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 “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” 
(Philemon 1:3). I share with you a story and vision, told by Richard Rohr, who is the 
founder and of the center for Action and Contemplation in Albuquerque, New Mexico, 
and Acting Dean of the Living School for Action and Contemplation. This story and 
vision is quoted in his new book The Universal Christ: How a forgotten reality can 
change everything we see, hope for and believe. Here, Rohr tells the story of Caryll 
Houselander, a twentieth century mystic, and of her ordinary underground train journey 
through London and the vision that changed her life.  
 “The description of this story demonstrates what he calls the Christ Mystery— 
that is the indwelling of the Divine Presence of God in everyone and everything since 
the beginning of time”. It is an important story for us as Christians as we read Paul’s 
letter as person’s who embody the Christ, Jesus, in our time with all creation.  
 “I was in an underground train, a crowded train in which all sorts of people jostled 
together, sitting and strap-hanging—workers of every description going home at the end 
of the day. Quite suddenly I saw with my mind, but as vividly as a wonderful picture- 
Christ in them all. But I saw more than that; not only was Christ in every one of them, 
living in them, dying in them, rejoicing in them, sorrowing in them—but because He was 
in them, and because they were here, the whole world was here too, here in this 
underground train; not only the world as it was in that moment, not only all the people in 
all the countries of the world, but all those people who had lived in the past, and all 
those yet to come.” 
 Houselander continues, “I came out into the street and walked for a long time in 
the crowds. It was the same here, on every side, in every passer-by, everywhere—
Christ. I had long been haunted by the conception of the humiliated Christ, the lame and 
limping Christ, begging His bread; the Christ who, all through the ages, might return to 
earth and come even to sinners to win their compassion by His need. 
 Now, in the flash of a second, I knew that this dream is a fact; not a dream, not a 
fantasy or legend of a devout people, but Christ in each person. I saw too the reverence 
that everyone must have for a sinner; instead of condoning his sin, which is in reality his 
utmost sorrow, one must comfort Christ who is suffering in him. And this reverence must 
be paid even to those sinners whose souls seem dead, because Christ, who is the life 
of the soul, is in them and they are His tombs, and Christ in the tomb is potentially the 
Risen Christ… 
 Christ is everywhere; in Him every kind of life has a meaning and has an 
influence on every other kind of life. It is not the foolish sinner like myself, running about 
the world with reprobates and feeling magnanimous, who comes closest to them and 
brings them healing; it is the contemplative in her cell who has never set eyes on them, 
but in whom Christ feasts and prays for them—or it  may be a charwoman in whom 
Christ makes himself a servant again, or a king whose crown of gold hides a crown of 
thorns. 



 Realization of our oneness in Christ is the only cure for human loneliness. For 
me, too, it is the only ultimate meaning in life, the only thing that gives meaning and 
purpose to every life. 
 After a few days the ‘vision’ faded. People looked the same again, there was no 
longer the same shock of insight for me each time I was face to face with another 
human being. Christ was hidden again; indeed, through the years to come I would have 
to seek for Him, and usually I would find Him in others—and still ore in myself—only 
through a deliberate and blind act of faith”.  
 Richard Rohr comments on this vision Houselander saying, “Who is this Christ 
she saw permeating and radiating from her fellow passengers? Christ for her was 
clearly not only just the Jesus of Nazareth but something much more and immense, 
even cosmic”.  
 My bold enough belief in Christ, is the Christ, “the word made became flesh” 
(John 1:14) continually offers Himself again and again in each of us as peacemakers 
and justice seekers, we who reach our arms out like Jesus bridge the divides in our 
world. Today as disciples of Jesus Christ we take part in establishing justice and peace 
in God’s human family, the Body of Love. 
 In our sacred reading, this, the smallest book in the Bible-Philemon-one of the 
books that scholars are most certain that Paul wrote with his own hand from prison, 
incarcerated for the sake of Christ, is one of the most powerful books in our Sacred 
Scripture in the Christian faith. It reveals to us how to live boldly in Christ Jesus, in love 
and courage, and in opposition to oppressive global, social, religious, and political 
structures and systems that use power and control to utilize and treat persons as less 
than human.  
