiian pagans were by no means above the general degradation, wretchedness and vileness ascribed to the ancient heathen.”  (A Residence of Twenty-One Years in the Sandwich Islands, Hiram Bingham, Charles E. Tuttle Company, Rutland, Vermont & Tokyo, Japan, 1981, page 17, 220)  

Bingham’s comment sheds very little light on what we know today about the richness of Hawaiian culture and tradition.  His comment may in fact say more about his own prejudices.


The Apostle Paul is not concerned with examining the past condition and character of the Gentiles as Bingham was of the Polynesians and in particular of the Hawaiians.   Instead, Paul was more concerned with the new life available to them in Christ.  He was not concerned about excluding others.  He was more concerned about including everyone. 


So Paul is quick to employ the use of two metaphors to depict this new life – the city and the family.  The Gentiles are now “citizens with the saints and also members of the household of God.” (Ephesians 2:19)  

Paul also uses the metaphor of the building or temple of God (Ephesians 2:20-22).  It is a metaphor that is combined with the body because it is said to “grow” (Ephesians 2:21).  The church is now envisioned as the Temple reconstituted, with the apostles and prophets as the foundation (Matthew 16:18; 1 Corinthians 3:9-11; Ephesians 3:5; Revelations 21:14) and Christ as the cornerstone (Psalm 118:22-33; Matthew 21:42; Acts 4:11; 1 Peter 2:4, 6-8).


The church is now comprised of Jews and Gentiles and the presence of God that formerly dwelt in the Temple in Jerusalem is now replaced by the Spirit and this new temple is now the “dwelling place for God” (Ephesians 2:22).  For Paul the unity of Gentiles and Jews has been achieved “in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 2:13); it is through him that the dividing wall of hostility has been torn down.

The image of walls that divide is a graphic one and it is one that we know well.  We build them up to divide ourselves from one another out of our own fears and anxieties; out of our own anger and despair; out of our own pain and suffering.

Our reading from The Gospel According to Mark reminds us that Jesus brings together those who are scattered and alienated into one flock.  He does so by crossing Galilee from its eastern to western shore and back, teaching and healing Gentiles on the eastern shore and Jews on the western shore.


He becomes for many a teacher and a compassionate shepherd, one who provides food for the hungry and healing for the sick.  Jesus ignores the walls that divided Jews and Gentiles into separate flocks and sought instead to bring them all into one flock.  It will be this work that he will leave to the Twelve disciples after his death and others who will follow in the generations to come.  

It is this work that he also leaves to each of us.
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