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Introduction

Dr. A. Gary Shilling

Chairman and Founder, 

Episcopal Preaching Foundation 

This is the twenty-third volume of  sermons published by the Episcopal Preach-
ing Foundation.  As in the last eight years, it contains sermons and addresses 
from our annual Preaching Excellence Program Conferences.  

The 40 seminarians who attended the Conference this year were selected by their 
seminary deans and preaching professors for their potential in preaching, and were 
led by a faculty of  preaching professors and accomplished parish preachers.  The 
seminarians benefited immensely from the sermons and lectures on preaching by the 
pros and from interaction with them.  In small groups, each led by the faculty, all the 
seminarians delivered prepared sermons that were then discussed in detail.  As in past 
years, they refer to PEP as “boot camp for preachers.”

Concurrently, and at the same location, we conducted our first annual PEP II con-
ference for 16 parish priests who are three to five years into their ministries and at the 
point that they “know what they don’t know,” made possible in part by the Robertson 
Foundation.  This, too, was highly successful as witnessed by such comments from 
participants as you’ll read on pages 46 and 47.  We plan to expand PEP II in future 
years to eventually include 40 priests annually.

Starting two years ago, we added faculty-led workshops to the program to give the 
seminarians hands-on help with the art and practice of  preaching.  The workshop 
topics this year included “Instant Preaching,” “Stewardship” and “Preach the Paint 
Off  the Wall: an actor’s toolbox for bringing sermons to life.”

As you read these sermons as well as the comments about PEP and PEP II by 
the attendees, I hope you agree that the Foundation is making significant strides in 
improving preaching in the Episcopal Church to the benefit of  all of  us.  We want to 
thank all of  the donors who make our work possible, especially the major contribu-
tors listed on page 90 of  this book.

A. Gary Shilling, Ph.D.
Chairman, Episcopal Preaching Foundation
August 2014
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8    The Language of Preaching

What Paul Should Have Said in Athens

May 25, 2014

The Rev. Dr. William Brosend

A friend and I gave up Paul for Lent last year. I know, where is the sacrifice in 
that?  But we were frustrated by our frustration with Paul, and thought if  we 
just ignored him for a while we would have a better Lent. If  you are like me 

it is often easy to ignore Paul, more interesting, and hopeful, to focus on the gospel, 
the OT, the Psalter. Paul is as argumentative in his letters as he is depicted in the Book 
of  Acts – 2000 years ahead of  his time, a perfect fit for MSNBC and FoxNews. And 
who needs more of  that on Sunday morning?—just skip church and watch the Sun-
day talk shows.

TRYING TOO HARD

In our reading Luke depicts Paul as someone who was trying too hard. Paul was 
schooled in rhetoric, he obviously knew something of  Stoic philosophy based on the 
frequent lists of  vices and virtues toward the end of  most of  his letters. Today he 
is shown as someone who decided that he could share the Gospel with the people 
of  Athens by out-arguing them. And it was a flop, by biblical standards—“some of  
them joined him,” although interestingly Luke mentions two names, one of  whom 
becomes well known, Dionysius the Areopagite—okay, that name was already pretty 
well known—and Damaris, a woman never to be heard from again, but unlike most 
women in the first generation of  Christianity, a woman with a name.

What would you have said in Athens? I live outside the “Athens of  the South,” 
Nashville, TN, complete with a life-size replica of  the Parthenon, which in Athens is 
next door to the Areopagus. So I should know. But I think we all know. And I think 
we all know where Paul went wrong. He went, in the vernacular, with his head and not 
his heart. He told them what he thought, not what he believed. He was seduced into 
sharing his philosophy rather than his faith. Culture can do that to anyone.  And while 
our national culture has been recently compared to that of  ancient Rome, I think our 
religious culture continues to have much more in common with Athens. 

The silliest thing Paul is depicted as doing is belittling the beliefs of  his listeners 
by using an argument as old as Isaiah, and no more valid than it was 750 years before 
Christ. Paul says,  “The God who made the world and everything in it, he who is 
Lord of  heaven and earth, does not live in shrines made by human hands, nor is he 
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served by human hands, as though he needed anything…” To which the Athenians 
no doubt said some ancient Greek equivalent of, “Duh.” They never thought the gods 
“lived” in the shrines they built or dined on the sacrifices they offered, anymore than 
you think Jesus was crucified on the cross depicted behind me, or that he looks like 
the picture you undoubtedly have in the parish nursery room. Who, after all, was the 
original Dionysius?  In Greek mythology he was a “dying and rising god” born of  a 
human woman and the god Zeus. Hmmm. Maybe that is one reason the Athenians 
were not impressed by Paul’s sermon—Jesus sounded too much like a god they al-
ready knew and worshiped.    

A FAITH WORTH SHARING

What Paul, as depicted in Acts, seems to have forgotten is what we often forget 
about Paul—he had a faith worth sharing. We do not always like the way he shared 
it in the epistles, but the faith itself, while not the foundation of  the Church, are the 
pillars and buttresses that have for two millennia kept it aloft and grounded its life. 

When Paul waxed eloquent about the Deity but failed to share what he knew about 
Jesus he cheated both the Gospel and the people of  Athens. Then again, when he 
later writes in 1 Corinthians 2:1ff. that he was not much of  a speaker, maybe we 
should take him more seriously—although that in itself  is a sweet rhetorical move. 
The questions keep coming back in one form or another—what should Paul have 
said, and, if  we were in Paul’s place, what would we say?

In the letter to the Corinthians, who lived about sixty miles across the peninsula 
from Athens and where Paul goes next, he argues that he came not with eloquence, 
but with power. Paul’s faith was grounded in his experience that when one had faith 
in Jesus as the Christ, everything changed. To “put on” Christ was to be robed with 
power. This power was mediated by ritual acts—baptism and eucharist primarily—
and miracles. Paul had a thousand different ways to describe this faith—to be saved, 
redeemed, justified, reconciled, to be in Christ, to put on Christ, to believe—each 
with its own metaphorical background and range of  meaning. And none of  which he 
used in Athens. 

WALKING THE WAY OF THE RESURRECTION

A few days ago I met with a group of  priests from the Diocese of  Atlanta who 
are serving as a pilot project for a new initiative of  the Episcopal Preaching Founda-
tion—establishing peer groups for sermon preparation and evaluation around the 
country, something I will be asking Fr. Melton to do here in Richmond. During the 
conversation the convener, who like Brent is a student in the Doctor of  Ministry in 
Preaching program at Sewanee, and will herself  arrive soon to participate in the con-
ference this week at the Roslyn Center, asked if  anyone had been preaching during 
the “Great Fifty Days of  Easter” on something other than the Gospel texts. I had to 
raise my hand. 
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10    The Language of Preaching

 What I noticed in preparing for a conference in the Diocese of  Maryland with my 
esteemed colleague, Dr. Tom Long, is that in the readings from Acts between Easter 
and Pentecost we are shown what a journey with Christ can look like. That language, 
of  journey and pilgrimage, is common in Lent and Holy Week as preachers talk end-
lessly about “walking in the way of  the cross.” Nothing wrong with that, I suppose, as 
long as we devote more time to talking about what it looks like to “walk in the way of  
the resurrection,” or, in the unforgettable phrase of  poet, novelist, and environmen-
talist Wendell Berry, to “practice resurrection.”

To practice resurrection is to practice the faith Paul talks about everywhere but in 
our reading for today. And it is more, for we have an amazing advantage over Paul – 
we know what Jesus taught, something Paul did not. 

We know that to walk in the way of  the resurrection, to practice resurrection, is to 
be constantly giving and forgiving, to know that we are loved so that we too may be 
loving and accepting, to both welcome those who find their way to All Saint’s and to 
seek out those who do not know how truly welcome they are here. It is to trust, which 
also means to hope, that the Jesus whom Paul forgot to proclaim in Athens, is indeed 
alive, and has prepared a place for us.

Tom Long, whom I mentioned a moment ago, tells a story of  meeting a parishio-
ner at a famous Presbyterian church in Princeton, NJ when Tom was a professor at 
Princeton Seminary. It was a church supper, and Tom sat down next to the man. They 
introduced themselves and when Tom admitted that he was a professor of  preach-
ing at the seminary the man said, “I haven’t understood a word said in this pulpit in 
twenty years.” Gulp. So why are you here Tom had to ask. “I am here because every 
Monday evening a group of  us pile into the church van and drive to a prison for 
young offenders. We meet with the young men, listen to them, and do what we can 
to help and encourage them—write a letter, say a prayer, help with their English, try 
to keep their spirits up.” How long have you been doing this? “Twenty years, maybe a 
little more. I learned along the way an interesting thing. When you trust in the prom-
ises of  God, they are true, every one.” When you trust in the promises of  God, they are true, 
every one. A better sermon, Tom says, has never been preached in that church.

Paul, of  course, forgot to mention this to the Athenians. He did an impressive job 
of  telling them what he thought, most of  which they already agreed with. But for the 
most part that is not what people what to know from us, or from this church. They 
want to know what we believe, and they want to see, to see, if  that makes any differ-
ence in how we live, and move, and have our being. They want to see us walk in the 
way of  the resurrection, so that they can learn how to practice it themselves. 
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Making a Good Sermon Better:

On Style and Delivery

The Rev. Dr. William Brosend

For there are three qualities that are considered—volume, harmony, rhythm. Those who use these 
properly nearly always carry off  the prizes in dramatic contests, and as at the present day actors have 
greater influence on the stage than the poets, it is the same in political contests, owing to the corruptness 
of  our form of  government. But no treatise has yet been composed on delivery, since the matter of  style 
itself  only lately came into notice; and it is rightly considered to be vulgar. But since the whole business 
of  Rhetoric  is to influence opinion, we must pay attention to it…. (Aristotle, Rhetoric, III.I.4-5)

Preaching is an oral medium. You are reading a book, perhaps on your e-reader, 
but still in print, silently, to yourself. That is not what this conference has been 
about so the disconnect between what you are doing—reading—and our fo-

cus—hearing—is obvious. We preachers try to keep our listeners before us through-
out the sermon preparation process, emphasizing that the homiletical question is 
never about what the preacher wants to say, but what the Holy Spirit wants the people 
to hear. In this presentation I will ask us to focus on the mechanics of  the “how” of  
gaining that hearing. 

STYLE

Preachers often pretend to themselves that they are faceless, selfless, unremarkable 
sharers of  Divine truth. They are not. They have style. It may be self-effacing, dour, 
or introverted. It could be gregarious, glib, and outgoing. It does not matter. What 
matters is that the preacher recognizes his or her personal style, and decides how that 
style will be reflected in her or his preaching. Because as weird as this may seem, the 
decision about the most effective style, and delivery, is part and parcel of  the answer 
to the homiletical question. 

The first thing to be said about ones preaching style is that it must be authentic. 
Do not misunderstand homiletical authenticity, however. Advising a preacher to seek 
an authentic style is not saying, “Just be yourself.” Instead it advises that our style of  
preaching must be congruent with who we are, and grow out of  our personality as 
well as our faith. We no more have a preaching persona (Greek for “face”) than we have 
a pastoral care persona, a staff  meeting persona, or a confirmation class persona – even 
though our way of  being present in each of  those situations may vary considerably. 
Preachers must be themselves in the pulpit, but it is the self  “amplified.” 

 The second thing to be said about preaching style is that it is a decision that comes 
from the answer to the homilietical question, so that we are considering not style but 
styles. Preachers whose style never changes have opted for a particular understanding 
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of  authenticity over effectiveness. The elements of  style with which we are concerned 
in this section – position, posture, and manuscript/notes/nothing (voice, movement 
and gesture will considered in the next section) – do not have a single answer, world 
without end, amen. Effective preachers adapt their style to the occasion, and do so 
authentically. 

 From what position can this homily be preached most effectively? The pulpit or 
lecturn? Behind the altar? The top of  the steps leading to the chancel? In the center 
aisle just in front of  the first pew? Moving from one place to another? These are le-
gitimate matters of  style. But the answer is not, “Well, I really feel more comfortable 
walking around, so that is what I do.” You, dear preacher, want to feel comfortable? 
That is not style, that is self-indulgence. What position will help your audience better 
hear what the Holy Spirit wants them to hear in this homily? That is the only legiti-
mate approach. 

 Architecture and audio frequently answer this question for us. In a high church, 
gothic-revival nave with a pulpit from here to eternity and one, fixed-position micro-
phone we are using the pulpit, period. In more contemporary spaces, or less formal 
liturgies, we are able to consider other options. The occasion also defines our answer 
– if  we are a guest we try as best we can to do what our host does, and the listen-
ers expect. A Maundy Thursday homily focused on holy communion could well be 
shared by the table; one centered on the foot-washing to follow the homily might be 
shared beside basin, pitcher and towel. If  sight lines and audio quality allow, a homily 
on the occasion of  baptism could be given from beside the font. These are decisions, 
not preferences.

 Posture, or perhaps more fully, demeanor, is also a matter of  style. How the preach-
er stands, how we hold ourselves, the expression(s) on our face, are part of  our style 
and a crucial aspect of  communication. Some things are obvious. Stand up straight 
and confident. Do not put your hands anywhere you did not intend them to be. Do 
not lean on anything, ever. Smile enough to relax the face and jaw but not so much 
that you seem deranged. Give the appearance of  someone who really, really wants to 
be right where you are. And this, although some might prefer it discussed under de-
livery:  bring all the energy you and the Holy Spirit can muster. Energy. Enthusiasm? 
Sort of. Passion. That’s it. Passion. Energetic passion. Not a maniacal homiletical 
style, but deep passion that leads to preaching with energy. It may be calm and quiet 
in delivery, but the energy and passion are still riveting. 

 The final topic in this section is the most contested:  does the preacher use a manu-
script, notes, or nothing, so-called “extemporaneous preaching,” which, pray God, is 
anything but. Note first that this is a question of  style, not of  preparation or delivery. 
In general, and especially for new preachers, a complete manuscript should be pre-
pared for every homily. Whether the preachers uses the manuscript, or makes notes 
from it that then may or may not be sufficiently rehearsed to allow preaching without 
notes, is the question. Good preachers prepare oral scripts or written manuscripts; 
they just do not always use them in the act of  preaching.

 Every word at this conference has assumed the preacher prepares a manuscript. 
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But that does not mean the presenters assume everyone should be a “manuscript 
preacher.” Far from it. The hope, although this is the goal not the starting point, is 
that the preacher is able to do all three with equal effectiveness – delivering (not read-
ing) a manuscript, preaching from notes, or presenting the sermon without either, 
which is what this preacher does when there is adequate time for preparation. This 
cannot be stressed enough. Preaching without notes is not a shortcut to anything; 
doing it well takes much more preparation and practice time than delivering a manu-
script. But you still prepare the full manuscript. Why bother? Because our words will 
be clearer, more colorful, and less repetitive, and the arrangement of  the moves and 
transitions between them more effective. Phrasing we craft and revise is almost always 
more memorable than phrasing chosen at the spur of  the moment. The purported 
values of  preaching without notes are just as available when one has prepared a manu-
script and has the mastery not to employ it. This is also just as true, I believe, from the 
pulpit as it is when “stalking the aisles.” (Tom Long pointed out in the 2012 DuBose 
Lectures at the University of  the South that people are sitting in the back for a rea-
son; the preacher who gets too close is violating their “space” and may give them no 
choice but to head out the door.)   

 Can style be both authentic and affected? Yes, but only from time to time. As sug-
gested in the quote from Aristotle at the head of  the presentation we preachers are at 
a certain level actors, and I will say more about this below. The liturgy is the drama of  
salvation, and the preacher has a part to play in that drama. When the role is one we 
believe in deeply, when we “inhabit” the role of  the preacher in the liturgical drama, 
we thrive. When we do not believe in the role, perhaps for that Sunday because of  
something that happened that week, or because the biblical texts have been a par-
ticular struggle, or our vacation starts tomorrow, then to be honest it is a good thing 
to choose to be “in character” as the preacher. When we do not believe in the role 
because our time with these children of  God is drawing to a close, or we need a sab-
batical, not a vacation, we cannot hide behind our role, and must seek out the help we 
need. Authenticity demands it. 

DELIVERY

 We have decided in answering the homiletical question what our style and demean-
or will be for this sermon, where we will stand and whether to use manuscript, notes, 
or nothing (my students call this last option “preaching naked”). We are committed to 
preaching with passion and energy, even if  it is a “low Sunday” or a quiet, meditative 
liturgy like that for Ash Wednesday.  How will we deliever the homily? Will we “use” 
anything – props, film clips, song snippets – to heighten interest (a decision made 
much earlier in our preparation)? Then how will we do so? What about gestures and 
movement, in or out of  the pulpit? Here are three “rules” to begin with:  (1) look up; 
(2) slow down; (3) speak out.      

 Look up. Few things are as off-putting to an audience as someone who is bent over 
his or her manuscript and reading as if  they are seeing it for the first time, suggest-
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ing that either they have not practiced or they did not write the manuscript. Deadly. 
Just as awful is the manuscript reader who has made notations throughout to “look 
up,” which leads to periodic head bobbing without eye contact, and sometimes the 
preacher accidently saying “look up” in the middle of  explaining a tidbit of  biblical or 
theological minutiae. Good preachers give the appearance of  never breaking eye con-
tact even when they are in fact presenting a manuscript, occasionally looking down 
when need be but doing so with their eyes, not their heads. How is this possible? 
Proper positioning of  the manuscript and plenty of  practice. Many pulpits allow the 
position of  the manuscript to be adjusted, others can be jerry-rigged, and in still other 
places the preacher’s stance can be adapted to create the ideal sight line. This does not 
happen on Sunday morning. If  the preacher is new to a parish she or he plans to be in 
for awhile it is well worth whatever expense is required to make needed changes. The 
other element is practice, knowing the manuscript and moves of  the sermon so thor-
oughly it is not necessary to read each word, even each line. More on the guidelines 
for this below.

 Slow down. About once every one hundred seminarians I may have to urge the stu-
dent to pick up the pace because the sermon is lagging. The other ninety-nine are told 
to slow down because we cannot listen as fast as she or he can talk. Three factors are 
at play here. First, based on changes in the delivery pace of  national news broadcast-
ers, we are all apparently listening more slowly than we used to, likely a reflection of  
how visual our lives have become, with purely aural media declining in popularity. The 
second factor is that the larger the audience, the more slowly they listen. “Conversa-
tion” is a popular metaphor for preaching, and to the extent it highlights the dialogical 
nature of  preaching, and the intimacy we bring to the proclamation of  the kingdom 
of  God, well and good. But if  it leads the preacher to think she or he does not need 
to modulate the pace for the size of  the room and the number of  people listening to 
the homily, it may encourage a pace that is in reality much too quick.

 Finally comes regional differences; i.e., accents. It is simply easier to process the 
words of  someone who “talks like us.” If  the preacher’s accent reflects a regional dif-
ference, she or he will need to slow down even more, espcially in the introduction. 
If  our accent reflects a national difference, that is, we are not speaking in our native 
language, we may need to slow down still more.  

 Here is the simple guideline:  eighty to one hundred-twenty words per minute is 
as slow and as fast as we should preach. If  the custom and expectation is a twelve 
minute homily then your manuscript may be one thousand to fifteen hundred words 
long. You cannot prepare two thousand words and decide to just preach real fast that 
Sunday. After a while each preacher knows how long it takes to deliver a given number 
of  words, and prepares accordingly. Become that preacher. 

 No matter how fast or slow, loud or soft, solemn or excited, speak out. In the day 
of  over-the-ear wireless microphones this may seem silly, but it is not. The micro-
phone, of  whatver style, must be positioned so that the preacher may speak out, and 
so can modulate his or her voice through its full range. If  the preacher has to whisper 
because the microphone is too close (watch out for the explosive “p”!) or the sound 
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system is turned up too high, make adjustments. On Saturday. Articulation and enun-
ciation is also a part of  speaking out. And often a part of  slowing down. It may seem 
like a vacuous compliment, but having someone say, “I really liked your sermon; I 
could hear every word” is anything but. It is a necessary precursor to the hearing of  
the answer to the homiletical question.

 Once we have learned to look up, slow down, and speak out we are able to think 
about how to use voice, movement and gesture to strengthen delivery. The key idea 
is emotion; the most helpful analogy is the theater. The expression is “range of  emo-
tions.” Joy, sorrow, anger, anticipation, eagerness, and so on. This range of  emotions 
is often expressed in our sermons, given how widespread are the emotions we find in 
the biblical texts. 

 Most preachers have no difficulty expressing a range of  emotions in their conver-
sations. So why don’t they do so in their preaching? Students will be talking excitedly 
in the hallway, then come in and preach with all the affective range of  a sloth. The use 
of  emotions in preaching has to be done with authenticity, as do any accompanying 
gestures. But if  you need to write a note to make a gesture, “pound the pulpit now!” 
then for heaven’s sake do not bother. It happens or it does not happen. Putting notes 
in the margin – “left hand; right hand”—when the manuscript reads—“On the one 
hand …. On the other hand”—will result in the preacher looking like someone who 
has put a note in the manuscript about simple hand gestures. Do not be that preacher. 

 The analogy for how to employ emotion, motion, and gesture is the theater, not 
television or film. Here I am not talking about amplified, animated, projected-on-the-
screen touring productions in huge auditoriums or arenas. I am talking Broadway to 
Off-Off-Broadway, a handful to a few hundred in the audience, no microphones, no 
close-ups, nothing between the actors and the audience but the orchestra pit, if  that. 
Yet every word is heard, every gesture and expression seen, in the last row of  the top 
balcony. Even the whispers. How do they do that? They project. They express emo-
tion from the inside. They do not move without a purpose or make gestures incon-
gruent with their words. Yes, they are acting, but we forget that with the good ones, 
don’t we?

 A word about props:  no. Same with film clips, skits, and singing from the pulpit. 
If, and this is a big, big if, the answer to the homiletical question inescapably suggests 
you sing the introduction to your sermon, or use a clip from your favorite movie, or 
have the ushers bring a huge ladder into the nave so you can perch on it and preach 
about Zaccheus, then the answer is  NO!!!!  

 I know you are going to ignore me on this, so a few suggestions: 
(1) On the occasions when you ignore my wisdom and plan to use a prop, a film 

clip, or sing somewhere in your sermon you have to practice those too.  Especially if  
it involves technology. Frozen screens, clips that skip or pause, and songs you sing 
off  key are worse than nothing, scuttling your sermon and undercutting the liturgy. If  
you are going to do this you need to be as smooth as the late Steve Jobs introducing 
the iPhone (and yes, there was chaos behind the scene). If  the film clip does not pop 
up exactly when it is supposed to that is your fault, not the teenager pressing “play” 
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off  to the side. 
(2) Take a hard look at the unintended consequences of  your stagecraft – if  the 

listeners refer to your sermon as “the one with the fork” because you stood in the 
pulpit waving a fork and said something about “eat dessert first” you are in trouble. 

 (3) If  the Holy Spirit moves you to sing a verse or two every other sermon, and 
your name is not Renèe Fleming or Beyónce, ask yourself  about the homiletical objec-
tive of  your performance.

 On the flip side are two things largely absent in contemporary preaching I do 
commend to you:  silence and memorization. Silence is largely, sadly, missing from 
our worship. We rarely use it in our preaching because we do not want the listeners 
to think we have forgotten our place and do not know what to say next. We need to 
get over ourselves. Even seven seconds of  silence after a powerful or poignant move 
will greatly magnify the impact. The same is also true of  memorized material, usually 
poetic, often biblical. David Buttrick (Homiletic) rightly cautions against the overuse of  
quoted material. It can confuse the listener unless we use some awful formulation like, 
“end of  quotation.” For the most part I am talking about material that is so familiar 
everyone knows it did not come from the preacher. But if  the preacher declaims it, 
from memory, with the full range of  appropriate emotions, it can have an impact far 
beyond simply reading the words would have.

