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“The means justified the ends.”  That is what a lot of people throughout 

history have said in defense of their actions.  It is hard to conceive, 

though, of an example where the means weren’t unethical.   

The best I could come up with is a “method” actor who plays a mean-

spirited person in a film and stays in character even when not filming.  

Doesn’t make him popular with his castmates, but it can deliver an 

excellent performance.  

At least in that case, though, everyone is aware and, hopefully, no real harm 

is done. 

Politics are the most obvious example, which we can see in the news all too 

often.  Though he hasn’t said it in exactly these words, it is not too far 

off for to have Vladmir Putin saying, “We have to destroy the Ukraine 

in order to save it.” 

Religion is the other obvious example, though I would argue most of the 

time it is when religion is tied to politics or at least power.  Christians 

touting and electing unethical officials who support their single-issue 

“moral” platforms is a modern-day example, but Christianity’s history 

is replete with them. 

Today’s gospel lesson ironically provided grounds for one.  Jesus says, “All 

that the Father has is mine” and that the Spirit will take “what is mine 

and declare it to you.”  Thus, the Father and Son has a mutuality and 

the Spirit listens to it. 

When the Nicene Creed was written in the 4th century it was an attempt to 

establish once and for all the nature of God, Jesus, and the Holy 

Spirit.  The latter part of the creed they agreed would say (translated 

into modern English):  
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 “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who 

proceeds from the Father, who with the Father and the Son is 

worshiped and glorified.” 

A few centuries later, though, the western church, based in Rome, quietly 

tweaked it to say: 

 “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who 

proceeds from the Father *and the Son*.”  This addition is called the 

“Filioque”, which is Latin meaning “and the Son.”  

Rome had “good reasons.”  They were trying to stave off heretics called 

Arians who were saying the Son of God was created by the Father and 

so not consubstantial with the Father.  They used various scriptures, 

including today, to justify it. 

But in the eastern church’s defense there are other places that imply both 

the Son and the Spirit come from the Father.  More importantly, that 

is what they all had agreed to and it couldn’t be changed unilaterally. 

This was the final straw in an increasingly strained relationship leading to 

what is called the Great Schism of 1054 where the Eastern Orthodox 

Church broke off from the Western Catholic Church.  Another irony 

being that “catholic” means “universal.” 

Then we have our epistle passage today from Romans that starts with: 

“Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God 

through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have obtained 

access to this grace in which we stand.” 

In the Middle Ages the Catholic Church began stressing good works as part 

of helping souls get to heaven through indulgences, which were a 

piece of paper from the Church that was supposed to lessen a person's 
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time in purgatory and help them get to heaven faster.  You could also 

pay for indulgences, which became more the standard over time, in 

part to help build the great cathedrals, a good thing, if you will. 

This led, of course, to the revolt by Martin Luther who said, in accordance 

with Ephesians, by grace alone we have been saved and not by any 

good works. 

As a result, we had the Protestant Reformation.  As I’ve mentioned before, a 

century later this led to the Thirty Years War of Protestant vs. 

Catholics countries.  Ostensibly for religion, but really it was political 

power.  It was one of the most destructive wars in European history, 

causing an estimated 4.5 to 8 million deaths and cut the population in 

some areas of Germany in half. 

And today we have many Christian sects and denominations intimately tied 

up in politics pushing their agenda whatever the cost, including the 

lives of those in need. 

Of course, Christianity does not have exclusive rights as religion to these 

kinds of means-to-an-end, but we can’t point out the speck in their 

eye when we have log in our own. 

At this point you are probably asking, “Exactly why are you giving us this 

‘uplifting’, ‘inspirational’ Christian history lesson?”    

Well, I’d like to say because the Spirit led me to do so.  But am I justified in 

saying that?  Really only God say. 

The point is to remind us that we as Christians have checkered history of 

being Christ-like Christians and that it is important to acknowledge 

and understand that—not whitewash and ignore it.  Because only by 
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humbling ourselves and having contrite hearts can be open to what 

the Spirit is saying. 

Two beliefs Christians discuss are “justification” and “sanctification.”  

Those deserve sermons in and of themselves, but simply put, 

Justification is about your status before God — the verdict of not 

guilty. Sanctification is about the process of transformation that 

happens within you once you accept that only God can give you that 

justified status and that you cannot achieve it yourself. 

Too often we hang our hat on being “justified” and kind of forget about the 

follow-through an ongoing and progressive sanctifying work in our 

lives through God.  We are always a work in progress. 

Since we are “justified by faith” it doesn’t matter who we are; as Galatians 

5:6b says, “the only thing that counts is faith working through love.” 

I know I’ve hit on this theme of love several times in recent sermons, but 

that is the message Jesus gave and the Spirit tries to guide us in. 

And despite all that is going around us today, we also have hope “because 

God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit 

that has been given to us.” 

God’s love is not a sentimental or romantic emotion, but more like the 

fierce love of a parent determined on rescuing a child in trouble—

which we are. 

But we boast or exult in our hope because we are here.  Despite unsavory 

aspects of our history, we and many others are still declaring the 

message of love, still seeking justice, peace, and reconciliation. 

As the United Church of Christ slogan says, “God is still speaking.”  We 

simply need to let the Spirit open our hearts to hear. 
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The Holy Trinity is about relationship and indwelling. It is about 

collaboration and the self-communication of God. The Trinity is 

about the mutuality of God within the God-head, about our invitation 

into the God-head by Jesus in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Through Jesus’ example, teaching, and love, we are made to understand 

and to rejoice in God’s love for us and to learn to love one another as 

neighbors dwelling close to the heart of God with the Son in the unity 

of love.   

And when we do this, we show the world, in loving words and works, that it 

also is beloved, by embodying God’s love for it. Meanwhile the Spirit 

is with us always, guiding us on the way of love, creating a space for 

us and in us to be part of the Trinitarian dance of God. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen.   


