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INTRODUCTION
Dr. A. Gary Shilling, Chairman and Founder
The Episcopal Preaching Foundation
Good preaching has never been more important! This was confirmed
most recently by two studies from the Pew Foundation (2016) and The
Gallup Organization (2017), which documented that for the American public,
preaching is the most important factor in deciding on a place of worship, and
making the decision to attend church. This is why the EPF has focused singlemindedly on helping to develop strong preachers since our inception 32 years
ago.
Center-stage in this endeavor is the EPF’s annual 5-day Preaching
Excellence Program, held in 2019 at the Roslyn Retreat Center in Richmond,
Va. The Conference was attended by a capacity audience of 56 seminarians
representing 17 seminaries and diocesan formation programs across the US
and Canada. This year’s distinguished Faculty included The Rt. Rev. Katharine
Jefferts Schori, Past Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church; The Rt. Rev.
J. Neil Alexander, Dean of The School of Theology, University of the South,
Sewanee; Jonathan Merritt, Author of Learning to Speak God From Scratch; The
Rev. Gary Jones, Rector of St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church, Richmond, VA; The
Rev. Dr. Carolyn J. Sharp, Professor of Homiletics at Yale Divinity School; and
The Rt. Rev. William H. “Chip” Stokes, Bishop of the Diocese of New Jersey.
Among the student body were postulants from local diocesan formation
programs, a growing track for new ordinands, particularly in non-urban areas
where the economics of a parish calling are incompatible with the financial
burden of a seminary education.
PEP week’s format interweaving inspiring keynotes, plenary addresses
and sermons with practical workshops and moderated preaching groups,
continues to be an effective format that generates strongly positive feedback
from PEP participants in our follow-up surveys.
As you read these sermons and addresses, I hope you agree that the
Foundation is making significant strides in inspiring the next generation
of parish clergy to develop their preaching skills and ultimately to excel as
preachers for the benefit of all of us. We want to thank all of the donors who
make our work possible, especially the major contributors listed on page 90 of
this book.
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REFLECTIONS ON THE SERMON IN TODAY’S WORLD
PREACHING MATTERS!
The Most Rev. Michael Curry, Presiding Bishop and
Primate of the Episcopal Church
This introduction by Bishop Curry appeared in the Anglican
Theological Review, Winter 2019 and is reprinted with
permission of the publisher.
In the late 1970s, I attended a conference on preaching. One of the speakers,
a great and well-respected preacher of the time, spoke of preaching a revival
recently in South Africa.
This was not long after the death of Stephen Biko. Nelson Mandela was still
languishing in a prison cell on Robben Island, and Archbishop Desmond Tutu
had not yet been recognized by the world with a Nobel Peace Prize. And any
hope for a land made beautiful by a rainbow of the children of God living in
peace and justice in the way of love seemed far removed from the reality of race
wars.
In this context the preacher has been invited to preach, but with strict
limitations imposed by the apartheid government. He was warned that he
would be carefully watched. He was not to comment on the sociopolitical of
South Africa. He was only to “preach from the Bible” – that’s all, just preach
from the Bible.
And so, that is what he did.
He only preached from the Bible… and told the story of Moses and the
Hebrew children, slaves in Egypt, but set free by the mighty and outstretched
hand of the Lord God Almighty.
Then the Lord said, “I have observed the misery of my people who are in
Egypt; I have heard their cry on account of their taskmasters. Indeed, I know
their sufferings, and I have come down to deliver to them.” (Exod. 3:7-8)
He only preached from the Bible and told of how the Lord Jesus Christ
identified his work on earth with the prophecy of Isaiah that says,
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
Because he had anointed me
To bring good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
And recovery of sight to the blind,
To let the oppressed go free,
To proclaim the year of the Lord’s Favor. (Luke 4:18-19, from Isa 61:1-2)
He only preached from the Bible, citing passage like this:
Then Jesus said to the Jews who had believed in him, “If you continue in
–6–

my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth
will make you free.” (John 8:31-32)
And…
I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have
loved you, you should love one another. (John 13:3-4)
For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit
again to a yoke of slavery. (Gal. 5:1)
He only preached from the Bible… and such preaching matters and makes a
difference!
Proclaiming the loving, liberating, life-giving message of Jesus Christ
Matters!
Preaching Matters!
And because preaching matters, the study of preaching – theological,
scriptural, and historical study, as well as the study of life and human society
– matters. I am therefore grateful that the board of the Anglican Theological
Review decided to begin the journal’s second century (volume 101.1) with
a special issue devoted to preaching. And I am delighted that the Episcopal
Preaching Foundation is co-sponsoring this issue. The practice of preaching is
truly worthy of our study, from all angles of view. And may the practice and the
study of preaching continue for many years to come.
God bless you, God love you, and keep on preaching!
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THE SERMON IN THE 21ST CENTURY
Rev. Dr. Stephen Smith, Dean of EPF Faculty and
Rector of St. Patrick’s Episcopal Church, Dublin, OH.

For generations the form of the sermon remained unchanged. The format,
defined by the Dominicans in the 13th Century, was essentially to propose a
thesis and support it with multiple illustrations and Biblical references. A length
of one hour was not uncommon, and until recent generations, quite acceptable
if the homily was well-argued. They proposed that the outline of a good sermon
looked something like this.
Propose a Thesis
Provide an illustration which supports that thesis
Offer three points in its defense
Provide a second illustration to support the thesis
Offer three points in its defense.
Provide a third illustration which supports the thesis
Offer three points in it defense.
Restate the original thesis.
For those of us who grew up in the American education system of
the 20th century this format could be summarized in the same way we might
summarize the task of writing a theme paper for English class.
Tell them what you’re going to tell them.
Tell them. Tell them again.
Tell them what you told them.
This format was standard for most preaching for hundreds of years. During
the Protestant Reformation, which was accompanied by the invention of
the printing press and an increase in literacy, this format reached its zenith.
Preachers could proclaim sermons which lasted well over an hour. But if they
made their point clearly enough, defended it with illustrations and Biblical
references, and came to a clear conclusion, the listeners where mesmerized.
It is said that the great protestant preacher Jonathan Edwards, who wrote
the famous sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” preached in a
monotone, with his glasses perched on the end of his nose, and never looked up
from his text. Still people swooned in the aisles. He obviously made his case and
proved his point.
All this changed with the advent of modern media. First radio, and then
television brought immediate communication and visual images into our living
rooms. Radio serials and sitcoms abounded. We flooded our lives with stories.
Attention spans shortened.
As we all heard silver-tongued radio announcers, and watched beautiful,
well-spoken faces on television and in the movies, delivery of a sermon became
as important as its content.
At the same time, literacy levels and educational advancement soared.
The more people learned, the more they felt they were their own best expert.
–8–

Challenge authority became the rallying cry of a whole generation.
The renowned preacher Fred Craddock caught the implications of all these
changes in his seminal work, As one Without Authority. He introduced the
concept of intuitive preaching. The preacher, rather than being an authoritative
expert on all themes religious, became one who knew the story of the gospel
and how it resonated with our story. Instead of beginning a sermon with a
general theme that would be outlined throughout the course of the sermon,
the preacher told a specific story, one that implied general understandings.
Instead of preaching from the general to the specific, the preacher started with
the specific and hinted at the implications we could draw from the homily
ourselves.
This intuitive style of preaching has been used widely over the last
few decades. But it may be under assault by still more changes in the
communications patterns of our culture.
With the advent of the Internet, Facebook, Twitter, texting and so many
forms of digital communication we are still going through a communications
revolution at least as important as the one we went through with the invention
of the printing press, and with the introduction of radio and television. We
do not know yet when this revolution will settle down. In the meantime, it is
rapidly influencing the way we receive information, share information, and
create information. And so it has its effects on preaching.
Generational theorists say that the way we communicate with one another
is changing, with media preferences for each generation. The older we are the
more likely we are to favor print media, and the younger we are the more likely
we are to favor instant, internet communication.
This too, effects preaching. If we are lucky enough to preach to four
generations in our pews we may encounter the following.
The Silent Generation (age 74 and above), who love print media, will
be thrilled if we can make a case and argue a point just like the Dominicans
encouraged all those years ago.
The Baby Boomers (age 55 to 73), who grew up in the dawning days of
television with one sitcom after another, will love it if we tell a story that leads
to an intuitive conclusion.
Generation X (40-54) who began the internet revolution will love it if we
can provide emotionally laden content with sound bites they can remember.
Whereas the Millennials (ages 23-39), who swim in the waters of digital
media that the rest of us only wade into, will ask, “Why are you talking? Why
are you still talking? When do I get to talk?”
This is the world in which current preachers find themselves. The sermons
that follow will provide illustrations of how respected clergy and teachers, as
well as the seminarians attending this year’s Preaching Excellence Program, are
adapting their messages to this preaching environment.
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When Does Breaking News Compel A
Preacher To Rewrite Sunday’s Sermon?