PREPARATION
 

Do you practice what you preach, or do you just preach it and hope for the best? 
As one gains experience, or becomes familiar with a new space, the need to unlock the 
doors of  the church on Saturday, turn on the sound system and climb into the pulpit 
decreases. But the need to practice the sermon, out loud, does not.

 There is a huge assumption here. I am assuming the preacher has prepared far 
enough in advance that he or she has something meaningful to practice on Saturday 
afternoon. That is not always the case, but if  preachers are honest it is true more often 
than not. (One thing I have noticed at preaching conferences is that preachers tend to 
“dumb themselves down,” talking as if  they rarely prepare adequately, or before Sat-
urday at midnight. I choose to not believe them.) So let’s imagine a best case scenario.

 The homiletical question was given a preliminary answer a couple of  weeks ago, 
the biblical texts and pastoral life simmering together, then times of  exegesis, sketch-
ing moves, confirming the answer to the homiletical question and four or five moves 
beginning to take shape a few days before the sermon will be preached. On Thursday 
or Friday morning the sketch and the moves are drafted, arranged, and the conclu-
sion and introduction written. The manuscript preacher is done, except for practice. 
The note and “naked” preachers have to fashion a short outline from the manuscript 
which then becomes the basis for practice. These notes are not extensive, a few words 
to describe the move and a reminder or two about its direction; there may be room 
for a quotation which will need to be memorized.

 Now it is practice time, which begins the same way no matter the style but ends 
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differently. The preacher first reads the manuscript aloud, has a cup of  coffee, and 
does it again. The manuscript preacher will read the manuscript aloud five or six 
more times in the next twenty-four hours; not five or six times silently in the hour 
before worship. The purpose of  the practice of  reading the manuscript aloud, with 
an interval in between, is to become so familiar with the words, page turns, or flow of  
the iPad that it becomes automatic. Those preaching with or without notes also want 
to rehearse the manuscript to allow the phrasing and transitions to sink it, but also 
practice, out loud, in the manner in which she or he will preach on Sunday. Everyone 
practices, out loud, a number of  times and with intervals in between. The one preach-
ing without notes must memorize those notes, but not the words of  the manuscript. 
Some of  those words, no matter how spectaculary crafted, will be lost in the preached 
sermon. That is the price of  preaching without notes. (There is not, of  course, much 
time to do this in a sermon for the burial office.)

 The power of  effective sermon delivery is a tool far too few preachers utilize, as if  
the work, and the potential for impact, is over when the manuscript is crafted. If  that 
were true we should pass out copies after the reading of  the Gospel and wait until 
everyone is done, because people can read a lot faster than they can listen. Historically 
we do not do so because preaching is an oral medium whose roots go back to a time 
when most listeners were illiterate. Rhetorically we do not do so because an effective 
delivery magnifies the impact of  the manuscript. 

The playwrite Neil LaBute once said in an interview that he, “(C)ounts on the ac-
tors to make more of  the words on the page than he did when he put them there.”  
Preachers are both playwrite and performer. 

 Five hundred years ago the preacher was the best-educated person in town, which 
may or may not have been saying much. These days the listeners are often better 
educated than the preacher. But they still listen, incredible as it seems every time we 
stop to think about it. Their willingness to listen deserves our best efforts in not only 
crafting the sermon, but delivering it.

 As we grow in experience we also can grow in our willingness to experiment, 
not only with different styles, using notes if  we almost always use manuscripts, for 
example, but with different deliveries. Here the analogy is television or film, where 
the director asks the actors to reshoot a scene multiple times, but do something dif-
ferent, emotionally, in each take. Experienced preachers give themselves the freedom 
to experiment with emotional range, within their own limits of  authenticity. In the 
voice of  a gifted preacher like the Episcopal Bishop of  North Carolina, the Rt. Rev. 
Michael Curry, the divine name has anywhere from one to a half-dozen syllables, from 
“God” to “Gaaaaawwwwwdddddd!” depending on what is called for in answer to the 
homiletical question. 

 You are not Michael Curry. But you have passion, range, energy, enthusiasm and 
depth. For God’s sake, use them. 
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Morning of  the Feast of  the Ascension

May 29, 2014

The Rev. Canon Tom Callard

Good morning. It is Ascension morning. And the challenge of  preaching 
about the ascension is that in doing so you touch upon the miraculous. And 
in preaching on the miraculous you have somehow to make people believe 

that the impossible can happen. Jesus raised from the dead is impossible. A Virgin 
giving birth is impossible.  A full grown man, in front of  the eyes of  his 11 beloved 
disciples, rises up to heaven and they just watch him as he floats up in body and disap-
pears.   

That is impossible. And yet we believe. And so our job as preachers is to encourage 
and lead and goad and guide and convince and cajole others to share in our belief.  

I am drawn to preaching not for how a sermon informs me of  the facts of  Chris-
tianity or convinces me to be a better morally pure and chaste follower of  God. A 
sermon speaks to me by whether or not it leaves me knowing that something impos-
sible can happen, like watching the ascension. 

Because our lives are defined and capped. And someone always will say; you can 
make only this much money per hour. You will live only this many years of  your life 
before you die. Your hopes will only go this high, you have to be realistic after all. 

But somewhere on a mountain, gathered with his friends Jesus has other plans that 
are meant to be shared out there with a world that has been told over and over again 
in one way or another that it is capped and it is bounded and that it is trapped and 
that it is defined by the limits of  economics and race and class and sexual orientation 
and red states and blue states and sickness and illness and death. And we have been 
chosen to tell them no. We are more than that: we are the miraculous incarnation of  
the body of  Jesus Christ, and that body has just done something impossible.   

My first regular gig preaching was in Honduras, where the Bishop put me in charge 
of  a little congregation called San Pedro Cerca del Rio—St. Peter’s by the River. And 
its chief  characteristic was that the church was built next to the main trash dump 
for the city of  Tegucigalpa. Which was where everyone brought their rubbish. And 
so our parishioners lived with trash. It was everywhere. They collected it and sold it 
for scraps. They cleaned it for use in their homes. The removed it from stoops and 
doorways and bedrooms. 

And the question arose for me: what to say to people in a place like this? What do 
I say to these people? How do I help them? Their lives are difficult and sad and they 
struggle with all that trash, and it just seems so impossible to give them some word 
that will make it all better. What word is going to be good enough?  

For I did not want just to a pastor to them, if  you know what I mean, to comfort 
and placate them and tell them: you know in Matthew 28 Jesus says that he will be 
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with you until the end of  the ages so you’ve got that to look forward to.
Never mind you have no drinking water, and your children are sick from contami-

nated air, and you live in a country with no chance of  upward social mobility. Heaven 
is going to be really great. 

Karl Marx said that religion is the sigh of  the oppressed creature and the opiate of  
the masses. And it is because preachers so often—in their limited capacity to convey 
the miraculous—tell people who are distressed: just look to heaven and you will be 
fine. Don’t worry about your world, your life, your momentary burdens. Look up 
there where Jesus has just ascended and God will give you a reward. 

But that preacher has given up on the impossible. When we say that our faith is just 
about looking up to heaven and what’s going on up there, we forget that a group of  
people on earth also stood on a mountain with Jesus. And before their eyes he rose 
up and they watched him go. But before that happened, before he went, he gave them 
this little task. And you know what that task is. You know what that challenge is. You 
know what that commission is: Make disciples of  all people. To tell them out there 
about the impossible. 

The great commission which we celebrate today is nothing less than us being given 
permission to see beyond the limits of  the possible and to preach that in Christ Jesus 
anything can happen. I may not know where he went. I may not know how to get 
those people in Honduras better lives. Just as we may not know how a child’s parents 
will deal with the grief  of  that child’s death. Or how the pain of  a person’s messy 
separation will work itself  out. Or how to manage our churches. Or how to work with 
the Altar Guild. Or how to save the world. But we don’t need to know. 

As long as we believe that stranger things have happened. And that over and over 
again we hold out the possibility of  our belief. Our belief  holds so much: it holds 
poems, it holds love, it holds miracles, it holds untold stories of  triumph in the face 
of  great adversity, and the toppling of  tyranny, and stories of  great deeds, it holds 
the soul of  Maya Angelou, and above all it holds us, down here, looking up, but not 
giving up. 

If  we go forth to say: I don’t know, but I believe, follow me, then we will have 
preached a pretty good sermon. 
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A Sermon delivered by

The Rev. Kimberly Jackson

Bless us O Lord so that we can see and hear and know that it is you. Amen

So last year I decided to plant a garden. I paid a man from Craigslist to come out 
and till up a plot for me in the early Spring, and then I did the hard labor of  
amending the soil with pounds and pounds of  compost. Once I felt like the soil 

was ready, I decided to plant cucumbers in one little area of  the garden.
 Now I don’t know if  any of  you all know much about how cucumber plants grow. 

And well, I thought I knew. . . but by mid July I was drowning in cucumbers that had 
vined out their way well beyond the bounds of  their plot. It became clear that I didn’t 
really know about cucumbers.

 You see, if  I had read the package, I would have read these words: “It is most advis-
able to plant one plant for every two people in one’s household.” Since my household 
consists of  two people, I should have only planted 1 cucumber plant.

 I planted 12.
 In the parable we heard this morning, Jesus tells us “The sower went to sow and 

some seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain—a lot of  grain, some a hun-
dredfold, some sixty, some thirty.”

 And when I look out among all of  you—I see seeds that have fallen on good soil. 
I see plants—people who were given an immense amount of  resources and tools in 
order to do this sacred work we are called to. Because of  our seminary educations, 
indeed because of  our first world privileges, we have access to an over abundance of  
knowledge and wisdom.

Many of  you studied Greek and some of  you can even stumble your way through 
the Old Testament in Hebrew. We’ve read the great theologians, and written the papers 
to prove it. Our shelves, Kindles, Nooks and iPads contain more books than we’ve 
actually read. At our fingertips we have access to the poems of  Langston Hughes an 
W. H. Auden, the narratives of  Barbara Brown Taylor and St. Augustine. My friends 
we are swimming in resources—swimming in the abundance that comes from being 
in good soil.

Now, because of  the hundreds of  cucumbers I gleaned from my garden last sum-
mer, I know what to do with a bountiful harvest of  cucumbers. I learned to manage 
the masses of  cucumbers by being consistent in attending to them. I discovered ways 
to be creative in my use of  them and I learned to be generous in sharing those beauti-
ful pickles.

But my friends, I’m not so sure about how we are to manage these resources of  
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knowledge and education we share. So, my prayer for us this week—for we who have 
landed on such good soil—is that we learn together a bit more about how to manage 
our intellectual and spiritual bounty. Jut as I traded recipes for relish with my mom, I 
invite you all to share lessons with each other about the creative ways in which you’ve 
crafted sermons and taught Sunday School. My prayer is that we learn together how 
to be more consistent in attending to the gifts God has given us, more creative in this 
craft of  preaching, and most of  all, more generous in our sharing of  this abundance 
from which we partake.

Let us pray:
Almight God, whose loving hand has given us all that we possess: Grant us grace 

that we may honor you with our substance, and remembering the account which we 
must one day give, may be faithful stewards of  your bounty, through Jesus Christ our 
Lord, Amen.11

1  Book of Common Prayer, 827.
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REMEMBER

The Very Rev. Dr. Samuel T. Lloyd III

Psalm 77;  Deuteronomy 8:1-10
 

If  you pause and think about it, it’s an odd thing we’re doing here over the several 
days of  this Preaching Excellence Conference.  We’re devoting a great deal of  
time and energy to exploring ways to make a book that is two or three thousand 

years old relevant to the lightning-fast pace and constantly shifting obsessions of  the 
21st century. Does this really make sense?  Hasn’t anyone noticed that a great many 
people are bored with those old stories—if, that is, they have ever bothered to pay 
attention to them at all?   

After all, this is the age of  “spiritual but not religious.” The fastest growing reli-
gious segment in America is what scholars are calling the “nones”—those who have 
no affiliation with religion. They consist of  people, young and old, who are losing 
their interest in organized religion or have never found it interesting enough to ex-
plore to begin with. People these days seem too absorbed with their iPhones, their 
Facebook and their Tweets, to bother with anything but the latest spiritual writings 
that stay largely clear of  specific religious talk.

 More and more books are filling the religion shelves in bookstores that are almost 
entirely free of  the words God, Jesus, sin, or grace. Many have helpful things to say 
about the spiritual journey, about being fully alive, living authentically and cultivating 
spiritual practices. And I can admire the fresh ways they challenge their readers to 
claim their spiritual lives.

 But as we listen to the particular readings for today we can hear a powerful dec-
laration that real vitality and spiritual depth for our communities lie in the opposite 
direction—not in abandoning our spiritual past, but claiming it and remembering it. 

 I wonder if  you took in the sheer power of  Psalm 77 when we read it together.  
The psalmist cries out in despair at what has become of  his life: 

 I cry aloud to God. . . 
 In the day of  my trouble I seek the Lord. . . 
 My soul refuses to be comforted.
I think of  God and I moan;
I meditate, and my spirit faints. . . 
Has [God’s] steadfast love ceased forever?. . .
Has God forgotten to be gracious?

These are the words of  someone who seems to be sinking in misery and despair. We 
don’t know the cause, but the helplessness, frustration, and even desperation are pal-
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pable. But then, halfway through the poem the psalmist makes a stunning 180-degree 
turn. It is as if  we are hearing a different person speaking from a different world: 

I will call to mind the deeds of  the Lord;
I will remember your wonders of  old. . .
I will meditate on your mighty deeds. . . .
What God is so great as our God? 
You are the God who works wonders;. . .
With your strong arm you redeemed your peoples.
 
The contrast is stunning, as despair has turned to conviction and trust.  Nothing 

has changed in the speaker’s life, which still seems to be in shambles.  There has been 
no rescue, no turnaround.  Only one thing has happened to enable him to turn from 
misery to hope.  In the midst of  his overwhelming darkness, he begins to remember 
the God of  his people, who will never forsake him and who will go through these 
darkest times with him. Instead of  complaining out loud in isolation, he begins to 
address God directly.  And in doing that he is no longer alone. And as he remembers 
this God of  old, who has loved and sustained the people of  Israel through the centu-
ries, the shattered pieces of  his life begin to come together, and his capacity to hope 
returns. His circumstances haven’t changed.  But he has.

 The great Jewish Rabbi Abraham Heschel repeatedly declared “much of  what the 
Bible demands can be comprised in one word: Remember.” He believed that when 
we remember who we are and to whom we belong, we make our past and the past of  
our community present and alive again.  We open ourselves anew to the presence of  
the God who creates, rescues, and sustains.

 For us preachers, our lesson today from Deuteronomy should have a special place 
in our hearts.  The people of  Israel are finally gathered in the wilderness near the Jor-
dan River, readying to enter the Promised Land at last. And what does Moses do as 
he prepares to lead them in?  He delivers in essence a 40-chapter sermon—something 
I don’t advise that any of  us do! And the title of  that sermon could be “Remember.” 
Time and again Moses rings that bell:

Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and the Lord your God redeemed you.
Remember the Sabbath Day and keep it holy.
Remember the long way that the Lord your God has led you.
Take care that you do not forget.

 The great danger for the people of  God was always amnesia—that they would 
forget who they were.  Writer Alice Munro has a moving short story called “The Bear 
Came Over the Mountain” about a woman with dementia.  Her husband watches her 
slowly drift away as her memories fade into the mist.  First she is forgetful, then more 
and more confused, and then she starts wandering away from home. Eventually her 
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husband places her in a care facility. And over time, to his shock and grief, he watches 
his wife, having forgotten who she is, become more and more emotionally attached 
to a man in her same unit. As she forgets, her heart wanders.

 That’s what happened to Israel time and again. It forgot who it was and took up 
with false loves. We too lose our identities, we forget who we are, when we no longer 
remember, and our hearts wander time and again. Take care, Moses warns, lest your 
hearts become drunk with the wine of  the world and you forget who you are.  Hold 
onto the story that sustains you.

 In the biblical view when we remember something from the past we make it pres-
ent again in our lives.  So the people of  Israel told their story again and again—espe-
cially in their annual Passover feast that made present for them the God who had de-
livered them from slavery. So in our Eucharist we obey our Lord’s command, “Do this 
in remembrance of  me.” In that breaking and sharing we are not only remembering 
that last supper long ago, we are being re-membered in the present, woven together 
with Christ and each other as members of  one body. Through our remembering God 
re-members us—as people of  strength and hope.

 Which brings us back to our vocation as preachers. We are here this week to sharp-
en our skills for equipping our communities to remember. Yes, of  course, finding 
fresh language for the spiritual journey can be valuable. But what our communities 
most need is to be able to remember who they are, and what God has done and is 
doing, and to be re-membered, woven anew into Christ’s own life. Their spiritual lives 
depend on keeping the memory alive.

 You and I, called to be preachers, have been given an essential task—to hand on 
the old stories of  who we are with all the imagination and freshness that we can mus-
ter.

 The story is told that when that fiery Reformer Martin Luther would find himself  
worn down and in despair he would blurt out to himself, “Remember, Martin Luther, 
you are baptized!” And every morning still the great church historian Martin Marty 
rises, and the first thing he does is make the sign of  the cross and say, “Remember, 
Martin, you are baptized.”

 In that is our holy calling as preachers—to teach, to interpret, even to cajole;                
to urge, to enable, ultimately to inspire, our community—to remember.
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A Sermon Delivered by

The Rev. Canon Mark Oakley

Leviticus 26:30

There was a 19th century bishop in England who left a rather unusual request 
in his will. He had written a short verse and he asked that it be read out to 
all his clergy on his death. It simply said: Tell my priests when I am gone, o’er me to 

shed no tears; for I shall be no deader then, than they have been for years. Well, it’s true that we 
clergy are not always the fireflies in the dark night of  the world we are invited to be. 
One priest in the Diocese of  London told me his motto in life is start each day with 
a smile—get it over with. 

Now the reason we can get a bit gloomy in England at the moment is because we 
all know that there are a lot of  messages around that if  you take religion seriously you 
must either be intellectually very limited or an emotional wreck. In my case this hap-
pens to be true but it is not essential. There is a sort of  mental contagion that is very 
doubtful that Christian spirituality might inform the mind, might deepen the human 
heart, might have civic resources and wisdom to contribute. Many in the sound-bite 
world seem to be pretty sure that the world would be a better place without God and 
certainly without anyone referring to him in public. Keep him to yourself  if  you must.

Those who advocate this view are missing something. I understand many of  their 
arguments against religion, and Christian religion, of  course I do, where it goes wrong 
it goes very wrong. It can take small opportunities to be mean instead of  large oppor-
tunities to be generous. But what is being missed here is that, whilst berating religion’s 
shadow rather than seeing its streams of  light, other gods have moved into our world 
unnoticed and they are so strong that we are blind to their power. There are many of  
these gods at the moment but let me mention quickly just four.

The first is called Gloss, the goddess of  beauty and surfaces—a fickle being, in-
carnated in paper and adverts, a god so big she makes us all feel small and ugly. We 
are drawn by her siren voice but her perfection is impossible even for those who 
anoint themselves with her many sensuous creams and labels. She is cunning too—
she makes humans confuse their wants for their needs and this leads to many tears. 
She teaches that life is survival of  the fittest. Fit for what she never reveals. She makes 
objects into people and people into objects so in her adverts you can never work out 
if  the man is having an affair with the woman or with the car. Gloss desecrates human 
beings and this quickly leads to them doing the same.

Obese is the god of  gathering, of  acquiring, who is never satisfied: happiness
for him is having what you want not wanting what you have. And he always wants 

more even when bloated. Although people say he is seen on earth at the moment in 
the form of  bankers, in fact he is found in most hearts that have forgotten that the 
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best things in life are not things and there is a price to pay when everything has a 
price. He is related to the great god who makes us buy things we don´t need called 
Ikea (mainly worshipped on a Saturday).Together they magic us into spending money 
we don´t have on things we don´t want in order to impress people we don´t like. And 
because customers and consumers are always right, everything touched by his com-
mercialism is changed in character and the values that have governed the meaning and 
purpose of  goods are eroded all in the hope that storing up is the path to happiness. 
How Obese laughs as he magically allows money to turn us into people we would 
prefer not to be without us noticing.

Instantaneous is the goddess of  now. She cannot wait. She must have fast cars, 
fast food, fast money, fast death. She is blind, never having the time to stop and see 
anything. She often gets into a mess too because she never has the patience to listen 
to anyone either. She beckons people to live full lives but strangely leaves them feeling 
empty. She is afraid of  people meeting face to face in case they discover the joys of  
wasting time together, and so she invents screens and devices that trick us into think-
ing we are communicating but which actually add to our loneliness. She seduces with 
easy answers, and hates ambiguity, relationship, poetry, faith, art. 

And finally there is Punch, the god of  violence and division. If  hate can be es-
calated he´ll have a go—if  they don´t agree with you, lash out. If  they´re different, 
slap them down. If  they´re not in the majority, don´t invite them. When in doubt, just 
punch them. Now obviously Punch is the creator of  some computer games, street 
gangs, film directors and state leaders. Religious leaders are often drawn to his clarify-
ing power too. But also, Punch can be a subtle god and can hide in the consensus of  
the middle classes, and his punch can be made, not of  a fist but of  plausible, respect-
able, articulate words. Punch can be very charming as he drives around in his band-
wagon. He can make you feel better even as society fragments around you. And he 
loves to play a little trick—he likes to make people yawn whenever the conversation 
turns to human responsibilities, refugees, the poor and marginalised, the environment 
and an endangered creation, equality, the danger of  the market being its own morality 
—in fact, anything that Christians believe are very close to God´s heart. 

Let’s not pretend, then, that we live in a God-free world. We are in a pandemoni-
um. The question will always be which god you have chosen to follow or maybe which 
god has taken hold of  you. The question will always be, where do you place your faith, 
your trust, where do you place your hope? Leviticus has that image we heard of  our 
corpses being heaped on our idols, our gods. We lived with them: we die with them. 
Or as Shakespeare puts it: ‘I wasted time and now time doth waste me’. 1

God loves us just the way we are. But he loves us so much he doesn’t want us 
to stay like that. We have all been given a gift, it is our being. God asks for a gift in 
response: our becoming, who we become. And who we become will depend on the 
gods we cling to because we begin to reflect what or who we worship, turning into 
people we would prefer not to be without really ever noticing. The gospel hope is time 
for amendment of  life.

I am a fortunate man. Doctors told me exactly a year ago I definitely would not 
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have been here today if  they hadn’t have discovered some work that needed doing in 
my heart. The last months have been very distilling. Because there are things we know 
deep down and it takes us lying on a hospital bed to recognise them sometimes, it 
takes the shock of  knowing your life will end one day. The things that matter most, 
love, relationship, connection, trust, wisdom: these are the things that increase as they 
are shared. The more you give of  these the more you have. They are unlike wealth and 
power therefore, where if  I win, you lose. In all the things that you and I know matter 
more than anything else the truth is that if  you win, I win too. Churchill said that we 
make a living by what we earn but we make a life by what we give.

I was brought up by my grandfather. As a boy I knew he had flown in the Royal Air 
Force in World War 2 and he was a bit of  a hero to me but he never spoke about his 
experiences, except one day mentioning “Dresden” and weeping. He has since died 
but two years ago I was asked to preach in the reconstructed Frauenkirche in Dres-
den. He was very much in my mind. On the way to the train station at the end of  my 
visit the taxi driver asked me why I was in Dresden and I told him I has always wanted 
to come. “Why?” he asked. I took a deep breath. “Because my grandfather was a 
navigator of  a Lancaster bomber and on 14 February 1945 I know he flew here and 
he could never talk about it.” The man was quiet and then said “that was the night my 
mother was killed.” He pulled over the car and turned the engine off. He then turned 
round to me, outstretched his arm and said “and now we shake hands.”

