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 Thomas Merton, in his book Raids on the Unspeakable, writes the following: “Into this 

world, this demented inn, in which there is absolutely no room for Him at all, Christ has come 

uninvited.  But because he cannot be at home in it, because he is out of place in it, and yet He 

must be in it, His place is with those who do not belong, who are rejected by power because they 

are regarded as weak, those who are discredited, who are denied the status of persons, tortured, 

exterminated.  With those for whom there is no room, Christ is present in this world.  He is 

mysteriously present in those for whom there seems to be nothing but the world at its worst.”   

 Oh my goodness, those words slammed me right between the eyes.  Louise Erdrich uses 

the quote beautifully in her novel Future Home of the Living God.  I’m re-reading the novel right 

now because it is one of the books we are discussing at my hiking and reading seminar that I will 

attend in Colorado next month.  I noticed Merton’s words when I read the book for the first time 

several months ago, but they seem especially timely and powerful right now.  Or maybe they are 

always timely.  Clearly, we live in a polarized world.  That’s always been true, but I do worry 

that we are reaching some sort of tipping point.  More and more, people split off into groups with 

the people with whom they feel comfortable - the ones who look like them, believe like them, 

behave like them.  We see a lot of that going on all around us - it is difficult to come together, 

put aside our fears and suspicions, and listen to someone else’s perspective.  In our heads we 

know better, and yet somehow we have bought into the idea that we cannot be in relationship 

with someone whose opinions are different from ours.  And yet here is Thomas Merton, 



 

 

reminding us that if we are followers of Christ we have to commit to loving even those who are 

hardest to love.  In fact, we are commanded to love the ones that culture and custom have 

deemed unworthy, for that is where we find Christ himself. 

 Thomas Merton died in 1968, while still a young man. He was only 53 years old and 

perished in an electrical accident.  But it occurred to me that the years that he was most active in 

ministry would have been from about the early 1950s to the late 60s - also a terribly turbulent 

and divisive period in our history.  The civil rights movement, the ramp up of the Vietnam war, 

lots of other changes in our culture...Thomas Merton was living through all of that and still wrote 

these gentle yet firm words, calling all of us, again, to embody Jesus in this world.  The crux of 

what he is saying is that because Christ lived, and lives still today, no one is kicked out of the 

house.  Everyone is welcome - even those whom society designates as undeserving or worthless.

 And Merton didn’t come up with this truth on his own.  He was relying on generations of 

tradition - tradition that still anchors us to who God needs us to be in the world now.  I cannot 

know if Merton read Ephesians on the day he articulated so powerfully where we find Christ, but 

I assume he had read it many times, and absorbed what Paul had to say about the household of 

God.  And let’s look at a couple of key phrases: “Christ is our peace.”  “Christ has made the two 

groups into one and broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us.”  “He has 

created one new humanity in place of the two.”   

 I’m especially interested in the phraseology Paul uses about the “dividing wall,” since we 

hear a lot about walls these days in relation to our nation’s borders.  What Paul is referring to 

here is a literal wall.  The temple in Jerusalem had a physical barrier that separated the Jewish 

gathering area from the Gentile space.  Gentiles were not to cross that barrier and if they did so, 

they could be put to death.  Paul is conveying the message in no uncertain terms that such a wall 



 

3 
 

should never have been put in place at all, and that the presence Jesus in the world has now made 

that structure obsolete.  The household of God might have walls to designate the purposes of one 

space from another - eating or sleeping, say.  But the walls are not to be seen as a means of 

separating the one human family that God has created. 

 And how about “one group in place of the two”? In place of the two?  How about in place 

of the 50?  Or the 647?  Or the 80 gazillion?  The two specific groups that Paul is writing about 

are the Jews and the Gentiles, but the sentiment can be appropriated for so many divisions that 

we find ourselves caught in, or even actively participating in.  There was controversy in the early 

church regarding whether or not Gentiles who embraced Jesus as their savior needed to go 

through the Jewish covenant rite of circumcision to become part of the community.  There’s 

another place in Galatians where Paul addresses the issue even more forcefully, but here he’s 

basically saying that the question of whether or not a follower of Jesus is circumcised is beside 

the point.  These non-Jewish followers of Jesus have found the same source of hope and 

redemption as their Hebrew sisters and brothers.  Therefore, there should be no question - they 

are part of God’s household, no longer viewed as “other,” but instead embraced as part of the 

family.  

 What is it about the human condition that causes us to do this, to separate into groups and 

fight amongst ourselves as to which group is best or treasured the most by God?  If we could find 

that mechanism and hit the OFF button, we could come so much closer to building the realm of 

God here on earth.  I often wonder what Paul would say about the wide range of faith traditions 

and belief systems and cultural practices that we are aware of in the world now.  The dispute he 

was addressing was, after all between two factions of the Christian faith - the Jews who became 

followers of Jesus, and eventually the non-Jews who did.  Because of that, some read the biblical 



 

 

call to “one humanity,” and all being “citizens of the household of God,” as only referencing the 

Christian faith.  They believe that in today’s world we are still free to marginalize the Jew, the 

Muslim, the Hindu...really anyone who doesn’t fall into our own proscribed circle of who God 

can love. 