The Rev. Nathan Kirkpatrick, Managing Director,
Leadership Education at Duke University
First published in Faith & Leadership
www.faithandleadership.com
It has happened repeatedly in recent years. On Saturday afternoon, around
3 or 4 o’clock, my phone’s screen flashes alive with a news alert from The
New York Times or The Wall Street Journal. Some of the alerts seem trivial,
hardly worthy of the title “breaking news.” Others, though, are so staggering
that “breaking news” hardly expresses what is world-shaking, gut-wrenching,
terrifying, heartbreaking.
I have friends whose anxiety is so elevated on a day-to-day basis that they
have disabled all notifications and alerts on their phones. They simply no longer
have the emotional or spiritual capacity to process another tragedy, and for
them, this disabling is an act of self-care. One empathizes.
For those of us who regularly find ourselves in a pulpit on Sunday
mornings, though, this is seldom an available option. If part of the work of
preaching is bridging the distance between the world of the Scriptures and our
world today, if we are interpreting the meaning and weight of eternal promises
for contemporary life, then preachers must at the very least be conversant
with the world as it is and as it is becoming -- even as that is unfolding in the
moment.
But this raises an inevitable question: When does the preacher change
Sunday’s sermon in response to Saturday’s news?
This is a favorite discussion among preachers on Twitter and Facebook
on Saturday afternoons when shocking news has yet again broken. Someone
tweets or posts, “How are you going to preach about this tomorrow?” Several
people then offer constructive suggestions, often with deep insight into
Scripture, the tradition or the situation.
Because this is social media, though, it does not take long for the quality of
the help and the conversation to devolve. Someone starts preacher shaming: “If
you don’t talk about this on Sunday, you shouldn’t be in a pulpit.” Or someone
makes an appeal directly to laity: “If your preacher doesn’t preach about this
on Sunday, you should find a different church.” Then someone retorts that his
or her preaching continually addresses racism or sexism or violence or social
injustice so perhaps the “shamer” should just worry about his (it’s almost
always a man who first throws shame in these scenarios) own sermon.
In these exchanges, what is inevitably lost is the most significant question:
What does the gospel have to say to a broken and brokenhearted world in this
moment, and does that gospel message necessitate changing what I had planned
to preach tomorrow?
There is no perfect answer, of course. So much depends on our own
prayerful and pastoral discernment. So much depends on the congregational
and community context.
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What I am learning through this extended season of shocking Saturdays is
that I have to examine my planned sermon through four questions.
If I do not change a word, will this sermon still speak honestly
and sufficiently about the world where this news happened? Does this
sermon offer a description of sin and brokenness that can begin to account for
pernicious prejudice and pervasive violence? Does the sermon’s description
account for “the evil that enslaves us, the evil we have done, and the evil done
on our behalf,” to borrow a prayer of confession from the Episcopal Church’s
“Enriching Our Worship” liturgical resource? Does it speak to the way the
Spirit stirs people to respond generously and self-sacrificially in the most
difficult of circumstances? If it does not, then it must be changed.
If I were to change the sermon, would I be offering something other
than mere punditry? For better or worse, there is already a Sean Hannity and
a Rachel Maddow. My deep conviction is that people do not come to church to
hear sermons that sound like the commentary offered by either. In ways deeper
than words, people come to church to hear that there is, in fact, a balm in
Gilead that can heal the hurting soul. If I do change the sermon, how can I offer
that good news in the wake of this news?
Am I the one who can say something about this, or is there someone
else whose voice should be heard? As a white man, I already enjoy more
than my share of privilege in this country, and to stand in a pulpit regularly
is to exercise yet another kind of privilege. In the wake of some Saturdays,
the gospel may call me to give up some privilege by letting another voice be
heard. The answer may not be about changing the sermon at all but about
intentionally giving up the pulpit for a week.
What can be said? Nadia Bolz-Weber may not have been the first to say
it, but I heard it first from her: “I only preach from my scars, not my wounds.”
Though these Saturdays are coming frequently, they still catch us off guard, and
they leave us hurting. But the pulpit is not the place for my own therapy or for
venting frustrations with mealy-mouthed politicians or complicit lobbyists or
a racially bigoted judicial system. What can be said is what is most true, words
that come from William Sloane Coffin: “God’s heart was the first of all our
hearts to break.”
It will happen again. Pray God, not this week. But some Saturday soon,
breaking news will light up my phone, and yours too. The next day, I will step
into the pulpit, and you will too. My prayer is that together our words might be
a part of how God is repairing what is broken and binding up the wounded.
That would be good news indeed.
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SERMONS FROM THE PEP 2019 FACULTY
The Rt. Rev. Katharine Jefferts Schori
Former Presiding Bishop and Primate of the Episcopal Church
Rev. Thelma (Nikki) Mathis
Rector, St. Gregory The Great Episcopal Church, Athens, GA
Rev. Dr. Stephen Smith
Dean of EPF Faculty, and Rector, St. Patrick’s Episcopal Church,
Dublin OH
Rev. Elizabeth (Sister Miriam Elizabeth) Bledsoe
Rev. Kate Spelman
Rector, All Saints Episcopal Church, Western Springs, IL

EPF Prayer for Preachers – The Rev. William Eakins
Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening. Speak as I ponder Holy
Scripture. Speak as I consider the world around me and the people you
have entrusted to my care. Speak as I reflect upon the state of my
soul. Open my mind and my heart to the Good News you want me to
hear. Then enliven my imagination, my thought, and my speech to
proclaim your Word with clarity and power to all who yearn for your
presence, your truth, and your love.
Amen.
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Are You Listening? Would You Know Who
Was Calling in The Middle of the Night?
The Most Rev. Katharine Jefferts Schori, Former Bishop
and Primate of the Episcopal Church
Preaching Excellence Program,
Roslyn Conference Center, May 2019
1 Samuel 3:1-10
Psalm 78:1-7
Romans 10:11-17
Luke 9:1-6
I was an aspirant, pretty much stalled for five years, when I was asked to
preach for the first time in early 1991. The clergy were supposed to be away at
diocesan convention, and the rector fingered me. The first Samuel reading was
appointed for the 2nd Sunday after Epiphany and Desert Storm had just started
in the first Gulf War. Like Samuel, I didn’t sleep very well that week.
Samuel was ministering under Eli. The high priest in Shiloh was
theoretically training a successor. He hadn’t done so well with his own sons,
who were trashing the family reputation with greed and their abusive behavior.
It says, “The word was rare in those days, and visions not widespread.” The
reading’s been sanitized – the word’s not rare; there’s a famine, and the family’s
deaf and Eli’s blind to what those boys have been up to. He has neither sight
nor insight, yet the light in the Temple hasn’t yet quite flickered out. There is
hope, for the light is being guarded by a lad named Samuel. Samuel (it means
either ‘name of God’ or ‘God heard’) hears God speaking to him. Samuel has
gotten up three times and run to Eli before Eli rouses enough to recognize that
voice himself: ‘speak, for your servant is listening.’
What is the Word saying to you in the middle of the night?
I’ll warrant that most of us are a bit clueless when we start this preaching
journey, often worried about how effective we’ll be, and even occasionally
sleepless. I still itch and fret and find other things to do when a sermon’s due
– answer email, clean the house, make a pastoral call… almost anything other
than sitting down to stew in the Word for next Sunday.
Yet Samuel gets up in the middle of the night and runs to his mentor, who
finally offers some direction: say, ‘speak, I’m listening.’ When you’re able to
listen deeply, what are you hearing?
I’ve noticed something new this year. It may be old hat to many of you,
but it’s kept prodding me. Eastertide has been filled with encounters where the
Word speaks to somebody: ‘get up.’ Last week, it was “Peter, get up, take that
food, and eat.”1 The week before, Peter says to the dead woman, “Tabitha, get
up.”2 A week earlier, Saul is blinded on the road to Damascus and hears, “get
1
2
3

Acts 11:7
Acts 9:40
Acts 9:6
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up, and go into the city…”3 In yesterday’s gospel, Jesus says to the paralyzed
man, “Get up, take your bedroll, and walk.”4 Today, it’s just, ‘Samuel, Samuel,
Samuel…” and he gets up!
Get up, rise and shine; claim your risen life and Christian vocation. Get up
on your beautiful feet, and get out there to share good news.
The gospel encounter we just heard immediately follows Jesus’ raising
of the little girl. He says to her, “Talitha cum,” little girl, get up. And then he
pulls his students together and sends them out to rebuff the demons, heal, and
announce good news. Resurrected life is pending and emerging and actually
happening all around us, and we’re supposed to get up, point to it, share it, and
partner in it.
Samuel’s eagerness to respond offers a model. It may be the gift of youth
to see and hear in new ways that jaded elders can’t or won’t. Some traditions
call it beginner’s mind – an openness to the Word speaking in unexpected ways
and people. Samuel hears when Eli is deaf. He’s woke when Eli’s asleep. And
if you listen through the next chapters of the story, you hear that Samuel’s lit
as well – he’s on fire with the word of God and shining light into the darkness
of Israel. As prophet and judge, Samuel brings hope in the face of conflict with
the Philistines, and warns people about the dangers of kingly power.
What is the gettin’ up Word prompting in you? How and what are you
prodded to speak or act like God’s voice in a prophet?
