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 Every now and then in the New Testament letters we come across a sort of general set of 

sayings that amount to “wisdom for living.” Essentially, it’s a collection of easy to understand, 

but challenging, words of advice that could be applied to just about any group of people in any 

time and place.  

 

 In many ways this passage from Ephesians sounds like that to me. Most of it is just good, 

solid wisdom; it describes a way of living that might be found in many religious traditions. I’ve 

been especially struck, for instance, by the parallels between wisdom sayings in our tradition and 

those in Buddhism. In fact, a few years ago the New Testament scholar, the late Marcus Borg, 

edited a book of parallel sayings of Jesus and Buddha. It’s fascinating to see the similarities 

between two people, two spiritual masters, who lived 500 years apart in completely different 

parts of the world.  

 

 Both traditions seem to draw from the same well and both seem to have the same goal. 

Both want to lead the follower into a deeper relationship and attachment to God. The writer of 

Ephesians comes right out and says it: “Be imitators of God.” That sounds like an awfully tall 

order. How are we supposed to imitate God? It seems presumptuous to think that we ever could. 

In the book Jesus and Buddha: Friends in Conversation, writers Paul Knitter and Roger Haight 

take turns discussing Buddha and Jesus respectively. In his description of the Buddha’s teaching, 

Paul Knitter says while the teaching begins with the acknowledgment that life is suffering, it 

offers the good news that we are capable of experiencing peace now. Buddhism teaches that 

through right thought and right action we can achieve non-attachment and be relieved of 

suffering.  

 

 Right thought and right action. The writer of Ephesians tells the congregation, a little 

before the passage we read, “You were taught to put away your former way of life, your old self, 

corrupt and deluded by its lusts, and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and to clothe 

yourselves with the new self, created according to the likeness of God in true righteousness and 

holiness.” Much like the message of Buddhism the writer believes we have the power within 

ourselves to change the trajectory of our lives, to put on the new self and embrace the identity 

revealed to us in Christ. We have the power to be imitators of God. 

 

 That’s an important message to hear. Too often the Church has told us we aren’t good 

enough, that our very nature is so corrupt we cannot possibly change. I think the intent of that 

view has been to bring people to conviction, to have us hit rock bottom so we have nowhere else 

to turn. Unfortunately, the effect has been for many simply to give up. Why bother living in a 

new way when we’re doomed from the start? But that is not the gospel.  

 

 Lately I’ve been watching and reading a lot about racism in America. I watched a half 

hour documentary the other day online, produced by NBC, called “Stone Ghosts,” about the 

controversy in the South over Confederate monuments and the history of slavery. So many who 



were interviewed, supporting the maintenance of these monuments, seemed to be clueless as to 

the effect they have on African Americans in their communities. What must it be like to be a 

descendant of people who were enslaved and live in a town where a slave auction block is 

featured on the square? I can’t help but wonder if such insensitivity is the result of a worldview 

that says our corruption is so deep we shouldn’t even bother trying to change.  

 

 The message Jesus teaches, the message of Ephesians, even the message of Buddhism, 

claim that is not so. We can change. We can put on a new self and enter a life of compassion and 

justice. But it will not happen if we are passive, if we buy into the idea that all our efforts are 

worthless. Racism and anti-Semitism, misogyny and homophobia can all be overcome if we’re 

willing to look deeply in ourselves and discover the good in us, to discover our true selves, the 

Christ who lives in us.  

 

 It’s done by changing our thoughts and our actions: “Speak the truth;” “Be angry, but do 

not sin;” “Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up;” 

“Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, together with 

all malice.” We hear in those injunctions some very good common-sense wisdom, as well as 

some assumptions that might surprise us. For instance, anger isn’t forbidden; it’s what we do 

with it, how we express it, that matters. Also, words matter, again something we can control; so 

we may not be able to control when we become angry but we do control what we say. How many 

times have you been told something by someone that broke you down? How many times have 

you said something intended to break another? We can change that about ourselves. We can be 

imitators of God. 

 

 If that were not so, why would God become one of us? Franciscan theology holds that 

God is incarnate in Jesus not because we’re so bad but because we are capable of good. So when 

we sing, “Make me a channel of your peace,” we sing in confidence, not in desperation. 

Imitating God is the practice of kindness and tenderheartedness and forgiveness. It is the practice 

of compassion, a daily discipline of seeing Christ in the other and letting go of every prejudice 

and bigotry and fear. That’s how we overcome the racism and hatred on display today in the 

streets of our capital. It’s how we reach to our families and neighbors from whom we’re 

estranged. It’s how we’re called to live here, in this community of faith, sisters and brothers 

seeking to know God and to see God in each other. So, friends, as the writer of Ephesians tells 

us, live in love, imitating God at every step, that we might grow more and more in the image of 

Christ. 

 

 Amen  

 

  


