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If anyone wants to provide leadership in the church, good! But there are preconditions: 
A leader must be well-thought-of, committed to his wife, cool and collected, 
accessible, and hospitable. He must know what he’s talking about, not be overfond of 
wine, not pushy but gentle, not thin-skinned, not money-hungry. He must handle his 
own affairs well, attentive to his own children and having their respect. For if someone 
is unable to handle his own affairs, how can he take care of God’s church? He must 
not be a new believer, lest the position go to his head and the Devil trip him up. 
Outsiders must think well of him, or else the Devil will figure out a way to lure him into 
his trap. 

The same goes for those who want to be servants in the church: serious, not deceitful, 
not too free with the bottle, not in it for what they can get out of it. They must be 
reverent before the mystery of the faith, not using their position to try to run things. Let 
them prove themselves first. If they show they can do it, take them on. No exceptions 
are to be made for women—same qualifications: serious, dependable, not 
sharp-tongued, not overfond of wine. Servants in the church are to be committed to 
their spouses, attentive to their own children, and diligent in looking after their own 
affairs. Those who do this servant work will come to be highly respected, a real credit 
to this Jesus-faith. 

I hope to visit you soon, but just in case I’m delayed, I’m writing this letter so you’ll 
know how things ought to go in God’s household, this God-alive church, bastion of 
truth. This Christian life is a great mystery, far exceeding our understanding, but some 
things are clear enough: 

He appeared in a human body, 
    was proved right by the invisible Spirit, 
        was seen by angels. 
He was proclaimed among all kinds of peoples, 
    believed in all over the world, 
        taken up into heavenly glory. 

The Spirit makes it clear that as time goes on, some are going to give up on the faith 
and chase after demonic illusions put forth by professional liars. These liars have lied 



so well and for so long that they’ve lost their capacity for truth. They will tell you not to 
get married. They’ll tell you not to eat this or that food—perfectly good food God 
created to be eaten heartily and with thanksgiving by believers who know better! 
Everything God created is good, and to be received with thanks. Nothing is to be 
sneered at and thrown out. God’s Word and our prayers make every item in creation 
holy. 

You’ve been raised on the Message of the faith and have followed sound teaching. 
Now pass on this counsel to the followers of Jesus there, and you’ll be a good servant 
of Jesus. Stay clear of silly stories that get dressed up as religion. Exercise daily in 
God—no spiritual flabbiness, please! Workouts in the gymnasium are useful, but a 
disciplined life in God is far more so, making you fit both today and forever. You can 
count on this. Take it to heart. This is why we’ve thrown ourselves into this venture so 
totally. We’re banking on the living God, Savior of all men and women, especially 
believers. 

Get the word out. Teach all these things. And don’t let anyone put you down because 
you’re young. Teach believers with your life: by word, by demeanor, by love, by faith, 
by integrity. Stay at your post reading Scripture, giving counsel, teaching. And that 
special gift of ministry you were given when the leaders of the church laid hands on 
you and prayed—keep that dusted off and in use. 

Cultivate these things. Immerse yourself in them. The people will all see you mature 
right before their eyes! Keep a firm grasp on both your character and your teaching. 
Don’t be diverted. Just keep at it. Both you and those who hear you will experience 
salvation. 

Sermon: 

I remember the first time I was invited to do ministry in the church.  I was home from 
college between my freshman and sophomore year, working as a groundskeeper at a 
golf course in Richfield, which no longer exists, it’s now a runway at MSP.  The Jr. High 
Youth Pastor from our church called me one day and said, “Todd, I have an invitation 
for you!”  I was like, “sure, what’s up?” “I need a volunteer counselor to come up and 
serve with me for a week of Jr. High camp at Covenant Pines, and I think you’d be 
great at it!” 

Now, I loved Covenant Pines, I had grown up going to that camp, I had a lot of fun at 
that camp, I was introduced to Jesus at that camp, I’d even gotten into plenty of 
trouble at that camp, so the idea of going back as an adult sounded amazing!  



The problem was, I didn’t imagine myself to be worthy of working with kids at a 
Christian camp!  To do that, you had to be a role model, a beacon of faith and purity!  I 
had just come back from a year of chugging Keystone Light at college keggers and 
mostly avoiding God out of guilt for not having gone off to college and kept myself pure 
of all worldly desires.  I hadn’t had a quiet time in ages, and I certainly hadn’t brought 
any of my freshmen year floor-mates to faith in Jesus, though I’m sure I probably had a 
couple of moments where I tried to drunk witness to people. (slurring) “Jesus loves you 
man, and I love you, you’re my best friend!”   

