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On March 18th, 1958, a middle aged monk and author named Thomas Merton was 

uncharacteristically away from his quiet, secluded monastery in rural Central Kentucky. Instead, 

he was running errands in the big city of Louisville.  Out of the blue he had a remarkable and 

unexpected epiphany, which is best described through his own words: 

 

[A]t the corner of Fourth and Walnut, in the center of the shopping district, I was 

suddenly overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all those people, that they were 

mine and I theirs, that we could not be alien to one another even though we were total 

strangers… [I]f only everybody could realize this! But it cannot be explained. There is no 

way of telling people that they are all walking around shining like the sun... [I]t was as if 

I suddenly saw the secret beauty of their hearts… where neither sin nor desire nor self-

knowledge can reach, the core of their reality, the person that each one is in God’s eyes. 

If only they could all see themselves as they really are. If only we could see each other 

that way all the time. There would be no more war, no more hatred, no more cruelty, no 

more greed.1 

 

What Thomas Merton experienced that day in Louisville is reflected in the creation story 

we heard today from Genesis: “God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he 

created them.”2  It’s a rare and remarkable privilege to see people, even if only for an instant, as 

God sees them.  It’s happened to me a few times.  It’s nothing I can conjure; it’s a gift – a grace.  

It’s happened as I’ve prayed with dying parishioners, and as I’ve pressed the body of Christ into 

the palm of your hand at the communion rail.  In those fleeting split seconds, you glow with 

beauty.  Regardless of your age, health, or any other factor you can imagine, you shine with 

God’s glory because I can see the image of God radiating from you.  It’s a bittersweet 

experience, because I want to stay in that moment forever.  Yet I know that for whatever reason, 

on this side of heaven, I can’t. 

 

Right now it seems that our society is really struggling to see God in one other.  The most 

recent outrage, the death of George Floyd, has revealed once again the racism in our world that, 

in our nation at least, goes all the way back to the 17th century when the first people of color 

were brought to these shores in chains.   

 

All of us carry biases.  It’s not something we’re born with; somehow we learn it along the 

way.  Some of it is horribly explicit, like the lynchings that marked much of our history.  Most 

though is less overt but no less pernicious, like the person of color who’s unfairly denied a job, a 

promotion, or a loan to purchase a home.  I’m not here to convict or shame anyone.  But I’ll own 
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my own racism.  In my life I know I’ve said and done things that reflected bias.  Maybe you have 

too.  Maybe in a city you’ve even clutched your backpack or purse a little more tightly because a 

person of color is approaching and you feel afraid.  In that moment, are you just being prudent 

and safe?  Or is it racial bias?  I don’t know.  I don’t have the answers.  I’m not sure anyone has, 

which is what makes this so frustrating. 

 

Our denomination, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, has struggled with 

questions of race and racism.  Despite prominent efforts at the national level to become a more 

diverse Church, statistically speaking we remain one of the whitest denominations in the United 

States.  Nevertheless, the ELCA has been trying for decades to address the issues of race and 

racism.  For example, the ELCA’s 1993 social statement on Race, Ethnicity, and Culture states 

the following: 

 

This church clearly shares the brokenness of a society that has responded to cultural 

diversity through fear and efforts at assimilation… A wall of hostility stands intact. 

Captive on one side of the wall, people with access to opportunities and institutions are 

largely unaware either of their own cultural biases or the worth of other cultures. On the 

other side of the wall, people scarred by slavery and other forms of degradation and 

suffering have seen their cultures ridiculed and reviled, or destroyed.3 

 

Look, I realize I’m a white male who grew up in an almost exclusively white town in 

rural northwest Pennsylvania and cannot possibly understand all the complexities of race and 

bias in America.  Nevertheless, with every injustice that happens and every resulting outbreak of 

violence that occurs, it strikes me more personally than you might expect.  My teenage son is 

Mexican.  He has brown skin.  I think he has had a wonderful life thus far and for the most part 

has been treated kindly by everyone.  But I’m certain that on some level our world views him 

differently than it does me.  And it would be naïve of me to think that he will always have the 

same opportunities that I’ve enjoyed.  That saddens me.  I love my son.  I want him to be loved 

by others regardless of his skin color.  I want people to see him for who he is: a beloved child of 

God created in God’s image. 

 

I also have a brother.  He’s a white police officer in the metropolitan Denver area.  He is 

a good and honorable man who entered policing for all the right reasons: to serve the public, help 

people, and keep them safe.  Almost every day he puts a uniform on, he is called hateful names, 

spit upon, demonized, and threatened with violence.  That too saddens me.  I love my brother.  I 

want him to be loved by others regardless of his profession.  I want people to see him for who he 

is: a beloved child of God created in God’s image.  I want that for everyone, without exception.   

 

In today’s Gospel, the resurrected Jesus is on a mountain with his remaining eleven 

disciples.  Before he ascends to heaven, he gives them a daunting assignment, the Great 

Commission.  He tasks them with proclaiming the Good News, making disciples, baptizing, and 

teaching.  In short, he calls these flawed and broken disciples to take the lead in carrying out 

those two great commandments: loving God and loving neighbor.  In response, the disciples 

worshiped Jesus, “but some doubted.”  A better translation of the underlying Greek is that they 

wavered.  They hesitated. They held back.  I don’t think they had lost faith in Jesus, but I do 
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think they had lost faith in themselves.  They knew better than anyone how very inadequate they 

were to the task at hand. 

 

Maybe that’s how you feel as you watch the news, check-in on social media, and witness 

the fractures in our society.  It’s overwhelming.  It seems too big for us to understand, let alone 

solve.  Just like the disciples, we feel like we’re in over our heads.  But Jesus didn’t leave them 

on their own, and he hasn’t abandoned us either.  The words of assurance that close Matthew’s 

Gospel are words directed not just to the eleven but to us a well:  “Remember, I am with you 

always, to the end of the age.”   

 

And so our first move has to be to humble ourselves and ask God to heal us of our biases 

and divisions.  Before we point any fingers, our task is to listen, to learn, and to examine our own 

hearts.  Yes, I’m a sinner, saved and forgiven by Jesus Christ.  But that doesn’t excuse me from 

trying to do a better job of loving my neighbor.  Dorothy Day once said: “I really only love God 

as much as I love the person I love the least.”  Let that sink in.  Friends, I want to see people like 

Merton did that day in Louisville, “shining like the sun.”  But I’ve got some work to do.  I 

suspect you do too.  Thanks be to God we’re not alone.  Jesus is with us always, to the end of the 

age.  It’s time to lean on him more than we ever have before.  May Christ bless us to see one 

another as he sees us: created in the image of God.  Amen. 
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