Jesus sends his students out without emergency rations or survival
equipment. He tells them to share good news and accept hospitality when it’s
offered. The risen Word goes with them, and will lead and sustain them, if their
ears and eyes and hearts are open.
We’re all here because we’ve gotten up and said, ‘speak, for your servant is
listening.’
When the first war in the Gulf started, the dis-ease needing healing in our
communities was about hate directed at Middle Easterners in our midst and
the anguish of families whose sons and fathers, and the first few daughters
and mothers, were sent to fight. The Word most needed was one of peace, in
the face of the common anxiety of Americans and Kuwaitis and Iraqis. The
immediate community began to hold interfaith gatherings for prayer and a
meal, seeking good news even in the midst of fear and prejudice. Hospitality
was far from universal, but where it emerged, it healed and gave courage.
The shooting at Community Chabad in Poway, CA, a month ago was
immediately met by the physical presence and support of people of faith in
the local community – Christians, Muslims, Jews, Sikhs, Buddhists, and some
‘nones,’ who stood vigil outside, prayed, and offered the hope of solidarity.
Rabbi Goldstein, in spite of his maimed and bandaged hands, kept pointing
to the way of love. His hands have been beautiful messengers of peace, a
yad without a finger,5 to read the Word speaking life and light and love into
darkness.
John 5:8
A yad is a pointer, with a tiny hand at the end of it, used to read Torah. The
word means ‘hand’
4
5
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We carry within us what is needed to bring good news and healing. Will
you get up and go where the Word sends you with the good news of God’s
love?
Will you keep rising, listening, responding?
In the days before we had many real deacons, a former bishop of New York
used to send people out at the end of the Mass with ‘get up, get out, and get
lost!’ Get up out of those pews, get out there into the world, and lose your life
in showing and sharing the news of Easter. Christ is risen, the body of Christ is
risen, and this world need people who will declare in every time and place that
this “is a great getting’ up mornin’!”6

6

Mahalia Jackson, Great Gettin’ Up Morning. 1959
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PREACHING… A HOLY CONVERSATION
Rev. Thelma (Nikki) Mathis, Rector, St. Gregory The
Great Episcopal Church, Athens, GA
Preaching Excellence Program,
Roslyn Conference Center, May 2019
Luke 11:1-13
Here just take it! Take the dang bread! He swore he had never been so
glad to see the back of his neighbor’s head in his whole life. He had one good
nerve left, and that neighbor spent the entire night tap dancing all over it. After
calling and texting, this fool invited himself over. He knocked on his door and
tapped on his window. He stomped on his roof and then beat on basement wall.
Even when he ignored that neighbor and finally fell asleep, when he dreamed
he was at McDonalds ordering a number 10, his neighbor was the one in the
drive through window, “Hey man, seriously, I need some bread. And do you
want fries with that?” That was all he could take... he had to give that man
some bread.
When Jesus tells us this story, of course he is talking about our being
persistent in prayer, but this isn’t so much a story about us and what we should
do, but about God and what God does do. If that raggedy, rude, lazy guy who
stays in his bed, (no shade, I am all those things when I’m sleepy, ask my
husband) when he would rather sleep than save his neighbor’s reputation in
that honor shame society that requires hospitality for guests, if even he will
finally get up and give the neighbor what he wants, then how much more
will the God who listens to us deeply, loves us completely and gives us life
abundantly give us what we need.
And that abundant life God gives is not just in the sweet by and by, not just
in that great getting up morning we heard the preacher preach about yesterday.
It’s here right now, joy and peace and purpose in this life available through
Jesus, God with skin on, who gave his all to give us everything.
And it’s no accident that Jesus is teaching that God responds to persistence
and urgency in prayer. Getting this message across to everyone who is hungry
for that kind of abundant life in the here and now is itself an urgent mission
that we’ve all been given. Especially preachers. You see, we aren’t just being
asked to be insistent in personal prayer. Preachers are asked to be insistent in
the three-way prayer between God, the people sitting in the pews, and God’s
mouthpiece, which IS you.
That’s all a sermon is when it’s done well...a three three-way prayer, a Holy
conversation, the liturgical transference of truth from God’s heart to God’s
beloved children’s ears, through your whole being...what you say, how you say
it, and how you live it when you’re not talking.
And that’s hard, hard work, and sometimes we’ll mess it up, then we’ll
learn more and we’ll do better...that’s all part of the prayer. And the more we
learn the more we realize that prayer in the homiletic moment isn’t about how
good we get at it, but how good God is always. And the more we get that, the
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more food for the soul, the more bread for our neighbors we give.
That’s what you’re here to learn and also help teach this week, and at the
end of it that week, you ain’t got to go home, but you got to get the heck outta
here, and when you do, keep praying, in a way that makes space for Jesus to so
constantly strengthen and fill you that you can’t help but be insistent in telling
everybody that there is a God who listens to us deeply, loves us completely, and
gives new life, abundantly. That’s our job.
Amen.
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Bring Forth Those Who Will Be
Dedicated To You
The Rev. Dr. Stephen Smith, Dean of EPF Faculty, and
Rector, St. Patrick’s Episcopal Church, Dublin, OH
Preaching Excellence Program,
Roslyn Conference Center, May 2019
I Samuel 1:1-17
Today we begin the greatest story in Israel’s history. We begin reading
the first book of Samuel, chapter one, verse one. In the verses that follow we
will hear of King David’s rise to power, and of his great kingship. Countless
generations will repeat the story. They will pine and long for a return to the
time when Israel was at its height during the reign of their greatest king. It will
be as if all the future generations were wearing baseball caps that said, “Make
Israel Great Again.” Give us a king, like David.
So, if this is the greatest story of Israel’s history, then why does it begin
with a woman, weeping? We are told Hannah weeps because she is barren. Her
husband tries to comfort her. He loves her and asks why she weeps. But then he
makes it all about him. “Am I not worth more to you than ten sons?” Um… no!
There is plenty to weep about. This story begins just after the time of the
judges. And Judges ends by saying, “Everyone did what they thought was right
in their own eyes, for there was no king in Israel.”
Hannah weeps not only for her barrenness, but for the barrenness of the
land and her people. For the word of God that was rare in those days. And
through her tears, Hannah pledges that if she is rewarded with a child, she will
dedicate him to the Lord, because so few are dedicated to the Lord, even those
who serve in the temple at Shiloh.
And so, Hannah gives birth to Samuel and he is dedicated to the Lord.
When he becomes an adult, he tries to lead the people into righteousness. But
the people plead for a king.
The Lord says to Samuel, “Do this thing which the people have asked, for
they have not rejected you, but they have rejected me.” And we can hear an
echo of Hannah weeping.
The first king, Saul, is little more than a bumbling fool, but David leads the
people to glory. He becomes the greatest king in Israel’s history, that is until
he decides it is okay to do what he thinks is right in his own eyes. He plots the
death of Uriah the Hittite, and takes Uriah’s wife as his own. From that point
on, David’s rule descends into chaos and even civil war. And we hear the echo
of Hannah’s tears.
Then, after Solomon we have a procession of idiots as kings. Only three
get good reviews. The northern kingdom falls. Jerusalem is destroyed by the
Babylonians. Jeremiah laments that Rachel weeps for her children, and we also
hear the echo of Hannah’s tears.
Years later, another idiot of a king, Herod, thinks he can save himself from
a potential rival by killing the Holy Innocents of Bethlehem. Rachel weeps yet
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again, and again we hear the echo of Hannah’s tears.
The people long for kings. They harken back to some misguided memory of
David and fail to realize that nostalgia ain’t what it used to be.
Then we hear another woman weeping. She is in a garden, and a man she
thinks must be the gardener asks her, just like Hannah was asked, “Why are
you weeping?”
And the woman turns to discover the risen Christ, who has suffered all
that kings can throw at him, and yet returns to offer love even to those who
crucified him. And in that strength, and power, he calls her by name, “Mary.”
They stand in the garden by the empty tomb, which is now like a womb
giving birth to the one who is ultimately dedicated to God, giving birth to hope
and new life.
We live in a day and age that longs for kings; that longs for by-gone eras
that never were. And democracies all over the globe are electing strong men
(and yes, they are all men), hoping for some kind of greatness to emerge. From
the Philippines to India, to Brazil, to our own country and coming soon to Great
Britain.
Meanwhile everyone does what they think is right in their own eyes, and
we hear the echo of Hannah’s tears. Nationalism may have been the most
destructive force of the 20th century, I fear individualism will be the most
destructive force of the 21st century. As the almighty algorithm targets each of
us individually with incitement to consume just what you want, or you, or you,
until we consume the very planet.
We see fewer and fewer people who are dedicated to God, or to good, and
so even down to today we hear the echo of Hannah’s tears. Prayer and weeping
may be the best we can do right now. We weep with Hannah for the state of the
world, and in our tears, we pray that God will open our wombs.
Open the wombs, O Lord, to bring forth those who will be dedicated to
you. Open the wombs we call our schools, our colleges, our universities and our
seminaries, and raise up leaders who will be inspired by you and long for your
justice.
And bring us, finally, in the midst of our tears and prayers, to that womb
we call the empty tomb, so that the risen Christ may address us by name and
lead us into what can be.