So, when my youth pastor asked me to join him for a week as a volunteer spiritual 
guide of Jr. High kids, I literally said, “I don’t think you know who you’re asking!  I have 
not been a good Christian. I don’t think you want me leading anyone!”   

Thankfully, John was one of those youth pastors who saw beyond the surface 
behavioral stuff and saw my heart, and instead of confirming my shame, called me 
beyond it, saying, “Todd, I know who you are, and God knows who you are.  I’m not 
worried about whether you’ve made some choices you regret this past year at college. 
We’ve all made choices we regret, what I care about is your heart.  And I know that 
your heart is soft, and that you love God, and I think you’d be great with our kids.”  

Had I not gone and spent that week volunteering as a camp counselor with Jr. High 
kids, I don’t know that I would be doing what I do today.   

In today’s text, we find the author, presumably someone writing in the name and 
tradition of Paul, we’ll call him “The Pastor,” addressing Paul’s protege Timothy along 
with the church in Ephesus on leadership in the church, but also more broadly on who 
they are as a community of faith and how they are to serve one another in their 
common life together.  At first glance, you get the sense that there are a lot of 
qualifications for being a leader, and therefore a lot that would disqualify you!  It’s no 
wonder the apostle James wrote, “Not many of you should become teachers, my 
fellow believers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly.”   

This is perhaps not the best recruiting tactic!  I mean, who wants to sign up for that?! 
Even as I read through the list at the beginning of 1 Timothy 3, I find things that, 
depending on who is evaluating, would disqualify me from standing up here right now 
and speaking in front of you!  Seriously, “cool and collected… well thought of… must 
know what he’s talking about,” it kind of depends on who you’re asking!  And what 
exactly constitutes “over-fond of wine?”  

The Pastor then presents a similar set of qualifications for those who would serve not 
only as leaders, but servants or deacons in the church, for those who would carry out 
the ministries of care and compassion within the community.  I mean, if you applied 



these lists of qualifications to the 12 disciples, I’d venture to guess that Jesus would 
have sounded a bit like Donald Trump on the Apprentice, (in Trump voice) “James and 
John, you two are always self-promoting, you’re fired. Peter, you got a good heart, but 
you’re a hot-head, you’re fired. Judas, where do I even start with you?! You’re fired. 
And the rest of you, where are your wives, you’re all fired.” 

Besides, didn’t Jesus say; “If the world hates you, be aware that it hated me before it 
hated you. If you belonged to the world, the world would love you as its own. Because 
you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world—therefore the 
world hates you.”  That doesn’t exactly bode well for being well thought of.     1

So, what can all of these qualifications mean if they would even disqualify Jesus?! Is 
the Pastor here calling out the bad behavior of a few rogue leaders in the church in 
Ephesus? Is he concerned the the whole community is going to hell in a hand basket 
so to speak? I wonder why he feels so compelled to set some standards for the 
community, and in particular, for leaders within this community.   

A while back, my wife Jenni initiated a change in how we address the negative 
behavior that we see in our kids from time to time. Conscious of the tendency to 
shame children, and recognizing that it seldom actually changes their behavior, she 
decided that instead of merely condemning their unacceptable behavior, like “Ayla, 
stop hitting your brother!” or asking them to explain their behavior, like, “Edwin, why 
did you take that toy from your sister?”, she was going to instead address who they 
are, speak to the values that she wanted us to live out as a family and to normalize the 
kind of behaviour that reflects those values.   

So, for example, now when a fight ensues, and one of the kids says something like, “I 
hate my brother!” Jenni might step in and say, “Solveigh, we don’t use the word hate in 
our family, because that word it hurtful and doesn’t make us feel safe.  You can say 
that you’re frustrated with your brother, but in our family, we choose to love one 
another even when we frustrate each other.”  

Now, this does not always immediately change the behavior, but it does change the 
nature of the interaction from being primarily about behavior, to being about 
relationship, and the values that we share in relation to one another as a family. In full 
disclosure, I have not exactly been the early adopter of this new language. It’s taking 
me a while to rewire my responses to this more value-driven and relationally-oriented 
approach, instead of my typical reactive response.  You see, I have previously (okay, 
presently) often subscribed to the increasing volume of voice method of behavior 

1 John 15:18-19 (NRSV) 



management (in other words, I yell).  I like Jenni’s method better, and I think the kids 
do as well!   

