
The Rev. Kate Byrd
05/29/2022

“They'll Know We Are Christians By Our Love”

When I first formally began preparing for the priesthood, moving from an aspirant (someone discerning a
call), to a postulant (someone training for holy orders) I was informed that this transition would mean I
was no longer a parishioner of a parish. Instead I would be solely responsible to my Bishop. Which meant
things like, before I was able to get married I would have to write to my Bishop for his approval. When I
became pregnant, I would have to call the diocesan office, to inform the bishop before I announced it to
the parish, much less social media. When I decided it was time to look for a new job, I would have to ask
for permission from my bishop to do so. Many of these activities are really just formalities. But, they still
all seemed very intense to me. And, while I was just an aspirant, still discerning my call to ordination, I
vividly remember calling my Dad, as I learned all of this, to say, “I don’t think I can do it, and I’m not
sure I want to.” I wasn’t sure I wanted to be held accountable to some seemingly random person who
wore a purple shirt and sat in a big office downtown. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to be responsible to
individuals in the church, a vestry, or a congregation who may or may not approve of, like, or even
acknowledge me or my leadership. It all seemed like too much! Too much of a burden, too much pressure,
too much control, too much accountability. But, my father, being the wise attorney he is, was quick to
point out that ordained or not I would always be accountable to someone, or something.

Today we overhear Jesus, in our Gospel passage from John, praying to God in the last hours of his life, as
he says, "I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those.” Here in the moments before his
arrest, trial, and execution, as Jesus intercedes on behalf  of his own disciples (in his request for “these”),
and too on behalf of ALL of us (in his request for “those”). Jesus’ prayer, known more formally as the
high priestly prayer, has also been referred to as the “other” Lord’s Prayer. While it is definitely not as
polished or as poetic as the “Our Father”, it certainly is as moving, if not more so transformative.
Because, here we can witness Jesus’ most earnest, heartfelt, and humble desire for his disciples, their
work in the world, and the future of humanity. As Jesus intercedes on our behalf to God, that we might
ALL be one. In his deepest yearning that we might not only know the glory and the love of God, but also
share in it with others. Continually reunifying ourselves with the Divine in order to find and share
wholeness with the world.

This past Thursday afternoon a group of us from the churches in Smithfield gathered together to pray, in
the wake of the Uvalde mass shooting on Tuesday. A mass shooting already preceded by 214 in 2022
alone. As we began our time of worship together, the Rev. Troy from First Presbyterian led us in the song,
“They Will Know We are Christians.” I will spare you from my inability to carry a tune or maintain a
pitch, but the lyrics go like this:

We are one in the Spirit, we are one in the Lord
And we pray that our unity will one day be restored
And they'll know we are Christians by our love...

We will work with each other, we will work side by side
And we'll guard each man's dignity and save each man's pride
And they'll know we are Christians by our love.

While I have always loved this song and its lyrics, on Thursday I couldn’t help but be captivated by one
line in particular, “And we pray that our unity will one day be restored.” Especially as we stood there
together, with members of First Baptist, First Presbyterian, our own St. Paul’s Episcopal, standing directly
across from Centenary Methodist. “And we pray that our unity will one day be restored.” While it often
feels like our churches and denominations, much like our nation, are more and more increasingly divided



one from another, that day, and for many preceding Tuesday’s at our Vigils for Peace, we have been
standing together at the corner of 2nd and Market. Unified as one through prayer.

Later that evening, I went to our daughter Libbie’s graduation from Preschool. A joyous occasion as we
were all present to support our young people. Clapping and waving as they sang, and danced, and laughed
in celebration of their time together in preschool, and marking their passage into Kindergarten. And, as I
looked around at all of us proud, loving parents and caregivers, honored to be a part of these children’s
lives, I couldn’t help but think about the other parents, caregivers, loved ones, and friends in Uvalde. The
ones who wouldn’t get to see another graduation for their 19 children. As I sat there I was struck by both
pure joy and overwhelming sorrow. What are we to do, to support these young people at Libbie’s
graduation, or our children at St. Paul’s, or the children in our community and schools, or even more so
one another and ourselves at a time where tragedies continue to pile one upon another. Mass shootings
and gun violence, wars and political unrest, a pandemic that continues to surge and introduce new strains,
racial and socio economic division and strife, a climate change and environmental crises, a mental health
epidemic, and you know I could go on.

That day I approached my father about accountability, he was completely right, we are always
accountable to someone or something. No matter how much we may try to deny it or even prevent it, no
matter how much I feared it. The fact, and maybe more so the gift, is that we are always accountable. And
too, as we hear Jesus’ High Priestly Prayer today we witness Jesus take it one step further as he intercedes
for us, “The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that they may be one, as we are one, I in
them and you in me, that they may become completely one.” Here Jesus shares with us that sharing in
God’s glory and love is as simple as our ability to no longer be one unto ourselves, but one unto the
world, in our ability to become  accountable not only to those within our inner circles, but to ALL. Me to
you, you to me, to First Presbyterian, and First Baptist, to the kids at Libbie’s Daycare, to the families
who lost loved ones at the Uvalde Mass Shooting.

Jesus’ prayer that we may all be one, is an invitation to join in the work that is ours as the body of Christ.
The work of coming together through prayer, that can lead us to action for the Glory of God and in love
for one another. Because it is in our oneness that we can find our wholeness. As we follow the way of
Christ, the way of selflessness, of compassion, and of love.

So, today, in an effort to unite together in the wake of this tragedy, to support the victims, their families
and loved ones, our children and teachers, each other and ourselves I invite you to take part with me in
using our prayers, as Jesus showed us, to move forward in action. There are many ways to do this, if you
are seeking to support actions towards addressing gun violence in our county, let me know I have
resources. Today, though, I will share with you this, it is my prayer that we as the Smithfield church
congregations can continue to unite together in prayer that leads us towards action. And, so I have a small
offering here, of 19 backpacks and 2 teacher bags in honor of those who died in Uvalde. These will go to
our partner My Kids Club in Selma. If you choose you may take one home, pray over it,  and fill it with
things our children or teachers could use this summer to support their time away from the schools. Each
bag has a list of items to help you get started, but the sky's the limit. There are 75 students in My Kids
Club, so if we run out of these you are invited to purchase your own. It is my hope that between St. Paul’s
and our other Smithfield churches whom I have invited to join us, that we can provide each student with a
summer bag. But, more so, it is my  prayer that this will allow us to continue finding ways to join in
prayer and action as we unite together. Because, “We are one in the Spirit, we are one in the Lord... And
we pray that our unity will one day be restored... And they'll know we are Christians by our love.”

Amen.


