The Three Sisters

From This is the Day, by the Rev. Michael Harper
This is about three sisters. I met them one by one. In fact, my whole life has been radically influenced by them. I met the first member of the family while I was studying law at Cambridge University. You could say that it was a chance encounter, or that my whole life had been a preparation for it. In a sense both were true. Her name was "Evangeline", and if I had not met her I would almost certainly not have met the other sisters. But then again, it is now clear that Evangeline was not at all anxious that I should meet her sisters, but kept strangely secretive about them. 

I owe my Christian conversion to Evangeline. I was so captivated by this remarkable woman that to begin with I was not the least bit interested in the rest of the family. Evangeline changed the whole course of my life. She taught me that it is possible to know God and that the basis of Christian life is a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. She assured me that the Bible was trustworthy and helped me both to understand and love it. In many ways she was more a mother to me than a sister. She introduced me to many of her friends, and I was content to keep to the friendly circle that revolved around her and to accept her views unconditionally. I really wasn't interested in the rest of her family. I did occasionally encounter the other sisters; but I could tell by the worried frown on Evangeline's face that these could at best be only brief encounters, and that it would be better if we did not meet at all. 

Occasionally she would let me see books written against her two sisters, and I remember being indignant that they should dare to claim to be part of the same family, although I was later to discover that the pictures painted in those books were often grotesque caricatures. 

But in 1962, I really got to know the second sister, whose name was "Charisma". I was working for the family business at the time, or rather Evangeline's part of that business. It was doing really well and I was happy to be a part of one of the largest branches of the business. Charisma was quite different from Evangeline. My meeting with her had a clandestine element to it, for I soon discovered that Evangeline and Charisma were not on speaking terms with one another. I was tempted at times to think that she might even be "illegitimate" or at best only a half sister. But time was to prove otherwise. 

Unfortunately, Evangeline took strong exception to my friendship with Charisma and a deep rift swiftly developed. I found that Evangeline's friends were not so happy to see me now. I began to be treated as a renegade and my reputation became badly tarnished. They seemed now to be very suspicious of me. I was eyed with sorrow. 

Some years later I met "Roma" (who was sometimes called Catholica), the third sister. Again there was something distinctly secretive about the meeting. But in contrast to Charisma, who was almost totally unknown to me before I met her, I had known Roma for many years. I had even heard about her before I met Evangeline. But I had strenuously avoided any form of encounter. The main reason was that she had such a bad reputation. Some of Evangeline’s friends actually called her a "Whore" and some of the people I met through Charisma used to hide their faces in shame and prophesy against Roma. 

I was surprised, therefore, when eventually I met her, that she was related to the other sisters and was chaste. As I got to know her better, I found she was not nearly as bad as some of my earlier friends had suggested and had much more in common with the other sisters than I had ever thought possible. In fact, when the three sisters were together I was always at my happiest and found it hard to understand why they had stayed apart for so long. They seemed to complement each other so perfectly. 

I owe a great debt of gratitude to all three. To the Evangelical sister for teaching me the Gospel and introducing me to Jesus Christ. To the Charismatic sister for helping me to experience the spiritual dynamic of the Holy Spirit and to explore many neglected areas of the Holy Spirit's activity in the Church and the world. To the Catholic sister for ushering me into a whole new world where I could understand the more corporate dimensions of Christian life and learn to balance the spiritual with the human aspects of Christian truth (the Cross and the Incarnation, the Word and Sacraments, etc.). 

I must confess to a deep longing to see them deeply united in Christ and the Spirit, learning from one another and humbly listening to each other. If these sisters could be brought together on a large scale there is no knowing the blessing that could follow. 

Unity between these three forces in the Christian world is both desirable and possible. The things which unite us are both more numerous and more weighty than the things that divide us. The Holy Spirit is so obviously at work in all three worlds that only good can come from an increasing unity, which need not be thought to compromise the essential convictions of those involved. 

We need to recognize that there is always a danger of a false and superficial unity which can be a betrayal of truth for the sake of expediency. But this must always be weighed against the opposite danger, the weakness that prevails when Christians are not together, and the besmirching of the name of Jesus Christ which our divisions inevitably incite. Immense advantages would accrue if these influential forces were to flow together. 

The three sisters have this in common: they all have the same Father. We are capable of painting the most grotesque caricatures of each of them. We can play duckpins with them and bowl them over with the greatest of ease by simply placing the best features of one against the worst of another. 

We need to forgive what is bad in each, as indeed we need to be forgiven by others for the bad in us. Our happiest memories of each should make us want to see ourselves together rather than separate and make us feel that a part of us now belongs to each. My evangelical part has deeply printed on it a love for the Scriptures. I owe this to my evangelical heritage. Also, I still feel deeply the concern for preaching the gospel and bringing others to Christ, which is another of the hallmarks of the evangelical faith. 

My charismatic part is different. Renewal for me has, above all else, has given me a sense of delight I never possessed before, especially in worship. Worship is now for me a free spontaneous expression of God's love in my heart. 

Faith too has acquired a new dimension. Where as evangelical faith gave me a quiet and restful confidence in the historical actions of Christ, which was indeed (as far as it went) liberating and deeply satisfying, charismatic faith has often given me a new confidence in an ever present Lord who can, and often wishes to, intervene simply and sometimes dramatically in our daily lives. Everything that happens—from newspaper stories, the morning mail, telephone conversations, the routine decisions of life—are now signs of God's love and care and are opportunities to see him actively at work in our human situation. 

Oh, what an enrichment it has been to meet with Catholics and be introduced to some of the treasure stores of Catholic life! The Virgin Mary has come alive and I feel I know her now, in the same way as my evangelical heritage helped me know St. Paul. I have come to love God's creation and the gifts of creativity he has given to his people. Above all I have seen something of the richness of the Church before the Reformation. The sacraments have come alive too. Not as lifeless mechanical rites, but as "effectual signs", to use the language of the Reformers, or signs that work when there is faith. Holy Communion is for me like an oasis in a parched desert. 

For there is "one body and one spirit . . . one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all who is over all and through all and in all" (Ephesians 4:4-6). 

One would not wish to minimize the real difficulties that face the reconciliation of the "three sisters" in the family of God, and that goes for other issues in the family of God also. The road ahead is hard, and there are many obstacles to progress. This is a plea that the journey which some have started should be completed whatever the cost; and that those who, for one reason or another, have never begun should take those first faltering steps. 

 The penalty for our failure is the continued weakness of the Body of Christ on earth, the impairment of its witness in the world, and the delay of the return of its Lord. The prize is the release of new power and for the people of God as they unite together, and the hastening of the coming of the kind of church that Christ prayed for. 

From: "This is the Day" by the Rev. Michael Harper. 