It seems to me that what Paul is doing in this correspondence with Timothy and the 
church community in Ephesus is not so much yelling at their bad behavior, not 
shaming them for their failures or foibles, but seeking to remind them of who they are, 
and how their family chooses to treat one another based on their common love in 
Christ.  He’s re-orienting their life together, reminding them of how they function best 
as a “household of faith”.   

In fact, he pretty much comes right out and declares his intent in writing them at the 
end of Chapter 3, saying;  

“I’m writing this letter so you’ll know how things ought to go in God’s 
household, this God-alive church, bastion of truth. This Christian life is a great 
mystery, far exceeding our understanding, but some things are clear enough: 

He appeared in a human body, 
  was proved right by the invisible Spirit, 
        was seen by angels. 
He was proclaimed among all kinds of peoples, 
    believed in all over the world, 
        taken up into heavenly glory.” 

 
The emphasis here is the on the health of the community of faith, the church, and upon 
recentering the church’s life in Christ, which is it’s foundation.  So, these qualifications 
for leadership or service are perhaps not so much intended to weed people out based 
on some impossibly high moral standard, but rather to remind the community who they 
are and what makes for healthy community among them.  Yes, it is a call to those who 
might aspire to lead to be people of good character, but it is also a call to the whole 
community to embody the spirit of Christ both in how they serve one another, and in 
how they bear witness to Christ in their broader context.   
 
There is a thread running through these two chapters that I think is a great call and 
reminder to all of us.  Whether it be the call to be people of good character, or to not 
get wrapped up in delusions or “silly stories… dressed up as religion”, to stay true to 
the simple message and mystery of the Gospel, to “exercise” our faith through spiritual 
disciplines, to nurture our God-given gifts and cultivate our God-given voice, all of 
these are calling followers of Jesus to live a life of depth. Depth of character. Depth of 
faith. A deeper sense of self. A deeper commitment to and sacrifice for the sake of the 
other. Notice how the pastor urges Timothy and those in the church to “Cultivate these 



things. Immerse yourself in them... Don’t be diverted. Keep at it.” Because as you 
nurture a life of depth, not only will others “see you mature before their eyes,” but “you 
(yourself), and those who hear you will experience salvation!”  
 
A couple years ago I read a book by one of my favorite authors, Richard Rohr, entitled 
Falling Upward: A Spirituality for the Two Halves of Life.  It was one of those books that 2

stirred a bit of an awakening in me to a gap that existed and frankly, still seems to exist 
at times in my life.  The book explores Carl Jung’s idea that there are two primary tasks 
to our lives.  The first task, which we expend much of our first half of life energy is 
devoted to forming a healthy ego, of building the container of our lives, an ego identity 
that can establish its sense of place in the world. And Rohr contends that this is a 
necessary task in our spiritual, psychological and social development.  
 
The second task, which often does not come into view until the second half of life, and 
which some never even get to, involves going inward, finding out what the container 
was meant to hold, which ironically leads to a letting go of the very ego-self that you 
spent the first half of life building, and resting into one’s identity in God and essential 
union with all of God’s creation.  
 
So, the gap that I was awakened to was the gap between my idea of myself as God’s 
beloved, as one whose life was bound up less in the ego concerns of accomplishment 
or title or being seen as important or wise, and the reality of how much those ego 
concerns or anxieties still occupy so much of my energy.  You see, I’ve caught 
glimpses of this more generative and grounded second half of life, I know about it, but 
if I am honest, I can’t always say that I find myself truly living in the freedom of my 
belovedness or the generosity of trusting in God’s love and provision. No, the reality is 
that I still find myself even today attending to many of the same fears, the same 
scarcity mindset, the same ego needs and coping mechanisms that have long 
consumed my energy.   
 
The reason I bring this up is because awakening to this gap between my the idea of my 
beloved self and the ability to live as my beloved self initiated a shift in me, a longing to 
go deeper, to turn inward and attend to a deeper integrity of being.  And by integrity I 
don’t mean better behavior, but rather an integration and congruence of body, mind 
and soul where my deepest longings align with my practices, where my true and 
beloved self gets to be the loudest voice at the table of my inner committee, and where 
I can live more fully into my God-given gifts, and express my God-given voice with 

2 Richard Rohr, Falling Upward: A Spirituality for the Two Halves of Life. (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 
2011).   



generosity and without fear.  Essentially, it has stirred in me a longing to be more 
whole.  
 
