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 For those of you who are keeping track (and I know many of you are), today 

is the 385
th
 day that our church janitor, Carlos Ruano, has been in jail, as he 

continues to await resolution of the charges filed against him of sexual misconduct 

against a young member of his family.  As a point of reference, Carlos had already 

been incarcerated about a month when I began my tenure as the interim rector here 

at All Saints.  And since a jury was unable to reach a verdict in his trial which 

concluded about 10 days ago now, his future remains uncertain. 

 

 I’ve thought a lot about Carlos – and a lot about life in jail – quite a bit 

lately… and I can tell you that it is not a pretty place to be.  Although my stints 

there have always been relatively brief, and – unlike most of the people I’ve 

encountered within those walls – I was free to leave at any time I wished, there is 

still something more than a little terrifying about being in a prison or a jail.  I’ve 

never been to the Santa Barbara County jail, but over the years, I have had 

occasion to pay a visit to the inner recesses of a number of other jails, spending 

time with everybody from parishioners charged with drunk driving or domestic 

abuse, to total strangers charged with murder who just wanted to see a pastor, and I 

was the next name on the list with the county sheriff to get called in for an 

emergency visitation.  Our prisons and jails are necessary facilities in our society, 

but that doesn’t make them the least bit friendly, or welcoming, or humane. 

 

 So, it is no great surprise to me, then, that some of the most heartfelt and 

passionate writing has come forth from prisoners while they are being held behind 

bars.  Martin Luther King’s “Letter from the Birmingham jail” in 1963 is one of 
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his most profound pieces of writing – and already a classic in contemporary 

American literature – as he builds his case for the absolute necessity of engaging 

the deep and abiding prejudice he encountered in the racially segregated South – a 

letter which he wrote to a group of ordained leaders (two of whom were Episcopal 

bishops) who had spoken out against Dr. King for upsetting the stability of the 

region. 

 

 Dr. King, however, was not the only great 20
th
 century communicator from 

behind prison bars.  Dietrich Bonhoffer’s Letters and Papers from Prison are a 

collection of that great theologian’s testimony written between 1943 and 1945 

while he, a Lutheran pastor, sat in the Flossenburg prison, a German concentration 

camp, at the close of World War II, accused of being a part of a plot to overthrow 

Adolf Hitler – a prison camp in which he would be executed just days before that 

facility was liberated by Allied forces. 

 

 The words of St. Paul in our 2
nd

 reading this morning stand in that same 

great tradition of literary works composed while the author was incarcerated.  Like 

the words of Martin Luther King and Dietrich Bonhoffer, Paul’s words speak with 

an incredible clarity of vision and purpose and power of belief, even while the 

author found himself in a world of great uncertainty, and powerlessness, and fear.  

Perhaps it is the knowledge that your back is up against the wall, so to speak, 

which adds a sense of urgency, and substance, and gravity, and significance, and 

depth, and humility to one’s thoughts and words.  And so, 2000 years ago now, 

Paul writes with a passion and tenderness borne from his predicament in prison to 

one of his disciples named Timothy… or, as Paul writes, “To Timothy, my beloved 

child.”  In those kindhearted words of affection, I can almost hear the voice of God 

speaking to Jesus on the banks of the Jordan River, as Jesus emerges from the 
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waters of baptism, and the heavens break open, and that voice from heaven 

proclaims, “You are my beloved son.  In you I am well pleased.” 

 

 And, like King and Bonhoffer so many years later, St. Paul also recognizes 

that, although he may find himself alone in his prison cell, he is far from alone in 

accomplishing the work that God has set before him.  Paul places himself at the 

end of that great line of saints who came before him, claiming a faith which is not 

really “his”… but has been passed forward for his safe-keeping by Timothy’s 

mother, Eunice, and Timothy’s grandmother Lois.  Paul understands that the view 

he has of the horizon comes only from standing on the shoulders of those who have 

come before him… and that it will be people like Timothy who must stand upon 

Paul’s shoulders for the faith to continue to grow and flourish into the future. 