That man took the risk of  looking the gods of  revenge, aggression, competition 
and self-righteousness right in the eye and seeing them for what they are: ways to a 
deathly existence. He took the risk of  the outstretched hand, as God does with us, and 
everything begins to change.

God is in this world as poetry is in the poem. He asks us not to be taken hold of  by 
the gods but to let him breathe in us so that we have a Church less concerned about 
being right than about being loving, a little more humble and more open to the mag-
netism of  his Mystery and the harbor of  his love. 

1 Shakespeare , William. King Richard II, Act 5, Scene 5.
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A Sermon Delivered 

May 30, 2013 by

The Rev. Susan W. Springer

Acts 1:1-11; Luke 24:44-53  

To live thinking Heaven might actually be a far-away geographic location; that 
it might have latitude, longitude, and elevation; to acknowledge it might have 
topography is like walking with a pebble in my shoe. To think that Heaven 

could be confined by geography causes my heart to limp. My understanding of  the 
good news of  Jesus Christ is that Heaven is more expansive and penetrating than 
that; that it is here and there, not just there; that it is in us and among us and—after 
we die—Heaven is a state of  being where the great collective human consciousness 
and the divine consciousness mix together and flow shimmering like a river of  light.

 So I find problematic Scriptural texts that point at the sky and say, “Heaven is 
up there,” or “Jesus? He went that-a-way.” The prayer book isn’t much help either: 
“Almighty God, whose blessed Son our Savior Jesus Christ ascended far above all 
heavens that he might fill all things…” 

 It’s as if  a cloud pulled up to the curb, Jesus stepped upon it like an old-time eleva-
tor and rode on up to Heaven. The white-gloved attendant cries: “Floor 7: Hats, spats, 
ladies’ lingerie, Heaven!” Jesus disappears into the ether on some mad-cap adventure 
and promises to send postcards now and again. It is not a comforting last vision of  
my Lord.

 As his body ascended into the sky, Jesus left behind a residue of  power he called 
the Holy Spirit and it would fall upon his friends like a cloak—a power suit, if  you 
will—so that, clothed with him, they might do the things and say the words that he 
had said and done; so that they might continue the work and witness he had begun.

 Luke says that after Jesus was carried up into heaven his friends went straight to the 
Temple and praised God from sun-up to sun-down. Not me. I’m still fixed to the spot 
where Jesus last stood, gazing up at the sky, scratching my head, and saying, “Really?? 
Could ya’ just come back down now?” I am hopeful that perhaps Jesus didn’t make it 
all the way up and if  my eyes were just good enough, I might see the tail end of  him 
somewhere far above me like a runaway balloon, because I don’t want him to leave 
me. I want him resurrected here beside me. I want to let my fingers play in the wounds 
on his hands. I want to feel his warm breath on my neck. I want to place my forehead 
on his bare skin and smell his sweat and the olive oil in his hair.

 At least one artist out there is like me, unprepared to lose the bodily Jesus com-
pletely. In the chapel of  the Shrine of  Our Lady of  Walsingham there is a sort of  stat-
ue installed above the altar. It’s a round hole in the ceiling sculpted to look like clouds. 
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Out of  the cloud-hole hang two feet, slightly pigeon-toed, with little red gashes on 
the insteps. They are the wounded feet of  Christ—all that is still visible apparently as 
he makes his way up into Heaven. 

 Just as I don’t like the idea of  Heaven as a geographic location, so likewise I dis-
like this statue. The round hole with its puffy innards looks to me like the maw of  an 
octopus, and I am unsettled by the idea that my Lord could have been sucked up by a 
giant celestial invertebrate. The artist has added little flourishes to his feet, whooshes, 
I guess, to suggest upward movement. To me the flourishes look like Jesus ascended 
to Heaven hastily, trailing seaweed, which—I concede—for someone who walked on 
water seems fitting. Still, it would be distracting to celebrate at the altar beneath those 
feet, as if  Jesus was walking around in the attic of  the chapel, stepped off  the joists, 
and came through the sheetrock of  the ceiling.

But perhaps you’d get used to it, and even grow to appreciate it as a visible re-
minder of  Paul’s words to the Ephesians that God put all things under Christ’s feet 
and made him the head over all things for the church, which is his body, the fullness 
of  him who fills all in all. 

 These feet of  Christ Jesus, if  you recall, are the same ones the devil tried to lure off  
track by taunting them with talk of  angels and stones. They are the feet at which Mary 
and Martha sat to listen and adore. They are the feet once anointed with fragrance and 
wrapped in a woman’s long hair. They are the feet that stepped out of  their sandals in 
certain towns and shook off  the dust of  disinterest. They led sheep to good pasture. 
Rough nails were driven through them.

 These are the same feet that squished the mud of  the Jordan River between their 
toes, rooting Jesus to the mud at the same moment the clouds above parted and the 
voice of  God spilled out onto his head.

 These feet are one end of  the bridge that is Christ; the bridge that spans the gulf  
between earth and heaven. When Jesus said I go to prepare a place for you, perhaps he 
was speaking not of  houses, but instead, was looking for a spot to anchor his hands. 
Feet rooted in earth; hands anchored in heaven.

 As my mother lay mute and dying, she spent days reaching in the air above her head 
for something unseen to the rest of  us. I like to think it was the feet of  Jesus dangling 
from the ceiling.

 Whatever it was she saw, it consumed her. I would capture her reaching hand like 
a fluttering moth, hold it lightly and she would push me away to resume her heaven-
ward stretch. I would put my face in her neck and whisper myself  into her ear like a 
lasso drawing her back to me, but she would turn her head away.  Whatever it was 
she saw, it consumed her. I like to think it was the feet of  Christ Jesus poking through 
the floor of  Heaven and sending down more roots into the earth.

 Perhaps it is no accident when a grain of  wheat falls onto the ground and dies it, 
sends down shoots into the dark soil at the same time and at the same rate as it un-
folds its green arms into the air. As the stalk grows higher, so likewise do the roots 
grow deeper, anchoring the plant simultaneously to both sky and earth. Perhaps that 
is to remind us of  the importance of  bridges. 
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 And in this way, Christ becomes our bridge between this mortal life and the life to 
come. This is my body, he tells us, and we climb onto him like bugs crawling up the 
stem of  a green plant from the forest floor into the sunlight. Christ’s body the bridge, 
one end a citizen of  earth; the other end resident in heaven.

 When Jesus said he would lay down his life for us, perhaps he had in mind stretch-
ing his body out, suspending himself  across the chasm that divides and separates 
the landscapes of  earth and heaven; feet on this side and hands on that side, making 
himself  into a living bridge for us so that we might safely cross over. 

 When Jesus said, “I am the way,” and “Follow me,” perhaps he intended for us to 
search for evidence of  him not in the sky but on the earth where his feet left indel-
ible prints in which we are urged to place our own and walk. When he said, “I am the 
bread of  life,” he must have meant he was scattering bits of  himself  like a trail of  
crumbs leading us to speak and act and scatter forgiveness in his name to the ends of  
the earth.

 Trails and footprints aside, I do not wish to think of  the bodies of  those I love—
and that includes my Lord Christ—vanishing into the sky leaving behind little more 
trace than a disturbing of  the dust. So I ask you on this Ascension Day, what if  the 
sculptor got it right and the feet of  Christ really do hang down out of  heaven? 

 Lie on your back some time in the anchored grass and look up into the afternoon 
sky and imagine that the soles of  his feet are blue—sapphire blue with whorls of  
traveling clouds. It brings Christ much closer to us than we think. It brings the popu-
lation of  heaven much closer to us than we think. It means that the power we have 
been bequeathed like a cloak does not have all that far to fall before it lands upon our 
shoulders. We can witness to that. We can walk in that without limping—to the very 
ends of  the earth and beyond. Amen.
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Baptism: Choosing to Answer God’s Call

Steven M. Balke, Jr.

Virginia Theological Seminary

Today we are celebrating the baptism of  our Lord Jesus Christ. This is a great 
time to stop and think for just a bit about what we think is happening when 
we are baptized. To get right to the point, I think the really big question we 

face here is “what really happens when we’re baptized?” Because, if  we’re honest, if  
nothing changes at baptism, what’s the point in doing it? As Christians, we recognize 
baptism to be one of  the most important things we do, so clearly we think something 
is happening.

 I’m going to argue that while baptism carries quite a few meanings and accom-
plishes a lot of  different things, one of  the chief  things is, in baptism, is: we are an-
swering God’s call to us.

 When Jesus came to the river Jordan to be baptized, John the Baptist, at first 
stepped back, and wanted to say, “I can’t baptize you, you should be the one baptiz-
ing me,” but Jesus stopped him and said, “Let it be so for now, because this is proper 
to fulfill all righteousness”.1 Then, after he was baptized, the scripture speaks of  the 
Holy Spirit descending upon Jesus like a dove. Then God speaks and says, “This is my 
Son, with whom I am well pleased”.2

 You see, God had a plan in mind, and Jesus’ baptism was part of  fulfilling this plan. 
Jesus accepted God’s plan—God’s call—and we mark that as the time that Christ’s 
mission out in the world begins.

 But what about us? Do we accept God’s call to us? I tell you, God has a plan for 
us, and when we are being baptized we are answering God, responding to God’s call 
by saying “yes, I accept your plan, God.”

 It may be strange to think of  God calling out to us directly, intimately, as individu-
als. Have you ever heard God’s voice calling to you? I think most of  us would say we 
haven’t so clearly heard God as a voice speaking out from the clouds. Do you remem-
ber consciously thinking in the midst of  your baptism that you were answering God? 
Again, I think most of  us would say it wasn’t that clear—especially if  you were one 
of  the many of  us baptized as an infant. It would be really easy to look at Jesus and 
John the Baptist and all the apostles and saints and think to yourself, “those people 
were called by God, and those people answered God’s call.”

But that’s just it! The scripture tells us a story of  normal, everyday people—fisher-
men, tax collectors and sinners—to whom God spoke and they found the strength 
to answer. The miracle in the story is not that God spoke to them; the miracle is they 
answered God’s call and lived changed lives as a result.

 In the original language of  the gospels—Greek—it is notable that there’s no dis-
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tinction between the dove and the common, everyday pigeon3. In fact, many lan-
guages in the world don’t have separate words for “pigeon” and “dove.” Think how 
different our English version of  this story would be if  we said, “And then the Holy 
Spirit descended upon Jesus like a pigeon.”

Maybe the translators wanted to use the word “dove” because they wanted readers 
to understand how special it is that the Holy Spirit is descending upon Jesus, but in 
some ways this pigeon idea does a better job of  pointing out that this is just something 
that God does. God reaches out to us wherever we are in our lives, and then God leaves 
it to us to decide how to answer. It’s a choice that’s not only given to an elite few, but 
to all of  us, to choose how to answer God.

 When reading through the Old Testament, one of  the ideas coming through pretty 
clearly is that God and God’s chosen people have sometimes had a pretty tumultuous 
relationship—right from the time of  the Garden of  Eden. God granted humans the 
ability to choose freely for themselves how to act, and they chose to do what they 
wanted instead of  what God wanted. Time and time again people chose to put their 
own desires ahead of  God’s and disaster befell them. All God really wanted was ex-
plained simply: “Love God and love your neighbor”.4 Yet we struggle and struggle.

 We could have been forced. We could have been given no choice in this world, to 
be un-thinking beings, incapable of  pondering the greater questions in life and slaves 
in our actions, but God loves us so much that we were granted the freedom to choose. 
We were granted the gift of  freedom to choose for ourselves how to act, even though 
God knew we might take that freedom and choose to turn away from God instead, 
choosing to not love God and not love our neighbor. God granted us freedom to 
choose because it is only in freely choosing to love God and freely choosing to love our 
neighbor that it has any real meaning.

 And that is where baptism comes in. When we are baptized, we look at God and 
we say, “you gave us the freedom to choose and we choose to follow you.

 “You call out to us—you reach out to us—imploring us to love you and love our 
neighbors, but you give us the freedom to choose whether or not to follow you or 
ignore you, and in being baptized we are standing before you. We are choosing to fol-
low you, God.”

 Some of  us do this as discerning adults, making a mature commitment to our faith, 
and we do it before others in our community as a sign we really mean this. We want to 
be held accountable and say to everyone in the community, “I am making this choice 
to try to follow God to the best of  my ability. Please help me to do it.” Because we’re 
all going to make mistakes and fall short sometimes—even Jesus’ disciples fell short 
sometimes.

 Others of  us were baptized as infants, unable to make the mature and discerning 
choice for ourselves, but this community of  people around us made it for us, saying 
that they would raise us in such a way that we would grow up knowing how to try to 
love God and love each other to the best of  our abilities, and we would, again, help 
each other accomplish it.

 But whether you were baptized in a great big ceremony in a church, surrounded by 
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people, or in a quiet service with family or in a river somewhere like Jesus, all of  us 
have pledged to support one another in our baptismal vows.

 And if  you’re sitting here and haven’t been baptized—don’t know if  you even want 
to be baptized—it’s okay. I’m not going to tell you baptism isn’t important, but the 
whole point is you are free, and you should decide for yourself  what you want your 
relationship with God to be.

 In the reading from Acts today, the Apostle Peter is thinking about how God 
doesn’t care if  you’re a Jew or a Gentile, if  you’re young or old, a man or a woman; all 
God cares about is that you love God and love each other.5 God’s not going to make 
you do it. You can choose to ignore it, but think about what your answer is going to 
be, because just like with Jesus, your baptism is only the start of  your answer to God’s 
call. Every time Jesus freely made a choice how to act, he was making the choice of  
whether or not to live into his baptism. Every time you wake up in the morning and 
head out your door, you are faced with choices about whether or not to live into your 
baptism. Your baptism may have been the first time God called out to you and you 
said “yes” to God, but it’s a choice you continue to make every day.

 Are you looking out for where God is calling you, not just in the obvious form of  
the dove, but in the everyday-ness of  the pigeon? And when God is giving you the 
freedom to follow or ignore, are you choosing to follow God by loving God and lov-
ing one another?

 On a day like today, when we commemorate Jesus’ baptism, we are being called to 
think about how we are making these choices in our own lives. It is in these choices 
that we proclaim to ourselves and the world what it means to be a Christian. So please, 
give some thought today how God is calling you and how you are responding.

  1.  Matt. 3:14-15
  2. Matt. 3:16-17
  3. Matt. 3:16
  4. Deut. 6:5, Lev. 19:18, Matt. 22:36-40
  5. Acts 10:34-35, Rom. 2:11
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Called, Counted, Commissioned

Maxine Barnett

Virginia Theological Seminary

John 4: 5:42

When a Gospel writer spends some thirty verses focusing on a conversation 
between Jesus and a woman, our antennas should go up. Women don’t 
usually get that kind of  airtime in the New Testament. So we have to 

believe that John felt something so important happened in this encounter, the details 
had to be shared. He took no shortcuts in retelling what was said and where it was 
said. We get details not only of  the characters’ present circumstance but references 
to their backgrounds. What we do not learn from this passage is the name of  the 
woman.

 I think this is interesting, because John spent the preceding chapters naming a 
whole lot of  people. We have John, the Baptizer (he has a name and a job title), Philip, 
Nathaniel, and a list of  other newly chosen disciples. John made the effort to tell us 
that it was Nicodemus, a Jewish leader, who had the late evening conversation with 
Jesus. However, whether intentional or not, by not naming the Samaritan woman, 
John revealed a great deal about her. 

 I think you will agree names are important. Most of  us care what people call us. 
We can get really fussy about names. We are particular about pronunciation and nick-
names. Parents today buy books or do hours of  Internet research before choosing 
names for their children. We name them after relatives or famous people, for some 
significant place or event, and sometimes because of  the initials or number of  syl-
lables. In Biblical times, names were very significant and given after some thought, 
because a name represented the person’s being, his or her true identity—what it was 
hoped that he or she would become. 

 I don’t think any of  us believe this Samaritan woman didn’t have a name. Some par-
ent, aunty, or grandmother gave her a name when she was born. Someone whispered 
her name when she fussed as a baby. As she grew into adolescence, someone called 
her by name to tell her to finish her chores. And as we think about her husbands, five 
“someones” recited her name as part of  the marriage ceremony. Yet John does not 
mention her name and in so doing seems to point out that her personhood, her iden-
tity, and her importance had been diminished in her world.

 We know what it’s like to feel nameless. I imagine that each of  us could tell a story 
about a time when we were treated with disregard, disrespect or disdain. We know 
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what it means to be in places or go through circumstances where our names aren’t 
“good enough.” Perhaps, in our search for new opportunities, we have knocked on 
doors hoping to speak to someone and were told our names aren’t in their appoint-
ment book. We may need to make a statement or take a stand and be heard, but our 
names carry no weight. Without a name, we can be overlooked and underappreciated.

 So, we can assume this woman at the well was viewed as not worthy of  being 
named or noticed in her community. She had been truly marginalized. But John tells 
us that Jesus noticed her. “Give me a drink,” he said. Not the most politely phrased 
request, but these four little words carry a lot of  weight for Jesus saw and called to her. 

 Jesus called her. This is no simple thing. Jesus crossed many cultural barriers and 
pushed long-established religious boundaries to have this encounter. We must re-
member this woman was more than nameless. She was female. She was Samaritan. 
She was “other” to Jesus who was Jewish, male and rabbi. Yet he came into her world, 
sat by her well and called out to her. My friends, Jesus calls us too. Whether we have 
been tossed around or turned back by others, Jesus calls. When our society makes us 
feel unworthy or undeserving, Jesus calls. When family, friends, and even the church 
itself  says that we are not good enough, we can be assured that Jesus comes to meet 
us in our own particular places and he is calling out to us.

 Jesus called and engaged the Samaritan woman, and what a conversation they had! 
They talked a little practical science (Jesus, you need a bucket to get water from a 
well.); a little religious history (Jesus, don’t you know that Jews don’t ask Samaritans 
for a drink?); a little theology (Jesus, where do you get this living water?); and a little 
eschatology (the hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this 
mountain nor in Jerusalem). You know what I mean—she had “just a little talk with 
Jesus” as the African American hymn says.  

 As the conversation progressed, Jesus led this smart, curious, open-minded and 
nameless woman to levels that Nicodemus, a learned Jewish leader, would not go. She 
was able to re-imagine and recognize Jesus as the Messiah, the Savior. She accepted 
the gifts that Jesus offered. He said to her, “The water that I will give you will become. 
. . a spring of  water gushing up into eternal life.” (V. 14b) She learned that Jesus knew 
her heart and her past. She must have realized, he did not condemn her as others may 
have, but rather he accepted her. It was to her that he revealed his divinity. The abun-
dance of  Jesus’ gifts was available to her. She was loved. She mattered. She counted.

 Each of  us counts in the eyes of  Jesus. Whether we have been tossed around or 
turned back by others, we are loved and we count. Even as society makes us feel 
unworthy or undeserving, we can know that Jesus’ love for us means that we count.  
When family, friends, and yes, even our brothers and sisters in the church pews say we 
are too old, too young, too new, too behind-the-times, we can be confident and rejoice 
for Jesus who sees into our hearts calls us and we count.

 But as good as this news is, there is more. The story does not end there. When the 
disciples, who had gone off  earlier looking for food, returned to find Jesus speaking 
to this woman, despite their silence, they must have shown their disapproval. But the 
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woman would no longer allow herself  to be diminished by the status of  “other” or 
“outsider.” She had received the words and the gift of  living water from Jesus. She was 
now carrying these gifts in her being. Called and counted, she was then commissioned. 
She had no more need for her water jar. She left it behind just as the disciples left 
behind their nets when they were called. She would not be slowed down by anything, 
and so she put down that jar and hurried back to her village with a story to tell. “Come 
and see!” she said as she encouraged others to know Jesus. And how persuasive she 
must have been in her witness as she told her neighbors,  “He knows my heart. He 
knows everything about me. He gives living water.” John tells us, “many Samaritans 
from the city came to believe in [Jesus] because of  the woman’s testimony.” (V. 39) 
And from their personal encounter, they came to recognize Jesus as Savior and invited 
Jesus to stay with them.

 What story might we tell about our encounter with Jesus and about the gifts we 
have received? Are we willing to tell someone in our family, in our social circles, at 
our workplace, that something wonderful has happened in our life because we know 
Jesus? Will we extend to them the invitation to come and see? We too are called, 
counted and commissioned. Whether we have been tossed around or turned back by 
others, we have been commissioned to go out. Should society make us feel unworthy 
or undeserving of  the call, we must believe that we have a commission from Jesus 
who is the way, the truth and the life. When family, friends, and yes, even the religious 
institutions close their doors and put up barriers to keep us out, stifle our words, say 
we are not good enough, we can be strong and rejoice because Jesus has commis-
sioned us to work with him in the harvest. 

 Called, counted and commissioned to share the Good News. In the preceding 
chapter, Jesus proclaimed, “That God so loved the world that he gave his only begot-
ten son, that all who believed would not perish, but have everlasting life.” (John 3:16) 
The promise and gifts are for all. So we must constantly ask ourselves: What barriers 
do we have to cross? Where are the boundaries that separate us? Who do we treat as 
stranger or outcast? Then we must work to move beyond these in order to spread the 
wonderful message that God’s love is for all. For like the unnamed Samaritan woman 
at the well, the first apostle to the Gentiles, when we get a sip of  that living water, we 
have to put down our water jars and go tell someone—everyone—about Jesus.
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Sermon delivered 

April 6, 2014 by  

Emily Williams Guffey

Virginia Theological Seminary

Psalm 130, John 11:1-45, Ezekiel 37:1-14

Out of  the depths I call to you, O Lord. Lord, hear my voice!
That there has been bad news in the media these past couple weeks is 

not, well, news. Ever since my childhood and perhaps your childhood, there 
have been stories about the pollution of  the air, pollution of  water, pollution even of  
light. There have been stories about the pollution of  the land, in mounting, reeking 
landfills. There have been stories about the disappearance of  exquisite species, some 
tiny and subtle, others as giant and grand as pandas. These stories now are part of  our 
daily reality, our daily expectations. I keep hoping that these stories will change—that 
the tide will turn for the better. But that hasn’t happened yet.

 During these past couple of  weeks there have been two news stories that have 
presented me with yet another, different, strange sense of  bad news. The first was the 
National Climate Assessment’s report that here in the United States we are experienc-
ing climate change right now. We’re in it. And this is on the heels of  the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change’s report, documenting the changes occurring around 
the world. The second was the announcement that the West Antarctica ice sheet is 
melting and there is nothing we can do to stop it. It will cause the sea level to rise by 
about ten feet. The sea level rise will begin to happen during my lifetime and, more 
painfully, certainly during my children’s lifetimes, and their children’s lifetimes.

 These stories bring up certain despair in me unlike anything else I’ve encountered. 
It’s despair unlike what was discussed in the psychology textbooks I studied in college. 
It’s despair about our relationship in and with our environment. It’s despair about the 
loss of  our cities and our land as we know them. It’s despair about the loss of  our life-
styles, our investments, our priorities as we know them. It’s despair about a haunting 
sense that we caused this loss, we have damaged creation, our home, beyond repair. 
It’s despair that makes me wonder if  we literally are in over our heads. It’s despair 
that makes me wonder if   today we are in the watery, chaotic, dangerous depths from 
whence the psalmist calls.

