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Epiphany 4 January 31, 2021 

St. Paul’s/Resurrección, Mount Vernon, WA Rev. Paul Moore 

 

Showing Up/El Asomarse 
 

Marilynne Robinson wrote, 

“I believe...that it is among our strange privileges as human beings to 

have an important ability to decide what in our minds we choose to 

attend to—and therefore what our lives will be.”
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Yo creo que radica entre nuestros extraños privilegios como seres 

humanos tener la habilidad importante de decidir a qué ha de prestar 

atención la mente--y por eso lo que serán nuestras vidas. 

My father told me one time long ago that he invented the electric motor.  Knowing that 

such an invention would have put us among the richest of the rich—which we obviously 

were not—I asked what he meant.  He said that when he was in school and learned about 

electricity and electromagnetic fields, he figured out that if you put an electromagnet on a 

spindle and had it change polarities at just the right moments in relation to fixed 

permanent magnets close to it, you could get the spindle to spin.  He had thought of the 

principle behind electric motors.  He didn't know that Thomas Davenport of Vermont 

built the first electric motor in 1834, but he was sure someone had thought of it before he 

did.  Of course, my father was authentic enough of a person to say so. 

 

Giving credit where credit is due is an important part of learning.  I my time in higher 

education, I kept stumbling over people who had thought of my brilliant ideas long 

before I had—sometimes by thousands of years.  Authenticity in academic writing means 

owning only your own original thoughts, and acknowledging the contributions of other 

people. 

 

Such was also at play in Jesus' time with the teachers of the law.  The idea of intellectual 

property wasn't in play yet, but claiming an idea as your own when Rabbi such-and-such 

had written about it perhaps hundreds of years before was considered arrogant and 

displayed a lack of real learning.  When it came to driving out evil spirits, it was always 

wise to invoke the name of someone or something thought to be stronger than the demon, 

for in oneself, such power did not reside.  When Rabbi Jesus walks into the temple and 

teaches all this new stuff and doesn't cite anything but Scripture, it catches people by 

surprise.  He claims to have authority—not like the teachers of the law.  He commands 

evil spirits directly and they obey him—without invoking a greater power.  Who is this 

Jesus, anyway?  People begin to talk, and pretty soon the word spreads all over the area.  
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We've heard all kinds of people come and teach, thinking they were something, but 

there's something different about this guy. 

 

The Church understands both the teaching of Jesus and his works of power as signs of the 

kingdom.  In word and deed, Jesus brings the reign of God close, brings it to bear on 

human living.  He is God with us, Emmanuel.  Where Jesus is in charge, heaven is in 

charge.  No wonder he teaches with authority!  He need not prop his ideas up on the 

shoulders of others greater than he.  He speaks of his own.  No wonder he commands the 

evil spirits and they obey.  He need not invoke a higher power.  He commands from 

heaven itself.  Jesus is merely being authentically who he is. 

 

But there is a twist to it.  It's more than just Jesus making good things happen on earth.  If 

we believe that Jesus is God made present among humanity, then we must also believe 

that in Jesus humanity is made present to God.  What it means to be human can be seen in 

who Jesus is.  The principle of self-giving love that goes to the heart of Jesus ministry 

spells out to us what it means to be fully human.  Self-giving love is a big idea. It 

includes giving up of oneself for the good of another, but it also means learning to relate 

to one another in self-giving love, weaving a society in which this is the core value, and 

standing up to those who would weave something less than fully human. 

 

There are two sides to self-giving love.  The loving part focuses my eyes on you, on who 

you are for who you are.  Springing from the spirit (for the ego is incapable of this,) it 

seeks ways to serve.  It seeks everyone’s best, keeps everyone’s good at heart, and strives 

to do this for the whole of us, and not just an individual or a group of individuals.  It's 

hard work for the ego would always seek to short-circuit our action toward itself.  We 

are, after all, the center of our own little worlds.  It feels like death to step off one's own 

path long enough to walk a mile in another's moccasins. 

 

It is so easy to say, "But, but wait, what about me?"  It's easy to serve another in order to 

gain something in return. 

People will think well of me. 

This person will like me. 

I will feel good about myself. 

They will owe me a favor in return. 

Authentic loving is not about you, it's about us, and that starts with the other.  This is 

Jesus on the cross for the salvation of the whole world. 

 

The self-giving reaches into the fullness of who I am to serve.  Self-giving love isn't all 

about just emptying one’s self until one has nothing left to give.  Self-giving love's final 

goal is relationship, not self-destruction.  So, self-giving love means showing up in the 

relationship with all that one is, one’s glory and pain, authentically and, yes, vulnerably. 

 

It's so easy to say, 
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I only did it because so-and-so thought I should, 

If you hadn't said such-and-such, then things would be alright. 

If only the Bishop, or the President, or the Governor, or the Mayor, or the Priest 

would DO something! 

Or after a compliment to say, 

Oh, well, it was nothing—anyone would have done it. 

It just needed to be done. 

You would have done as much. 

But all of these are ways of avoiding showing up in the relationship, and it robs the 

relationship of your own person.  The Kingdom of Heaven only comes close when you 

authentically show up.  This is Jesus rising from the grave. 

 

The dynamic tension between you and me, authentically present and authentically 

seeking the good of all, suspended between heaven and earth, is where we are called to 

build the kingdom.  I began with a quote from Marilynne Robinson. 

I believe...that it is among our strange privileges as human beings to 

have an important ability to decide what in our minds we choose to 

attend to—and therefore what our lives will be. 

Yo creo que radica entre nuestros extraños privilegios como seres 

humanos tener la habilidad importante de decidir a qué ha de prestar 

atención la mente--y por eso lo que serán nuestras vidas. 

 

The Christian way of self-giving love calls us to attend to godly relationship:  The dance 

of authenticity between you and me, that draws its cadence and rhythm from the very 

dance of the Trinity in heaven. 

 