I also know that becoming more whole, that a life of depth does not happen on its own, 
it is cultivated, it requires nurturing. As the author of 1 Timothy says, “You have to 
immerse yourself in it.”  
 
Now this is not to say that our transformation is entirely up to us, that we somehow 
have to muster up our wholeness. In fact, Rohr says that, “The only thing strong 
enough to move you from the first half of life to the second half is faith in the midst of 
suffering, the ability to bear darkness and uncertainty, to carry the mystery of paradox.”
  You see, something usually has to break for us to begin to let go of the ego-identity 3

that we’ve built and so come to rely upon.  And when suffering does occur, whether by 
tragedy or failure or conflict, it’s often much easier to cling to those first half of life tools 
that we’ve developed to protect ourselves from the pain, such as shutting down, 
self-medicating, or working harder in order to either prove or punish ourselves. 
 
But there is also an invitation in those moments of suffering to move beyond that small 
self, to catch a glimpse of who we already are before God, but who we’ve often 
concealed behind layers of identities. Because it is when we are already vulnerable, 
when something isn’t working anymore that we are often more willing to let go; let go 
of control or comfort, to let go of fear or familiarity, of entitlement or ego, to let go and 
instead rest in love of God.  This invitation to go deeper, it’s an invitation to trust in the 
voice of one who calls you Beloved, who lives and speaks deep within you, calling you 
to a life of wholeness and depth.  
 
For me, a response to that invitation was to apply for the Living School at the Center 
for Action and Contemplation where Richard Rohr and others bring students through a 
2 and a half year journey of deepening through contemplative practice, cohort-based 
study, and spiritual community. As I was working through the application process, 
which was quite extensive, I knew that immersing myself in something of this nature 
would require a commitment on my part to actually let go, to change some of my 
habits and practices, to be reoriented, and give my energy to that deeper sense of self 
that is emerging and longs to be whole!  I actually fly to Albuquerque a week from 
tomorrow for the first symposium of my cohort, and I’m excited to see how God uses 
this experience in my own deepening. 
 

3 https://cac.org/two-halves-life-week-1-summary-2016-06-18/  
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That’s where I am right now in my journey, and your journey is your journey, which is 
filled with invitation that is unique to how God is deepening your faith, your character, 
your sense of self with all of your God-given gifts and voice. And you need to tend to 
your own invitation, cultivate your own deepening, because as we do our own inner 
work, we actually become healthier and more whole together!   
 
This is what the Pastor of 1 Timothy desires for the community in Ephesus, not for 
them to have impressive or perfect leaders, but to be whole and to live lives deeply 
rooted in the love of Christ, which is an invitation to us as well.  And when we each do 
our work to cultivate a life of depth, we more fully embody the spirit of Christ in how we 
serve one another in our 'household' of faith, and more brilliantly reflect the love of 
Christ in a world that is dying to hear and see some good news actually lived out!  
 
As I close, I’m going to invite Mattie to come up and share a poem from Mary Oliver 
entitled The Journey which resonates with this invitation to a life of depth, but before 
she comes to read, take a minute to consider how God is inviting you to greater depth 
on your journey.   
 
Poetry Reading: The Journey by Mary Oliver 
 
One day you finally knew 
what you had to do, and began, 
though the voices around you 
kept shouting 
their bad advice – 
though the whole house 
began to tremble 
and you felt the old tug 
at your ankles. 
“Mend my life!” 
each voice cried. 
But you didn’t stop. 
You knew what you had to do, 
though the wind pried 
with its stiff fingers 
at the very foundations, 
though their melancholy 
was terrible. 
It was already late 



enough, and a wild night, 
and the road full of fallen 
branches and stones. 
But little by little, 
as you left their voices behind, 
the stars began to burn 
through the sheets of clouds, 
and there was a new voice 
which you slowly 
recognized as your own, 
that kept you company 
as you strode deeper and deeper 
into the world, 
determined to do 
the only thing you could do – 
determined to save 
the only life you could save.  4

4 “The Journey,” from Dream Work by Mary Oliver. © 1986 
 