 What are we to do? The psalmist says he “waits for the LORD,” that in God’s word 
is his hope. He also says (in a different but legitimate translation of  the Hebrew) there 
is forgiveness with God, so that God might be feared. (This is different from our cur-
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rent translation, “There is forgiveness with God, therefore he shall be feared.”) There 
is forgiveness with God, so that God might be feared. Now wouldn’t this alternate 
rendering be problematic? Doesn’t it sound heartless and manipulative of  God, as if  
God will withhold forgiveness until we are really paying attention? Isn’t it more Godly 
of  God to just forgive, period? And why am I even bringing up this alternative trans-
lation when our current one is easier to swallow?

 Well, I bring it up because I notice a similar pattern happening in our Gospel today. 
Lazarus is sick and his sisters run to Jesus to tell him to come quick! Come heal our 
brother! Come heal your friend! But shockingly, because he loved him somehow, Jesus 
stays where he is for two more days so that “the Son of  God may be glorified through 
it.” Now why doesn’t Jesus just go? Why does he let Lazarus suffer and die in order to 
make some point? And, what kind of  point is worth making if  innocent suffering is 
the cost? If  Jesus can heal Lazarus, why not? If  God can keep the psalmist out of  the 
depths, why not? If  God can stop our climate from becoming unbearably hot and wet 
and dangerous, then why not?

 Now, when people in the Bible, like Job or the prophet Ezra, ask these kinds of  
questions, God’s response is a swift, “Oh, were you there when I made the world? Oh, 
is it you who makes the sun rise, the rain fall, the lightning strike, the horses run, the 
eagles soar, the plants grow? Is it you who are there in the miracles of  birth and new 
life?” To which the prophets say, “Touché, God, touché.” And this is all very good 
news for us, because it means that, like the psalmist, we can wait for the LORD, more 
than watchmen for the morning. Even though we will never comprehend why God 
does what God does, when God does it, it is true that God—in Christ—is our only 
lifeline out of  the depths. 

 But how exactly? Doesn’t this “hope” thing sound terribly naïve, kind of  like be-
lieving in the Wizard of  Oz? Just hope in some mysterious God and everything will 
turn out fine? And maybe, frankly, we have been hoping. I’ve been hoping that our 
world would just improve, our climate would just stabilize, that the people in charge 
(whoever they are) would just take care of  it. But it hasn’t happened yet. 

 Hope in God is real, but hope itself  is just the beginning. The real work happens 
when we begin live the reality that we hope for—when we begin to treat everybody—
every human body, every animal body, every plant body, every body of  water, the 
body of  earth itself—with love and justice. When we fess up to the ways we have 
made creatures wait and suffer and maybe even die, while we carried on with life as 
usual. When we, empowered by the love of  Christ and the Spirit of  truth, seek to 
make things right, from recycling to political action, from attending a loved one’s 
bedside to working for the health of  many. 

 Living this hope demands a lot from us. Living this hope might look a lot differ-
ent, in many ways, from our lives right now—as different as breath and sunlight after 
being bound in burial cloth to rot in a tomb. As different as standing on dry, solid 
ground after tossing about in deep, dangerous waters. Can we make it out of  the 
depths? O Lord God, you know. But let us ask ourselves today: What does our hope 
look like? What does our hope taste like? What does our hope feel like?
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The Presence of  Something Unusual

Katie Hargis 

Sewanee School of  Theology

On January 20th, 2006, the presence of  something unusual descended upon 
London, England. It moved silently up the Thames River. At the Houses 
of  Parliament and Big Ben, it caught the attention of  the occasional person 

thoughtful enough to look out over the river. After that, news of  its strange presence 
spread like wildfire throughout the city. Quoting the news article from the New York 
Times, “Thousands left their offices to line the river to watch. TV helicopters took 
to the skies. Friends exchanged text message photographs of  sighting.” One BBC 
reporter said it was “surreal,” while a vendor for a homeless newspaper considered, 
“I wonder why it’s here. I’m curious about it.”

 There have been many unusual sights at the Thames River over the centuries—bod-
ies were hung from bridges in the medieval period; seals and porpoises have played 
there. “Once even a piranha fell from the sky when a seagull dropped it onto a boat.” 
But on this day in history, this was something unexpected. The journalist wrote, “It 
evoked something of  the magic that comes when one species meets another at close 
quarters.” 

 Is that what happened on the shore of  the Sea of  Galilee? Did four fishermen have 
time to be curious about the spec on the horizon that slowly grew into the figure of  
a man? Or was Jesus suddenly upon them? And what was it like for old wizened Ze-
bedee to watch his two sons walk off  with a stranger? Did James and John look back? 
So much for the family business!

 What a compelling shift in reality Jesus must have stirred up when he said, “Follow 
me and I will make you fish for people.” Certainly other words were exchanged. Cer-
tainly incentives were offered. Certainly Simon and Andrew must have been drawn by 
promises other than merely the presence of  this unusual man. But the Gospel writer 
doesn’t let us know any of  that. Mark doesn’t include the details. Instead, we are left, 
like so much of  London, feeling like how Simon, Andrew, James and John must have 
felt—like there was something magical about this unusual presence among them.

 In the average routine of  a daily life, how often do we experience magic? How often 
do you think people out there experience epiphanies like the ones the four fishermen 
disciples had? Do we look to change our lives radically? Or do such opportunities find 
us? When have you encountered Jesus on the beach of  your life, beckoning you to 
share his Good News?

 What is the “Good News”? The Good News is God loves creation so incredibly 
much that God intervened in the world. God came to walk among us, to breathe the 
air we breathe, to feel the joy and the pain we feel, to see the world we see. And God 
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realized something in that mortal coil—God realized that for the world to change, for 
the brokenness of  the world to be mended and healed and put back right, God had 
to do something. God had to end meaningless suffering. God had to put an end to 
violence and destruction and excuse US from taking part in it ever again.

 The Good News is that God suffered two thousand years ago to end the cycles of  
death and devastation we reap upon ourselves. No more war, no more division. No 
more discrimination, no more oppression. The Good News is that we can thrive as 
the creatures God dreams us to be as individuals and communities. The Good News 
is that it is possible to grow a peaceable kingdom in which all have a place at the table 
of  the living and loving God.

 Do you know about this Good News? Has it transformed you like it did the four 
fishermen on the shores of  the Sea of  Galilee? If  it has, what have you done about it? 
Are you fishing for people too?

 The word evangelism is a scary word in the Episcopal Church. As a former South-
ern Baptist who tried converting her Mormon friend back in Middle School, evan-
gelism is as embarrassing as it is scary to me. That kind of  evangelism is not what I 
think of  today when I thing about sharing the Good News. You see, I misunderstood. 
I thought there was only one way to encounter Christ. In fact, not one of  us in this 
beautiful space encounters Christ in the same way. We may be together in a worship 
service when we sense that we are in the presence of  something unusual. But we can 
also be outside these old walls, among strangers, when we feel that unusual presence 
meandering through our hearts.

 God wants us to show up to that experience, to pay attention. God wants us to 
name it. God wants us to take what emerges out of  the cold deep to the shallow waters 
of  the everyday so that the presence of  something unusual may be felt by all who wit-
ness it. Our broken world needs to see magic glistening in its shallow waters, for the 
waters are rising.

 In this present world and its insistence upon division and alienation, I am weary. 
Are you? Are you weary of  worrying about the stock market or sources of  energy? I 
worry the post peak oil world is soon approaching. Will a massive tornado sweep us 
away like Dorothy, or will the polar vortex get to us first? What kinds of  famines and 
plagues are in store for the world’s growing population? Will my family be part of  
those statistics? Will yours? I am worn out. Are you? These issues are too big for me. 
Maybe they are for you too.

 Princeton Professor Cornel West uses the same line to close many of  his public 
lectures about race in the United States.  He says in his quiet, but wise voice, “I am 
pessimistic about our future, but I have hope.” I like this a lot. I like this because the 
first part gives me the freedom to be altogether usual, to be wholly human—to worry 
about food, shelter and clothing for myself  and my family. The second part affirms 
what I believe. Maybe I am naive, but I do have hope. And it was around long before 
this year.

 I find this hope in the Body of  Christ. The Body of  Christ, this Commonwealth of  
Love, this is a source of  tremendous hope, strong enough to overcome my worry and 
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my fear. I need only look to powerful examples of  good throughout its sometimes 
tainted history. In the warm arms of  the Body of  Christ, I can find rest. I can find rest 
because I am not alone. Think how powerful those arms could be if  they wrapped 
themselves lovingly around the world?

 Last week a small group gathered at Nobody’s Bar and Grill to talk about theology 
and the environment. After much discussion about the vast connections between liv-
ing beings—human, animal and plant—we kept cycling between two main ideas: on 
the one hand, how utterly overwhelming and paralyzing are the problems caused by 
the human population’s overconsumption; and on the other hand, the bright prospect 
of  the Church’s role in spreading the word about the deep kinship of  all living things 
and about how the Church needs to get on the stick!

 The Church needs to turn heads and hearts like that unusual presence in the 
Thames did eight years ago. On January 20, 2006, a northern bottle nose whale weigh-
ing about seven tons lazily zig-zagged a path up the venerable waterway. It turns out 
that in over 90 years of  written records, this was the first and only whale sighting in 
the Thames.

 “I wonder why it’s here. I’m curious about it,” the vendor of  a homeless newspaper 
mused. After all, northern bottle nose whales inhabit the stretch of  ocean from Nova 
Scotia to Iceland. They are celebrated as the deepest diving whales on the planet, 
found only in waters more than a half  mile deep. Off  the coast of  Nova Scotia, in an 
area of  ocean called “The Gully,” these creatures of  the deep dive to a depth of  nearly 
a mile and a half  to reach abundant fish and plankton. There in the deep dark they 
feed. The northern bottle nose whale is an unusual creature even among whale kin.

 And as Christians, we are unusual creatures among human kin. The Church, you 
and me, and all of  us together, must emerge from the depths of  our deep but often 
quiet faith and tell the Good News. We don’t have to stand on a street corner waving 
a Bible in our hand to do it. But we have to let the Good News show in our actions 
and in our words. We have to be mindful  about how we consider those strange to us, 
as well as those we believe we know intimately. We have to foster an understanding 
of  the connections between all of  God’s creations. As a church community, it’s easy 
to do programs—easy to talk about fundraisers and youth group events and spiritual 
formation discussions. But it’s harder to do people. The programs we do are only suc-’s harder to do people. The programs we do are only suc-s harder to do people. The programs we do are only suc-
cessful insofar as they transform lives into humans being fully alive, and mend broken 
hearts, and land the lonely in the midst of  loving community.

 Inside churches, people can often feel alone and isolated. Why do we bring the 
outside’s baggage into these halls, when it is God’s encompassing, forgiving and abun-
dant love that drives us here? Inside this church, let us enter one another’s lives the 
way Jesus captivated the four fishermen.

 It’s true we are a community of  small communities—and that is a beautiful thing 
because it gives us many opportunities to share our lives with one another in small 
settings. Talk, share, walk, live.

 Outside this church? Outside this church, let us be deep diving whales who surface 
to capture the attention of  people, desperate to witness the extraordinary. Let us go 
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out of  this place, week after week, and be fishers of  people, catching them out of  
darkness and despair. Let us reel in people who are disconnected and alienated and 
let us show them they are part of  God’s marvelous kingdom. Let us stock our tackle 
boxes full of  Christ’s magical Good News so that the world will be curious about its 
sparkle and will ask questions. Be an unusual presence in this world.

 Talk, share, walk, live.
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A Sermon Delivered by

Kathleen Killian

General Theological Seminary

1 Samuel 16:1-13; Psalm 23; Ephesians 5:8-14; John 9:1-41

An old Irish proverb says that a good beginning is half  our work. Indeed, 
whether it’s as simple as assembling the right ingredients to prepare a meal or 
as brave (or foolish) as setting out against the odds to battle Goliath, begin-

nings—humble or bold, full of  folly or promise—are where we start and essential 
to any becoming—a beginning that becomes the end. But how we get there takes us 
through the often long and muddling middle, the between that is connected to our 
start and finish yet distinct from them. And this is where we find ourselves today: 
midway across the tightrope spanning Ash Wednesday and Easter.

 This halfway point of  our Lenten season is known as Laetare Sunday, laetare mean-
ing to rejoice, as we hear in the Introit to today’s mass: “Rejoice with Jerusalem: rejoice 
with joy, you that have been in sorrow . . . and be filled from the breasts of  her con-
solation.” Given this exhortation to joy, rose-colored vestments may be worn today 
and day also called Rose Sunday or Mothering Sunday. Mothering Sunday has its 
roots in the sixteenth-century and was a special day in which families gathered and 
worshipped at their local “mother” church. Even servants were given the rare day off  
to do so. Less common names for this Christian festival are Pudding Pie Sunday and 
Refreshment Sunday,1 pointing to a day of  renewal as all Sundays and Feast days are. 

 Today we are given pause to take refreshment in the oasis and feast of  the Eucha-
rist and Word. Our scriptures this Sunday are a treasure trove, and I was excited and 
hard pressed to know just which delightful fruit to offer up. It’s no surprise that in 
her wisdom the Church has given us these rich readings—midstream this season of  
fasting—that recount the course of  discipleship and express the abundance of  God’s 
love and her desire that we awaken to the wondrous anointing light of  Christ.  

Jesus would have known our Old Testament story of  Samuel anointing David: 
Samuel took the horn of  oil, and anointed him; and the Spirit of  the Lord came mightily upon Da-
vid from that day forward (1 Samuel 16:13). Jesus would have known Psalm 23: The Lord 
is my Shepherd, I shall not want . . . thou anointest my head with oil; my cup overflows (Ps.23:1, 
5)—and he would have also known that shepherds (in his day) were a rather disrepu-
table lot, David the heroic underdog but deeply flawed king counted among them. 
Nonetheless, Jesus likened himself  to a shepherd and us as his sheep. He would have 
known that sheep for the most part cannot be driven—the flock will only scatter—
and that their hoof  tracks are never straight but winding; sheep like people wander 
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and must be led, driven though we are by our own self-will. He would have known 
that sheep like people depend heavily on their sight.2 Not only must we open our 
eyes to follow the shepherd but from what angle and through what aperture we look 
determine what we do or do not see. 

 In the whole of  the Bible, restoration of  sight is a rather unique miracle, attested 
to just once in the Apocrypha,3 and then again in Acts when Jesus both blinded and 
un-blinded Paul.4 Yet of  Jesus’ numerous miracles healing the blind is the one he most 
often performed, and by various means, marking the significance of  awakening, as we 
read in our Epistle today: Once you were darkness, but now you are light . . . Awake O sleeper, 
awake . . . Christ shall give you light (Ephesians 5:8,14). 

But then in our gospel Jesus says: For judgment I came into this world, that those who do 
not see may see—and then he says—and that those who see may become blind (John 9:39). This 
is a hard even contradictory saying, and just a few chapters earlier in John we’re told 
that God sent his Son into the world not to judge. These words are indeed a stumbling 
block; one meant to redirect our stumbling through the brambly darkness that we may 
walk as children of  the light (Ephesians 5:8). 

 Jesus then proclaims: I am the light of  the world; and then, without decorum, he spat 
on the ground and made clay of  the spittle (John 9:5-6) and took the mud and smeared or 
anointed a blind man’s eyes with it. Jesus quite literally ground his light into the earth 
and into the man’s fleshly earth. It reminds me of  a story about the Buddha. When 
asked how he knew he was enlightened, Buddha answered, “Earth is my witness,” and 
touched the ground with his hand.5  From light to clay, air to earth, clarity to opac-
ity; from the rarified to the raw material of  which we are fashioned; from ash—from 
dust, from clay, from mud—we come, and to ash we shall return. From lofty light to 
lowly spit, the transcendent God is made known in the immanent Son, God from 
God, light from light. 

  This juxtaposition of  mud to light is repeatedly mentioned in our story, and the 
“what happened?” and “who did this?” recounted 4x within the pericope itself. The 
miracle was incredulous yet the transformation undeniable. It was confusing. Some 
of  the blind man’s neighbors had trouble recognizing him once he was sighted, and 
neither could the Pharisees accept the reality of  Jesus’ actions. What is particularly 
unusual is that the blind man’s sight was not immediately restored. Still blind, with 
mud smeared in his eyes, and in a sense now doubly blind, he was told him to go to a 
pool of  water that would have been some distance, even nearly a mile, to clean up and 
wash. 6Stumbling, groping his way, likely anxious and uncomfortable, perhaps in acute 
pain, the blind man somehow made it. I wonder if  he was tempted to turn back or 
give up. Jesus had made a good beginning for the blind beggar, but it was a beginning 
to be finished by the man himself; would he make it through the middle?  

 We know the answer; he did. And he made it all the way to the end of  the story. 
In his journey to the light the blind beggar evolves through stages of  seeing. Initially, 
he neither sees Jesus nor seeks to be healed. Jesus comes to him. After his eyes are 
opened, he identifies who healed him simply as the man named Jesus. Then, when asked 
by the Pharisees who opened his eyes, he declares Jesus to be a prophet. By the end, he 
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is fully awake. Unshackled physically and spiritually, the once visionless man is freed 
to behold the Son of  man; and in the light he worshipped him (John 9: 11, 17, 18). 

 As the man learned to see with more clarity so others saw more clearly. A paral-
lel process is occurring. In the successive stages of  his awakening, the identity of  
the man both becomes and is perceived in a progression of  guises: a helpless blind 
child, a pitiful blind beggar, a man of  age who could speak for himself, and finally an 
anointed disciple who evangelizes his faith by brazenly asking the Pharisees: do you too 
want to become Jesus’ disciples? (John 9: 27). It would seem that our gospel is telling us 
that we must open our eyes to truth and learn to see with love. In quantum theory, 
the Observer Effect asserts that phenomenon does not become manifest reality until 
it is observed; rather, it exists in a state of  unitiated potential. The very act of  seeing 
energizes this potential into recognizable and vital form. Perception essentially gives 
“life.”

 This suggests a profound relationship between God, who sees into our very hearts 
and in whose image we are molded and made, and ourselves, who in turn percieve 
each other and the world.  To see as God does—for the Lord sees not as man sees; man looks 
on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart (1 Samuel 16:7)—is both grace and 
given task. We must endeavor to get to the pool and wash the mud out of  our eyes 
so we can see to follow the light. We must be willing to be exposed by the light that 
softens and solidifies, melts wax and hardens clay. 7 The hardened heart darkens the 
mind. Purity of  heart is learning to see clearly. Light both illuminates and blinds. This 
is the judgment of  the light and its anointing promise.

 During Lent, we are bid to “prepare with joy for the Paschal Feast.”8 Midway in our 
preparation is a good place to be: between the beginning we’ve made and the inevi-
table end, between dawn and dusk, midday is the place of  becoming. Meister Eckhart 
tells us, “Grace is not a stationary thing; it is always found in a Becoming,” 9 in a single 
transit of  hope.  Sisters and brothers, let us continue to walk with joy from exactly 
where we are, to the altar—thou preparest a table before me (Psalm 23: 5)—and onward 
to the day of  the Resurrection, that we arrive in readiness for our hearts to be melted 
and our eyes opened to the risen and present Christ.

1  http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08737c.htm.
2   Having lived in the countryside of  Ireland for several years and observing flocks of  sheep grazing 
my backyard, I became quite familiar with their nature. Insight also drawn from A Shepherd Looks at 
Psalm 23, by W. Phillip Keller.
3   Tobit 2:10; 11:7-13.
4   Acts 9:8, 17-19.
5  Chögyam Trungpa, The Sacred Path of  the Warrior (Boston: Shambhala, 1984), p. 75. 
6  http://www.biblegateway.com/resources/commentaries/IVP-NT/John/Jesus-Light-World-Opens-
Eyes?action=getBookSections&cid=4&source=1
7  (Origen On First Principles 3.1.11).
8  1979 Book of  Common Prayer, 379.
9  Meister Eckhart, trans. Raymond B. Blankney (New York: Harper Collins, 1941), 237.
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Comments from Seminarians and Priests 

Attending the 2014 Preaching Excellence

 Program I and II 

The following comments are from evaluations participants are asked to complete following the conference. 
In most cases the responses are anonymous, but we think you get a sense of  the depth and variety of  the PEP 
experience.

Keep PEP going, I’ve already told many of  peer here and in Oklahoma about 
my experiences. I wish there was a way to invite more people; this conference 
would provide a world of  good to the church and its leaders.

All around this was an amazing experience. The whole of  the church commu-
nity will prosper because of  how we have grown as preachers here.

PEP II was a wonderful experience for me. It was interesting to be there with 
seminarians and to remember my own wonderings about priesthood just a few 
years ago. The group sessions with our preaching mentors were very helpful, as a 
place to ask specific questions and receive specific feedback, and I learned some 
great new skills in the workshops. Since my return, my parish has even noticed a 
marked improvement in the delivery of  my sermons!

The plenary sessions were great—encouraging, uplifting, intriguing and hope-
ful.

The ability to meet ones peers and experience their preaching in a controlled 
setting is invaluable. We have so many seminarians and clergy around the country 
and hardly any of  us know each other or have the opportunity to appreciate one 
another’s talents. This conference closes that gap and provides a space for us to 
work together, growing as preachers, ministers, and individuals.

Participating in PEP II, meeting colleagues from around the country and shar-
ing experiences and resources were a remarkable experience. Connecting with 
seminarians. Preaching our sermons back to back—enabled us to see different 
and effective treatments of  the text.

I’m so grateful for PEP II. I hope you will continue to offer it. There is not 
much opportunity for clergy to work on preaching craft after they get into parish 
ministry. We need PEP II and the Church needs it!.

SermonBOok2014.indd   46 8/19/14   11:52 AM



2014 Preaching Excellence Program  Sermon Book  47

I am so thankful that the Episcopal Preaching Foundation has launched PEP 
II, and I was honored to be invited to take part. Preaching is such an important 
part of  parish ministry, but there aren’t many opportunities for continuing educa-
tion in preaching for clergy who are serving full-time in parish ministry. I have 
pages and pages of  notes from the wisdom that Bill Brosend, Mark Oakley, Lau-
ren Winner, Sam Lloyd, and others shared with us at PEP II.

Preaching is so important and central to the life and mission of  Christians, and 
this conference strengthens and nurtures this ministry.

I learned to be true to myself, my own preaching voice, this was the highlight 
of  my seminary career

The week was an invaluable experience and I feel very blessed to have been 
invited. Thank you and all of  those who worked so hard to create an atmosphere 
of  learning, growing, and fun-ning!!!

A fantastic conference, I was challenged and blessed, I will carry it through my 
career.

INSPIRING, thank you for the wonderful week.

I gained new tools, it’s a precious gift to seminarians.

The sessions made me think outside of  my typical preaching box—thank you 
Bill Brosend.

Thanks for the blessing of  PEP!!

The small groups were great, many thanks for the wonderful, enriching, benefi-
cial time, such a valuable gift

I learned a great deal, made new friends and colleagues and developed confi-
dence in my preaching.

I have been to many conferences, but this one provided things to take home 
and really use.

Meeting colleagues from around the country and sharing experiences and re-
sources enabled us to see different and effective treatments of  the text.
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Instruments of  Grace

Austin McGehee

Delivered June 29, 2014

General Theological Seminary

Romans 6:12-23

The trumpet is my instrument. It is part of  me. I walk often across the General 
Theological Seminary campus to play hymns in our chapel. Like St. Alban’s, 
our chapel lies at the center of  the spiritual life of  our community. It also 

rests silently in periods between worship as if  it is calming waiting, observing; look-
ing out at Manhattan and beyond. As I play some of  my favorite hymns in this space, 
I interrupt its stillness, allowing the melodies to resonate and disappear up in to the 
chestnut beams and supports of  the one hundred and twenty year old ceiling. As I 
play some of  my favorite hymns I feel something inside of  me released and exposed. 
For me this is a form of  prayer. There are no words, no specific petitions to God, just 
my proclamation of  joy.

