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Do you enjoy writing letters?

I don’t mean the electronic email but the carefully considered and neatly written letter or card to send through the post.

I’m not sure I can say that I always enjoy writing them, but I am certain that I always enjoy receiving them. There is something very special about receiving a handwritten note; especially from a younger member of the family perhaps. In a world dominated by email, text or phone call, a handwritten note speaks of effort, care and intention – although in the case of a child’s thank you letter a degree of coercion may be involved too.

Some of the letters in the New Testament lack any real sense of intimacy between author and recipient; but that’s not the case with this evening’s extract from Paul’s letter to the Philippians. It is packed full of loving advice and, at a rough count, I reckon this one passage alone has inspired six or seven much loved hymns or prayers. You might like to try to spot them yourself.

One of the delights of this passage is that it is packed with drama – and it begs all sorts of questions we cannot ever know the answer to.

Paul is urging his hearers – whom he loves dearly – to stand firm in the Lord. But this generic appeal has a very specific focus too: two women, Euodia and Syntyche have fallen out; there’s been an argument and these two loyal Christians and co-workers of Paul’s are sorely divided.

One of the most radical things Paul achieved during his ministry was to recognise and encourage the leadership and ministry of women. Euodia and Syntyche are two important church leaders and I sense Paul is aware of how important their ministry is as women as well as Christians. Having brought them to faith, having nurtured them into leadership, Paul urges them to see beyond their own disagreements to the wider needs of the church.

As an aside I was with the Dean of Gloucester Cathedral earlier last week and he was showing me one of two important sites around our cathedral church. In particular he showed me the list of former bishops of Gloucester; the very first name listed is a woman – not a Bishop of course, but an Abbess, Kyneburga, a new statue of whom has just been unveiled in the cathedral. There is much debate at present as to whether the next bishop of Gloucester will be a woman (we can expect an announcement around Easter); if that expectation proves correct then in one sense Gloucester will have returned to its roots. 

We will never know what dispute divided Euodia and Syntyche but I suspect it was minor compared with some of the issues that had dominated Paul’s life and ministry.

So often, disagreements are ridiculously petty and it is the argument and not the cause of it that comes to dominate people’s lives.

One case comes to mind in particular which, although extreme, illustrates the point well. There live on a remote island off the west coast of Scotland (I won’t say which one) two brothers. They haven’t spoken for decades and I certainly can’t recall what the argument is about. The irony is that, given their occupations, they would seem to need one another, at some point in the future if not imminently. One brother runs the only garage on the island and the other is the only undertaker. Amusing though that is, this dispute has been going on for so long, it now entirely defines them, and they are stuck, paralysed by their own reciprocated stubborness.

Paul is surely right to draw Euodia and Syntyche back to their faith and God as the ultimate source of reconciliation. Rejoice in the Lord, Paul says: let your gentleness be known to everyone, God is near, don’t worry about anything, and above all, pray and ask God for help.

There follows the words that have become the standard words of blessing in the Church of England. And the peace of God, Paul writes, that passes all understanding will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.
‘And’ is such a little word but of such great importance here.

God’s peace is freely available to all but some effort is required on our part too. Remember Paul’s words… Rejoice in the Lord, let your gentleness be known to everyone, don’t worry, pray…only then will God’s peace be yours. 

In other words, for us to receive God’s peace, right attitudes and actions are important too.

Paul reinforces all of this right at the end of the passage when he says:

Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you.

You will have heard others say often enough – “you don’t have to go to church to be a good Christian”. Perhaps you’ve felt it yourself at one time or another, I certainly have.

Yet I think the story of Euodia and Syntyche illustrates very well why we need one another within the community of church; it is precisely because being a Christian is hard work that we need companions on our spiritual journeys. We need the encouragement and guidance – and yes, sometimes the criticism and admonishment – of friends who love us as God loves us; whose aspirations for us are to become the people God wills us to be. Without the love and discipline of the church community Euodia and Syntyche may never have been reconciled, and I wonder just what greatness did their reconciliation release?

These nine verses from Philippians reveal to us so much about the ministry of Paul, his quiet determination and commitment; about the kinds of challenges faced by the early church and the context in which some of the church’s most loved hymns and prayers originated. That the latter were rooted in practical issues of inter-personal conflict should remind us that ours is not an other worldly faith, remote and distant, that talks only of high spiritual concerns; but an ordinary and domestic one, firmly grounded in the gritty reality of life’s ordinary ups and downs. And it’s that gritty reality that we present to God daily in our prayers and will do so shortly together tonight – and through which we will all receive his peace, grace, love and hope. Amen.
