
 
 
  Today we celebrated Eden’s baptism, and one of the things we recognize in her 
baptism is the absolute priority of the grace of God. We proclaim that before Eden can 
make any response, God has already moved toward her in love and claimed her as God’s 
own child. And we said important words of welcome at the end, recognizing Eden as a 
member of this community of faith. Her parents, and all of us, pledged to help her live 
into this identity washed in God’s grace, and help her to grow into her membership.  

 Several years ago, after a baptism service, someone came out and said, “Now, that 
baby is not a full member, you know.” 

 “What do mean?” 

 “He can’t vote in congregational meeting.” 

 “True.” 

 “So, he’s a baptized member, but not a member member.” 

 That’s one way to think about membership, the “member member” way. You join. 
Certain rights are conferred on you – the right to vote in a meeting, the ability to be 
considered to serve as an elder. You are not “just” a “baptized member,” you are a 
“member member.” 

This way of thinking about membership is not wrong; it’s just not enough. It does 
not name deeply enough what it means to say we are members of a church, which is not 
an institution so much as it is a body. We are deeply connected to God and to one 
another. 

 As far as we know, there were no membership rolls in Paul’s churches, no 
transferring of letters. When Paul talks about membership, he is talking about something 
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that goes well beyond affiliation to belonging, and beyond belonging to something even 
more radical. As he would articulate in other places, he sees the church as one body, with 
many members – like a hand or a foot or an eye. We are, as he says in Ephesians, 
members of one another.  

 Membership then is a grace-filled belonging to God, a transformation from the old 
self to the new, and a radical belonging to one another – one body, many members. 

 Paul has just called on the Ephesians to be renewed in the spirit of their minds, and 
to clothe themselves with the new self, created according to the likeness of God. Now, he 
attempts to show them what this looks like in the world.  

 As I was preparing this sermon, knowing it was a full Sunday, I decided I wanted 
to take just one aspect of this rich text to lift before us, one area of our lives as members 
of one another that was most relevant to our time and spend the remainder of the sermon 
thinking about it. I believe the church and the world in 2018 could benefit from sustained 
reflection on anger.  

 It is interesting to me that Paul mentions anger first, indicating that it must have 
been an issue. How could it not be an issue? Jewish and Gentile believers in Jesus are 
trying to come to terms with this new community. Ephesus, like all the churches of Asia, 
was a bustling, cosmopolitan place, with all the stresses and pressures such diversity 
brings. When Jews and Gentiles of varying ethnicities are held uneasily together by the 
Roman Empire, sparks are going to fly. People are going to get angry. 

 There are also going to be tensions within the church in such settings. How is the 
church to bring together people with different histories, differing cultures and traditions, 
and help them see themselves as one body, members of each other? The process is going 
to create stress, going to cause anger. 

 Households are not immune from the stresses of the world, and it was certainly the 
case in the first century, as rapidly changing cultural shifts were pressing in on families, 
causing Paul in this letter to spend considerable time talking about family life. Families 
are often the first setting in which we learn what it means to be angry and how to deal 
with anger. 

 “Be angry,” Paul says. Be angry. We cannot control our feelings. This is the first 
lesson we learn in healthy communities – that it is okay to have feelings, okay to be 



angry. If we are not allowed to name that and other uncomfortable feelings, we have no 
choice but to deny their reality, swallowing our feelings and reaping the whirlwind of dis-
ease that such denial brings. Likewise, if as a church or society we deny whole groups of 
people the right to name their anger, we see that dis-ease spread into the community. 

So, be angry. But, Paul notes, do not sin. And do not let the sun set on your anger. 
We cannot control our feelings. But we can control how we will choose to express those 
feelings. Psychologists rightly point out that anger is usually a second feeling. It is a 
response to a prior feeling – hurt, grief, pain. Instead of lashing out at others, instead of 
swallowing it and hurting yourself, let the anger teach you. Find out where it is coming 
from, before it has the chance to burrow in, and during the night, solidifies.  

Not letting the sun go down on your anger is a metaphor inviting such reflection. It 
invites us to ask the critical question, “Why am I angry?” The answer to that question is 
usually going to invite reflection on a deeper hurt, and, perhaps, a deeper, more authentic 
conversation that opens out to healing. The alternative is to go to bed knotted up with 
anger, increasing the likelihood of waking up to a world shrouded in even deeper 
resentment and pain, and of you and I spreading that pain in the morning light. 

Frederick Buechner writes, “Of the Seven Deadly Sins, anger is possibly the most 
fun. To lick your wounds, to smack your lips over grievances long past, to roll over your 
tongue the prospect of bitter confrontations still to come, to savor to the last toothsome 
morsel both the pain you are given and the pain you are giving back--in many ways it is a 
feast fit for a king. The chief drawback is that what you are wolfing down is yourself. 
The skeleton at the feast is you.” 

 The comedian Hannah Gadsby, in her new special called Nanette, talks about 
anger in her own life. Her comedy has been a way of giving expression to that anger. And 
so, she is considering giving up comedy. She says, “I have a right to be angry…I do not 
have the right to spread anger all around me.”  

I wonder what our quality of life would be, our quality of community in church, 
the quality of our political discourse would be, if each time we felt angry, each time we 
encountered someone who was angry, we recognized our mutual belonging and sought to 
understand it, to not sin in our expression of it, in our response to it. 



 Membership is much more than getting a vote. It is nothing less than the radical 
and difficult belonging that creates authentic community. It is a demanding call. Yet God 
has given us all we need, abundant gifts – the seal of the Spirit, the forgiveness of our 
sins, the love of Christ. Let us therefore boldly go from this table, and be kind to one 
another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another as God in Christ has forgiven us. Let us be 
imitators of God’s love. With such witness, the world will surely turn. Amen. 