 When I was younger than I am now, I wondered if  I could play the trumpet in 
heaven with the angels. I mean, this would be the ultimate heralding trumpet section 
. This ensemble would include the very best from all time, from every generation. 
Oh the sound generated by the heavenly host. This ultimate harmonious jubilation 
would proclaim the love of  God throughout all the ages and I wanted to be a part of  
it. Although my youthful approach of  proclaiming the grace of  God has broadened, 
this same desire for God’s grace still lives in me. 

In the Epistle for today, Paul challenges us to ‘present ourselves to God as those 
who have been brought from death to life, and present our members to God as 
instruments of  righteousness.” 1 I can only imagine the Christian community first 
reading this letter must have found the idea of  releasing the grace of  the Holy Spirit 
incredibly liberating. Daily combating violence and subordination for their faith, early 
believers knew a brutally militaristic world. These words rally them and us towards a 
transformation into holy living.

We are instruments, arms of  divine grace, because this is our function. We breathe 
action and purpose with our gifts. We all offer something significantly and distinctly 
our own because God created us that way. In us, grace waits, to act with the Holy 
Spirit. Through our devices, our gifts, we have a duty to live by freely offering our 
whole and best selves in service to god.

In practice, presenting ourselves as instruments for righteousness seems to sug-
gest a great burden. Too often we battle desperately against our own temptations and 
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limitations. The Virgin Mary must have felt a similar weight when she held Jesus for 
the first time. This is the one who presents the infinite instrument yet in those first 
moments how could she respond without being totally astounded and afraid. Those 
most precious members, arms and feet, offer life to all. As an instrument of  the love 
of  a mother, Mary bears Jesus, vulnerable and fragile, firmly in her bosom from the 
dangers of  the world. Mary embraces her baby out of  grace.

When thinking about our own apprehensiveness to embrace God’s grace, this day 
appropriately marks the Feast Day of  the Apostles St. Peter and St. Paul in our liturgi-
cal calendar. The apostles are encumbered by being left with the continued mission 
of  Christ. Jesus endorses Peter to build the Church on the rock of  Jerusalem. The 
Holy Spirit charges Paul, to proclaim the Gospel to the very ends of  the earth. St. 
Peters witnesses the brutality of  the crucifixion, while St. Paul observes the stoning 
of  Stephen. Knowing following Jesus only leads to inevitable death and martyrdom, 
the apostles saw the implications acted through the grace of  the Holy Spirit. This 
Christian life, these teachings, are going to change everything. Here are the keys to 
the church—you are God’s chosen instrument. By the way, people will not listen and 
undoubtedly want to hurt you—kind of  sounds like the pulpit, no pressure. They risk 
love, living for Christ as Christ risked living for us and are free to experience a grace 
and a life worth pursing.

What keeps us from embracing the ultimate gift of  living in Chris are the instru-
ments of  the world. They equip us to serve our individual ambitions and pursuits 
and offer only instant gratification. The pains and sufferings of  life become tools, 
sharpening bitterness, caving judgment, and harnessing egotism. They wield the de-
struction of  our being, cutting us apart from one another. In response we protect 
ourselves by conforming. We surrender and submit to desires that leave us parched 
for God. When God offers us opportunities to share in grace, we often hesitate. The 
Holy Spirit does not stay still. With all of  the uncertainties life hurls at us, it is easy to 
throw up our hands in exhaustion and push away those different from us. We exclude 
and isolate to protect what is comfortable in our lives even holding God as our own. 
Living in this way suppresses our will to serve God. This is another kind of  death; the 
fatality of  our grace.

Through our baptism we have already been given life. This life frees us to present 
our gifts, see the gift of  God’s creation, living with the same courage of  the Apostles 
and the Virgin Mary. Opening our hearts, we recognize the neglected and abandoned. 
We listen to new perspectives, reaching out to each other. In this way, we can present 
our faith, one that does not condemn or judge, but nurtures the dignity of  all. The 
Prayer of  St. Francis of  Assisi “Lord make us instruments of  your peace” 2 exhibits 
the same desire to take part in the divine life.

Baptism acts as the instrument for our salvation, adopting us as forever sons and 
daughters of  God. Today, we are about to welcome a new member of  our Christian 
family, and gather to witness the grace of  the Holy Spirit. When we smell the Chrism, 
listen to the sounds of  splashing water, we are reminded of  our freedom to carry out 
our commission by God, liberated from ourselves, or even free from death, living 
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freely as the Holy Spirit lives in us. One of  my favorite Hymns, 511, articulates this 
so well.

Holy Spirit, ever working Through the Churches ministry
Quickening strengthening and absolving, Setting captive sinners free
Holy Spirit ever binding Age to age and soul to soul
In communion never ending, You we worship and extol 3

God equips us to mobilize the world. As disciples of  Christ, we share in the grace 
of  God when we embrace this grace, presenting ourselves as instruments of  righ-
teousness becomes not only attainable but natural. The gift of  the Holy Spirit cannot 
be confined or sealed but set free, as we are set free. This is living whole; this is living 
an abundant life in the living Christ. When we surrender to grace, we allow our gifts 
to share in the glory of  God.

1 NRSV, Romans 6:13
2 Book of  Common Prayer, p. 815.
3 Hymnal 1982, No. 511.

SermonBOok2014.indd   50 8/19/14   11:52 AM



2014 Preaching Excellence Program  Sermon Book  51

What Do You Want Me to Do for You?

Sara Milford

Sewanee School of  Theology

In the Gospel according to Mark, we are shown something about faith and its 
requirement in following the way of  the Lord. We learn from what we are told 
Jesus and those around him said and did.  Today, we learn from Bartimaeus, who 

had the kind of  faith that healed.  But it took more than believing in Jesus.  With quiet, 
still belief, Bartimaeus would have never cried out, but Bartimaeus had courage that 
strengthened his faith and enabled him to do what he needed to do to be healed.  With 
courageous faith, Bartimaeus stood before the Lord and did not falter when Jesus 
asked, “What do you want me to do for you?”

 Bartimaeus’ healing story is a powerful one.  Bartimaeus is blind, a beggar.  In a 
place with so much sand and no affordable care act, vision wasn’t attended to then, 
any more than it is now in places of  poverty.  Bartimaeus, son of  Timaeus, begged, 
and people knew him.  Maybe they just knew his dad.  Maybe his dad, not wanting 
the stigma associated with the cause of  his son’s blindness, cast his son out to beg as 
proof  of  his own purity, proof  that all shame was on his son.  It’s not Timaeus out by 
the roadside.  It’s Bartimaeus, his son.  Blind, begging, sitting Bartimaeus. 

 I understand that senses are heightened when another sense is weak or inactive.  
Bartimaeus, even at knee level in the crowd, heard very well what was going on around 
him.  I have a hunch that Bartimaeus didn’t just sit by the roadside, vacant in thought.  
He heard the stories about Jesus.  He thought long and hard about the man who had 
healed many, and as soon as “he heard that it was Jesus of  Nazareth” coming down the 
road, he wasted no time crying out for attention.  The blind man knew.  He wasn’t able 
to see with his eyes, but he knew this was the greatest opportunity of  his life, maybe 
his only chance to rise out of  his darkness. 

 Those around Bartimaeus tried to keep him down, but he shouted over the crowd, 
“Son of  David, have mercy on me!”

 Have you ever in your life been so desperate that in a crowd, surrounded by God 
and everybody, you made such a scene?  Cried out, naming one to pay heed to you?  
Have you ever begged for mercy like Bartimaeus did that day?

 It’s probably easier for us to relate to those who tried to stifle Bartimaeus’ cries.  We 
like order and propriety.  It’s already a pretty chaotic scene, so let’s not make a fuss.  
Jesus is on a mission to reach Jerusalem, and he’s almost there.  Shhhhh. Let him pass 
by.  “Don’t worry, Jesus, there’s nothing here. Carry on.”

 But Bartimaeus cries louder, “Son of  David, have mercy on me!”
 Jesus stands still.  He calls for him, for the one who cried out.  Those who had 

tried to stifle the blind man now tell him to get up.  Bartimaeus throws off  his cloak, 
probably one of  his valuable possessions, and stands before Jesus. 
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 “What do you want me to do for you?” Jesus asks.
 Are you listening, disciples?  Because, James and John were asked the same exact 

thing, and they messed it up, seeking secondhand glory.
 Bartimaeus replies, “My master, let me see again.”  Bartimaeus came of  his own 

will, before his master.  He gave up his possessions. He asked to see, and Jesus, know-
ing Bartimaeus’s heart, as he does for us all, knew also his faith.  Faith has made him 
well. Bartimaeus regains his sight and follows Jesus, walking in the midst of  those 
who had tried to keep him down.  

 If  our walk with God isn’t humbling, we aren’t paying attention.  We manifest 
blindness in so many facets of  our lives.  We are often the one maintaining order 
by keeping silence or doing nothing, extinguishing another’s courage.  At what cost?  
How many times have we let Jesus pass us by or stood in the way of  Jesus reaching 
someone else?  I’m still working up the courage to live fully into my faith, to make sure 
that my vision doesn’t become focused on the way I think things should be, but on 
what the Kingdom of  God calls for.  The most courageous thing we do as Christians 
is let go of  our sense of  control and let the way of  God take priority.  When we are 
aware, when our vision is clear, we witness the power of  those who are willing to cry 
out, who dare to rise up, even in seemingly small ways.

 A few years ago, a priest in my home diocese led a retreat for women and intro-
duced them to an Ignatian prayer practice, offering time for the women to pray with 
the reading, using this story of  Bartimaeus.

 “Read the Scripture a few times,” she instructed. “Imagine the scene until you can 
taste and smell the surroundings.  Read the voices until you can hear them, feel what 
they are feeling.  Place yourself  in the scene.  Which character are you?  What unfolds?  
What is said beyond what is written?  What is felt that hasn’t been recorded?”

 After the brief  exercise, one of  the young women, tears glistening in her eyes, 
stepped toward the back patio where I was.  “Are you okay?” I asked.

 We sat in the night, her face catching the glow from the lodge light, as she shared 
her vision.  She was Bartimaeus.  Through tears, she testified to the tremendous 
power of  her encounter with Christ that night.  She said she figured she’d be one of  
the disciples or maybe even Christ, as outrageous as that seemed.

 She had grown up in a conservative charismatic church.  In her youth, she had a 
charismatic experience, and with it came an affirmation of  her faith and approval 
from her family.  She had been verified by Spirit, in a sense, in a way they could see.  
She, too, felt elated.

 Since coming to the Episcopal Church, she had not had such an experience.  She 
was okay with this, because she did not agree with everything her previous church 
taught.  What she was learning about her new church was grounded in all the things 
she believed about God, and even if  it meant never experiencing that direct connec-
tion with Spirit, her life in faith was worth it.  She was willing to follow without assur-
ance, leaving her family’s tradition. 

 As the beggar on the road, though, in her prayer, she was angry.  She called out to 
Jesus: “Hey, you, Jesus!  Don’t you turn away from me!”  With hot tears, she told 
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me she was so mad, so angry that he had left her, that he threatened to ignore her 
again, passing her by.  But Jesus turned to her and with all love and compassion asked 
her what she wanted.  She wanted to experience the deep, abiding presence of  Spirit, 
and even though she didn’t feel like she deserved it, she got it. She was getting it right 
then and there.  She hadn’t even realized she wanted it so badly.  She was willing to go 
the rest of  her life without feeling the presence of  God and live in her faith.  It would 
have been enough.  But she asked, and she received.  She prayed with courage and 
faith.

 We are constantly being asked what it is that we want God to do for us, and we 
often offer prayers that speak to our longing to align with God’s will, to make mani-
fest compassion, peace, and unity.  Unfortunately, we are also constantly told what we 
want in our time outside of  prayer.  Marketing works.  We want more of  a particular 
something, we want it now, and we want it for ourselves.  That doesn’t sound entirely 
dissimilar from James and John asking for a seat in glory beside the Lord. 

 But if  we hear a cry and pause as Jesus did, what do we do?  Do we try to stifle 
the cry and carry on, or do we seek out the one crying for help and see if  maybe we 
are the presence of  Christ to them?  What if  it is our heart that is crying out?  Maybe 
our faith seems faint, our courage out of  reach.  There are any number of  trials and 
tribulations, disasters and destruction to weaken anyone with a hint of  compassion.  
The Christian life is not without suffering.

 “Take courage,” “have heart,” they told Bartimaeus when Jesus called for him.  He 
had nothing to lose except his familiar routines, which to him might have been ev-
erything.  Are we willing to make a scene to get before Christ and make our requests?  
Are we willing to be surprised by the honesty of  our hearts?  Maybe like me you won-
der what would happen if  God asked, “What do you want me to do for you?” 

 God is asking, waiting for our responses. If  I have learned anything from Bar-
timaeus and my friend, I have learned that courage gives wings to faith and opens 
doors to the kingdom of  heaven.  So I might reply, “God, please give me courage to 
be whom you created me to be.”  In every moment, every decision, we have the op-
portunity to live into our God-given courage.  In fact, it was probably there all along.

 With courageous faith, we give thanks and live in prayer, loving God, our neigh-
bors, and our self  with generosity of  Spirit unbounded.  It takes courage to confess 
when we’ve strayed from the way and continue the journey with those whom we have 
hurt and those who have hurt us.  With courageous faith, we listen to one another 
and hear the cries for help.  When we break through the noise created by our sense of  
power and control, we make room for the kingdom of  heaven to become manifest.

 Like Bartimaeus, we might not know exactly where it is that we are going, but in 
all our imperfection and with courageous faith, we answer our Lord with our greatest 
need so we, too, can follow the Way of  Christ. 
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The “Tension Between Dying and Birth”

Christopher H. Miller

Virginia Theological Seminary

Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21 and 2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10

I speak to you in the name of  One God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Amen.
 Jesus said, “Beware of  those practicing your piety before others in order to 
be seen by them; for then you have no reward from your Father in heaven.”

 This important reading from Matthew always strikes me as contradictory to the 
Ash Wednesday liturgy.  There are probably only two church services each year when 
those beyond the church walls have proof  that we have been to church—Palm Sun-
day when we process with palms and Ash Wednesday when we wear crosses of  ash 
on our foreheads.  

 To receive those black crosses each of  us will approach the altar for the imposition 
of  ashes.  At that time, someone will look each one of  us in the eyes and with their 
hand on our forehead they will make a cross of  ashes, saying, “Remember you are 
dust, and to dust you shall return.”  

 “Remember you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”  
 Each time I approach the altar, look someone in the eyes, and hear those words, I 

am struck by the sheer simplicity of  it all.  It is frightening to contemplate one’s own 
return to dust—it is frightening to be told of  our own frailty and insignificance.  Fear 
is important here, for it is fear that makes us acutely aware of  our humanness—our 
God given realities.  Perhaps there is no better image for Ash Wednesday than that of  
an urn full of  ashes sitting by the altar during a funeral service.  When we die, we will 
literally return to dust.  

 The statement “Remember you are dust, and to dust you shall return” comes from 
the third chapter of  Genesis after Adam and Eve have disobeyed God by eating from 
the Tree of  Knowledge.  Of  the fall in the Garden of  Eden, Walter Brueggemann 
says we are warned that it is a dangerous enterprise to analyze and objectify matters 
of  faithfulness.1  It is dangerous to objectify matters of  faithfulness—this seems like 
a common theme to that of  Matthew’s Gospel.  

 So what are we doing when we walk out of  this church after the service with ashes 
on our foreheads?  Aren’t we just as bad as Adam and Eve, as Matthew’s followers, 
and so many others when we walk out of  the double doors in the back of  the church 
with a sign that we have been practicing our piety? 

 I must confess, I often find myself  quick to run to the bathroom after Ash Wednes-
day services to wash off  any evidence that I have been “practicing piety.”  There is 
tension that lies on the surface of  this liturgy, and there is also a deeper tension that 
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begs the question, what does it mean that we shall return to dust?  How should we act 
on this day when all that we are left with is a reminder that we will eventually die?  

 As I was contemplating this sermon over the weekend, a new lens with which to 
view the imposition of  ashes struck me.  Connecting fear—that fear of  death—to joy, 
I heard a lecture focused on the need for fear when intertwined with joy.  The speaker 
mentioned his time as a priest in the 1980’s during the outbreak of  AIDS in America.  
He said there was significant, powerful opportunity for ministry to people with AIDS, 
especially in places like Newport News where this priest was located.  Many churches 
turned those suffering from AIDS away at the door.  His church was one that inten-
tionally welcomed those with AIDS.  It was intentional, but it was still difficult.  It was 
a fear-filled joy.  

 The priest spoke vividly of  one man, in particular, whom he baptized.  He said 
this man was days from death.  The terrible disease had physically beaten him down 
to almost nothing.  This man knew all too well that he came from dust and that he 
would soon return to dust.  During a Sunday liturgy, the priest held this man’s head 
and baptized him in the name of  the Father, and of  the Son, and of  the Holy Spirit.  
Afterwards, as is the case for each baptism here at St. Paul’s, the priest looked that 
man in the eyes and made a cross on his forehead with oil saying, “You are sealed by 
the Holy Spirit in Baptism and marked as Christ’s own for ever.”

 “You are sealed by the Holy Spirit in Baptism and marked as Christ’s own for ever.”
 Two identical motions that form crosses on our foreheads, one with ashes and the 

other with oil—we are told that we came from dust and to dust we shall return, yet 
we are also told, in our baptism, that we are sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked as 
Christ’s own for ever.  

 In the early church, Ash Wednesday marked the beginning of  the process of  be-
coming baptized.  At the Great Easter Vigil, the culmination of  Lent, one would be 
prepared to enter into baptism in the Christian faith.  Ash Wednesday and Baptism 
are completely dependent on each other.  Death and New Life are intertwined.  

 The affirmation of  death that we receive today with the imposition of  ashes speaks 
to the paradoxical new life we receive in baptism.  Our reading from Paul’s Second 
Letter to the Corinthians exemplifies that Christian paradox.  Paul says:

We are treated as impostors, and yet are true; as unknown, and yet 
are well known; as dying, and see—we are alive; as punished, and 
yet not killed, as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet mak-
ing many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing everything.

Paul makes clear what Matthew is encouraging us to do.  Matthew’s statement to 
beware of  those practicing piety is a preface to his desire for us to be sincere in our 
paradoxical Christian lives.  It is in dying that we gain new life.  It is the fearful aware-
ness of  death that leads to the joy-filled life in Christ.  Consider this service as a mo-
ment of  death to our old ways so that we can return to our baptismal life in Christ, 
for it is in Christ that we are marked forever.  
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 The imposition of  ashes does matter.  It matters because it is a symbol that marks 
what T.S. Eliot reminds us in his poem titled Ash Wednesday, “This is the time of  ten-
sion between dying and birth.”2  Amen.  

1  Brueggemann, Walter. Genesis, Interpretation (Louisville: John Knox, 1982), 47.
2  Eliot, T.S. “Ash Wednesday.” Collected Poems 1909-1962 (London: Faber & Faber, 1963). 
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A Sermon Delivered by

Andrew Moore

Berkeley Divinity School

Several years ago, not long after I moved to Memphis, I finally knew that I was at 
home on one particular summer night. I was sitting on the patio of  a restaurant 
with friends, listening to a band play, and visiting with the people around us. At 

one point, while the band was taking a break, a young woman at the next table looked 
at me and asked, “Are you saved?” 

To which I very eloquently replied, “Uh….uh….uh…..yes?”
 “Great! So tell me about it.”
I didn’t know what to say. My Yankee Episcopal heart was screaming this just 

wasn’t something one talked about with strangers. I knew that I had a relationship 
with God, but I didn’t have adequate words to actually talk with her about it. So the 
question made me deeply uncomfortable.

“Are you saved?” I suspect this question makes many of  us a little uncomfortable. 
Questions of  salvation have come to be associated with a particular flavor of  Christi-
anity, one that is more concerned with punishment and reward at the end of  time than 
with how we live our lives each and every day. But I think it’s an important question, 
one we shouldn’t be so quick to shy away from. Maybe we would be better served by 
rephrasing the question. Instead of  “Are you saved?,” perhaps “What’s your relation-
ship with God?” or “How do you experience Jesus?”

These are still not easy questions to answer, because the answers are messy and 
complicated. They are wrapped up in our hopes and dreams, doubts and fears, and, 
most of  all, our wounds. The answers to these questions tell the stories of  our heart, 
the stories that we’re not really sure we want to share with anyone.

For several years now a friend of  mine, Elaine, has taught a class at the women’s 
prison in Memphis. Twice a week 12 women gather together in a circle with Elaine 
and learn to tell their stories. They share their joys and sorrows, the ways in which they 
had been hurt by people and the world. And they speak honestly about the choices 
they made that led them to prison. And as they tell their stories, they begin to grow 
closer with one another. Reflecting on her work, Elaine says, “I think most people go 
into jails to save souls. I just want to listen. It’s amazing. As more stories are shared, 
people risk more and connect more. There’s a lot of  laughing and crying that happens 
in that circle.”

Sound familiar? Elaine is building community through stories told and stories 
heard. The women come away from the experience profoundly changed. They have 
shared the stories of  their heart and they know someone has listened. In that mo-
ment, they have encountered God. Our stories have the power to transform, to trans-
form ourselves and transform the lives of  those around us.
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 But our stories only become transformational once we tell them.
Isn’t that what today’s Gospel is all about? Jesus speaks to us through the ages. You 

are the salt of  the Earth, you are the light of  the world. And he charges us to share 
each with abandon.

 Salt and light are apt metaphors here, because each finds its usefulness in how it 
interacts with other things. Salt in isolation isn’t particularly zesty. What is light if  it 
has nothing to illuminate? Our salt, our light, are our stories, the stories of  our heart, 
of  our relationship with God.

Sharing the stories of  our heart isn’t easy. It requires us to make ourselves vulner-
able to one another, to trust each other with the most cherished pieces of  our selves. 
Now, I’m not advising we all just willy-nilly begin profoundly sharing. We must culti-
vate trust and nurture our relationships. But if  we can begin to allow our stories to be 
the salt and light in each other’s lives, we will begin to fulfill God’s deepest desire for 
each of  us: that we might be drawn closer to God through our relationships with each 
other. And isn’t that why we’re here in the first place? To hear God’s story so that we 
might grow closer to God, to tell our story and to feel that we have been heard. And 
whether we realize it or not, we are yearning to hear each other’s stories.

One of  my favorite old hymns is “I Love to Tell the Story”

 I love to tell the story
 Twill be my theme in glory
 to tell the old, old story
 Of  Jesus and His love

But it wasn’t until recently I heard the final verse again, this time, with new ears.

 I love to tell the story
 for those who know it best
 seem hungering and thirsting
 to hear it like the rest.
 And when in scenes of  glory
 I sing the new, new song
 ‘twill be the old, old story
 that I have loved so long

For those who know it best, seem hungering and thirsting, to hear it like the rest.
Friends, it has to start right here. What is the story of  your relationship with God? 

How do you experience the Good News of  the resurrected Christ in your life? If  we 
can learn to share the stories of  our heart with each other, those who are hungering 
and thirsting to hear it like the rest, then we can begin to abundantly share our salt and 
our light to grow God’s kingdom.