Amen.
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In Wonder, Love and Praise
The Rev. Sr. Miriam Elizabeth (Faith) Bledsoe, OSH
Preaching Excellence Program,
Roslyn Conference Center, May 2019
Luke 12:22-31
Does anyone else here play the “What if...?” game? What if I won the
lottery? What if I took that trip to Europe or the Holy Land? What if I did
learn to play the cello? What if I could work for the church of my dreams?
What if I pursued that D.Min. in preaching? What if I said what I really wanted
to say from the pulpit? These are the “What if...?” questions that perhaps grant
us a little respite in the moment, allow us to dream a little, and maybe even cast
a little hope for the future. It’s the “What if...?” game and if you’re really good
at it, you get to wear the velvet robe and the golden crown!
However, as one of the queens of the “What if...?” game, let me offer you a
word of caution. The game carries with it a dangerous slippery slope and it’s
easy to slide from light-hearted dreaming into scrambling and fighting for your
life.
Maybe you’re familiar with the “What if...?” questions that are shouted only
in the silence of our own heart and mind. These are the questions that keep us
up at night; the questions that turn stomachs and freeze hearts; the questions
that swamp us with fear and shame; the questions that can lead us to question
everything else.
What if, after all this, they don’t ordain me? What if they do? What if I
can’t live up to the responsibility? What if I don’t fulfill the hopes and dreams
everyone has for me, or that I have for myself? What if I can’t pay back all
those student loans? What if this vocation is not financially viable for me and
my family? What if I’m not smart enough, creative enough, strong enough or
good enough? What if I don’t like it? What if they don’t like me? What if...?
That crown suddenly got a little heavier. It might even fall to the ground
and our trust in ourselves can fall with it, raising dust clouds of fear and doubt.
And that golden robe of holiness and glory we thought God had anointed us to
wear? We discover it’s really just ragged jeans and t-shirt.
And the struggle doesn’t usually stop there. If we can’t rely on God to
dress us appropriately, what if we can’t trust God to be dependable at all? We
are to be preachers of the Good News. What if we can’t find the Good News
or don’t believe the Good News? What if we don’t think we are Good News?
What then?
The ammas and abbas of the desert tradition would say to us, “Your practice
will carry you.” In my community, one of those practices is showing up in
chapel four times a day to pray the psalms. It’s one of the practices that carries
me. What practice will carry you? What will restore life in you? What will
resurrect your trust in God when you’re swamped with fear and the “What
if...?” questions keep shouting at you? What practice will carry you? That’s
not a rhetorical question! What practice will carry you? (Listeners in the
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congregation offered several ideas out loud here - the Daily Office, walking the
labyrinth, playing music, walking in nature, etc.)
And listen to what Jesus suggests. It is surprisingly simple. Consider the
ravens, creatures that neither sow nor reap nor struggle to preach a good word
every week nor care for God’s people in every circumstance. And yet, God
provides for them. Consider the lilies. They never toil at a sermon on a late
Saturday evening, after a week of two funerals and a wedding. And still, God
clothes them with beauty and splendor and glory. You see, Jesus is asking us to
notice, to pay attention, to wonder over the glory of God in the makings of all
creation.
What if we took Jesus seriously and cultivated getting lost in wonder, love
and praise? It’s a practice that could carry us; and even more, a practice that
could reveal the Good News of the glory of God, the glory of God made fully
alive, made fully alive in us.
Jesus isn’t talking about an academic exercise or a simple diversion in
a difficult moment. Years ago, I used to make regular retreat in a couple of
different Benedictine monasteries and in my time there, I would see monks, on
occasion, sitting off by themselves in front of the large windows that looked
out across the fields or perhaps on a bench by the pond. Their eyes were open
as they sat, still and silent, staring at some point in front of them. I asked my
spiritual director one day, “What’s going on there? What are they doing?” He
smiled gently, and replied quietly and seriously, “They’re making love.”
Getting lost in wonder, love and praise is a practice that surprises us with
love, bathes us in love and reveals beauty bearing witness to the glory of God.
It’s a practice that opens us to the possibilities of seeing the glory of God and
being the glory of God in the world. Lost in wonder, love and praise, we can
cast our crowns, our fears and our worries at the feet of Jesus. That very well
might be the greatest act of self-compassion we can make! Lost in wonder, love
and praise, we see that those ragged jeans and t-shirt are the real robes of glory
and we know without a doubt that we are Good News and we can preach Good
News.
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Rejoice That Your Names
Are Written In Heaven.
The Rev. Kate Spelman, Rector, All Saints Episcopal
Church, Western Springs, IL
Preaching Excellence Program II,
Trinity Retreat Center, June 2019
Psalm 101
Hebrews 7:1-17
Luke 10:17-24
The seventy returned with joy, saying, ‘Lord, in your name even the demons
submit to us!’ [Jesus] said to them, ‘I watched Satan fall from heaven like a flash
of lightning. See, I have given you authority to tread on snakes and scorpions,
and over all the power of the enemy; and nothing will hurt you. Nevertheless, do
not rejoice at this, that the spirits submit to you, but rejoice that your names are
written in Heaven.’ (Luke 10:17-20)
Some years ago, a certain bishop told me a story that I really hope is true.
This was before the bishop was a bishop – and in fact, happened right after he
lost the first episcopal election he was ever on the ballot for.
So, the not-bishop lost his election, and he returned to his parish a little
dejected, naturally. And he was sulking and moping, as he knew he was entitled
to do. Then one of his parishioners took him aside after a Sunday service and
said, “Pastor, do you believe that Jesus Christ is your Lord and Savior, and died
and rose for your sins?”
And the not-bishop said, “Of course I do. I’m in church every Sunday, just
like you. I believe that.”
And the parishioner said to him, “Well, then, you might as well act like it!”
And walked away. Smart guy, no? The parishioner, not the not-bishop, I
mean.
Somewhere back in seminary, I’m sure that someone explained to you that
ministry is the work of small things. A minster, as opposed to a magister, is
someone who takes care of the small, not the large, things. And all of you in
the parish know this intensely. Your calendars are full of small stuff.
Most of us, like our good friend Melchizedek, live and die by stuff we know
is small, like making sure that the patriarchs and matriarchs tithe just one
more year, so we can pay the light bill and keep the sexton in folding chairs.
And, not for nothing, so we can continue to make our holy tithe and a half
to the CPG so we can be a priest forever - or at least our HAC can achieve
immortality.
Small things are really important, they keep the church going and that is
good and hard work.
But, Hear Jesus’s word to the disciples this morning: There’s a much
bigger picture out there. The seventy go out and they come back with great joy
because they have SEEN some STUFF! And Jesus is like, “Yes, yes, I know, I
know, Satan fell out of heaven, there were snakes, blah blah blah - BUT! Don’t
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worry about that junk, but rejoice that your name is written in heaven.”
I think that we, like the disciples, get easily focused on the great cataclysms
of our age, or the great problems of the church. There are many catastrophes
and headlines screaming for our attention. And yes, I know and believe that
there is a place for holy and prophetic preaching about these “big” issues, even
in the pastoral context.
But really hear what Jesus says to his disciples when they return from their
continuing education seminar: “Yeah, I get it, stuff’s wild out there – But don’t
get distracted with that - Look at the bigger thing, which is at the center of your
own seemingly small life. And rejoice! For your names are written in heaven.
Rejoice!”
In other words, don’t get caught up in so small things as a fate of this
world which is passing away, lest you lose sight of the bigger picture – What
difference has the Gospel made in your own life? What joy has come from that?
I sure hope you have some kind of story of the change the Gospel has made
in your own life, some memory of when your name made it up there in the
realms of glory. I hope you have had that kind of experience, or many of them,
otherwise I have some questions for your Commission on Ministry.
Moreover - I hope you have not forgotten how big that story is. And I hope
you understand and know that intimately. That that story, that joy – the change
the Gospel has made in your own little life.
That. Is. Huge.
What a gift it is to your people if you can preach from that story, what a gift
to the church if you can live with that kind of rejoicing.
As that parishioner told the not-yet-bishop lo those many years ago - you
believe that Jesus is your Lord and Savior? You better act like it! You better
preach like it! Prophets and kings have desired to see and hear that word … and
not just to repeat it in the words of the same creed every Sunday (though there
is hope in that) but to hear it preached and watch it lived.
More and more I think I am realizing that the real crisis we as a Church,
the capital-C Church, face is a crisis of credibility. The big C Church is riven by
scandal, theological differences, (just like it always has been) and what do we
say to that? What CAN you say to that?
Perfectly constructed little jewel boxes of theological arguments can’t
answer those kinds of questions. It’s like patching up the holes in a colander
– it an endless task and it just doesn’t make that colander a bowl. It’s not so
much a problem of scale but of method. Because when we focus on the small
stuff, what we end up doing is submitting the hugeness of the Gospel to the tiny
measure of human problems.
And don’t get me wrong: there is a place in the scriptures and in our church
bodies for those perfectly constructed carefully constructed little jewels of
theological argumentation like this chapter of Hebrews, but we would be well
served to remember how small they really are. And how no one reads this
chapter of Hebrews at a funeral or a wedding, or ever. You have to be really
dedicated to the daily office lectionary, like we are at PEP-II, to ever get to this
one.
