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 Clergy are rarely for our sense of fashion. That is, when we’re not standing 

in front of a crowd wearing bright robes under the glare of runway lights. We 

rarely get praised for fashion when we’re not celebrating Eucharist or leading 

worship. We usually look really plain. The two most common colors in my 

wardrobe are black & gray. It’s so simple. I love it. But even though I love the 

simplicity of my wardrobe, it’s not flashy. I rarely get praised for my sense of 

fashion. 

 Because clergy have uniforms. And uniforms aren’t designed to impress. 

They’re designed to be uniform - consistent. They give people a sense of who we 

are by just looking at us. And we aren’t alone. Plenty of people wear uniforms. 

Police, firefighters, paramedics, doctors and nurses all have uniforms to let people 

know who they are & what they do. Uniforms also remind those of us wearing 

them that despite all our differences as individuals we share a common vocation, a 

common service in & for the world. Uniforms say something about our vocation 

and they create a kind of shared identity. 

 Since uniforms are such a big part of my life, I was interested this week 

when I heard about a new exhibit at the Fashion Institute of Technology in NY. It’s 

an exhibit about the history & the role of uniforms in American life. The exhibit 

includes a collection of uniforms from [the] military, work, school, & sports, to 

“put visitors in the mind-set” of considering how their wardrobe impacts their daily 
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lives.  It’s an invitation for everyone to consider how clothes not only express our 1

individuality but also how they reflect & even create some kind of shared identity - 

whether or not we think we’re wearing a uniform. 

 From the opening of Paul’s Letter to the Galatians; he says,  I want you to 

know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel that was proclaimed by me is not of 

human origin; for I did not receive it from a human source, nor was I taught it, but 

I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ (Gal 1:11–12). Paul’s Letter to the 

Galatians (which we’re going to hear from for the next 6 weeks); this letter is one 

of his earliest. It’s also, famously, one of his angriest. He’s writing to a church that 

he started; a church he founded. But this is no love letter. Because today at the 

beginning of his letter to the Galatians - to a group of young Christians in ancient 

Turkey - Paul comes out of his corner swinging; throwing a flurry of rhetorical & 

theological punches, putting the entire crowd on their heels. Paul’s wounded, he’s 

sad, and he’s angry with a church he founded. The question is why?  

 The answer is because of the way this church is responding to a question of 

uniformity. He’s angry because of the way their faith in Jesus is being displaced by 

a kind of superficial uniform; a uniformity based on dietary codes, religious 

calendars, and circumcision. He’s angry because they seem to be adopting a kind 

of cultural or ritual uniform that actually betrays their identity in Christ. He’s angry 

because the uniform they’re adopting makes it look like Jesus never came.  

  http://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/26/fashion/office-fashion-uniforms.html1

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/26/fashion/office-fashion-uniforms.html
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 So today at the beginning of his letter, Paul comes out of his corner 

swinging; not to destroy their common identity. It’s the opposite. He’s fighting to 

help them understand what Christian uniformity actually means. And for us, 

hearing this letter today, Paul’s fight with the Galatians becomes an invitation for 

us to consider how our Christian faith not only includes our individuality but also 

how it reflects & even creates a powerful common identity - whether or not we 

happen to think we’re wearing a Christian uniform. 

 I’d like to explore Paul’s writing by looking at three words; just 3 words, no 

other tricks up my sleeve. We’re going to consider how our faith in Jesus both 

includes our individuality and also creates a powerful common identity by looking 

at three words. The three words are: sent, slave, astonished. These three words 

become our uniform for Christian faith & life. Even more than our rituals, 

traditions or calendars, these words define our common identity. 

 First, sent. He writes, Paul an apostle sent. The first thing to know about our 

common identity in Christ is that we’re not trying to create this faith on our own. 