So….what is your relationship with God? I can’t wait to hear the story.
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“I am the Resurrection and the Life”

Daniel T. Moore

Duke Divinity School

About nine years ago, I asked a girl named Kristin Sandberg out on a date. I 
met Kristin in college and we became friends, though it’s fair to say that for 
most of  college I secretly harbored a crush on her. But we graduated, and 

after four years of  life’s vicissitudes, amidst a friendship that had waxed and waned, I 
figured that it was finally time to ask her out. And, no small amount of  prep work pre-
ceded that request; on the contrary, you could say I spent a great deal of  time ‘planting 
seeds’. A cordial ‘how are you’ email here, a brief  I-was-just-passing-by visit to her 
apartment there. And, of  course a great deal of  prayer went into my preparation. I 
remember sitting in my room in my apartment and praying for Kristin, as well as for 
our friendship, and also, when I finally pulled together the courage to actually ask her 
out, that maybe, just maybe, she might, in fact, say yes. I remember these times of  
prayer vividly, and how the specifics of  my conversations with God would go. “Dear 
God, thank you for Kristin and for our friendship. Thank you for putting her in my 
life. I care for her very much. I would very much like to get to know her more.” But 
as soon as my prayers began to approach anything resembling a faith-filled request, 
I would immediately revert to speech that was decidedly much more safe, lest I turn 
God into my own personal genie, as if  God fulfills our wishes rather than hears our 
prayers. “Oh, I know, I know,” I said, “I know that you can’t make her go out with me 
or make her be my girlfriend. I know it doesn’t work that way. You do as you will. Your 
will be done.” Play it safe. Keep your head down. Don’t get your hopes up. I know 
prayer doesn’t work that way. I know how these things work. I know what God does 
and does not do.

 Turns out that she actually said yes—or, she said yes to coffee, which I later realized 
was not exactly the same thing as a date. But, we began to date, sometime later became 
engaged, and eventually we married. Fast-forward four years, Kristin and I are mar-
ried, and I am gainfully employed. But I am unhappy, because my job is not merely 
boring, but alienating, and I feel trapped in the machine of  the strategic research mill. 
I begin to look for other work, and it turns out the company where a friend of  mine 
works is hiring. Everything sounds so exciting. It’s an edgy non-profit that’s all about 
technology and sustainability, it even has the word “Green” in its name, for goodness 
sake! They are looking for someone to head up their communications department, to 
translate what they do into something that makes sense to the general public. And so, 
I martial all the resources at my disposal—the friend puts in a good word, I manage to 
get an interview and buy a new suit to impress. Round one of  interviews is successful 
and I am invited back for round two. Family and friends are excited, all manner of  
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prayers are ascending. We wait eagerly to hear back. And we wait. And we wait. And 
we wait some more. Finally one day, I hear back, and I hear my heart beat as I grip the 
phone and nod while I listen to the extraordinarily kind lady on the other end tell me 
that she is so, so sorry that it came down to me and one other person, and it makes 
her so sad she had to choose between us and they were not going to go with me. I 
nod, and say thank you; I put down the phone, and I go home. You might be able to 
imagine what my subsequent conversations with God were like. “Where were you, 
Lord? Where did you go? If  you had just shown up this one time, if  you had been here, 
I would have got the job. I wouldn’t be so utterly disappointed. I wouldn’t feel like a 
failure, if  you had been here. I wouldn’t feel so alone.”

 It is goes directly into the confusion of  our experience—the lip service of  a faith 
that has been diluted and the cringes and cries of  our anguish and incomprehen-
sion—it is into such confused human experience that Jesus intentionally walks. So 
when Martha, consoling herself  at the death of  her brother Lazarus, says to Jesus 
“I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” Jesus immediately 
declares to her, “I am the resurrection and the life.” And when Mary, heavy with weep-
ing, falls before Jesus and cries, “Lord, if  you had been here, my brother would not have 
died.” Jesus is deeply moved, and begins to weep himself, weeping with the one who 
weeps. In Jesus we encounter a God who both stills our speech when we mince our 
words, and who is fully present with us in our suffering and our pain. Who has drawn 
so close to us, that he cannot help but weep, when he sees us weeping, even though 
in the very next moment he is going to lift his face toward the heavens and raise his 
friend from the dead. While we play it safe with God, keeping our head down, or 
wondering why the man who had the power to give sight to the blind couldn’t keep 
his friend from dying, Christ is preparing to open our graves and bring us up from 
them, preparing to put his Holy Spirit within us, preparing to restore us to our homes 
so that we shall know that he is the Lord. In Christ, we encounter a God who takes 
dry bones and covers them with flesh, who opens up the graves, who raises the dead.

 And yet, as our Gospel reading makes quite clear, Jesus does not operate according 
to the expectations of  our timing. After Jesus heard that his friend Lazarus, the friend 
that he loves, is ill, he stayed where he was for two more days. You can imagine it was 
like for Mary and Martha to wait for Jesus, peering off  into the Judean distance, listen-
ing to hear whether he was coming, all while they watched their brother Lazarus die. 
We know what it is like to wait for God, to wait patiently for God, though he never 
seems to show up. The Psalmist, too, sings of  waiting; he says, “I wait for the Lord, 
my soul waits, and in his word I hope; my soul waits for the Lord more than those who 
watch for the morning, more than those who watch for the morning.” This is waiting 
marked by hope, and yet so often in our waiting, we feel that we have been aban-
doned. Perhaps we identify more with the words from Ezekiel, when the whole nation 
of  Israel cries “Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off  completely.” 
To wait in hope for the Lord who forms flesh onto our bones and breathes his Spirit 
into our lungs, the Lord who raises our bodies from the dust we are, and to which we 
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return at our death: such waiting is the task of  faith in Christ. It is a yoke that is easy 
and a burden that is light and it is one of  the most difficult things in the world for us 
to do.

 “Can these bones live?” God asks us. “O Lord God, you know,” we reply. “I am the 
resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and 
everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” Jesus asks 
us. Do we? It is often simply too hard for us to believe. But it is also possible that, if  
we believe, the scales might fall from our eyes and we may just see the glory of  God. 
We may see God do something we have never seen before, something that rearranges 
everything we thought we knew about God and everything we imagined was possible, 
something that reveals to us redemption far exceeds our expectations. We may see a 
man rise from the dead.

In these remaining days of  Lent, as we make preparations for Holy Week and look 
to the dawning of  Easter day when we will raise the Paschal shout, let us wait for the 
Lord, and in his word, Jesus the Word-made-flesh, let us hope. We may see the glory 
of  God coming into the world; we may see a man rise from the dead. Amidst our 
grief  and confusion, and despite the ways we stifle our hope and play it safe with God, 
the Resurrection and the Life comes to us, weeps with us, opens our graves, and raises 
the dead. To him be blessing and honor, glory and power, now and forever. Amen.
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Unbind him and let him go

K. Saylor

Virginia Theological Seminary

John 11:1-45

In my college years, I spent a lot of  time in the Taizé community in France. Taizé 
is best known in the U.S. for its music, but it is first and foremost a place, an ecu-
menical community of  brothers tucked away in the Burgundy countryside that 

attracts thousands of  young pilgrims from around the world. At peak season, there 
can be as many as 5,000 people from over 100 different countries. 

 During one of  my many visits to this community, I attended a workshop about the 
Gospel reading we just heard, the raising of  Lazarus. I no longer have any recollection 
of  what was said during this workshop, but I vividly remember a most unusual prop 
the facilitators used. Standing front and center in the room, throughout the presenta-
tion, was a department store mannequin wrapped from head to toe in strips of  white 
cloth. The Lazarus-mummy went completely unaddressed until the very end (which 
is perhaps why I don’t remember anything else), when pairs of  scissors were distrib-
uted and we were instructed to “unbind him and set him free.” We were invited to cut 
off  a piece of  the cloth, write on it whatever was holding us captive in our own lives, 
and then give the scrap of  fabric to a trusted friend as an embodied prayer request, 
or a symbolic gesture of  bearing each other’s burdens. Evidently, I didn’t follow all 
the instructions, because I recently found my piece of  cloth lurking in the bottom of  
a drawer. But I wish I had had the courage to give it away, to entrust what holds me 
in bondage to someone else, because I think that’s what’s at the heart of  our Gospel 
today. 

  The Lazarus story is chock full of  the messy vulnerability of  human existence; 
this is not humanity performing at its best. Mary and Martha are a mess. They just 
lost their brother; one gets the sense they are wandering through their grief  in a daze. 
Even Jesus, usually so calm and composed in John’s Gospel, is a mess! He is, we are 
told twice, “greatly disturbed,” even moved to tears. And no one is more messy or 
vulnerable than stinky, entombed Lazarus. It is in the midst of  this messy grief  and 
vulnerability that new life comes crashing onto the scene, as the stone is rolled away 
and a bandaged man comes staggering out of  the tomb, reentering the land of  the 
living to general awe and disbelief. 

 Here, in this shocking moment that no one quite knows what to do with, Jesus is-
sues a surprising command: unbind him, and let him go. Note Jesus doesn’t unbind 
Lazarus. Nor does Lazarus unbind himself. It is the assembled community, this mot-
ley crew of  dumbstruck onlookers that sets him free. Lazarus is dependent on others 
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to liberate him from the snares of  death, to untie the bonds that keep him from seeing 
and moving freely in the new life he has just been granted. Lazarus could not liberate 
himself. And neither can we. 

 This is inconvenient. We live in a culture where we are subjected to endless pres-
sure to fix ourselves. There is a pervasive belief  that if  we read the latest self  help 
book, if  we do more yoga, if  we eat more kale, maybe we can work ourselves free 
from the fear, the shame, the self-doubt that hold us back from really living.  But 
ultimately, kale and yoga (wonderful though they are!) can only get us so far. Because 
when it comes to our liberation, to our growth, to our full flourishing as human be-
ings, we are ultimately dependent, on God and one another. And, in general, we don’t 
like it one bit. 

 How often does it take another person—a mentor, a teacher, a trusted friend—to 
point out to us the destructive patterns that bind us? Addiction, overwork, greed? Of-
ten, we need a fellow human being to call us out on our charade and point us toward 
the fullness of  life we have been missing. Or what about those times we are locked up 
in the tomb of  grief, when it takes the intervention of  another to give us a glimpse 
of  hope and freedom—a well-timed phone call, a shoulder to cry on, a casserole? In 
times of  crisis, we are especially aware of  this truth our Gospel points to today—we 
depend on one another to be freed from all that holds us in bondage in this earthly 
life. 

 And yet, today’s Gospel doesn’t let us off  the hook. We don’t only get to stand by 
passively while others loosen our bonds. We are all called to be liberators—just not 
our own liberators. For all our inability to reach the knots that keep us ensnared, we 
are called to loose the bonds of  those around us. Everyone gives. Everyone receives. 
We become a community of  mutual unbinding, a community of  liberation. Think 
of  what happens around the altar at the Eucharist. We give the Body and Blood of  
Christ to one another; we don’t serve ourselves. Imagine how different, how much 
less powerful the Eucharist would be if  it were a buffet table! We make ourselves 
dependent on another person to receive the bread and wine that herald our liberation. 
We feed and are fed. The way we behave around the Eucharistic table is a beautiful 
reminder that salvation ultimately comes from God, who is Resurrection and Life; we 
do not manufacture it ourselves. But, through Christ, through his Body and Blood in 
the Sacrament and in his Body that is the Church, we mediate God’s freeing, saving 
power to one another. 

Unbind each other, and set each other free.
 Amen. 
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Nervous Bridesmaids, All

Sarah Stewart

Berkeley Divinity School

Matthew 25: 1-13 

Standing on the platform, I shiver, watching messages flash across my phone, 
the second I power it on: Where are you? Why haven’t I heard from you?! Are you ok? 

 Still sleepy, I fumble to type fast enough: Fell asleep on train. So sorry. Had no 
idea we were so late. Here now. STAY THERE, immediately fires back. Was I going any-
where?  

 It is 3:00 AM. No cars, cabs, or buses to be found at this hour. All I can mentally 
muster is, “Don’t leave home without it!” Only, this is hardly the stuff  of  clever com-
mercials. My friend arrives at the station. I toss my bags into her trunk. She grills me, 
gradually, on the drive. What happened to your phone? Why didn’t you call? I was getting ready 
to start driving around to look for you. 

 Groggy, grumpy, guilty…I grouch back: I lived in DC, now New Haven I can take care 
of  myself! I know defensiveness won’t help. But I dig in. Offended. We reach her house 
and I awkwardly joke out an apology of  sorts, begging pardon for dragging her out 
of  bed at this ungodly hour. Inside I’m still begrudging—I didn’t do anything wrong. 
Oddly, I have come for a wedding. Neither of  us will play bride or bridesmaids in the 
ceremony the next day. Still, I am blushing, embarrassed. So easily pitted against my 
dear friend. 

 Matthew’s Parable of  the Ten Bridesmaids, much to my chagrin, reminds me how 
often I stand in bridesmaids’ shoes, scrambling to sort out strained connections. My 
professed inner “J” (as in Myers-Briggs’ INFJ) would love to be more organized, 
disciplined, on time—so that I can be more kind, helpful, or thoughtful. But I forget 
things. I nearly drop those darn glass balls I juggle. Distracted, from task overload. 
Matthew’s dreamscape vignette feels disturbing and familiar. His Christian commu-
nity knows the texture of  watchfulness. For them, it is neither warm nor fuzzy. They 
want to be responsible, prepared, ready for when Jesus comes back. Like the brides-
maids in our parable, they, too, long to welcome their beloved Lord.

 Eager and expectant, they also seem a little anxious. After all, Jesus described 
strange signs that would precede his return: the destruction of  the temple, wars, fam-
ines, earthquakes, torture, and martyrdom. Matthew’s community knows these fright-
ening events will feel at least as jarring as that midnight cry: Here he is! Come out to meet 
him! Roused by this call, bleary-eyed and disoriented, clamoring over each other to 
straighten wrinkled garments and sort out stockpiles of  rose petals, or lamp oil, or 
phone chargers.
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 But then this troubling twist—these very same joyful ten, who entertain each other 
with stories and laughter, as they wait together all night, and doze off  alongside each 
other, suddenly can not be troubled to share spare oil, that might fuel a friend’s wan-
ing lamp light. This “oil” for Matthew’s community may have symbolized love for 
God, or acts of  charity,  or Christian hope… intangible things, stuff  that’s not easy to 
subsidize. But I wonder about the overt economic nature of  this “hot commodity,” lamp 
oil. 

 This tension between bridesmaids looks a lot like the flicker of  fear, common to 
humans spooked by the shadow of  scarcity. I have not forgotten that panic I saw in 
clients’ eyes as they worried about the future, faced with paucity or poverty during 
the most recent economic crisis. I do not enjoy recalling conversations I was having 
“then,” as a financial advisor walking through that very real, very frightening time. 

 I find it especially curious that Matthew starts this passage with Jesus saying: 
“THEN, the kingdom of  heaven will be like this.” Seems important, that little adverb: 
THEN. Perhaps this parable is not a story of  how the kingdom should be. Or will be, 
in the end. Maybe this still-frame snapshot simply shows Matthew’s community in a 
particular moment in time. Alarmed by the impending danger of  the dreaded, apoca-
lyptic “end time.”

 Dwindling lamp oil, and resulting stressed relationships, does not seem so unfa-
miliar, even if  childhood pretending never prepared us for how to play bridesmaid, 
foolish or wise. Vestry decisions on operating budgets or dialogues at the outset of  
building campaigns—just ask any rector or lay leader, elbow-deep in capital expenses. 
Parishes in our own diocese stare down scarcity on a daily basis, discerning whether 
finite resources have dwindled beyond replenishment. Whether rising overhead will 
overtake shrinking pledges. Other congregations seem flush with endowments ap-
pearing to magically replenish themselves. That “run” on bridesmaid lamp oil seems 
strangely salient, in that light.

 Secular culture is not alone in reinforcing the sort of  self-protectionism that bris-
tles at the “need” of  another. Sometimes even wise bridesmaids forget God’s abun-
dance, giving the gates of  the kingdom a pre-emptive shove shut, even before the 
Bridegroom gets to the wedding feast. This parable goes down about as easily as my 
horse-pill sized multivitamin. Without any spoonful to sweeten it.

 I want the version where Jesus’ return includes everyone. Yes, I much prefer Thomas 
Merton’s poetic “push-back” to Matthew on this matter. Merton’s resistant, rowdy 
virgins ride motor scooters that run out of  gas, but they get to stay anyway, and get 
“caught up in the action at the Wedding of  the Lamb.”1 But this parable? It feels like 
I’m viewing the shaky, hand-held video filmed by Great Aunt Peggy, who always vol-
unteers to tape the family reunion. Only she tends to capture just the quirky outtakes, 
more awkward than heartwarming, in her humble, home-grown production. (Her 
version does tend to keep everyone off  the moral high-ground).

 Still, maybe like Merton we can find our hopeful curiosity mixed in with all the 
blemishes. As we face our future together—growing… praying… building relation-
ships. . . following God’s lead, as we watch and wait together. With hope and great 
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expectation for our beloved bridegroom, to whom we each belong, nervous brides-
maids all. How might we risk wondering together:  What else might the kingdom of  heaven 
look like, here and now?  What amazing gifts has God bestowed on this spiritual com-
munity? How might the Holy One bless this world by what you each have to share? 
God’s creative abundance beckons. Will we have the courage, will, and wisdom to play 
our distinctive parts? 

1. Thomas Merton, “The Five Virgins,” translated by Marie Eloise Rosenblatt in “Got into the party 
after all: women’s issues and the five foolish virgins.” Continuum (Chicago: St. Xavier College, 1994) 3, 
107-137. ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost (accessed June 13, 2014).
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A Sermon Delivered 

June 1, 2014 by

Daniel P. Strandlund

Seminary of  the Southwest

1 Peter 4:12-14, 5:6-11

A parent of  a high school student once told me her son didn’t like going to 
church because it was always the same. That’s a fair criticism. One response is 
this—God has chosen to give the Episcopal Church the gift of  doing things 

the same way over and over and over again so that the words of  our worship and 
prayer become so familiar to us that they are in our bones, they become to us like our 
own flesh and blood. Two of  the verses from our passage from 1 Peter have become 
so familiar to me—1 Peter 5:8-9, “Discipline yourselves, keep alert. Like a roaring lion 
your adversary the devil prowls around, looking for someone to devour. Resist him, 
steadfast in your faith. ”

I grew up hearing these two verses at summer camp at Camp McDowell. Camp 
McDowell is the Camp and Conference Center for the Episcopal Church in the Dio-
cese of  Alabama, and one of  the pillars of  Camp McDowell is the very simple tradi-
tion—at the end of  every day 150 sweaty campers and counselors pack into the worn 
wooden pews of  the stone chapel and say Compline together. 

There’s no air-conditioning in the chapel at camp, only a couple of  wobbly ceiling 
fans, but the walls have 8 or 10 sliding glass doors which are kept open all summer 
long to let the breeze move in and out. At night the bugs fly in through these giant 
portals and ram themselves into the 1970s light fixtures. 

When I was a kid I made sure that when it came time for chapel, I never to sat by 
one of  these open doors not only because of  the bugs, but because it was scary—sit-
ting by one of  the open doors meant sitting right next to the dark outside. If  a mon-
ster or one of  the characters from camp’s ghost stories is going to grab somebody 
from the chapel, then they’re obviously going to grab the kid sitting closest to the 
door. That is second grade common sense. On the rare occasions I had to sit by one 
of  the open doors, I was distracted during the service—I’d follow along for a while, 
and then in the middle of  the confession or something, I’d stop and look out the win-
dow, to make sure there’s nothing dangerous about to happen. “Okay, we’re okay—it’s 
just an armadillo, everything is fine.”

But then in the middle of  Compline we come to these two verses from 1 Peter. 
The Book of  Common Prayer translates them like this, “Be sober. Be watchful. Your 
adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour. Re-
sist him, firm in your faith.” Great. I’m seven years old. I’m sitting on the outskirts of  
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the chapel, closest to the scary nighttime, and I hear that the devil is outside, prowling 
around like a lion, and he wants to eat me. 

A few minutes later, chapel is over. It is time to walk all the way back to the cabins, 
past creepy buildings, past black bunches of  trees in which could be hiding any num-
ber of  terrible things. The streetlights are few and far between.

You learn early to walk in a big clump with your counselor in the middle because 
it’s safe. You talk more loudly than you have to, because you have built up all this anx-
ious energy about the devil prowling around seeking someone to devour, and pepper 
your counselor with questions about shaving—all this allows you to forget that you 
are unarmed and in the middle of  nowhere without your parents. 

But then one night, fate conspires against you. You have to stop and tie your shoe. 
You realize that you accidentally left your favorite neon yellow hat behind in the 
chapel. Or, you are suddenly struck by the irrepressible urge to use the bathroom—
whatever the reason, you leave the group, you lag behind, you find yourself  trapped 
alone in the dark and infinite wilderness between the brightness of  the chapel and the 
familiar safety of  your cabin. 

Your palms sweat with this new awareness. The blood beats in your ears. 
The sky and its stars are suddenly cold and menacing and you feel that you bear 

the impossible weight of  their doubtful intentions. Fear mounts at your back as you 
walk—and then there he is, the humidity of  his breath on your face, the devil himself  
stalks towards you from the bushes.

Even if  it turns out that it was only Ted, the Golden Retriever, stalking in the 
bushes, and even if  it turns out that Ted was only stalking that armadillo you had seen 
out the chapel door—the fear is still real. The experience of  the world as a malevo-
lent place that wishes you harm is real, even though that’s not how the world is in the 
end, not really. Those fears and those doubts about the goodness of  a place I love 
deeply—I think that’s how the devil works sometimes (whatever it is that we mean 
when we say the word ‘devil’). It’s the Old Tempter’s voice in your mind, that says, 
“You are alone. No one cares. You will fail. Your priorities are out of  order. You are 
not good enough. There is not money enough. You do not have faith enough. You 
have not loved enough. Your relationship is not enough.” 

In my experience, the devil doesn’t so much roar, as needle us over and over. 
“Where is your God now? Where is this God on whom you claim to build your life?”

 I think Jesus heard that question. I think that night before he died, out praying in 
the Garden of  Gethsemane, I think that question leapt out of  the bushes and dared 
Jesus square in the face. Jesus prayed, “Father, let this cup pass from me. I don’t want 
this. I don’t want to be out here alone in the dark” (a riff  on Luke 22:42). 

 Then, Jesus prays the only words he has left, “But not my will be done, but yours, 
O God.” This is our faith as Christians. 1 Peter says, “Be sober. Be watchful. Your 
adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour. 
Resist him, firm in your faith.” God has not banked our salvation on our faith alone, 
but on the faithfulness of  Jesus Christ, who was faithful, to us and to God, even unto 
death on the cross. We resist all the powers of  darkness and temptation not because 
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we ourselves are faithful, but because Christ is faithful.
 It’s been a long time since I was a camper at Camp McDowell. But I’ve felt that 

same fear since—the fear in which anxieties gather at your back, that fear which is 
always crouching in the shadows behind you, no matter which way you look. It tends 
to rear its head when things start changing. I’ve felt it at seminary. I feel it sometimes 
when I’m on an airplane that starts shaking. I feel it whenever I say goodbye to Lucy 
when one of  us travels out of  town. I feel it sometimes when I think about being a 
priest, especially when I imagine what it would be like if  a church called me as a rector.

 But those are the moments when my experience of  saying Compline over and over 
and over again hundreds of  times has helped me to resist and to remain firm in the 
faithfulness of  Christ. In the order for Compline, after these two verses from 1 Peter 
about resisting the devil, the very next words we pray are these: “Into your hands, O 
Lord, I commend my spirit. For you have redeemed me, O Lord, O God of  truth.”