 

 Maybe, like Timothy, you have sat upon someone’s knee somewhere along 

the line (as he, surely, must have sat upon his mother’s and his grandmother’s 

knee)… someone who told you the great stories of the Bible, who shared their faith 

and the faith of the church they loved so dearly.  And perhaps you caught enough 

of their vision that it became your vision, their story that it became your story, their 

hope and passion that it became your hope and passion.  That is the gift which God 

has given each one of us, the gift of being a part of a story bigger than ourselves, of 

finding ourselves standing in that same great line of saints as did St. Paul, as he 

looked back at those who had come before him.  It’s about knowing that that great 

cloud of witnesses which surrounded Paul now surrounds us, and that we too will 

take our place in that cloud surrounding future generations of the faithful in the 

years to come. 
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 And it is in finding himself surrounded by such greatness that Paul can 

claim, even in his bondage, “God did not give us a spirit of cowardice, but rather a 

spirit of power and of love.”  Even in prison, Paul recognizes the richness, the 

abundance of his blessings.  And so, there is no fear, there is no cowardice, for 

everything Paul really needs in his life he has already received. 

 

 But you know as well as I… those messages of scarcity bombard us from 

every angle.  Our media, our culture, our politicians, all tell us that what we have 

isn’t enough.  And so, out of fear that we might go without, we need more and 

more and more.  And then that spirit of scarcity begins to creep into our faith life 

as well.  And before you know it, we have convinced ourselves that there isn’t 

enough there to go around either… not enough God to go around, not enough 

grace, not enough hope, not enough mercy, not enough justice, not enough peace.  

And then once it has infected our faith life, it begins to infect our church life as 

well, as we start to believe things like:  there’s not enough money, or there’s not 

enough time, or there’s not enough people, or there’s not enough resources.  And 

we begin to hear and say things like, “You know, we’re just a small piece of a 

much bigger puzzle here at All Saints.  God shouldn’t expect all that much from 

us.”  Well, I am here to tell you this morning that God expects great things from 

us. 

 

 In this morning’s gospel lesson, the disciples say to Jesus, “Increase our 

faith.”  Apparently, it seems that they don’t think they have enough.  I guess just 

hanging around Jesus for a few years hasn’t powered up their batteries well 

enough, and now they’re looking for more.  And in response to their request for 

more faith, Jesus reminds them of how little faith they really need to make a huge 

difference.  Like the disciples, God has given us everything we need to change the 
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world.  It isn’t a matter of whether we have enough.  It’s a matter of whether we 

have the courage, and the hope, and the conviction, and the will to do it… to act 

upon, and to act out of, that faith which we already haver.  “God did not give us a 

spirit of cowardice, but rather a spirit of power and of love.” 

 

 And what are we to do with this power and this love?  We are to use it – 

once again in the words of St. Paul to Timothy – to “guard the good treasure 

entrusted to you.”  We sometimes forget that everything we have… everything we 

have… is really someone else’s stuff.  It wasn’t ours to begin with, and it won’t be 

ours after we’re gone. 

 

 I was at a clergy conference once… you can probably imagine what those 

kinds of gatherings must be like, where all priests and deacons get together in one 

room to prove to one another who’s the smartest, or prettiest, or most talented, or 

funniest boy or girl in the group.  Well, at this particular gathering, one of my 

colleagues was spending a little too much time talking about himself (who can 

imagine a priest who would talk too much about himself?), and he was busy 

extolling all of his own virtues, saying, “I am proud to be the pastor of St. (such-

and-such) Church, and I’m delighted to now pass that work on to (so-and-so) – his 

successor at that church.  And I thought to myself, “This fellow really thinks that 

the church is his… that he created it, and built it up, and that it is his to pass on to 

whomever he pleases.”  And I thought, “This guy really doesn’t get it.” 

 

 Everything we have is really someone else’s stuff.  It has been entrusted to 

us, which (by definition) means that God trusts us to take good care of it, so that it 

will be in good shape for the next generation to whom God will entrust it.  The 

invitation, then, is to name that good treasure which has been entrusted to you 
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(your faith, your family, your money, your belongings)… and to name that good 

treasure which has been entrusted to us (our faith, our church, our blessings)… and 

to care for each of those treasures as though God really cared about what we did 

with them… because, after all, God cares mightily about what we do with them. 

 

 The invitation from Paul to Timothy was for Timothy to remember his past, 

so that he might provide blessings for the future.  That same invitation is there for 

us as well this morning.  God… and the world… and the future await our response.  

“For God did not give us a spirit of cowardice, but a spirit of power and of love.”   

 

Amen. 


