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The Soul of a Congregation, Part One 

20th Sunday after Pentecost C, 10/23/22 

First of all – it is good to be back, as it was good to have some time away. This time 

it really was away – to the shore, to its quiet, its rhythms, its ‘tremulous cadence 

slow’. It is a happy place for me, and something I really didn’t know as a boy: the 

surf on the beach, the cries of the gulls, the blades of an occasional helicopter on its 

way to save a life, and the tic-tic of the clock as it counts down to the time to go get 

more oysters. When in Rome, as they say – and if these chewy-on-the-inside rocks 

are good enough for seagulls and kittiwakes, then they’re good enough for me. If 

you’ve never seen the sun shine on a quiet morning ocean, or watch the clouds roll 

in with either a gentle rain or the menace of a storm, you’ve missed something vital. 

If you’ve never stood as the tide rolls in, over, out, and in again, chilling you and 

then warming you by turns so long as that sun stays shining, you’ve missed something 

vital. If you’ve never heard what Arnold heard in that ‘melancholy, long, 

withdrawing roar’, then you’ve missed something else vital. If you have, then you 

know what I mean.1  

We are back this morning, too, to a story we discussed recently but cannot hear too 

often, or a moral we cannot repeat often enough. “Who was a neighbor to the one 

in need?” asked Jesus. “The one who helped him,” replied the lawyer whom he was 

trying to school. “What should you do about it?” went the unasked question to 

which Jesus responded: “Go and do likewise.” Your neighbor is anyone who is in 

need and whom you can help, especially when others have had the power to do so, 

but not the will. We don’t know if the lawyer ever did that, but I suspect he did, at 

least for a while. We do know that someone thought to write the lesson down along 

 
1 Quotes in this and following paragraphs are from Matthew Arnold, “Dover Beach,” public domain. Internet 

source: https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/43588/dover-beach.  

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/43588/dover-beach
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with the story, and make it one of the central insights given us by the one whom we 

call Savior and Lord.  

As St. Paul reminds us, in a similar vein, the greatest of the great virtues – faith, hope, 

and love – is love. The Good Samaritan had it for his neighbor, whom he did not 

know, but also did not ignore. The others in the story did not have love – and perhaps 

even the victim did not have love. One does not need to be loving to deserve love. 

But, if one has not love – even if one has hope and faith, but not love, and even if 

one is a victim but feels only rage and pain and resentment about it – one’s voice is 

as a clanging gong or a crashing cymbal. Such a voice lacks sense but not power, 

commands attention but not respect, and may articulate need and even truth but not 

the power behind them or the force that makes us heed them.  

A voice without love blocks out that ‘tremulous cadence slow’, and even that 

‘melancholy, long, withdrawing roar’. Speech without love pains the ear to hear, and 

pains the tongue that speaks it, though those who speak and act without love or 

charity rarely realize this until too late. It was heartbreaking to read, in blissful seaside’s 

privileged repose, of Russia’s increased and vicious bombings of Ukrainian cities, the 

continuing plight of the Uighurs interned and enslaved in China; the valiant struggles 

of the people, especially the women, in Iran and Afghanistan et al. against the 

misogynists who rule, beat, and kill them; and the re-flaring war in Ethiopia’s Tigray 

region, of which one aid worker reported said, “Each side’s as bad as the others.” 

Who are these people’s neighbors? Whoever will help them – and to know love not 

least. What does such love require? That we love our neighbors as ourselves, 

whatever that may mean. It also requires that when we have occasion to say, “Wither 

thou goest, I will go,” we say it and then live like it. As St. Paul reminds us, and as 

the story of Ruth and Naomi that we just heard embodies, if we do not have love – 

from without and from within, and especially in times of loss and need – then we 

have nothing.  
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I say “we” because there are more than one of us here – not as many more as we’d 

like, to be sure, and not as many as there once were, but enough. Those joining us 

from afar, via the wonders of technology of which I did not avail myself whilst on 

holiday, sitting last Sunday’s service out in honor of my duty to rest, are ‘here’ as 

well, meaning that there are more to our ‘we’ than we might realize. We may not 

now be what you once were, but that which we are, we are: the congregations that 

form the parish of St. Mark’s, Fairland, those who have made this place and this 

community their spiritual home. ‘You’ who make up almost all of this ‘we’ have 

called me amongst you as pastor (hence the stole), priest (hence the alb), and teacher 

(hence the quotation and allusions). Without you, and without us, this church would 

nothing but a building that is beautiful to see, costly to maintain, and which others 

from time to time long to make their own. 