 I hope it does not surprise you to hear that that is not how I read this letter or any number 

of other biblical texts.  When we consider Paul’s letters, his understanding of Christ, in tandem 

with what we know about Jesus, how he lived his life, and who he hung out with, we will 

continually be surprised at how much wider we can and should draw the circle.  To live in 

accordance with the gospel is to keep adding rooms to the house.  Paul wrote that Jesus is the 

“cornerstone,” and “in Him the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple 

in the Lord, in whom you are built together spiritually into a dwelling place for God.”  In other 

words, the more people we welcome into the house - even people who we think do not deserve to 

be there  - the more likely we are to really find God there.  Otherwise, we are just a club.  As far 

as calling God by different names, or having different concepts of the afterlife, or different 

understandings of Christology - I’m just not too worried about that.  I leave it to God to sort out.   

  Let’s go back to Thomas Merton’s words for a moment.  He does not specifically say 

that the powerless and the rejected and the discredited and those deemed weak should be 

welcomed into God’s household, but he does say that that is where we find Christ.  Therefore, 

why would we who are trying to follow Jesus not want to welcome this element of humanity?  

Here’s a place where I think we get stuck...as Presbyterians we believe in grace, and we say that 

no one deserves God’s love or mercy but it’s offered to us anyway, because God is so forgiving 

and so much more gracious than we are.  As broken and sinful humans, however, we still get 

fixated on who “deserves” to be welcomed.  Merit (and the lack of it) is a serious currency in our 
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culture anyway - who has “earned”their place, and who falls below a certain standard (often 

arbitrary) and thereby does not lie within the scope of those about whom we need to be 

concerned.  But based on what Paul has to say, and on Merton’s observations of where we find 

Christ, it looks like that element of humanity is exactly where we need to focus our spiritual 

energy.              

 We baptized two precious children of God just a few minutes ago - Casey and Ekese.  

They are so sweet and beautiful and lovable - it is easy to claim them as part of the extended 

family of God.  I hope as they grow up in faith it is always clear to them that God has claimed 

them and loves them unconditionally.  I am confident that the church will be faithful to the 

promises we made, to teach them about the love of Jesus and the life of faith.  But the real heavy 

lifting isn’t loving these beautiful kids...it’s loving the ones society tells us are unlovable , and 

even the one who reject us.          

 It’s not always easy to love people, even the poor and the oppressed and the outcast.  We 

know we are called to do it, and we have noble ideas about how we will go about it...and then we 

run smack into reality.  Here’s an example of what I’m getting at.  As people trying to follow 

Jesus, we have established that we are called to serve the poor and the needy.  That should be a 

critical focus of any community that claims to be Christian.  But have you ever felt irritated when 

you are trying to do the right thing and be the hands and feet of Jesus for someone in need and 

they reject what you offer, or they complain about it?  Often, there is a sense of mutuality and 

community that emerges when we serve others.  Our youth  had a wonderful experience at Camp 

Joy week before last, doing home repair work for people who cannot afford to pay professionals. 

 My own sons telling me all the stories about Camp Joy when they got back last Saturday 

- the projects they did, the new skills they learned, the people they met.  But their stories put me 



 

 

in mind of a mission trip I went on years ago, when we painted a front porch and built a 

wheelchair ramp for a woman whose personality was not all warm and fuzzy.  In fact, she was 

kind of a grouch.    “All she did was complain,” the kids said that night as we debriefed the day.  

“She didn’t even like the work we did.  I hope I don’t have to work for her anymore.” 

 Hmmm.  Can you say “teachable moment?”  Let me be clear that I’m not condemning 

those kids - at least not any more than myself or anyone else.  We all like to be thanked for what 

we do for someone else, we like people to be grateful when we help them - we are human, after 

all.  But their observations led to a good conversation about how no group of people is all alike.  

Not everyone with plenty of money is a greedy jerk who is only out for themselves.  Not every 

poor person is a grateful supplicant.  Across the economic spectrum (and any other spectrum) 

there are wonderful, kind, generous, thankful people AND there are whiny, manipulative, 

irritating, and even mean people.  And here’s the thing...God loves them all.  Isn’t that amazing?  

They all have a place in the household.  I do hope there is some kind of refining process (didn’t 

Isaiah mention that?) for the mean ones, but that is up to God, not me.  I don’t have specific 

answers for how to handle difficult people, and there are certainly situations that we have to 

withdraw from...but we are not off the hook for loving them.  We are still called to create a world 

where no one suffers from exclusion or oppression.   Sometimes I find myself just repeating to 

myself “child of God, loved by God, child of God, loved by God” when I bump up against one of 

the ones in whom it is especially hard to find Christ.  It doesn’t immediately ease my irritation, 

but it does occasionally help me dig deep and find compassion for them (and for myself).  I can’t 

always picture how we will get from here to there, but I do trust that we will one day all find our 

places in the household Paul describes.  Perhaps the best we can do in the here and now is work 

toward that vision one relationship at a time.  We aren’t going to be best friends with everyone - 
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but conversation and storytelling and relationships change hearts and minds.  When we treat 

everyone as if they are a treasured member of God’s household, we make it so. 

 

Thank be to God.  Amen.     