The doubts of the world seem like such big, insurmountable things, and
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they are things that need to be confronted and dealt with but they should not,
they must not take us away from the much greater truths of the faith.
Hear Jesus again: “Nevertheless. Rejoice. Rejoice that your names are
written in Heaven.”
Nevertheless, rejoice that the action of God has made all the difference
in your life. Because we really have nothing to preach on, nothing to stand
on, nothing to share, nothing to say, if we do not proclaim from our own
experience of who Christ is to us, what God has done for us, and what
difference the Gospel has made in our own lives.
Again, I am not, by any means, saying that we need to give up on political
preaching or prophetic preaching, or that we should or even can give up the
practice of lament as a part of preaching. For this age, lament will be one of our
primary tasks as a church, for lament is calling to attention of what is wrong
and how we have all failed to realize God’s dreams for us as a species and as a
world.
But what I am saying is that we must first proclaim the dream, and
proclaim our own faith. What I am saying is that you have before you a few
really lovely days of time away, what I am saying is that maybe in these are
days when you can hear the Word preached and taught, and rejoice once again
like you did some time ago … Lo though it feels like Abraham was alive and
tithing when last you had that joy.
Here you have a few days to spend in the glory of nature with Jesus and
his donkeys at Trinity Retreat Center, and maybe just maybe, you can recover
your joy in that joy beyond all joys - maybe by leaving aside the ministry for
the moment, you can shift your focus away from the small things, the puny
inconsequential authority granted to you by the Church by making you a priest
forever.
Instead, maybe you can focus on what was revealed to you when the
Gospel changed everything. When first you had the chance realize what God
had done for you, the moment when you heard the voice of Jesus say, rejoice.
Don’t you believe in all that?
I know you do.
You’re in church every Sunday, just like the rest of us.
All I am saying is … as a wise parishioner once said … you should act – and
preach – like it.
Amen.
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The Second Coming is Here And Now
Paul Bennett, Virginia Theological Seminary
Sermon Preached at St. Augustine’s, Newport News, VA,
December 9, 2018
Malachi 3:1-4
Canticle 16
Philippians 1:3-11
Luke 3:1-6
Advent is a season that is all about preparation. Preparation imagined,
by way of the Holy Family, preparation for the return of Jesus, in the second
coming and yes even preparation in the holidays and all that is Christmas. We
will imagine the Biblical narrative of the birth of Jesus time and time again as
we assemble nativity scenes or retell the story to ourselves, our children or our
grandchildren. We will read the scriptures that contain the clues that Jesus gave
us about his return. Some of us will run around trying to clean, pack, wrap, and
cook. While some of us will cry, mourn and withdraw. But it is all a part of the
preparation of the season of Advent.
But the Gospel lesson today invites us to stop all of that for a moment and
look for Jesus, “the word of God came to John…in the wilderness”, Jesus is
coming! Yes, Jesus is coming!
You see, everything that I have studied in seminary tells me that all this
business that we have been reading about in the Gospels recently, the wars,
earthquakes and natural disasters, are all pointing to the signs that Jesus is
coming back. The birth pangs of a new creation being born. But these signs
were taking place in Jesus’s time and have continued into our modern era. I
believe is why every generation from the very first followers of Jesus to us
sitting here right now, think that Jesus has to be coming back soon. I mean look
around us, clearly, we could use Jesus in our world today.
We like to believe that Jesus will come back and tear down the hurt, pain
and evil in the world. That when Jesus comes back, he will usher in a new
reality, laying waste to the world as we know it. It is a popular idea to envision
this Messiah figure coming to declare his final victory over this world and all its
worldliness. Sin, hate, violence, greed all wiped away. No longer will we suffer
under our leaders; Jesus will be our KING! Christ the King.
But could it be, that perhaps we missed something?
These hopes and dreams are not that different from what people expected
from Jesus the first time around. The Jewish people of Jesus’s era were hoping
for a mighty king to come and save them from a cruel Roman Empire. An
empire that was fueled by expansion and exploitation of the poor and the
vulnerable in society. An empire that saw the rich get richer and the poor
get stomped on. The Jewish people were hoping for a mighty king. But when
the Word of God became the Word made flesh, God took the form of a baby
and that baby grew into a servant and that servant was nailed to a cross as a
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common criminal.
So, my brothers and sisters, I invite you into a different perception.
My reading of all of this second coming of Jesus stuff tells me that Jesus has
come back already. Jesus has come back millions of times. Jesus has come back
and will continue to come back. But we don’t see it with these worldly eyes
we have. Because we must come to a new vision and it is going to hurt. The
sufferings of wars and earthquakes are one way of explaining it, but I like our
lesson from Malachi with his description of the purification process. We have to
be refined through hardships, through servanthood, until we have our worldly
eyes refined and we receive our Christ eyes. The eyes of a person who has had
an authentic encounter with God.
It is with these Christ eyes that we see a new world and new creation;
where mountains and hills are made low, where the crooked will be made
straight and rough ways made smooth. It is with these eyes that the divine
reality of our existence is revealed and we see that each one of us is a reflection
of our Lord and savior Jesus Christ.
{Pause}
It is through these eyes we see Christ in the homeless, the addict, the
oppressed and yes even our leaders. It is through these eyes we see the holiness
of the other and we seek to embrace those who are incarcerated, segregated or
discriminated against.
These Christ eyes I am talking about are not an abstract idea, I know this
because I see these Christ eyes working. There are many who have stood up
and demanded a different reality be brought forth. People who have stood up to
the powers and players of this world and declared a deeper truth. A truth void
from separation, a truth void of segregation, a truth rejecting discrimination,
a truth of divine love. You can tell when it happens because these people will
rest at nothing to testify to this vision of divine truth. No barrier will hold
them back. Having Christ eyes is what drove a young African-American man
from Baltimore, MD all the way to the Supreme Court to speak his truth, to
envision a Constitution and a rule of law that ensures greater equality for all
people, a truth that envisioned an educational system that would no longer
be segregated. Christ eyes allowed a Senate in 1967 to vote 69-11 to confirm, a
member of this, as the first African-American Justice to the Supreme Court and
bring forth a new reality for this country.
The truth is, we live in two worlds. We live in a world where women and
children can be gassed for seeking a better life. We live in a world where young
African-American men can be killed because they made someone feel nervous.
But we also live in a world where God’s grace and love pours out abundantly. A
world born when the Christ in me sees the Christ in you. A world in which our
vocation as followers of Jesus is to see Christ in the women and children being
gassed and the person ordering the gassing.
In a few moments we will encircle the altar as a beloved community of God,
a community that declares “God is with us!” But it isn’t enough for us to bring
forth this reality around this altar or in this building. We must use our Christ
eyes to see the world outside this building in a new way. This world behind
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me aches for our testimony that “God is with us!” Because when we take what
happens in here, out into that world, we begin to “build a community that
shows forth God’s love for all.” 7 So I say to you, in the words of Isaiah and
John the Baptizer, “Prepare the way of the Lord.” Because we are coming and
we are full of God’s love.

7

Mission statement of the Church
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A Widow? A Priest? A Neighbor?
Rachel Douglass, Princeton Theological Seminary
Kings 17:8-16
Psalm 146
Hebrews 9:24-28
Mark 12:38-44
Imagine you are a woman who has just lost her husband. It has not been
long since your companion and support has passed. But every day you get up,
put on your widow’s veil, and go out to find a way to make a way for your
children. But even despite your very best efforts, trouble brings along more
trouble, and a drought comes. One day you look at your precious children, thin
and weak from the shortage of food and water, and you lift up the jars that
have been slowly been becoming emptier and lighter as the days pass. You can
feel your heart in your throat- today’s meal is the last meal you will be able to
provide for your beloved children. Even though your heart is heavy and your
hope is dim, you grab your mourning veil and wander out to the edge of town
to gather sticks, one last time. And as you walk alone you pray to whatever
gods might hear you, since you know your neighbors will not.
Out of the corner of your eye, you see a young man. His hair and beard
are wild and unkempt, and he’s wearing animal skins instead of woven cloth.
And he really smells. To your dismay, he calls to you, “Woman!”. You hear from
his voice that he is not a local- he is an Israelite. “Bring me a little water in
a vessel, so that I may drink.” While you want to be irritated at this intruding
stranger, your heart softens. You think about the long road he must have
travelled to come here. You then nod, letting him know you heard him, and turn
to go to the well when he adds, “Bring me a morsel of bread in your hand.” You
stop and think of your hungry children at home, and your own empty stomach.
Why is this stranger asking so much of me? Does he mean to take even my
final meal with my son away from me?
I wonder what went through this woman’s mind when she decided to feed
Elijah. Our Old Testament reading today picks up in the middle of the story of
Elijah. The author of this text tells us in the previous chapter that the current
king, Ahab, has done more to infuriate the Lord that all his predecessors in
this new line of kings after the division of the kingdom. So Elijah, prophet of
the Lord, tells Ahab that until he speaks the word, there will be no rain in the
land. The word of the Lord directs Elijah to a wadi (and I didn’t know what a
wadi was, so if you’re curious it’s a ravine that is filled with water during rainy
seasons) and Elijah is miraculously fed by ravens bringing him bread and meat,
and by drinking from this wadi. It is with this information in the background
that we come to the widow of Zarephath.