But who are we? And what do we do? Aye, there’s the rub. These are the questions 

we have been tasked to ask ourselves, both as part of the Be Campaign leading up to 

next month’s elections – and ask us about our Souls to the Polls drive, btw.; it’s big 

– and the Tending Our Soil initiative’s next phase of congregational development. 

The answers we find – ‘we’, that is, asking and answering together, and listening to 

one another and to ourselves and our desires, fears, and dreams – I say, the answers 

‘we’ find will help us shape what we are called to do and be in this season of this 

church’s life and witness to a Savior and Lord who called us to love whenever we 

have the opportunity, and to never stop seeking the opportunity.  

I do not know what those answers will be. I mean, I can guess, but the funny thing 

about ‘we’ is that no one person can speak for all of ‘we’ – [he means ‘us’ – ed.], not 

even its leaders. Especially not its leaders, not when it comes to self-aware self-

definition. Good spiritual leaders can help ‘we’ [see note above – ed.] put what ‘we’ 

mean and who ‘we’ are into words, and help ‘we’ ask the right questions and know 

when to wait quietly for the answers, but they cannot do it for us – for ‘we’. It doesn’t 
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work that way. When ‘we’ speak to these questions – and remember, if we speak not 

with love, we say nothing – I say, when ‘we’ speak to these questions, in time ‘we’ 

get a sense of what they mean who talk of the ‘soul’ of a congregation, the essence 

that emerges from the stories ‘we’ tell ourselves, and that our forebears continue to 

tell us, about who ‘we’ are, what ‘we’ do, what ‘we’ are to do, and where ‘we’ have 

come from. You might think of this as a ‘Souls to the Pews’ drive, helping us 

understand not simply how to get more souls into them, but how ours got here, and 

why. Knowing that, and making it known – goes the theory – will help ‘we’ see how 

best to act, choose, tend our soil and cultivate our dreams so that the church can 

grow – in faith, in hope, and in love, still the greatest of these. Churches and other 

communities of faith that do not grow in love are but clanging gongs and clashing 

cymbals [or does he mean ‘symbols’ – ed.], of which the world has both too many, 

and no need. Churches that do grow in love make a difference – especially when 

they love their neighbors as themselves, and encourage their neighbors to do likewise. 

‘We’ are, and want to be, such a church – or at least I, as your spiritual leader, very 

much hope ‘we’ do. 

The poem from which I quoted earlier, Matthew Arnold’s “Dover Beach,” did not 

have such hope. The ‘tremulous cadence slow’ that the speaker hears in the waves in 

motion ‘where the sea meets the moon-blanched land’ brought to him ‘the eternal 

note of sadness’ in, the ‘turbid ebb and flow of human misery’ that the great tragedian 

Sophocles heard in the waves of the Aegean Sea centuries ago. The news items I read 

by the Atlantic surf, and noted above, brought such sadness and misery quite to the 

fore, it is true, but I do not blame that on the waves or the pebbles or the sand. They 

are for me what washes the fear of them, and the powerlessness we feel before them, 

away. No, it is what those who have chosen not to speak or act in love have done – 

not ‘we’, yet involving ‘we’ in them since we cannot ignore them, just as we cannot 

ignore the continued threat that falsehood-based fascism might seize even more 
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power to itself in this country next month as it has seized it, or is seizing it, elsewhere. 

You know of what and whom I speak – movements that practice no love but self-

love and do it deceitfully, holding their neighbors in contempt and often in fear, 

wanting power and liberty for their group only, not freedom and justice for all.  

‘We’, grounded in whatever is true, whatever is beautiful, in a faith that freedom 

makes people good and that love helps keep people free, stand against all that, as 

Arnold did, in his own way. That ‘melancholy, long, withdrawing roar’ of which he 

speaks, and which I also quoted, was not that of the Atlantic, but of the ‘Sea of Faith’, 

which to him once lay ‘like the folds of a bright girdle furled’ around the world, but 

no longer do, if indeed they ever did. Too many people, he realized, believe in 

nothing, not even love – and it shows. ‘We’ are not to be like that, he says to her 

whom he loves. ‘We’ as a community also defined by love –  “‘Who was a neighbor 

to the man who fell amongst thieves?’ ‘The one who helped him.’ ‘Go and do 

likewise.’” – are not to be like that, either.  

What are ‘we’ to be? That is, what are ‘we’ to do as we follow this second great 

commandment? Did not the prophet Micah tell us? Do justice, love mercy, and walk 

humbly with our God. Yes, and always speak and act in love, and honoring what is 

true and good, even and especially when other people don’t. It is the greatest of these, 

after all. Amen. 

[To be continued – ed.] 

 


