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Susan Hemminger grew up in a small town in Indiana. When her father reported that their pastor 
had been dipping into the collection plate, rather than being thanked and encouraged, the family 
was shunned. Soon Susan wasn’t invited over to friend’s houses anymore and she sat alone in the 
cafeteria. Ignored and ostracized, Susan describes a childhood of social isolation 
 
Susan went on to earn a doctorate in biomedical engineering from John Hopkins University, 
where she worked on mapping the neural structures of the brain. In the process she saw kids who 
were lonely and left out. She knew the symptoms.  
 
So….  
So, Susan got the principal of a Baltimore high school to identify the school’s most academically 
underperforming kids and she persuaded dozens of Hopkins students to serve as extended family 
for those kids by driving them to school,  

bringing them lunch,  
taking them back to school when they skipped out,  
doing homework with them,  
and going camping. 

    You get the idea. 
 
That initiative has grown into a program called “Thread” that currently serves 415 students in 
Baltimore schools. With about 1000 volunteers Susan has built an extended family around those 
struggling students. Each student is at the center of a web of five people who function as family 
~ helping do all the things that families do. The students and the volunteers sign a contract to a 
ten-year relationship ~ it stretches into the student’s early twenties. According to Susan, so far no 
one has left early.  
 
The first months are the hardest. The students expect the volunteers to quit, to not show up, to 
bail. And therefore, they push back hard. But over time trust is earned. In Susan’s words: 
 

Unconditional love is so rare in life that it is identity-changing when somebody keeps 
showing up even when you reject them.  

 
Unconditional love is so rare in life that it is identity-changing…. 
 
I had a front row seat yesterday as two vowed to love until “death do us part.” Tears were 
brimming up in their eyes and their lips were quivering as they stood at the intersection of hope 
and promise. They trembled with that uncontainable mix of love and commitment and all the 
fears and shadows that nibble away at the edges. For the rest of their lives their identities are 
linked to the love of the other. Unconditional love is so rare in life that it is identity changing.  
 



I had a front row seat earlier in the week as two beautiful little girls made their way into this 
world. I saw two fathers who were stunned and disorientated by how much they wanted to love 
and protect their little-baby-blobs. I saw two mothers weary and glowing with a deep and abiding 
love for their little girls. Life is complicated and confusing, and things go sideways, but in the 
best of all possible worlds Rosie Lou and Layla will know who they are through the 
unconditional love of their parents. Their identity will be formed out of that love.  
 
Dear friends, there is an unquestionable link between love and identity.  

Therapists, pastors, and bartenders will tell you that most everyone is trying to figure out 
who they are in relation to being loved. We are all longing to be accepted, longing to be 
blessed, longing to know that, without condition, someone will show up, stay put, be 
there, and love us….   

 
Which is part of what makes our text this morning so essential.  
With great aplomb Paul declares that his prayer for the Ephesians is that they might have  

the power of God,  
to grasp the love of God,  
so that they might be filled with the fullness of God.  
Paul wants them to know the unconditional love of God.  

 
But, love often outpaces understanding. For example, Rosie Lou and Layla may never fully get 
how much their parents love them. Love outpaces understanding. So, there is a sort paradoxical 
hook to Paul’s prayer. He prays that they might know a love that is beyond knowing. In his 
words: 
 

I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all 
the Lord’s people, to grasp how wide and long and high and high and deep is the love of 
Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge…  

 
The language has the sense of seizing something, of getting it in your grasp. Paul’s prayer is that 
they might know a love, not that is unknowable, but that is beyond their capacity to know fully. 
For even if they stretched as far as could they stretch they would still find their grasp too short. 
God’s love is such that it can’t be fully contained. 
 
In 1930 Albert Einstein wrote an essay entitled, “What I Believe.” In trying to get at his 
foundational convictions he wrote about standing before mystery. In his words: 

 
The fairest thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the fundamental emotion 
which stands at the cradle of true art and true science. He who does not know it and can 
no longer wonder, no longer feel amazement, is as good as dead, a snuffed out candle. 

 
Dear friends, the testimony of scripture is that God’s love is bigger than our capacity to 
understand. It can’t be contained in scripture,  

it can’t be delineated by reason,  
and it can’t be managed by religion.  
It is a mystery that prods, unsettles, sparks wonder and stokes amazement.  



