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Feast of Saint Sergius 
 

Ecclesiasticus 39:1—9 
[2 Corinthians 6:1—10] 

Matthew 13:47—52 
 

The lectionary of appointed readings has a wonderful way of 
surprising a preacher.  The lectionary stands “outside” the 
preacher --- just as, in a very real sense, the liturgy stands apart 
from the community which gathers to celebrate it.  The liturgy 
and the lectionary save us from ourselves, from any idea that 
we can use our public worship to determine for ourselves what 
the Good News is. 
I have experienced the opposite—and perhaps some of you 
have as well:  so-called experimental liturgies which turned out 
to be manipulative; and sermons where a passage from 
Scripture was chosen because it fit with the personal agenda 
of the preacher. 
 
I want today, to the best of my ability, to be subject to the 
Scripture for this Feast of St. Sergius, and also subject to the 
implications of our sharing this Eucharist as a diverse community 
of God’s People.  To be honest, I was surprised by the choice of 
the passage from St. Matthew’s Gospel which is appointed for 
this feast:  Sergius was a holy monk in Russia in the 14th.c.  He 
spent much of his life at the monastery which he founded in a 
remote part of Russia.  How does a reading about the casting 
of a net into the sea connect with this holy monk? – and how 
does it connect with us? 
With regard to Sergius, the people who prepared our lectionary 
may have seen him as one who gathered his people:  Sergius 
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was a major influence in the shaping of the national identity of 
the Russian people.  This meant the gathering together of many 
diverse tribal communities into a common identity,  And that, of 
course, has significance far beyond the politics of the 14th.c.    
It is a mirror to us of the Church in history, gathering people of 
many different races and cultures, an incredible diversity of 
humanity, into the unity of the Body of Christ.  Jesus says that 
this gathering net is like the kingdom of heaven.  The work of 
the Church is the building up of this unity of the human family, a 
unity which lovingly embraces a dazzling diversity. 
 
This is how Christianity as Church differs greatly from Christianity 
as a sect:  a sect is characterized by the persons whom it 
excludes.  The walls of separation are clear:  those who are in 
conform to a very precise model;  all the rest are out.  This is an 
attitude which I associate with all forms of puritanism:  on the 
basis of whatever may be the criterion, the “pure” are those 
who meet the established criteria; the rest are the “impure” – 
and they are excluded.  
 
One of the great marks of the Catholic faith is its inclusiveness:  
the very word Catholic is itself inclusive:  kat’holou – according 
to the whole;  including the whole gamut of the Church’s 
diversity,  united through the one Baptism in “one faith, one 
Lord.”  This inclusiveness has been menaced many times in the 
history of the Church, so it is not surprising that it is being 
menaced today.  Radical inclusivity is always a challenge to 
any comfortably established presuppositions about the nature 
of the Church.  An authentic Catholicity fundamentally affirms 
our identity as the Body of Christ;  but at the same time it 
remains open to an expanding horizon of what that Catholicity 
is called by God to embrace. 
 
It is obvious to everyone that the Episcopal Church is living 
through a very critical time with regard to its integrity.  As a 
priest deeply involved in ecumenical relations with Christians of 
other Catholic traditions, I am aware that the larger picture is 
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the same.  All Christian communions are being faced with a 
radical choice:  a choice between being the Church or being 
a sect.  The sectarian mindset is passionately set upon an 
agenda of exclusion – an exclusion based upon one type of 
fundamentalism or another.   But the Church of Jesus Christ is 
not a sect:  it is “like a net which was thrown into the sea and 
gathered fish of every kind.”  
 
In the parable, Jesus says that the sorting out does not come 
until “the close of the age.”   That sorting out is in God’s hands.  
Our work now is a radical inclusion of all people who affirm their 
faith in the love of the Incarnate Son of God.  Every 
sacramental act of the Church is ordered to the building up of 
its unity.  When in our sinfulness we erect barriers to that unity, 
we do violence to the essential meaning of our sacramental 
rites.  No one is baptized into disunity, and every celebration of 
the Eucharist embodies the promise of the unity which Baptism 
creates. 
 
There have been many times in the history of Christianity when 
Christians have faced a choice:  a Catholic vision of unity in the 
one who said, “I, if I be lifted up will draw all people – all people 
– to myself,”  ---  or a choice of the sectarian path which 
defines itself by the exclusion of others.  That path is always a 
dead end. 
 
We are living in one of those crisis times in Christian history.  This 
is true not only for Anglicans, but also for all our brothers and 
sisters of other traditions.  The Gospel compels us to choose the 
Catholic vision, the vision which embraces the whole, and 
which makes the Church a place of welcome to all people, 
that being bound together in love and obedience to God, and 
united in one body by the one Spirit, we may so manifest Christ 
in our common life that the world may believe in him whom 
God has sent, Jesus Christ our Lord. 
May God grant us the grace and wisdom to embrace that 
vision. 
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