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A Homily Preached by   Proper 16B
The Reverend Jo P. Popham          July 19, 2009

“Unity in Diversity”
Ephesians 2:11-22

Would that we were “one new humanity in place of the two.”

Dr. Charles Richard Drew Elementary School is an inner city school. The first floor

has recently been totally refurbished after the flooding following Hurricane Katrina. But

the 2nd and 3rd floors have been usable after the storm and were the first of nine schools to

open. That’s right, in the first year after the storm only 9 of 228 schools were open.

Would that we were “one new humanity in place of the two.”

His name was Byron. It was the first day of painting at Drew and with scrappers and

paint brushes in hand, faces already dusted with old and new paint, our mission team who

along with another group from Texas were being led by my son Troy. Troy is the

coordinator of the recovery School District’s volunteer program.  Byron wandered into

the school and asked if he could join us in our painting. He told Troy: “I don’t want to go

to my school any more; I want to go to a white school.” Troy had tears in his eyes

because Byron goes to he worst of all the high schools in the city. And there is so little

hope for him to be able to go to, much less survive in, one of the more elite schools with

the more privileged.

Would that we were “one new humanity in place of the two.”

When we returned to our billets – at the Church of the Annunciation – we were all

starving and ate our red beans and rice and cornbread with gusto. I went to the kitchen to

thank our cooks and learned that one of the staff’s children and grandchildren went to

Drew. For the most part, the youth that went to New Orleans come from affluent homes

in Calgary. Yet they and we were the “strangers and aliens” in the neighbourhood where

we slept and worshipped and in Drew Elementary School’s immediate neighbourhood.
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We were welcomed as brothers and sisters in Christ in the church where we slept and

worshipped. But Annunciation is a unique place among Episcopal churches. It is one of

perhaps as many as 4 growing congregations in the entire diocese of Louisiana. They

have tripled since the storm, and there is much diversity among the members. They are

no longer like most Episcopal churches, white and influential. But they are doing the real

mission of the church. The largest and wealthiest parish in the diocese has lost 1/3 of its

congregation recently, but little Annunication has grown and actually planted a church in

the lower 9th ward that was devastated by the worst of the flooding after Katrina. We

visited the new All Souls Episcopal Church in the shell of the Walgreen’s Pharmacy

where we did street ministry in the months after the storm with the people of the 9th ward.

There has never been an Episcopal presence there until now. Their rector is a friend who

is doing amazing work tutoring children to help them get up to grade level while

introducing them to classical music. An Anglican church in the lower ninth ward, who

would have thought it possible? Can there be unity in diversity? Can we be one humanity

– all children of God?

What would it take for us to be “one new humanity in place of the two?” Could it be

that the hard work of reconciliation between people has already been done for us? In

Galatians (3:28) and Romans (1:6) Paul makes the point that “there is no longer Jew or

Greek ...” and here in today’s Epistle we hear that indeed Christ through his death has

made disparate “groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the

hostility between” blacks and whites, and other groups divided by race and privilege. In

the Temple, there was a physical barrier (a low wall) between the Court of Israel and that

of the Gentiles. And Gentiles crossed this line on pain of death.

Paul says: “So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with

the saints and also members of the household of God, built upon the foundation of the

apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone.” Cultural differences
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are no longer relevant – what matters is that we are “one new humanity”… the division is

gone. Christ has brought the two groups together “in one body” – one humanity. Paul’s

letters do emphasize unity in diversity, but in speaking to the church in Ephesus he seems

to stress that cultural diversity, the distinction between Jew and Gentile, is a thing of the

past. Would that that were so today.

One of the more important things I pray for when we take mission trips to New

Orleans is that our Canadian missioners learn the culture of those to whom they go, and

that those in New Orleans (and others who are gathered to do good work together) also

learn from our Canadians about our culture. I over heard one of the boys saying we had

left our huskies at the border… and in the 38 degree weather in New Orleans perhaps

needing Huskies might have made us feel a wee bit cooler.

Would that we were “one new humanity in place of the two.” Today the leaders of the

Episcopal Church return home from their General Convention. I believe that the

decisions made there in the States is quite relevant to the Anglican Church of Canada.

Divisions that the church and the Anglican communion have suffered in the past decade

or more are clearly over issues of diversity. Can there be unity in diversity? Paul tells us

that there already is – that by the cross Christ has given us this gift. My friends, the

beautiful and thorny dilemma before us is to accept with grace and be at peace with the

fact that we are unified in and by our diversity. That has always been the beauty of the

Anglican communion. And like it or not, at least in the past the Anglican Church of

Canada has allowed the Episcopal Church of the USA to take bold steps and to follow

closely on her heels. In the case of embracing diversity, some dioceses in Canada are

actually ahead of the church in the USA.  It is not for me to say whether or not the church

has erred. But I do think it clear that if we are to take to heart what Paul was teaching the

Ephesians in his letter that we read today, we should already be reconciled with our

neighbours no matter what our diverse culture is.
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The Gentiles may have feared for their lives if they crossed the line that divided them

from their Jewish peers in the Temple. But no more, Paul’s says. Byron need not fear for

his life if he gets to attend a white school, but he will surely suffer from hostility. The

Anglican Communion is rife with diversity that threatens to divide, but leaders are

struggling to maintain the unity of the communion.

My dear sisters and brothers, the real message we need to embrace is that the hard

work of reconciliation between people has already been done for us by Jesus our Christ.

We are “one new humanity in place of the two” for we have the assurance of unity in

diversity. We just need to live into our new humanity.