 “Into your hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit.”
 In Luke’s Gospel (23:46), when Jesus dies on the cross he says, “Father, into your 

hands I commend my spirit.” On the cross, at the verge of  death, Jesus commends 
his spirit into the hands of  God the Father. When we pray the words of  Compline, 
at the end of  the day at the verge of  sleep, we commend our spirits into the hands of  
God. When we are confronted by temptation and fear, the words of  Compline allow 
the faith of  Christ to become our own. 

 “Into your hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit,” and the shadows recede.
emember those words the next time your own faith has abandoned you. “Into your 

hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit.” Say those words the next time you find your-
self  alone beneath a malevolent sky, when all you want to do is crawl into your shell 
and skitter off  into obscurity. Remember those words when your fears mount at your 
back. “Into your hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit,” for it is not your faith that will 
save you from temptation, or fear, or whatever it is that seeks to devour—it is only the 
love of  God which we have in Jesus Christ, into whose death and resurrection we are 
baptized. We receive this love in the body and blood, the bread and wine. We ingest it 
into our bodies, we devour it again and again so that we might know that the love of  
God is our very being.

So yes, in the Episcopal Church we worship the same way again and again and 
again. The words of  Compline, the words of  the Eucharist: they can be monoto-
nous—but they are only monotonous in the way a heartbeat is monotonous. We say 
them week in, week out, for the love of  God is in our bones.

There’s comfort in that because it means that the next time you leave the safety of  
a brightly lit chapel and set out in search of  that lonely light bulb hanging over the 
front porch of  a little cabin, the words of  a prayer will go with you. You will say out 
loud in defiance of  the darkness, “Into your hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit.” 
And realize that you are not afraid of  the dark at all, that even the deepest shadows 
have become like home. Because the light of  God has come with you.

When you leave here today, the light of  God will go with you because you are made 
of  it.
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Salt and Light
Meg Wagner

Episcopal Divinity School

Matthew 5:13-20; Psalm 112: 1-10

There was a sign taped to the pulpit in the church where I grew up that read, 
“Are you up here because you have something to say? Or because you have 
to say something?” No pressure, right? “Are you up here because you have 

something to say? Or because you have to say something?” As you might imagine, 
that sign gave quite a start to visiting preachers and bishops alike the first time they 
preached from that pulpit. 

When I was young and sure that I knew everything, I assumed that sign had one 
meaning and was kind of  a cynical reminder to always have SOMETHING to say in 
the pulpit. . . not just preach because you have to say something. It wasn’t until much 
later, and after studying and living with the scripture texts like the ones we have today, 
that I realized it is really a both/and—and it isn’t just about the pulpit. Because God 
has given all of  us Good News and mission and purpose here on this earth and we 
HAVE to speak and live it out loud.

And that’s what I hear in our gospel today from Matthew, in this teaching from 
the Sermon on the Mount that uses salt and light to illustrate the role of  followers of  
Christ. I am married to a true “foodie,” and so my knowledge of  all of  the varieties 
of  salt has grown substantially over the years. For example, I have learned that salt 
comes in all the colors and shades that human beings do—and I have come to re-
ally appreciate the different flavors and colors that different salts bring to food. But 
I think to truly appreciate Jesus’ metaphor,  we have to look at how people used salt 
in biblical times.

Salt’s value has always come from how it is applied to other things. In addition 
to seasoning and improving taste, salt was a preservative in biblical times (and still 
is today), keeping food fresh and safe to eat. His fisherman followers would have 
been VERY familiar with this use of  salt. Salt was also a disinfectant—as painful as it 
sounds, it would be rubbed into open wounds to prevent infection. YIKES— but it 
was a necessary part of  healing. We still use salt in cleaning things—scouring burnt 
food from a frying pan, gargling with it to disinfect a sore throat, or using bath salts. 
Salt was also essential in temple liturgies, Leviticus and Numbers talk about how the 
altar sacrifices are “salted” (Lv. 2.13; Nm. 18.19). And salt was valuable—it was used 
to pay soldiers, and is the root of  the word “salary.” Salt was also used to seal cov-
enants, like the one between Aaron and the succession of  priests, and David and the 
succession of  kings, those were called Covenants of  Salt. 
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Well, isn’t it JUST LIKE Jesus to give us layers and layers of  meaning in a short 
little passage? So we, as disciples, can hear all kinds of  things in that image—we might 
hear that we are called to preserve the faith, AND keep it fresh, sometimes we are 
called to disinfect systems that are unhealthy or unjust, which can be a painful process. 
Maybe we hear that we are called to heal, to make the world clean, new, and safe for 
all of  God’s people. And what if  we heard in that image, that we are EACH valued, 
each one an important part of  the church, essential to God’s plan and covenant with 
the world. 

Salt’s strength and power only comes through its usefulness to other things, it (and 
we) are created to exist FOR others. Notice Jesus doesn’t say we are called to act like 
salt, or we need to work on being salt. . . we ARE salt. And our nature is to be FOR 
others, and if  we are not? Then we aren’t being what we were intended to be— we are 
like salt with no flavor. Salt can’t even really lose its flavor— but it CAN get dissolved 
and too watered down to be recognizable. . . hmmm. And we haven’t even gotten to 
Jesus’ light metaphor. . .so let’s look at that next.

There are layers to his use of  light as well, “You are the light of  the world.” Light 
isn’t even visible on its own, but only in how it is reflected by other things. It can be 
bright and harsh— revealing the things that need to be seen, or soft, and gentle, warm 
and welcoming. Light isn’t meant to be hidden, as Jesus’ emphasizes in his kind of  
sassy example. . . who lights a lamp and then puts it under a bushel?? But that’s really 
the only way to contain it. . . to cover and hide it. Why would we want to do that? Here 
Jesus is saying, we are BOTH salt and light, we are made from the depths of  the sea 
AND from height of  heaven to be of  use to others.

Even if  the disciples had pushed back and said we don’t know how to BE salt 
and light. Jesus goes on to remind them that they do—they have the Law. He assures 
them he doesn’t want to abolish the Law, but to fulfill it, which I read as living into 
the intentions and the fullness of  the Law. Our Psalm today is also a teaching about 
the Law—it is one of  the few alphabet psalms, so if  we were reading the psalm in 
Hebrew we could see that each line begins with the next letter in the Hebrew alphabet 
. It reminds me of  the old needlepoint samplers that were used to teach the alphabet. 
S,o I can imagine it being used as a teaching tool with children on how to live out 
the Law. Be gracious, merciful, righteous, deal generously and lend, and conduct your 
affairs with justice. Don’t be afraid, distribute your resources freely, give to the poor. 
Those are all ways of  being FOR others.

Salt and light are how we were created to function in the world, being FOR oth-
ers. What a VASTLY different message we get in American culture, where “success” 
is measured in how much you get for yourself, not how much you give of  yourself. 
Especially in this country, we interpret and live out “individual liberty,” as though it 
has to mean radical individualism. We buy into the myth that we can succeed or fail 
based only on our own merit and effort. But even modern neuroscience confirms 
what Jesus was teaching the disciples. We ARE literally hardwired for connection with 
other human beings, and the health of  our bodies and minds really depends on it. 

Jesus chose salt and light, two things that are REALLY, REALLY obvious when 
they are present, and also REALLY obvious when they are not. And it doesn’t take a 
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whole lot of  either one to make an obvious difference. Which leaves us asking, how 
obviously are we, as a church community, the salt and light of  the kingdom?  How 
clear is it to the people around us that we are living out the law like it was outlined in 
the psalm?? Maybe it would be a good discipline when we are salting our eggs in the 
morning, or turning on the first light to ask. . . how are people going to experience 
and see God through how I am in the world today? How do I hope they experience 
God through me?

So when I think of  that question that had been taped to the pulpit, are you here 
because you have something to say? Or because you have to say something? Now 
I think, YES to both. God has created us as salt and light. God has given us Good 
News to proclaim and justice to enact. And in order to really be who we are, we have 
to speak those truths out loud and do the work of  justice so people can see and expe-
rience the kingdom of  heaven. Amen.

SermonBOok2014.indd   72 8/19/14   11:52 AM



2014 Preaching Excellence Program  Sermon Book  73

Being in Relationship with God

Deborah White

Church Divinity School of  the Pacific

It is the Fifth Sunday of  the great fifty days of  Easter.  We made it through Lent; 
Jesus has been crucified and risen; and through him we have been saved.  So why 
do our readings suggest that the honeymoon is over? 

Today we heard about St. Stephen, the first Christian martyr.  Stephen was a Hel-
lenistic Jew who was converted to Christianity by the apostles and appointed a deacon 
in Jerusalem.  The fact that he was already considered an outsider made it exponen-
tially more dangerous to preach about Jesus and Stephen knew it.  But he did it anyway 
and, according to the writer of  Acts, he died for his witness.  

But why?  Couldn’t he have just dialed down the rhetoric a bit?  Preached to more 
receptive converts?  Moved to a less hostile town?  We may admire his courage, but 
can’t help but wonder about his common sense.  What would compel someone to 
knowingly put himself  in a life-threatening situation if  he didn’t have to?  But people 
do.  Not just ancient, seemingly remote people like Stephen– but saints in our own 
time.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who died in a German concentration camp; Archbishop 
Oscar Romero, shot for promoting civil rights in El Salvador, and the Nag Hammadi 
martyrs, slain by Muslim extremists only four years ago as they left their church in 
Egypt.  We can pick up a newspaper or go online today and be inspired by Christians 
who have died for refusing to renounce their faith in Pakistan, Indonesia, Sudan and 
other troubled places in the world.  But would we—could we—do the same?

It’s hard to know.  I don’t know if  the disciples fully knew what they were getting 
into either when Jesus tried to talk to them about who he was and what would happen 
when he was gone- when he went home to a place he called, “his Father’s house.”  

But where was that?  That’s what Thomas wanted to know—where was Jesus go-
ing?  And how were they going to find him?  But when Thomas asked, Jesus gave 
him what have to be the most confusing travel directions ever.  Jesus told the disciples 
that they already knew the way, because he was the way.  He told them he was the way 
they have been allowed to know God.  He told them he was the broker – the media-
tor—between God and the disciples.  Jesus told them that he was part of  God.  He 
told them that he was God.  Jesus affirmed to them what John’s gospel declares to 
us: Jesus was God in the world—and, because he is part of  the Father, we can be part 
of  the Father too.

But how were the disciples supposed to understand that?  They probably thought 
Jesus was talking about a physical dwelling.  But Jesus was talking about relationships.  
He was telling his followers that God’s household is a spiritual place, a dwelling made 
not of  cloth or bricks, but of  mutual loyalty and love.  God’s house is a committed 
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relationship grounded in faith and located in the collective soul.  “Know me,” Jesus 
tells them.  “Love me.  Trust me—and you will be part of  God.  And, what’s more, if  
you do that, you will have power like mine.  You will have power greater than mine.  I will 
show the world the glory of  God—through you.”

That’s an astounding idea if  you think about it.  If  you believe in Jesus, you will have the 
power of  God.  Think how that promise resonated with the poor and oppressed people 
who followed Jesus.  Think how that belief  has sustained demoralized and subjugated 
people for thousands of  years since.  I think Jesus’ promise of  power is one of  the 
primary reasons that Christianity grew so quickly.  I think it’s the reason that people 
are still willing to die for it.  I think it’s the reason that people are willing to kill for 
it.  Because people—Christians—think that they can harness the power of  God.  But I 
don’t think it works that way.

My husband and I once took a trip to South Korea by Military Airlift Command.  
MAC flighting was a great way to travel to places you could never afford to go.  Basi-
cally, you packed your bag and showed up at an air force base where you could watch 
a board of  posted flights.  When you saw somewhere you wanted to go, you got in 
line and, if  you were lucky, you got on a plane—and you got home the same way—or 
hoped you would.  This particular trip started out well, but when we got to Korea we 
found out that there were a lot of  people who were considered a higher priority for 
placement on a flight than us joy-riders.  So, every day we packed our bags, checked 
out of  our hotel and went to the base.  And every day we didn’t get a flight, returned 
to the hotel, and checked back in again.  Now, this was before ATMs and cell phones, 
so after a few days we found ourselves down to about ten dollars in traveler’s checks 
and living off  Dunkin’ Donuts and granola bars, so we were thinking about paying for 
a flight home.  The next day we went back to the base and met a young couple who 
were in the same predicament we were.  When we told them we were thinking of  buy-
ing plane tickets, the young woman said, “Didn’t you just tell me you are Christians”?  
“Yes,” we said.  “Then why aren’t you praying”? she inquired.  “We are praying,” I 
said, “but we’re not necessarily expecting God to get us on a MAC flight.  He prob-
ably has bigger things to worry about.”  “Well,” she huffed, “I guess you don’t have 
much faith, do you”?    

I’ve thought about that incident many times over the years.  She believed that I 
lacked faith because I didn’t believe that God would provide what we needed.  But 
it wasn’t that I didn’t believe that God would provide what we needed.  I just didn’t 
think I had the right to decide if  what we needed was to get on a MAC flight.  (And 
for those of  you who can’t stand not to hear the end of  a story, what God ultimately 
provided was a new, promotional direct flight from Seoul to San Francisco, complete 
with a meal and hot towels.  Amen).  

So what was different in our approach to prayer?  Was one of  us right and the other 
wrong?  What did that mean for how I should pray?  Should I never pray for things?  
Should I never pray for myself ?  The writer of  John’s gospel provides a very comfort-
ing answer to these questions.  He tells us that Jesus says, “Do not let your hearts be 
troubled.”  Believe in God.  Believe in me—because you know me.  You have seen what 
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I can do—and I’m willing to do anything for you.  We are in a relationship and because 
of  that relationship I will always answer your prayers.

I think anyone who is in a committed relationship can understand this.  Because 
whether it’s a marriage, romantic partnership, parenthood, or a treasured friendship— 
sometimes you do things just because the person you love asks you to.   How many 
times have you gone to a movie that you didn’t want to see?  Or spent the night clean-
ing up after a sick person?  Or gone to church when you had no interest in learning 
about religion - or even God for that matter?  That’s love.  And Jesus’ love for us opens 
the door so that we can find our place in God’s household.   Allowing himself  to be 
bound to this sinful earth and its imperfect inhabitants in the form of  Jesus is God’s 
priceless gift to us.

But what are we willing to do for God—and is there anything we really can give to 
God?  Peter’s answer is the same as the gospel message—believe.  “Grow into salva-
tion…Come to him…Let yourselves be built into a spiritual house…a holy priest-
hood.”  God wants us to be part of  him.  That’s all—and that’s everything.  Because I have 
started to believe that our good and bad behavior matter less to God than whether 
we accept her divine love and share it with others.  God asks us to open our eyes and 
see—see and believe that such complexity and beauty cannot be random.  To ac-
knowledge that the challenging, confusing, and amazing people with whom we share 
our lives are not just replicated DNA.  To admit that there are places inside of  us that 
cannot be filled by earthly things.  God asks us to accept what has already been given 
to us.  God asks us to believe.  

But for many people, that’s nearly an impossible task.  Many people can’t even 
imagine such a belief.  So we must imagine it with each other.  We may have to imagine it 
for one another.  We must keep showing each other what we see.  We must keep telling 
one another what is in our hearts.  We must, like Stephen, gaze into heaven and allow 
ourselves to be filled with the Holy Spirit.   

Because the power that comes with being in relationship with God is not the pow-
er to know things or to have things or even to be things.  It is the power to love others 
as God loves us.  And that is worth dying for.
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Stand Firm—God Is Not Finished With Us Yet

A sermon preached on the occasion 

of  the celebration of  Absalom Jones

The Rev. Debra Q. Bennett

Church of  Our Saviour, Akron, OH

Galatians 5:1-5 - Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of  slavery

Good afternoon, it is an honor to be here today on my birthday, what a won-
derful gift. No seriously, it is indeed an honor and a privilege to be your 
preacher on the day we come to celebrate the life and witness of  Absalom 

Jones, the first African-American priest in the Episcopal Church. 
 I remember how surprised and delighted I was when asked to participate in the 

creation of  a tapestry celebrating 200 years of  the official black presence in the Epis-
copal Church. I had recently joined the Union of  Black Episcopalians, was a founding 
member and officer of  the Grace Church-Jamaica Chapter of  the UBE and a mem-
ber of  the Young Adult group. I was honored. The tapestry would be hung in the Af-
rican Episcopal Church of  St. Thomas. The Church in which Absalom Jones was the 
first rector. The church in which thousands of  African-Americans through the ages 
would gather weekly to praise the God of  our salvation. I was about to become a part 
of  that history, along with the many others who shared their gift of  needlepoint to 
create a magnificent tapestry at the center of  which would be a portrait of  Absalom 
Jones. I, along with those who came to the celebration, would join in the endless train 
of  worshippers begun in 1792 and continues today. Theirs is a living witness. How 
fortunate are the current worshippers at St. Thomas and those yet to come, they have 
the privilege of  celebrating the life and witness of  Absalom Jones every week, just 
by attending service, or walking the halls, or sitting in prayer. They don’t have to wait 
for the annual celebration of  Blessed Absalom, whose life and witness was penned so 
beautifully in the hymn “Blessed Absalom”1 words by The Rev. Dr. Harold T. Lewis, 
a portrait in miniature of  the man upon whose shoulders we stand. 

 “Our history is still being written, and God’s project continues. Day by day we add 
fresh pages, as we do God’s work and carry out the mission of  the church” wrote 
former Presiding Bishop Frank T. Griswold, III in the Forward in the study guide 
that accompanies the documentary Mine Eyes Have Seen the Savior: 400 years of  Black 
Episcopal Ministries,2 when reflecting on the contributions of  a people. 

Our history is still being written and in the words of  the Rt. Rev. Orris G. Walker, 
“God is not finished with us yet”.3
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We come here today, all of  us, standing on the shoulders of  those who have gone 
before, much like that of  a human pyramid. Those of  us who were/are cheerleaders 
or gymnasts know that in order to stand on the shoulders of  another, we need a hand 
up and the support of  the shoulders beneath our feet. That hand might come from 
a teacher, a colleague, a sibling, a pastor or a fellow advocate in the arena of  social 
justice.  Those upon whom we stand must be of  sturdy stock, enabled to stand firm 
under our weight. Those who have gone before us, blessed Absalom, James Theodore 
Holly, George Freeman Bragg, Quinton Primo, John Walker, Barbara Harris, Pauli 
Murray, Desmond Tutu, Harold Lewis, and those whose contributions to our com-
mon life may not have made it into the spotlight but are the reason you and I have 
made it this far, were and are indeed made of  sturdy stock. It is because of  them and 
our faith in God that we can, “Stand firm …and … not let [ourselves] be burdened 
again by the yoke of  slavery,” as Paul cautions in his letter to the church in Galatia.4 
It is because of  them and their example we can love one another as Christ has loved 
us. We can embrace one another in the bonds of  friendship borne out of  mutual 
respect and well-being for the other. A friendship borne out of  a shared history of  
journey and suffering. A friendship borne out of  Love. That being said, I must reiter-
ate Bishop Walker’s adage:

God is not finished with us yet.
The question, whose answer is not quite apparent yet, is who is going to stand on 

our shoulders? What will be our legacy? More important, what part of  the tapestry of  
this history into which we have all entered, will we weave?

It is not enough to come together once a year in celebration of  the legacy we have 
inherited.

It is not enough to take blessed Absalom out of  the historical china cabinet and 
dust him off  for presentation like we do with our good china and when done return 
it to the cabinet until next year.

God is not finished with us yet and our work is not yet done.
As long as there are congregations that continue to greet prospective parishioners 

with “you might feel more comfortable at the church down the road apiece.  Our 
work is not done yet! Every sign that points would be visitors and those seeking a 
church home to the Episcopal Church has these words “The Episcopal Church wel-
comes you.” Well, I don’t know about you, but my expectation is: I am welcomed. 
Imagine the surprise of  those who encounter no welcome at all as was the case of  an 
African-American colleague who, after attending a wedding on a Saturday, went to an 
Episcopal church the next day in the town in which the wedding was held, only to be 
told by the priest at the end of  the service that the next time she visits, she might be 
more comfortable at the Black Episcopal church. 

No, God is not finished with us yet!
 Or what a same-gendered couple might have felt when they along with their chil-

dren sought out a particular Episcopal congregation, only to be told they were at the 
wrong church, they should be at the other one in town where they would be “more 
comfortable”.

 No, God is not finished with us yet!
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 Absalom Jones along with his friend Richard Allen started the Free African Society 
to care for widows, orphans and the needy in the African-American community. That 
the poor might hear the good news, that the brokenhearted might be healed and that 
those imprisoned by their circumstances might be set free.5 

 Absalom Jones was not deterred by the circumstances with which he was con-
fronted when asked to move to the balcony but made the proverbial lemonade when 
presented with a lemon. He knew God was not finished with him and his work had 
just begun.

 As members of  the Union of  Black Episcopalians, as members of  the Episcopal 
Church, as members of  the Body of  Christ, our work is not yet done. We are called 
to seek and serve Christ in all persons loving our neighbors as ourselves. We are called 
to reconciliation and to restore all people to unity with God. We are called to be the 
voice of  the voiceless. We are called to be the friend of  the friendless. We are called to 
stand up when no one else will. We are called out of  our comfort zones. We are called 
to get out of  our seats. And. . . We are called to be on the move for Christ. 

 It is not enough to worship and go home. Indeed the pews in many churches are 
most uncomfortable. For they were not made for long-term residence. They were 
only made for a pit stop. We are called to action. All of  us are being called out of  our 
complacency, to not, in the words of  the Rev. Canon Ed Rodman, be instruments of  
our own oppression. And as Paul wrote again: do not to allow ourselves to be bur-
dened again by the yoke of  slavery.  Those things that keep us bound. It is different 
for each of  us, but they are shackles of  indifference and intolerance. Ties that bind us 
when we utter, “that has nothing to do with me”, or “I raised my children let someone 
else do that”, or “I have mine, you get yours”. Those upon whose shoulders we stand, 
call us to a life of  justice, advocacy, and mutual respect energized by the love of  God 
through Christ. They call us to work together innervated by the spirit. To develop en-
terprises that will empower the disenfranchised and the marginalized whether we find 
them in the church or in our community. They call us to be the example of  the Good 
News, the manifestation of  the incarnated love of  Christ when it can be found no 
where else but at our hands. They call us to walk together children and to persevere.
	 No	God	is	not	finished	with	us	yet!

 What our historical tapestry displays will be determined by what stitch our lives 
have woven in this part of  the story. It will be determined by whether we will be 
happy and delighted that we have been included in the fabric of  history to which oth-
ers will join their stories. And it will be determined by the recognition that others must 
also stand on our shoulders and we must be of  sturdy stock. That the pyramid they 
form will be strong and sturdy for those who will stand on theirs. We now are called 
to give a hand-up to those who are joining the story.

 Absalom Jones will continue to be in the center of  our shared history. But if  we 
have done our work well, we will not have to retell his story because it is unfamiliar 
to the many. If  we do our work well, blessed Absalom’s story as well as that of  Os-
car Romero, Li tim Oi, George Freeman Brag or a number of  others, will be known 
through our every day life story and the witness we bear to their legacy.

SermonBOok2014.indd   78 8/19/14   11:52 AM



2014 Preaching Excellence Program  Sermon Book  79

 Our work is not done and God is not finished with us yet. Our history is still being 
written and God’s project continues in us and so I will say to you in the words penned 
by John Rosamond Johnson, who along with his brother James Weldon Johnson also 
wrote “Lift Every Voice and Sing”6, we must

 
 Walk together Children don’t you get weary
 Walk together Children don’t you get weary
 Walk together Children don’t you get weary
 There’s a great camp meetin’ in the promised land.

The Promised Land is now. . . because God’s spirit is moving among us
. . . now. . . creating, transforming, renewing. 
This is the day. . . 
This is the time. . . 
This is the hour!
Step out in faith. . . because God is not finished with us yet! Amen.