It makes wrestlers wrestle and singers sing.  
Unconditional love is so rare in life that it is identity-changing… 

 
Most of us cobble together our sense of identity from a variety of different sources.  

For some our identity is in our work. We are first and foremost teachers, pipefitters, or 
pastors. For some identity is linked not to the type of work but to the effort involved. 
Self-worth is affixed to working hard. And the opposite holds. Worthlessness is related to 
work ethic.  

For some identity is shaped by primary commitments ~ Christian schools, AA, 
being a Cub fan. Or, identity is bound up in family ~ David and David (the two 
new dads) will forever know themselves as fathers. Identity can be constructed 
from race, ethnicity, sexuality, economic class, political tribe, and the daily dose 
of reality-shaping-media that we ingest.  

We lace our identity with our habits. My identity is tied up in fitness. For 
others it’s reading, golf, travel, drinking, time with friends. For many, 
identity is shaped by trauma, abuse, loneliness, and the cruelty of others. 
We often don’t get a say in how our identity is shaped. 

 
Dear friends, we cobble together our sense of identity from a variety of sources.  

But, I would argue, or join Paul in his prayer, or confess a deep longing that our identity 
should, or could, or is rightly rooted in the unshakable unconditional love of God in 
Christ. What if the love of God, that is beyond knowing, was the most formative reality 
for how we saw ourselves and how we saw others? What if our fundamental sense of 
identity, before anything else, was found in being loved by God?  

 
You are loved by God with a love do big and deep and broad and high that it is beyond your 
capacity to know it fully. 
 
Brother Curtis Almquist, a modern-day-monk, puts it this way:  
 

That Jesus loves you may be old news stored somewhere in the archives of your soul. If 
pushed, you might say Jesus used to love you, when you were more innocent and less 
complicated, or that Jesus’ love for you is theoretically true for the most part, or that it’s 
true with a qualification. Well, this is news for you, today, now. Jesus loves you (without 
condition). 

 
Now, there are all sorts of reasons to come to church. We are gathered together in song and 
sacrament, and hopefully by love and care for one another. Part of our identity is shaped by the 
company that we keep and the habits that we form. But….  

But, let me also offer that at its best worship is meant to be a glimpse into the vast 
boundless mystery of God’s love in Christ. It doesn’t happen often. It doesn’t happen 
easily. We get bogged down by all manner of human frailty and fumbling. But the deep 
longing of worship is that we might rest in, be reminded of, and be shaped by the love of 
God.  

 
 



James K. A. Smith, Calvin philosophy professor, writes that:  
 
Worship is the arena in which God recalibrates our hearts, reforms our desires, and 
rehabituates our loves. Worship isn’t just something we do; it is where God does 
something to us. Worship is the heart of discipleship because it is the gymnasium in 
which God retrains our hearts. 

 
That’s his way of putting it.  
Susan Hemminger knows that unconditional love is so rare in life that it is identity-changing. 
 
One last thing….  
There is a debate among biblical scholars about what Paul means by the height, width, depth, and 
breadth of God’s love.  

Some think it references the dimensions of the cross,  
some the parameters of the holy city,  
some think of it as a way of framing God’s law, 
some think it harkens back to the building of the temple in which God dwells.  

But, what if Paul has simply run out of words to describe the reach of God’s love?  
No matter how far we might run, or stretch, or reach, or understand……  
God is there. In the words of David’s prayer: 

 
 Where can I go from your Spirit? 
 Where can I flee from your presence? 
 If I go up to the heavens, you are there;  

if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. 
If I rise on the wings of the dawn,  
if I settle on the far side of the sea, 
even there your hand will guide me, 
your right hand will hold me fast. 

    Psalm 139: 7-10 
 
Dear child of God,  

no matter where you,  
no matter who you are, 
no matter what your journey… 
All things are being gathered-in in Christ. (Two weeks ago) 
We are being built into a living reality in which God dwells. (Last week) 
We are loved beyond whatever boundaries we create.  

 
You are loved beyond your capacity to fully understand. 
Thanks be to God. 
Amen.  
 
 
 