 It is also seen to be explosive in its power, and yet, is also a warm letter of love 
with bold teaching of how we are to be an inclusive community. It has been said that if 
we only had this one letter alone as a sacred scripture to guide us, we would know how 
to live as followers of Love and Oneness, as the Body of Christ, with no one left out, or 
left behind, in this journey of our embodied spiritual lives.  
 NT Wright explains that the book of Philemon teaches us to ‘think Christianly’. 
Our imagination about what the letter to Philemon might be about is significantly 
predetermined by the narrative we build that explains the relationship between Paul, 
Philemon, and Onesimus. Most dominant in the interpretive tradition has been that 
Onesimus is a runaway slave whom Paul is returning to his rightful master. Here, we 
can see the dark legacy of this text’s interpretation. In the United States in particular, 
Philemon was one biblical text (mis)used to justify the continued enslavement of our 
African American sisters and brothers.  
 One crucial level of our interpretation of Philemon must deal with our recent, 
collective past; a past in which biblical sanction of slavery and segregation and rancid 
racism was simply taken for granted by most of our predecessors in the faith.” 
 I would invite us to linger on this dark history, reminding one another that we too 
are heirs of these historical disasters.  Our past is not just our past but our present and 
our future. It is not enough to preach what Paul might have meant in Philemon all that 
time ago. We must confront how Philemon was actually read not that long ago. And in 
reminding us about this text’s past misinterpretation, we may be reminded to be both 
bold and humble in how we read the Bible today.   



 God is certainly present in our reading of these texts, but we know too well that 
our own sinfulness has too often driven us to read a text that affirms our every 
assumption, even the cruelest ones we hold. We are no more immune to this tendency 
than those who have come before us.  
 The Rev. Oboe-sitz-way Tie-roy-a-bone from the Department of Biblical and 
Ancient Studies at the University of South Africa writes: that the reading the narrative 
through a postcolonial lens yields another form of interpretation: reading with the 
oppressed and not the oppressor, and reading with the marginalized and not the center. 
He argues that Onesimus was an intelligent person albeit a slave who sought to liberate 
himself using the very same system that oppressed him. 
 We read the letter of Philemon with a focus on those on the margins, bringing 
them to the fore and presenting their side of the story; giving them a voice in the 
interpretation process. The Philemon narrative tells of a slave, but does not involve the 
slave in the crafting of the narrative. 
 A postcolonial reading of Philemon argues that Onesimus is not simply a slave; 
he is an intelligent person who uses the very system that oppresses him to liberate 
himself. He has worth; he is important. It is important to point out that Onesimus ran to 
Rome in an attempt to move away from the periphery to the centre. He had been in the 
margins for too long and he was determined to occupy the centre spot. Onesimus is not 
a lower class citizen; he is important in his own right and he emphasizes that 
importance by moving into the centre. He defies the system of slavery that determined 
his future. He reworked it, creating his own narrative, his own future. 
 This letter [from Paul] uses the vocabulary of love and and family to describe his 
relationship to Philemon and Onesimus and their relationship to each other. Paul takes 
a diplomatic tone in addressing Philemon with a determined, self-sacrificial concern for 
reconciliation of the estranged [members of Christ’s Body]. At issue here are family, 
ministry, and love. Paul cannot do the work of the Gospel in Philemon’s household 
where the church is gathered, without reconciling the two brothers in Christ. Do not be 
mislead in thinking that this letter is about forgiveness. Paul addresses the possibility of 
wrongdoing by offering a concrete remedy to Philemon and Oneisimus—it is a radical 
expensive experiment in peacemaking. 
 Paul insists that the love between those in the Lord Jesus cannot be fulfilled 
when love has grown cold between those who are brothers in the flesh [of Christ].  
 The family [of Christ’s Body] with familial strife is not merely just a concern of the 
church; it is a crisis in the church. “Church, we will note, in the first century was not 
merely a structure, but were people who lived together in it in the household as 
extended family.” 
 “Paul anticipates that the crisis between Philemon and Oneisimus makes ministry 
impossible. Paul offers to subsidize the cost of justice, because without justice there is 
no peace, and without peace between the [believers in Christ] there can be no ministry. 