When I was reading the chapter before our lectionary reading to get some
context on this story, I found it irritatingly ironic that this woman, who with
her family is on the brink of starving to death, comes face to face with the
very prophet who could change the systems that would allow her and her
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family could survive, and he is not changing those systems. Despite this, she
is obedient to the appointment of a foreign god to feed his prophet out of the
handful of meal, and few drops of oil that she has left. I wonder what it was that
caused her to make this irrational and unwise decision. I wonder if she the Holy
Spirit moved within her, calling her to love her neighbor.
We know almost nothing about the widow in our Gospel reading. Unlike
the widow of Zarephath, she is not correlated to any geographical location, and
the text tells us nothing about if she has any family members around to support
her. She is used in this story as an object in Jesus’ teaching. Jesus is using her to
teach his disciples a lesson about the scribes; who she is seems not to matterit could have been the next widow who is giving all she has to the treasury
that Jesus uses to teach his lesson. We then watch how the mechanisms of
the scribes are devouring her house, as she gives all that she has to the temple
treasury.
Both of these women are suffering under circumstances that they did not
make for themselves. The widow of Zarephath and her family are suffering
from a drought that the Lord is punishing King Ahab for. King Ahab isn’t even
her king! And in Mark, Jesus illuminates the cause of the poverty of the widowthe scribes, who should be looking after the widows, this widow, are instead
“devouring their houses”.
And then we come back to the psalm. Psalm 146 reminds us of some oftenrepeated refrains in scripture about the supposed character of the Lord. The
Lord is supposed to be the one who gives food to the hungry, the sustenance of
the orphan and widow, and the one who frustrates the way of the wicked. But I
don’t see God doing that here.
Even as we learn about God’s faithfulness to the widow of Zarephath, we
are confronted with the reality that we don’t know what happens to the widow
in the treasury. I want to know who feeds her. If she is giving all the money
she has left to the very people who should be feeding her, and are instead
exploiting her, where is God’s justice? Why isn’t Jesus doing anything about it?
In between these readings, this psalm feels much more like a taunt to me than a
hymn of praise.
One of the convictions that I hold about the Church is that we are the
priesthood of all believers. Now, I am not entirely clear on what that means, but
I wonder if the widows in our lectionary today can teach us a bit about what
our priesthood might look like. Philosopher and mystic Simone Weil once said,
“The love of our neighbor, in all its fullness, simply means being able to say to
them, ‘What are you going through?’”. I see the widow of Zarephath fulfilling
her priestly duty today. I see her, even though she is in pain and so hungry,
seeing a stranger and an outsider and treating him like her neighbor, even like
a son. I see her preparing a sort of Eucharist for Elijah. She might be using meal
cakes and water instead of bread and wine, but she is certainly giving him “the
bread of heaven” and “the cup of salvation”.
The story of the widow from Mark poses a much more difficult question
for me. It deeply unsettles me that Jesus names an oppressive system and
does nothing to fix it. He names the scribes and the injustice that they are
committing, and yet he does not save the people who are hurting from it. And
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I can’t tell you why Jesus does this, but I can offer an alternative. I think what
I have been interpreting as an absence of action from God, is really in fact a
call to action for us. When I think about loving my neighbor, there are certain
people that pop into my head that I would love to love- the people who are
beautiful and charismatic, who thank me for my love and praise me when I act
in love for them. The more I think about it, the more I realize that I am like the
scribes in this way. I want to love the people who can and will give me glory
and attention. But when I do that, I ignore the widow, giving everything that
she has away. What I need is the eyes of Jesus- eyes to see the people who I
would rather not love, like this “interchangeable” widow.
I often catch myself thinking about those who suffer from harmful systems
the way the author of Mark presents the widow in this text- faceless, nameless,
and there to be an object lesson for my own spirituality. Simone Weil calls me
out for my hypocrisy. She reminds me that loving my neighbor is not about
my own ego, status or glory because it is not about me at all. It is about being
like the widow of Zarephath. It is about seeing the human in front of you and
asking, ‘What are you going through?’.
I want to leave you with two questions as we come to the Lord’s Table to
receive the bread of heaven and the cup of salvation. What is your priesthood
calling you to do this week? And who are the people the Spirit is calling
you to? Today is Veteran’s Day, so I think it is appropriate to mention that
veterans, among many other groups of people, suffer under systems that they
did not create for themselves, and many of the are facing the consequences of
those systems through issues like homelessness, lack of healthcare, and failing
support systems. They are a group that is often easy to talk about and not easy
to see, and today, I hope we pray to see them with Jesus’ eyes.
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The Work of The Prophet is The Work of Love
Melissa Howell, School of Theology,
University of the South, Sewanee
Preached at St. Francis of Assisi Episcopal Church,
Ooltewah, TN, February 3rd, 2019
Jeremiah 1:4-10
1 Corinthians 13:1-13
Luke 4:21-30
Psalm 71:1-6
Prophets are called by God to speak hard truths to their fellow humans
out of love. And this is dangerous work— we humans often reject and even kill
our prophets. What I see in our readings from Jeremiah and Luke today, is that
prophets are able to do this dangerous and thankless work with love as the
foundation. Prophecy is made possible because of the prophet’s love for God
and their fellow humans, God’s love for the prophet and for all people, and
God’s desire for us to love one another.
So as we talk about the prophets Jeremiah and Jesus, let’s keep in mind
Paul’s beautiful and famous passage on love. As Paul writes to the Corinthians,
if someone has “prophetic powers,” but does not have love, that person is
“nothing.” The work of the prophet is the work of love.
In the story of Jeremiah’s call to be a prophet, the love God has for him is
palpable. God has known Jeremiah before birth. And just as God, acting both
as mother and midwife, formed and delivered Jeremiah from the womb, God
promises to continue to deliver him in his times of difficulty. And Jeremiah will
undergo a lot of difficulty, pain, and suffering in his vocation as a prophet. He
will tell people, including kings, hard truths about how they need to change
their lives and turn to God, and often they will not listen. He will be thrown
down a well, and will be placed in stocks and publicly ridiculed. Despite this
poor treatment, he will empathize with his people, lamenting their suffering
and lobbying God on their behalf, again and again, out of love. Yet here at the
very beginning of Jeremiah’s journey as a prophet, we catch a glimpse of what
will sustain him through it all: God’s abiding and loving presence will cast out
Jeremiah’s fear, allowing him to go to all to whom God sends him, and allowing
him to be a builder and planter of God’s word and God’s love.
Jesus, like Jeremiah, speaks and lives hard truths out of the knowledge of
God’s love for him and God’s love for us. Like Jeremiah, he suffers for it. He will
be killed for it.
He is almost killed for it here in his hometown, in our gospel story from
Luke. For the first time after starting his public ministry, the people of Nazareth
marvel at his wisdom and teaching— “is not this Joseph’s son?” they ask... the
little boy they watched grow up, the awkward adolescent, now a rabbi? They
can’t wait for him to perform one of the healing miracles they have heard so
much about.
But Jesus does not perform any miracles. Instead, in response to the
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people’s praise of him, he speaks truth, out of love for these people he has
known for his whole life. First, he tells them, prophets are never accepted
in their hometowns. And then, he goes on to reference stories of two other
prophets in the Hebrew scriptures, Elijah and Elisha, who instead of being sent
to local Jewish communities during times of great difficulty, were sent by God
to Gentiles, to outsiders, foreigners.
We can imagine Jesus retelling these stories, which are found today in
the Bible in the books of first and second Kings. We can imagine Jesus telling
how the prophet Elijah, when he was in danger, was sent by God to a widow
at Zarephath in Sidon, a land where most people did not worship the God of
Israel. The widow provides Elijah with shelter and in turn, at a time of drought
when many people went hungry, God provides her and her family with
unlimited food. When the widow’s son falls deathly ill, Elijah calls on God to
heal and revive him, and God responds, restoring the boy to health.
And then we can imagine Jesus telling the story of how in the time of
the prophet Elisha, God healed Naaman the Syrian of his skin disease. Again,
like the widow at Zarephath, Naaman is a foreigner, and outside of the Jewish
community to which Jesus and the people of Nazareth belong.
The hometown crowd becomes so angry, to the point where they want to
throw Jesus off a cliff, because Jesus is telling them, through these stories, that
God’s abundance, God’s healing, God’s love— is for them, and also for everyone
else. Jesus the prophet, like Jeremiah, Elijah, and Elisha before him, must go to
all to whom God sends him.
Today, in a time of many divisions, it can be easy to fall into the trap, like
the people in Jesus’ hometown, of becoming too sure of whom God’s love is for.
Jesus wants to keep us from thinking that God’s blessing is limited to people
who are good, or moral, or successful. Jesus wants to keep us from falling into
the trap of thinking God’s love belongs to people in a certain church or religion,
to people from a particular social class or political party, to people who love
the same kind of people we love, to people who look like us. Jesus tells us and
shows us, here in this gospel story and again and again, in his life and ministry,
in his death and resurrection, that God’s love and mercy are unlimited. God’s
love is unbounded, abundant, and for all people. And the implication for us,
then, as recipients of this love and as followers of Jesus, is that our love and
care also be for all people.
