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 While we were in the Middle East, there were SO many things that we could have seen 

and done. Our rabbi, George, was in a constant discernment about what we had time to do.  

 

Here he is teaching us on top of the mountain in the Sinai region… There are a couple things he 

would say to alert us to the fact that he was in a discernment. He would say, “Let’s see what 

God gives.” He would say it so often, it became one of the many jokes. Are we going to make it 

up this mountain, George? “Let’s see what God gives!” Will there be coffee up ahead, George? 

“We’ll see what God gives!” George, will there be a bathroom at this next stop? “Let’s see what 

the Lord gives.”  

Another cue that he was discerning came when he would say, “Let’s not let the good get 

in the way of the best.” There are lots of things that the Lord gives! Lots of good things! The 

question becomes, what is the best? For us? Right Here? Right Now?  

I know that George and I didn’t always agree on this. On the very last day, I was SUPER 

tired, and we hadn’t stopped for coffee. There we were at the Biblical museum in Jerusalem 

and George was teaching full steam ahead… He taught for a while and then he gave us 5 

minutes to look around. I noticed a place to grab some espresso, and I did because I was 

literally falling asleep. When I got back to the group, he had a strong lecture against getting 

coffee, when that is something we could get at home. According to George, I was sacrificing the 



best in favour of the good. According to me, I was getting coffee so I could stay awake for his 

lectures. So, we had different perspectives on what was best there…  

It’s kind of funny, but it is kind of also exactly the point: that God has given us the task of 

discerning what is best… We’re not always all going to agree on that all of the time, but it is a 

gift he’s given us, and he’s given us the tools to do it well. 

Paul’s prayer is, first of all, that the Philippian Christians’ love would abound more and 

more. Paul doesn’t say anything about the object of their love here… whether it’s love for him, 

love for their neighbours, love for one another, love for themselves… he just says love. 

Agapao… and he prays that it would abound more and more. Paul prays that they would be so 

rich in love that they would have no room to store it. So we get this image of this boundless 

love. 

But then, Paul puts some helpful boundaries on that love… he prays that their love 

might abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight. Loving without any 

boundaries and wisdom is not the kind of love we are called to. Rather, knowledgeable love. 

Insightful love. Paul is talking about the ability to make good and loving decisions, as I read this 

week, “in the midst of a vast array of differing and difficult choices that are constantly 

presenting themselves.”1  

I have been reading a book for my doctoral work on the philosophy of disagreement.2 

The author talks about the kinds of things that go on that set us up to be in a position of 

disagreement, and then about the kinds of things that are needed in order to work through that 

disagreement well – as moral human beings, as Christian human beings. What I was struck by as 

I was reading is that sometimes the most loving thing that we can do, as we enter different 

disagreements and communal discernments as brothers and sisters in Christ, is to really actually 

STUDY the THING that we’re talking about. The other loving thing is to take the time to LISTEN 

to what the other person is actually saying.  

But the thing is that when the rubber hits the road, the things that we disagree about 

most vehemently are way more complicated than we would like to admit, and so, we resort to 
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stereotypes, prejudices, and sticking with what we have always thought about something… 

Why? (I’m going to use some strong language here.) Because we are intellectually lazy (we 

don’t want to put the time in to the study) and selfish (we don’t want to put the time in to the 

other person) – and this is not love.  

And I totally get it… As I was reading about the nuances of good discernment which 

wrestles through disagreement, I got tired just reading about it. The author listed several habits 

that increase our ability to get things right: “wisdom, good judgment, intellectual 

conscientiousness, flexibility, thoroughness, intellectual candor, courage, apt doubt, 

appropriate trust, perseverance, understanding, humility, open-mindedness, studiousness” 

(Vainio, p. 143).  I found myself thinking, Just tell me what to think! That’s a lot of work to get 

things right, to do the wise and loving thing. And I don’t want to have to do that myself!  

Loving with knowledge and deep insight is not easy, but it is what the Spirit invites us to 

so that we may be able to discern what is best.  

 
Paul is not asking the Philippian Christians or us to discern between good and evil here. That 

takes a certain kind of discernment as well… Paul is asking us to discern between the variety of 

goods, so that we might be able to discern what is best among all those good possibilities. 

The council here at Westside has been attending to two visions that we arrived at 

through conversation with you a number of years ago. At that time, we discerned that the best 

way for us to spend our love was to focus in on Vision 1 – a vision about becoming a more 

authentic community wherein we could speak our truths in love and listen to the truths of 



others in love, including those of the surrounding community… and Vision 2 – that we might all 

live lives of deeper discipleship, especially focusing on the discipleship of our younger people. 

Our training and programming and conversation and sermons really focused on these visions. 

I’ll unpack a little bit more of what has been happening in those areas at the town hall… but 

now we wonder… how might we continue to spend our love? Should we keep just focusing our 

attention on those two visions? Do we have enough overflow of love and enough interest from 

people in the congregation to shift or expand our focus? What is best? Right here? Right now? 

This is the kind of conversation we get to have today! 

But this is the kind of conversation that y’all are having all the time as you weigh your 

options in life! What is best? Those who have made decisions about university or college or 

job… you have been doing working to discern what is best among all the good options. I know 

I’ve shared the story before, but relationally this is a question, too. When Fräulein Maria (in The 

Sound of Music) runs to the abbey and asks the Reverend Mother what to do… she is a nun, but 

she is falling in love with the Captain, and the Reverend Mother says, “God has given you so 

much love! Now it is up to you to determine how to spend that love!” And then to make that 

decision, and to trust that you and the Holy Spirit have made that together, and that you are 

living into what is best. 

So, Paul prays that their wise love might abound so that they might make the best 

possible decisions and as one commentator said, in order that they might become the best kind 

of people… pure, blameless, and filled with the fruit of righteousness. 

These words have little stories in them… for pure – imagine someone having just 

laundered a white shirt and they’re just about to hang it out on the line, but first they shake it 

and hold it up to the LIGHT to see if it is clean. That’s the sense of that Greek word. Hawthorne: 

“Pauls’ goal for the Philippians is that they may be people of sincerity, honesty, cleanness of 

mind, who live lives that are transparent before God and other people.”3 I love that. Lives held 

up to the light. 
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And the word for blameless – “it pictures … a person who carefully avoids putting 

anything in another’s way that would cause that person to trip and fall.”4 This is a bit of a 

different sense than what we might first think, right? I mean… normally we think of blameless 

as not stumbling ourselves, but this word really has more of the sense of not causing others to 

stumble.  

So, yes, you could look at these two words as very individual words – as in, that person 

is a pure and blameless person… but in the context of abundant love and in the context of the 

senses of these Greek words, the purity has to do with transparent lives in community and the 

blamelessness has to do with not causing others to stumble – love in community. 

And all of this, so that we might be filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes 

through Jesus Christ… The fruit of righteousness is, of course, nothing less than the fruit of the 

Spirit – love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. 

And yes, these are things that we work on, and develop in our lives… but as Paul reminds us, 

they come to us through Jesus (they are what God gives!), and they are ultimately for God’s 

glory and praise. 

So, what is next for us as a church? Well, I do hope that most of you here will stick 

around for our town hall conversation. And what’s next for you as individuals? No matter 

whether you are engaged in individual or communal discernment, may we take the time to 

study and to listen – for this is wise love. May we not let the good get int eh way of the best. 

And let’s see what God gives!... For it all comes from God, the love, the wisdom, and the fruit.  
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