Unless, and until, justice is served, God cannot be served. Insistence on forgiveness in 
the face of injustice is special pleading for cheap grace. The debt must be paid, which is 
why Paul, without admission of guilt [like Jesus hanging on the cross] offers to expend 
himself, his moral and financial resources to reconcile tow beloved people, ‘both in the 
flesh and in the Lord.”     



 So, what exactly is Paul asking Philemon to do? Paul is calling for a radical 
reorientation of the community’s understanding of Onesimus’ identity. He is no longer 
merely a cog in the machine of the household, no longer worthy because of the utility he 
provides for his master. Onesimus is now a beloved brother. He is kin. And this 
transformation is a vivid embodiment of the gospel. He is a walking reminder of the 
power of the good news.  
 For Paul, what happens in these Christian communities is a matter of life and 
death. His letters are not just doctrinal. He’s not just concerned with ideas, with the right 
Christological or theological or eschatological perspective. Paul is a pastor who cares 
for these communities because these communities are seeds of the resurrection, sites 
where the resurrected life can already flourish, places of resistance to an empire that 
would place us in rank according to social status. 
 I invite you to imagine what such transformations of relationships and status 
might look like here, in our own church and in the various spaces through which we 
move every week. How does the Good News of Jesus Christ change not just our minds 
but our relationships infall venues of our lives, and with the homeless in our church’s 
neighborhood; the immigrants and refugees here in Maine; with those who are also 
Christian who are our neighbors who hold politically and theologically different 
interpretations of Scripture and what God requires of us? How has the Holy Spirit 
empowered you to a relationship of discipleship-to be bold enough in Christ to live 
together in love? How are we in relationship with the Christ who loves in our sisters and 
brothers who are hungry and ill, and those who work and struggle with full time jobs that 
do not provide an adequate income to cover the costs of food and shelter for their 
families? What is our understanding of inclusive love for persons no matter what their 
situation? Where does the discomfort reside within? Who is Oneisimus in your life, and 
how will you love them into freedom and relationship? 
 “I pray for the grace to let no other attachment take precedence over your 
commitment to boldly follow Christ”, and that we live together, each as our own heart, 
sharing the flesh of Christ in love and service to God and one another, that the ministry 
of God in us all will be fulfilled. Christ is everywhere; in Him every kind of life has a 
meaning.  In the name of Jesus, we are One family. “ The grace of our Lord Jesus 
Christ be with your spirit” (Philemon 1:25). Amen—Nialetch. 
P.S. 
During the sermon there were spontaneous moments of preaching inspired by the Holy 
Spirit that were not included in this text. We are grateful to George Fricke who honored 
his friend Naz with a eulogy grounded in love and respect for one who was much like 
Oneisimus, and a member of our congregation with us. 
 Also, the book by Richard Rohr The Universal Christ: How a forgotten reality can 
change everything we see, hope for and believe will be the text we will source for our 
Adult Study beginning this Sunday at 9:00am, September 15, 2019. We will be 
engaging with authors and spiritual leaders that are grounded in the Christian tradition 
and who broaden the commandment to "love your neighbor" through interfaith 
engagements. The first author we will invite into our study will be Richard Rohr, and 
using his newest book titled The Universal Christ: How a forgotten reality can change 
everything we see, hope for and believe. It is not necessary to purchase the book for 
this study. Richard Rohr "articulates a transformative view  of Jesus Christ as a portrait 



of God's constant, unfolding love in the world. Jesus' life was meant to declare that 
humanity has never been separate from God-except by its own negative choice".  
Michael Curry, Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church in America says, "Richard 
Rohr helps us to see and hear Jesus of Nazareth in what he taught, what he did and 
who he is-the loving, liberating and life-giving expression and presence of God. In so 
doing, he is helping Christianity to reclaim its soul anew".  
BONO, Irish singer-songwriter, musician, and lead singer of the rock band U2, says, 
"Rohr sees the Christ everywhere, and not just in people. He reminds me that the first 
incarnation of God is in creation itself, and he tells us that 'God loves things by 
becoming them'. Just for that sentence, and there are so many more, I cannot put this 
book down."   
The Adult Study will continue with contemplative spiritual practices and our Sacred 
Scriptures. All are welcome, for as often as you can join us. And there will never be 
homework! 
 