Jesus’s words in this Gospel story remind me of an image from the
cartoonist David Hayward. The name of the cartoon, which you can find online,
is “the Jesus eraser.” In it, there are all of these stick figure people, and each
person has a giant pencil. The people are using their pencils to draw boxes
around themselves, creating barriers so they can be separate from all the other
people drawing their own boxes.
Jesus is in the cartoon, too, walking among these people. And he also has
a giant pencil, but his pencil is turned upside down. Because Jesus is using
his pencil to erase the lines the people are drawing around and between
themselves.
When we human beings get too sure about who God loves, or when we
start to draw lines to try to keep our love or God’s love in particular boxes or
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communities or countries, Jesus is there, working to erase those lines. We can
participate in Jeremiah’s and Jesus’s work of plucking up and pulling down the
barriers between us, of destroying the walls that separate us, of overthrowing
any ideas that God’s love, or our love, should be limited to a specific group
of people. By listening to Jeremiah and Jesus and all the prophets, and by
responding to the grace of God, we can work, in our own imperfect ways, to be
erasers of barriers, to be builders and planters of righteousness, of justice, and
of love for all people.
Amen.
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Do You Not Know That You Are God’s Temple
And That God’s Spirit Dwells in You?
T.J. Humphrey, Nashotah House
Preached in St. Mary’s Chapel at Nashotah House
Theological Seminary, November 27, 2018
1 Corinthians 3:16
Recently, I came across some passages in the writings of St. Symeon the
New Theologian where he used the occasion of hymn writing to take jabs at his
theological opponents.
Because, you know, that will show ‘em.
He may have been on to something, though. Can you imagine how much
more fun the debate between John Piper and N.T. Wright would’ve been, for
example, had they taken all of their frustration out on each other through
aggressive hymn writing projects? It would have been like an epic churchy rap
battle of the ages.
Wright would have written a hymn called, “O Christian hedonist, the one
around whom the whole galaxy revolves.” Piper would have written one called,
“N.T. Wright? More like N.T. Wrong because, you know, he doesn’t understand
the New Testament very good.”
Even though this hypothetical scenario would have been a tad bit ridiculous
(awesome, but ridiculous), if you can imagine this kind of theological hymn
battle, you would actually come kind of close to picturing what Symeon’s hymn
writing project was, at least partly, about.
In one unforgettable hymn, Symeon responds to some of the people who
have already taken exception to one of his previous teachings. In this teaching
he had affirmed the goodness of the human body and the deification (or the
salvation) of the whole of the human body, which also includes human sex
organs.
“Why should we be ashamed of those things and those parts of us that God
is not ashamed of?” This is Symeon’s question. For those who are ashamed
of such things, he says this to them: “You attach your shame to Christ and to
me, saying, ‘Do you not blush at these shameful words, and above all to bring
Christ down to the level of shameful members (sexual organs)?”
To this Symeon responds, quite brilliantly: “Just picture Christ in the womb
of his mother. Picture for yourself the interior of this womb and his escaping
from it (at his birth), and what my Lord had to pass through in order to come
out of that womb and into this world!”
If you don’t get what Symeon is getting at here, I am sorry to tell you this
but all of the awkward Sex Ed and Human Anatomy lectures that you had to
sit through in your biology and health classes all those years ago, they utterly
failed you. In other words, if Christ is so ashamed of certain aspects of human
embodiment or certain types of human body parts, he sure picked a funny way
to enter into this world did he not?
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Now, as fun as it may be for me and as uncomfortable as it would inevitably
be for you if I were to talk about the implications of the incarnation for human
sex organs, I actually want to come closer to the heart of the struggle that
many, if not all of us, face whenever it comes to how the divine interacts with
our embodiment. I want to tease out the wider and more urgent implications of
both Symeon’s thought and the office lesson (1 Corinthians 3:16).
Sure, we believe that the divine interacts with, redeems, and abides in
human bodies. We do believe in the incarnation, the resurrection, and the
outpouring of the Holy Spirit into human flesh after all. Yet, it is so hard for us
to accept this truth in a specifically personal way. There is a disconnect between
the dogma and its implications for these things we call “bodies;” the very stuff
we are made of. Why? Because we are so prone to hate our bodies.
Whenever we look in the mirror we often say, “I don’t like what I see.”
Whenever we are envious of the way somebody else looks we say, “I wish I
could be that person or, at the very least, look more like them.” Whenever we
see the signs of aging we wish our bodies were younger again. Whenever we
see the effects of Randy’s cooking (Nashotah House’s excellent cook) we wish
we had thinner, pre-seminary bodies again.
The truth of the matter is that, because of our bodies, a great many of us
spend a large amount of our time wishing we were somebody else, or we spend
a large amount of our time feeling shame over that which what we presently
are.
How we despise that which God loves!
“Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit
dwells in you?”
We believe in the dogma but we have a hard time accepting the mystical
reality that we are God’s chosen temple! We don’t see ourselves as God sees us.
This is quite sad because God still loves and abides in our bodies regardless of
how we feel about them!
Do you know what God sees whenever God sees you?
Temple, Home, Rest.
God sees the culmination of a project that began at the beginning of time
(before the beginning of time, even); the very location where true Sabbath rest
is now being fulfilled.
How close does God desire to be with you?
You are a temple close
Indwelling close
Closer than your own breath, close
Closer than your own heartbeat, close
So close that you cannot pinpoint exactly where you end and God begins,
close
Unfortunately, for most of us it takes a lifetime before we begin to figure
any of this out. It doesn’t have to be this way, though.
Beloved, children of God: all we have to do is rest in God’s resting in us.
All you have to do is accept God’s acceptance of you.
To put it another way, as Elisabeth of the Trinity once said, “Your vocation
is to let yourself be loved by God.”
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Your vocation, your calling, isn’t to make yourself better and then come to
God.
Your vocation, your calling, isn’t to earn God’s love or respect for you.
Your vocation, your calling, isn’t to figure out what you need to do to get to
God.
Your vocation, your calling, is to accept what God has already done to get
to you.
“Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit
dwells in you?”
Since this is the case, we would do well to stop striving after that which
has already been given to us, and we would do well to rest in the gift that is the
Giver. We would do well to accept God’s acceptance of us as we remember the
words of St. Paul.
“God’s temple is holy, and you are that temple.”
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Love Your Enemies
Regina Hurley, Diocese of The Rio Grande,
Iona Collaborative
Sermon delivered February 24, 2019
at St. Chad’s Episcopal Church, Albuquerque, NM
Luke 6:27-38
Once upon a time, (10 years or so ago), an Episcopal priest went on a
missionary trip to Lebanon. Lebanon was the site of devastating civil war.
During the course of the war, Syria invaded and occupied Lebanon. Syrian
forces wreaked havoc, destroying cities and killing civilians, including lots of
Christians. In spite of being bitter enemies, many Syrians moved into Lebanon
permanently. When the war ended, Christians in Lebanon had to make gutwrenching decisions about how they were going to treat their Syrian neighbors,
enemies of theirs.
During the war, Syrians had held the population in one of these Christian
communities hostage for 100 days. The Syrians allowed no food or medical
supplies into the town. Now, Syrians were living in their backyard. What
did the Christians do? When they realized the impoverished Syrians were in
need, they began to care for them. They started with bringing them baskets of
food. Then the church opened a school for the Syrian children, and later began
to run day camps for them every week. The church bought a bus to transport
the Syrian children back and forth to the day camp. Christians were working
non-stop to help their enemies. [Source: https://www.christianweek.org/oneloving-enemies]
The Episcopal priest was amazed at the love the Lebanese Christians
showed their Syrian enemies. Christians were putting into practice in very
tangible ways the teaching of Jesus in today’s gospel. Love your enemies. Do
good to those who hate you. Bless those who curse you and pray for those who
abuse you. (Lk 6:27-28)
Without doubt, some who hear the words of today’s gospel will think Jesus
is asking too much. Okay, some Lebanese Christians were able to do this. But
the rest of us?
No. Every ounce of our being revolts against the idea of loving our
enemies. We are programmed in our culture to fight back. Not to let someone
get away with doing us wrong. If you’ve done something bad to me, gosh darn,
I have to get back at you. If I let you get away with it, you’ll only continue. If I
fight back, you’ll have to respect me.
Love our enemies? Ridiculous. Do good to those who hate us?
Preposterous. Bless those who curse us and pray for those who abuse us?
Absurd!
Yes, this is the point at which many of Jesus’ followers walk away, so
radical is his teaching. But let’s take a closer look.
Today’s reading is part of Jesus’ Sermon on the Plain. This is Luke’s version
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of Matthew’s Sermon on the Mountain. Luke tells us that Jesus had gone
to a mountainside to spend the night in prayer with God. (Lk 6:12) When
morning came, he went down the mountain to a plain, a level place where
he stood among a large crowd of disciples and people from all over Judea
and surrounding areas. The crowds had come to hear this gentle rabbi, this
compassionate teacher, and to be healed by him. (Lk 6:17-19)
We heard in last week’s gospel the beginning of Luke’s Sermon the Plain.