1.  Lewis, The Rev. Dr. Harold T. “Blessed Absalom.” Lift Every Voice and Sing II: An African-American 
Hymnal II, (Church Hymnal Corporation: NY,1994),  p. 44. Print.
2.  Griswold III, The Most Rev. Frank T.” Forward. “ Viewer’s Study Guide: Mine Eyes Have Seen The Sav-
ior: 400 Years of  Black Episcopal Ministries. (Office of  Black and Urban Ministries: NY, 2001), p. 5. 
3.  Walker Jr., The Rt. Rev. Orris G.. “Introduction.” Viewer’s Study Guide: Mine Eyes Have Seen The Sav-
ior: 400 Years of  Black Episcopal Ministries. (Office of  Black and Urban Ministries: NY, 2001), p. 6.
4.  Galatians 5:1-5. New Revised Standard Version Bible. Division of  Christian Education of  the National 
Council of  the Churches of  Christ in the United Stated of  America, 1989.
5.  (for background only): Lewis, The Rev. Dr. Harold T. Absalom Jones: A Model for Self-Determination. In 
Season, Out of  Season: A Collection of  Sermons. (Office of  Black Ministries: NY, 1993), p. 73.
6.   Johnson, John Rosamond. “Walk Together Children”. Hymn. (NY, 1915).
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A Sermon delivered

April 27, 2014 by

The Rev. Karen Davis-Lawson

St. George’s Church, Astoria, NY

Acts 2:14a, 22-32; Psalm 16; 1 Peter 1:3-9; John 20:19-31

Knock, Knock! Who’s there? Shh! Maybe it’s the temple police come to arrest 
us? Don’t open the door. Be quiet, maybe they will go away?

The disciples were terrified and were meeting in the house behind locked 
doors. 

They may have been thinking—on Friday, Jesus was crucified and his body was laid 
in a tomb. Then, this morning Mary Magdalene went to the tomb, then came out and 
told us that Jesus’ body wasn’t there.  Peter and another disciple went to check and 
they confirmed the tomb was empty. They even saw the linen wrappings lying there 
and the cloth that lay over his head was rolled up and discarded. The religious leaders 
probably thought we stole the body and now they’ve come to get us too.

That was probably what the disciples would have thought if  there was a knock at 
the door.

  But, Jesus didn’t knock. He just came in. You see, Jesus cannot be stopped by a 
locked door, because he is the door.1 Jesus just came and stood among the disciples 
and said Shalom—Peace be with you.

Jesus went past the locked doors of  the disciples’ fears, doubt and confusion and 
spoke peace unto them. Then, before they could say anything, Jesus did something 
remarkable, he showed them his identification. He showed them his wounded hands 
and side. This simple gesture confirmed for the disciples that the human Jesus they 
followed, the Jesus who was nailed to the cross and pierced in the side, was in fact the 
resurrected and standing among them. The resurrected Jesus has the marks of  the 
crucifixion on him.

  On seeing Jesus, the disciples probably went through a myriad of  emotions—dis-
belief, shock, surprise, doubt—and they were finally overjoyed to see Jesus. Although 
Mary Magdalene told the disciples she had seen the Lord, they did not believe her. 
Here, they had their own personal encounter with Jesus. 

Jesus, the resurrected one, again bid them peace. The peace Jesus gives was to pro-
vide courage for the days and years ahead.

Jesus sent the disciples out just as he was sent.  He didn’t send them alone. He 
breathed on them and gives them the gift of  the Holy Spirit, the Advocate, who 
would be at their side to teach them and to lead them into all truth.  Just as God 

SermonBOok2014.indd   80 8/19/14   11:52 AM



2014 Preaching Excellence Program  Sermon Book  81

breathed life into Adam in Genesis and restored life to them dry bones in Eze-
kiel’s vision, Jesus gave new life to his disciples. 

The mission of  the disciples was made possible through the power of  the Holy 
Spirit. Empowered, the disciples continued the work of  making God and Gods ways 
known to the world. In the words of  D. Cameron Murchison, the disciple’s spirit-
breathed mission was to offer the new and renewed life that the risen Christ promises.2 

When Jesus appeared to the disciples, Thomas was not with them.  But when the 
disciples told him they had seen Jesus, Thomas did not believe them. Thomas had 
seen Jesus killed, how could he be alive?  Thomas used Judge Judy’s philosophy, “if  
it doesn’t make sense, it isn’t true.”   There was no video posted to Youtube or 
Facebook, there was no Instagram, or tweet, but it was true.  

The following week, the disciples assembled in the house behind closed doors and 
this time Thomas was with them.  “Jesus again came and stood among them and said 
“Peace be with you— Shalom.”3 And then he presented his credentials to Thomas, 
“Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. 
Do not doubt but believe.”4 Thomas responded with a profound statement of  faith, 
“My Lord and my God!”5

We should not be too hard on Thomas for doubting the other disciples. He was 
living in a chaotic and uncertain time, and in that moment he had questions. How-
ever, his questions did not keep him from being in fellowship with the other disciples 
as they gathered a week later. As a result of  his faithfulness, Jesus appeared, spoke 
directly to Thomas and provided the same evidence he had provided to the other 
disciples a week earlier—his hands and his side. 

But Jesus went on to say, “Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed 
are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”6 Jesus blessed all those in 
every generation who would believe without seeing. That blessing includes us as we 
live in a post- resurrection world where we only have the written and oral testimony 
of  others. 

The encounter with the resurrected Jesus did not change the reality of  the world 
but it would eventually transform the disciples. They would boldly proclaim the risen 
Christ. They were reborn in the fellowship of  Christ body and their lives demon-
strated their profession of  faith.   

Being a Christian is both an individual and a corporate lifestyle. As well as being 
part of  the Body of  Christ, each of  us is uniquely created and loved by God. God 
loves us the way we are but God isn’t going to leave us that way. Just like the disciples 
we are called to proclaim our faith through our lives and change the world. 

Go ye therefore into the world and make disciples. 

1  John 10:7
2  Bartlett, David L.  and Taylor, Barbara Brown  eds., D. Cameron Murchison, FOTW, Year A, 
Vol. 2, (KY: Westminster John Knox Press), 396. 
3  John 20:26b                           4  John 20:27 
5  John 20:28                             6  John 20:29
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A Sermon delivered by

The Rev. Tom Malionek

All Saints Church, Chevy Chase, MD

On March 2, the last Sunday after Epiphany, the elementary Sunday school 
classes gathered in the columbarium courtyard.  Each child had a dry palm 
branch left over from Palm Sunday last year.  We built a huge pile, poured 

last year’s sacred oils on them, and then we lit a match.
Jesus said he had come to light a fire on the earth, and he himself  was the match.  

He touched all the dry wood—discarded people that nobody wanted anymore and 
people whose faith in God had shriveled up.  People who were thirsty for justice; who 
were parched and gasping for even a drop of  good news.  People for whom words 
like “forgiven” or “love” or “friendship” or “safety” or “intimacy” felt dry as dust in 
their mouths.  He touched the sick, and they became well.  He touched lepers, and 
they became clean.  He touched the demon-ridden, and they regained their sanity and 
freedom.  He touched corpses and they leapt back into life.  He touched bread and it 
fed multitudes.  He touched hardened, stony hearts. They became hearts of  flesh.  He 
touched all kinds of  people, and they caught fire. They lit up his path, a fiery meteor 
trail streaking toward Jerusalem until the bright revelation disappeared into the dark 
sky of  a Friday afternoon and the utter blackness of  a tomb.

 The huge pile of  palms the Sunday School collected burned hot and bright, and 
surprisingly loudly, like a great multitude of  voices all shouting “Hosanna!”  Yet, in 
about half  an hour, the fire died, and all that was left was about a cup and a half  of  
cold ashes.  That is the way of  the world—we catch fire fast and our flame roars hot 
and bright, but we end in ashes.  We smeared our faces with them on Ash Wednesday 
and reminded ourselves that but for the grace of  God dust is what we are and to dust 
we shall return.  We cannot purchase life or earn it.  We cannot help ourselves to it 
or sustain it at will.  But for the grace of  God we would never be anything more than 
dust and ashes scattered on the wind.  

 After all the Hosannas were gone and everything was reduced to ashes, Jesus rose 
from the dead to show the fire of  life God kindles never burns out or goes cold.  Jesus 
showed us what God can do with dried-up leftover palms, with withered dreams and 
broken hopes.  All we need to do is let him touch them, set them on fire, and let them 
burn away.

 It is hard to let go of  things we know are destructive—vices, addictions, griev-
ances, old wounds, weakness, and failure.  We may even have reframed them as virtues 
to escape the pain of  guilt and shame.  Yet even if  we manage to let God purify us of  
those, we are still afraid, just as the disciples huddled together in the upper room on 
the day of  Pentecost were afraid.  Even in our newfound Easter return to innocence, 
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even in the midst of  resurrection joy, we still fear the mob outside the door.  We fear 
they will do to us what they did to Jesus, just as he said they would.  We still fear the 
loss of  our possessions, our sense of  identity, and the comfort of  being in control 
of  our own life.  It is hard to embrace the abundant and eternal life God wills for us 
because it is not the life we choose.  It is poured out upon us.  It is abundant, and it 
is eternal. It ends in joy and glory, but its shape is determined by God.  There is no 
room for compromise, no negotiated coexistence of  our will with the will of  God, 
no holding back.  In fact, the very things we think we can’t live without are precisely 
what keep us from living that abundant, joyous, glorious life.  We must die to the life 
of  self-determination so that God can bless us with a life unimaginably better.

 On Pentecost, God gave his fearful disciples a different kind of  fire, the fire to end 
all fires, and it burned away even the fear of  death, and a mighty wind dispersed them, 
no longer like ashes into oblivion, but instead it blew them out into the streets and to 
the four corners of  the earth to proclaim not only what God had done once but what 
God is doing and still does.  

 That same fire, the same Holy Spirit, has been burning ever since that day in every 
Christian in every generation.  It is given in baptism, strengthened in confirmation 
and renewed whenever the grace of  God empowers us to repent, to let go of  our own 
definition of  life and accept a new depth of  holiness and freedom.  

 The story is told of  a third-century monk, Abba Lot, who went to visit an old 
brother monk, Abba Joseph.  Abba Lot said, 

[A]s far as I can I say my little office, I fast a little, I pray and meditate, I live in 
peace and as far as I can, I purify my thoughts. What else can I do?  Then the old man 
stood up and stretched his hands towards heaven.  His fingers became like ten lamps 
of  fire and he said to him, ‘If  you will, you can become all flame.’1

 The way of  the world is to start with fire and end with ashes.
 Not so with God.  God starts with ashes and ends in fire.  
 If  you and I will, we can become all flame.

1. Ward, Benedicta. 1980. The desert Christian: sayings of  the Desert Fathers : the alphabetical collection. New 
York: Macmillan.   
Page 103.
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A Sermon delivered 

April 18, 2014 by

The Rev. Anne Vouga

St. Thomas Episcopal Church, Louisville, KY

After such a long, gray winter, it has been difficult to think Good Friday 
thoughts this week, as green bursts forth all around me and bright flowers 
blossom on every side. The earth is shouting “Rejoice!” yet I am supposed to 

be meditating on the gruesome death of  God. It has been harder than usual this Holy 
Week to keep Easter at bay. I tried to get in the right Good Friday mood by watching 
the haunting movie, Twelve Years a Slave. Whippings, cruelty, heart-breaking despair: 
all of  the elements of  Jesus’ Passion were present in the movie, Mel-Gibsonlike on 
the big screen …. But the horror of  nineteenth-century human injustice didn’t quite 
capture the idea of  Almighty God submitting to such suffering out of  love. Even 
after the somber movie, the spring sunshine outside the theater continued to burn 
away any gloom.

Then I heard the NPR story about the homeless Jesus.1 Canadian sculptor Timothy 
Schmalz has created a life-sized bronze Jesus, poured out like a pile of  bones under 
a shroud on a park bench. The homeless Jesus is easily mistaken at dusk for a real 
homeless man, curled up under a blanket for warmth, rejected and alone. There is 
room on the bench for a person to sit at the statue’s bare feet, if  one dares to come 
so near. Only when seated beside the heap of  human being, can one notice the nail 
holes in the feet, the mark of  crucifixion. 

The interesting thing is that this statue has turned out to be rather controver-
sial. Two churches turned the statue down before an Episcopal parish in an upscale 
neighborhood in Charlotte, North Carolina purchased it, making the national news. 
Although the statue is clearly inspired by the verses of  Matthew 25 in which Jesus says 
that when we care for “one of  the least of  these,” we care for him, many good Chris-
tians are not happy with their Lord as a bum on a bench. One upstanding Charlotte 
resident, fearful for her safety, called the police when she first spied the statue at night, 
believing that the homeless hordes had invaded her own neighborhood. She rejected 
the sculptor’s theology, too, protesting that Jesus stands watch over the homeless to 
protect them and to care for them; he therefore cannot be one of  them.2

At first I was surprised to notice that the picture of  the homeless Jesus huddled 
in the sunshine did more to bring out a Good Friday spirit of  contrition in me than 
did all of  the pain and horrors of  the Cross. On reflection, however, I began to 
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understand. For the first Christians, the Cross was a daily horror that they ran into 
on their way to the market. It was a sign of  Roman oppression: of  hatred, violence, 
God-forsakenness. For God to end up on one—and for Christians then to venerate 
such an object as the source of  their salvation—was a scandal beyond the pale, as the 
apostle Paul tries to make clear to us. For me, however, the Cross has become a reli-
gious symbol of  salvation over which I need to pour all kinds of  drama in order for it 
to move me to the horror that I know it requires. I have to reach deep down into my 
darkest imagination, pulling up all of  my own hurts and then stirring them with all of  
the world’s wrongs, in order for the scandal of  that smooth Cross in the chancel 
of  my cozy parish church to enter my life in a meaningful way. 

But a homeless man huddled on a park bench—that is a sight that I recognize 
only too well in my world. It easily conjures up connotations overflowing with sin 
and suffering:  oppression, injustice, addiction, loneliness and despair, just to name a 
few.  Indeed, for the man or woman suffering on that bench, cast out by me and my 
community, truly to be Almighty God—well now, the fearful woman in Charlotte is 
right to call that a scandal! But such is the true scandal of  Good Friday: the scandal of  
God completely caught, out of  love for the world, within the pain and the sin of  the 
world. To let myself  be moved by the homeless Jesus is not to manufacture horror as 
a religious duty. It is to let God into the place where God longs to be: into the depths 
and hidden nooks and crannies of  my world. W. H. Auden wrote a poem about Good 
Friday in which he expresses the challenge that we face in making the crucifixion 
something that transforms us as much as resurrection does. Describing the crowd 
right after Jesus dies, he writes:

Soon… The shops will re-open at four,
The empty blue bus in the empty pink square will
Fill up and depart: we have time
To misrepresent, excuse, deny,
Mythify, use this event
While, under a hotel bed, in prison,
Down wrong turnings, its meaning
Waits for our lives …3

If  Jesus suffers on that park bench, and I can reach out and touch his cold and 
bloody feet, then the scandal of  the Incarnation has entered into the gated com-
munity of  my life. The homeless Jesus can expect more from me than shame at the 
place of  pain and rejection to which I have consigned him. Because he is a part of  my 
world, the homeless Jesus can expect my life to change in response to our encounter.

My struggles with the beautiful weather this Holy Week made me realize that we 
always bend over the horrors of  Good Friday with Easter victory in our pockets. It is 
OK for us to look at the suffering of  our Lord with the knowledge of  the resurrec-
tion to follow.  It is OK to ask for forgiveness knowing that we have already been for-
given. After all, Christ’s death flows into his resurrection just as smoothly and secretly 
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as “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me,” flows into “Praise the Lord … For 
he does not despise nor abhor the poor …but when they cry to him he hears them.”4 
We don’t quite know where Psalm 22 turns from suffering into joy. We only know that 
it does. We don’t quite know where the homeless Jesus ends and the victorious Christ 
begins. We only know that they are one and the same. All we know is that we live most 
of  our lives in those moments of  gray-and-pink streaked dawn when dark night be-
gins to give way to bright daylight and where winter somehow turns into spring. The 
important Good Friday question for us is this: Like the psalmist’s, will our lives speak 
what God has accomplished, to generations yet to be born?  Will our lives be signs of  
God’s grace and love? Will our tears of  repentance bathe not just the bronze feet of  
the homeless Jesus but the fleshly feet of  our brothers and sisters in whom the risen 
Christ has made his home?

1  http://www.npr.org/2014/04/13/302019921/statue-of-a-homeless-jesus-startles-a-wealthy-commu-
nity
2  http://www.wcnc.com/news/neighborhood-news/Homeless-Jesus-sculpture-sparks-controver-
sy-247134691.html
3  W.H. Auden, “Nones,” from the Horae Canonicae, found at  http://vladivostok.com/Speaking_In_
Tongues/auden9eng.htm
4  Psalm 22, my translation.
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A Sermon Delivered 

on May 11, 2014 by

The Rev. Ben R. Wells

Rector, St. Francis Church, Macon, GA 

Acts 2:42-47

Jesus said, “I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.”  In our read-
ing from Acts, we have a glimpse of  the early church. Christians and Jews are still 
worshipping together and reading the Hebrew Bible. 

 The very first line we heard read says, “Those who had been baptized devoted 
themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of  bread and 
the prayers.” Remind you of  anything? For those who were here Easter Sunday, 

you heard these words in the renewal of  our baptismal vows. I said, “Will you con-
tinue in the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of  bread, and in the 
prayers?”  You responded, “I will, with God’s help.” If  you weren’t here for Easter, 
I know you have repeated these vows at some time in your worship, at least at your 
baptism, if  you haven’t been baptized, please see me. It’s time you think about making 
the commitment to enter/or continue in life and live it abundantly.

 The next few lines of  our Acts passage concerning selling all possessions may 
make a few of  you a little nervous, but before we get to that, let’s just say some schol-
ars believe this Acts pericope is the context of  the Jerusalem community. Some say 
it is what the idealized church should be. We can use one to domesticate the passage 
and remove its sting. We can use the other as a yardstick to compare us to where we 
are versus the early church and then domesticate the passage by using context. How 
do we think literalists choose to interpret this scripture about selling our possessions 
and distributing the proceeds to the needy? How do we think progressives choose to 
interpret this scripture? Finally, the two sides might agree on something, most of  us 
would agree we are not going to sell our possessions and distribute to “all as they have 
need.”

 However from that very first line of  this Acts passage, I ask you this, “have you 
been awed lately? Have you seen miracles (signs and wonders) performed?” The Greek 
translation of  di-ah, interpreted by our NRSV interpretation as “by,” is probably best 
interpreted as “through.” Have you witnessed God’s wonders and signs through the 
disciples? That’s you, you are the disciples and signs, and wonders have been per-
formed through you. Your giving, not your possessions, but your salary, your income 
(for us the context of  what we give from), by your prayers (The Episcopal Church is 
a church of  prayer-constant prayer) and by your fellowship, you have touched many, 
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Many are only known to God, but I know a few as well and they talk to me and I 
listen. This community has made a difference in people’s lives and yes, wonders and 
signs have happened. Wonders and signs are happening all around us but most of  us 
are too busy to take notice, listen to and see God’s unfolding story, or we’re listening 
to the drumbeat of  a different story, a life draining and destroying story. I believe the 
story of  life giving and life living is the idealized story, a gift from the early church, 
and we must make it our own. Take time to listen, see the wonders and signs around 
us of  God’s working in the world through us, his disciples. 

 I believe in this story, St. Francis’s best days are before us and it will continue to 
be life giving to all involved. I could get discouraged when I need six people, ask 12 
people and get one. I could get discouraged that no one is applying for the assisting 
rector’s position. I could get discouraged no one is stepping forward or rushing in 
to set up coffee hour or to clean up after coffee hour. I consciously chose not to get 
discouraged. I hear of  the golden days of  St. Francis as if  that were something that 
will never be again. Then two minutes later, I hear of  the dark times of  St. Francis and 
why some will not volunteer for leadership any longer in this parish, as if  things never 
change. I could get discouraged after hearing these things. I could get discouraged 
hearing the writer of  Acts talk about, in the just previous verses of  Acts, Peter bring-
ing 3,000 people into the faith in one day, when all I hear is how the Christian faith is 
diminishing in numbers and isn’t needed any longer. If  I were to let discouragement 
get the best of  me, it would be like the thief  Jesus talks about—the thief  who comes 
to steal, kill, and destroy. I want life and I want life abundantly, because in the end, that 
is what is important.

 Soon, very soon, we will begin our formal process of  discernment concerning the 
direction of  this parish, as the status quo is not acceptable to God’s plan, as I inter-
pret it, in “being a new creation”. I am asking the parish to build a bigger box, not a 
cathedral, just a bigger space in which to worship, instead of  this extremely small and 
limiting space that has served St. Francis well for some years, but has stifled it this last 
decade. Some may only wish to add services, and some, some may think we shouldn’t 
do anything. I would take that as all who need to be at St. Francis are at St. Francis. 
That’s not a life giving story, that’s a life killing story. I want to see a space where all 
of  us can worship together when needed, still offering early and later services. I want 
to see the parish to be amenable to adding 30, let alone 3,000. As I am quick to say, 
you can only put so much water in a glass and regardless of  what we may be led to 
think, by the false stories of  demise and anachronisms, there are many who thirst. 
There are many who thirst for fellowship in a safe space, many who are interested in 
studying scripture in multifaceted interpretations, where no one is ridiculed for inter-
preting “Jesus died for all” as meaning “all,” not a just a select group of  the pristine 
self-righteous—where we all learn to break bread with glad and generous hearts, for-
giving those who have trespassed against us and asking for forgiveness for our own 
trespasses. You’ll hear that again later. Take it seriously. 

 This is my idealized community and I think it sounds a lot like the early church. Of  
course the Jerusalem church had a temple in which to worship, I just envision a larger 
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space, not a temple. I want this parish to live life, and live it abundantly, by allowing 
others to live it abundantly, instead of  wringing its hands about what to do when 
pushed to the gate of  Awe, pushed to the gate of  wonders and signs that God has in 
store for us—just on the other side of  awe, where we will be called to evangelize by 
being the sheep of  his pasture in which we may safely graze as we come and go and 
praise God and continue to have the good will of  all the people. Amen.
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2015 National Episcopal Preaching Conference
La Predicación de Jesús:  Preaching in Spanish

March 5-7, 2015
Cathedral Center of  the Episcopal Diocese of  Los Angeles

Featured speakers:  Justo Gonzalez, Simón Bautista, Arturo Bañuelas

Workshop and preaching group leaders:  Bishop Diane Bruce, Tom Callard, 
Anthony Guillén, Miquelina Howell, Luis León, Margarita Santana

 
The conference is for all who are interested in preaching more effectively - in Spanish and 
English – native speakers and those just learning, seminarians, clergy and laity. In a mix of 
worship and celebration, plenary sessions and preaching groups, we will learn and grow 
together as we study and proclaim Jesus. 
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EPF Conference Schedule

2014
September 23   Diocese of Washington, D.C.

October 7-9      Diocese of North Carolina

October 19-21  Diocese of East Tennessee

 

 2015
March 5-7         Diocese of Los Angeles 
                            La Predicacion de Jesus: Preaching in Spanish 
    National Episcopal Preaching Foundation Conference

March                Presentation at the House of Bishops

May  5-7            Diocese of Colorado with Walter Brueggemann

May 12-14         Diocese of Washington, D.C.

May 24-29         PEP  and PEP II, 2015

Fall                     Denver Conference for large parish preaching teams

Fall                     Diocese of Atlanta

Fall                     Diocese of Huron
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