That’s the importance of the word, “sent.” Paul isn’t trying to be creative, clever or 

charismatic. He’s trying to be consistent & faithful with a revelation that he’s been 

sent. We aren’t creating a new faith on our own. We’re trying to be consistent & 

faithful with a revelation we’ve been sent. We might put it like this, our faith & our 

Christian identity is outside of us maybe even before it’s in us or on us  if we’re 

using the wardrobe analogy. We’ve been anticipated by God. 
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 But, of course, the revelation itself is what makes all the difference. After all, 

what if we’ve been sent a bad revelation (a bad uniform)? That could be the most 

constricting & awful thing in the world. So Paul clarifies. He says he’s been sent 

through Jesus & from God - who raised him from the dead (Gal. 1:1). And what 

he’s doing there with that little phrase is activating the entire story, the entire 

memory of Jesus’ life, death & resurrection. Paul’s been sent - not with an 

oppressive or controlling message. He’s been sent - by the one who created us, 

who loves us, and who promises to give us new life in Jesus. That’s the theological 

part of the word “sent.” The functional part just means we’re not creating it, we’re 

being faithful & consistent. The theological part means that our gospel is a 

message of life & love from the God who made us & saves us. “Sent” is the first 

part of our Christian uniform and our common identity. We’re recipients of a 

revelation (good news) that’s been sent from God. 

 The second word, the second part of our uniform, is slave. Near the end of 

today’s passage Paul says, If I were still pleasing people, I would not be a servant 

(lit. “slave”) of Christ. Here’s why that word matters. Once we know that our 

Gospel, the Good News of Jesus, is sent as a revelation of God’s love; once we 

know that, we can trust it. We can rely on it. We can even surrender to it. Because 

we’re not being enslaved to a person - that wouldn’t be good news at all. Instead, 

we’re being enfolded in divine love. So we don’t have to worry about either 

defeating our enemies or overpowering our foes. We don’t have to fear the world 
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around us or feel vulnerable. We can trust, and we can rest, in the love of God from 

Jesus - whatever threats or obstacles we face. 

 This is a message that our world is desperate to hear. In the midst political 

turmoil, economic uncertainty, terrorism & conflict - our world is desperate to 

know who we can trust & where we can rest. Because right now, the dominant 

message in our world - the winners - are the ones who are most charismatic, or 

clever or brutally powerful. The ones who can overwhelm people with their brains 

or their brawn. The good news of our faith is that we don’t compete on those terms. 

We trust & we rest, in the love of God who made us and saves us - whatever 

threats or obstacles we face. The meaning of the resurrection is that God’s love is 

stronger than even death & the grave. So why wouldn’t we submit ourselves & 

surrender to the revelation of God’s victorious love in Christ? We’re not slaves to 

the dominating forces in our world. We’re not slaves to the world’s competition or 

power or cleverness. We’re slaves to divine love. Because God’s love creates life 

even in the face of death. 

 Finally, the third piece of our Christian uniform is the word astonished. Paul 

says, I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you (Gal 

1:6). Paul’s astonished the Galatians wouldn’t trust in the life & the love of the 

revelation they’ve been sent. And the Gospel uses the same word to turn that 

message on its head. In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus is also astonished. He’s 

astonished not by anyone deserting a revelation of God’s love. Jesus is astonished 
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by a centurion who did trust a divine revelation of healing & love. In the Gospel, 

When Jesus heard [the centurion] he was amazed (lit. astonished), and turning to 

the crowd that followed, he said, “I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such 

faith.” (Lk. 7:9). Do you see it? Paul was astonished that the Galatians wouldn’t 

trust a revelation of God’s life & love. Jesus was astonished that one of their 

enemies did trust a revelation of God’s life & love.  

 The word “astonished” turns these stories in Galatians & Luke into a mirror 

image of each other. The Galatians are astonishing because of their lack of faith. 

The centurion is astonishing for his strength of faith and his depth of trust. The 

centurion, who also happened to understand a few things about slavery, comes in 

humility, saying, “speak the word only, and my servant shall be healed,” (Lk. 7:7). 

And his trust in God’s revelation through Jesus provoked wonder & astonishment - 

not only with the people around him, but also with God.  

 These are the marks of our uniform, our common identity in Christ: first, 

recognizing our faith as a revelation of good news sent by God; second, joyfully 

trusting the God who loves us & saves us by submitting ourselves (as slaves) to the 

Gospel of Jesus; third, provoking wonder & astonishment by the strength of our 

trust & the depth of our love whatever obstacles or threats we face.  

 These three terms become a kind of uniform - and identity - for Christian 

faith; a people defined by the revelation of God’s love in Jesus; a people defined by 

joyful submission to Jesus; a people who provoke wonder & astonishment by the 
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strength of our trust & the depth of our love for Jesus - whatever we face. These 

are terms big enough & strong enough to reveal who we are by just looking at us. 

And when our lives are defined by these terms then we become a kind of exhibit 

for the world to consider how all of creation is held in the arms of God’s love & 

God’s grace. Amen.