“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours in the kingdom of God.” (Lk 6:20)
“Blessed are you when people hate you, when they exclude you and insult you.”
(Lk 6:20)
Jesus is saying to his followers—to us--that this kingdom of God turns
everything upside down. No longer are the poor to be despised as less-than; no
longer are those who are excluded and insulted to be considered outcasts. No,
they are blessed. Not because of their personal efforts, but because of the grace
of God. Not because of their personal efforts, but because of the sheer love of
God.
The sheer love of God. The love that shows up in the person of Jesus Christ.
The love that has the incredibly vibrant power to transform us. It is the power
of love that the life of Martin Luther King, Jr. was built on. As we celebrate
Black History month, we’re reminded that King was one of those in our society
who was excluded and insulted because of the color of his skin. Yet he chose
not to retaliate; he chose not to hate; he chose not to resort to violence. Instead,
he chose the way of love.
As King described it in his writings, this is the power of love that our world
is only beginning to discover. Jesus discovered it thousands of year ago, King
wrote. “Mahatma Gandhi of India discovered it. Nelson Mandela of South
Africa discovered it. But most men and most women never discover it. For
they believe in hitting for hitting; an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth;
they believe in hating for hating. But Jesus comes to us and says, “This isn’t the
way.” [Source: King, “Love Your Enemies,” 11/10/57—sermon on kinginstitute.
com]
No, there is another way. The way of love. Luke, a Greek, wrote his gospel
in his native language. Greek has several words describing different types of
love. One of them is eros, which we’ve come to know as romantic love, the
falling in love that happens between two people. It’s a beautiful love that’s
directed towards another but it’s based on receiving from the other what makes
you happy. Another beautiful type of love is philio, which is kind of reciprocal
love between two people who enjoy each other’s company, and may learn they
have a lot in common. They like each other and because of that, want to spend
time together. It’s a higher love than eros because it’s based on our happiness
rather than my happiness or your happiness.
And then there is the love that Jesus is talking about here, agape. Agape “is
a love that seeks nothing in return. It’s an overflowing love”; like the love God
has for us. It’s the love of God working in us. [King, “Love Your Enemies”]
It’s a love that keeps on loving, even when the other is unresponsive, unkind,
unlovable—or yes, even hateful. It is an unconditional love. And when you
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love on this level, you begin to understand more deeply what the Kingdom of
God is about. The kingdom is when you look at every person and you love him
or her simply because God loves her. You may or may not like him; you may
or may not want to spend time with her; you may or may not agree with his
politics; you may or may not believe she is leading a Christian life. All of that
doesn’t matter.
The only thing that does matter is that he, like you, is a child of God. She,
like you, is made in the image of God. He, like you, is a temple of God.
Jesus is not suggesting, when he calls us to love our enemies, that we
passively accept the harms that individuals or political or economic systems do.
Jesus is not asking us to sit by and watch suffering. No. That is not what Jesus
is saying. What he is saying is that we are to work to make change in society,
as Martin Luther King, Jr. did, and as the Poor People’s Campaign he began
continues to do today. With the power of God’s love, of agape.
This is not easy. Jesus’ teachings can be extraordinarily hard. But that
doesn’t mean we need to walk away from them. Instead, maybe we can stay
with them and ask Jesus to help us understand them, help us to learn from
them, help us to live them.
Here’s a suggestion. Consider who in your day to day life is causing
you difficulty. Is there someone irritating you or annoying you? Someone
you work with? Volunteer with? Worship with? Chances are, as Jesuit
Priest Anthony de Mello says, “the one to look at is not the other person, but
yourself.” [de Mello, The Way to Love, 118] “Say this painful but very liberating
sentence to yourself: The cause of my irritation is not in this person but in me.”
[Id.] The cause of my irritation is not in this person but in me. This person
might be showing you something in yourself that you don’t like. There’s a
saying, “if you spot it, you’ve got it.” If you see something in someone else you
don’t like, chances are it’s in you also.
Jesus tells us to pray for those who abuse us, or annoys us, or irritates us.
(Lk 6:27) It is said that if we pray for a person for two weeks, asking that they
receive from God all goodness and love, our anger at that person goes away!
Try it sometime. Two weeks of prayer for the person that you dislike. See what
it does for you!
You may not be able to start a day camp like the Lebanese Christians
did. But you can reach out your hand in love to someone next to you. Try it
sometime. Reaching out your hand in love, especially to someone you dislike.
See what it does for you!
Hate only intensifies hate. Violence begets violence. Retaliation generates
retaliation. That is the tragedy of hatred, of violence, of retaliation. The
healing power of love—that stops hatred. The healing power of love—that
stops violence. The healing power of love—that stops retaliation. That is the
enormous power of love that comes from God. With God’s grace, follow Jesus
into this kingdom of God that turns everything upside down.
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To You That Listen
Zachary Jones, Candler School of Theology
at Emory University
Luke 6:27-38 NRSV
On one hand this is a straightforward passage about discipleship—what
it looks like, what it means—to be a follower of Jesus. Here, Jesus lays out the
ethics of living under God’s reign: love for enemies, radical generosity and
forgiveness. And it is tempting to read a passage like this and leave here with
our Christian “to-do” list. To come up with ways in which we, too, can better
love our enemies, practice forgiveness, or give generously. Stuff like, Lord help
me love Mike from accounting even though he always replies-all on email or
something more serious that involves real sacrifice on our part: forgiving a
spouse or partner or child for breaches of trust, letting go of bitterness or spite,
owning our own complicity in ignoring the needs of our neighbor. And hear
me say this: to grow in these practices is a good thing. Our communities
would be better and healthier if we lived like this. But my concern is this: we
will do great today and even tomorrow. Sitting through traffic on 285 will be
nothing for us on Monday. But come Tuesday, we’ll be right back where we
started. Feel free to raise your hand, but how many of y’all are still keeping
up with your New Year’s resolutions? Exactly. I still have a gym membership
I’m paying for that I haven’t used since February of last year. I know well this
tendency we have. It is my belief, then, that Jesus is after something deeper and
richer here and that it is Jesus’s desire for us to become the kinds of people
for whom loving enemies, practicing forgiveness, and expressing radical
hospitality is the natural outpouring of our lives—not something we
stop and start at in fits. I want to briefly look at two movements that clue us
in to what’s going on beneath the surface of what Jesus says and hint at this
deeper reality of becoming a new community together, sustained in the life of
discipleship.
The first movement occurs right at the outset. Jesus says to the
crowds: “To you that listen.” Recall from last week what Ashley said about
Jesus teaching from this “level place.” In Luke’s telling, Jesus is not serenely
sitting on a hillside where everyone is paying rapt attention like some “Last
Lecture” series or like a first-century TED Talk. Luke recounts that the crowds
are pressing against Jesus, that Jesus is right in the thick of it, surrounded by
various folk—some in need of healing, some no doubt in disagreement with
him, others skeptical or puzzled. In other words, to have been present there
would have been to be in a sea of noise and distraction. Sound familiar? Jesus
looks at this crowd and into all the chaos of it says, “to you that listen.”
Do we hear these words as Jesus’s own to us?
Jesus is inviting the crowds and us, 2,000 years removed, to come closer, to
move towards him, to lift our attention above the fray as it were. When Jesus
says “to you that listen,” he is in effect saying “to you who have a desire to
hear and draw close I offer these words.”
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Y’all, we live in a world today of immense distraction and noise and
hurry. Emails pile up each day, texts, calls, social media notifications, too. Some
of us have GPS apps constantly rerouting us and sending us barreling through
quiet neighborhoods and side streets so we can beat traffic. Do y’all feel this
constant hurry like I do? Do you ever feel like from the moment you open your
eyes in the morning until you close them at night that the pace of your life is
frenetic? And into this hurry, as he did with the crowds yelling, and arguing,
and pressing up against him, Jesus says: “to you that listen.”
So, one of the immediate implications from the very beginning of the
passage is: How are we tending to our life with Jesus? How are we
making space to know him, to draw close to him, and listen to him? Do
we have rhythms of prayer, and silence, and rest that help us adopt attentive,
listening postures with God and with one another? I am convinced from
scripture and experience that God chooses not to compete with our hurry
and distraction; that God refuses to be one more loud noise among the chaos.
Rather, as in this passage, I think God’s invitation is always there beneath the
surface: to come and be known, to come and listen. We are the ones who
must become quiet enough to hear. So drawing close and making space
mark the first movement, the first clue to a deeper work going on beneath the
surface. And the second movement is connected to it.
After Jesus says “to you that listen” and begins unpacking what it means
to live as a disciple, he states emphatically, “Be merciful as your Father is
merciful.” This is the gift of responding to Jesus’s invitation to listen: we get
to glimpse and better know something about God. Here, in this command,
we learn that to love and bless one’s enemies, to give generously, to forgive
sincerely make up our calling and vocation as Christians because these are the
things God does. This is what God is like. And the gospels play this out for
us. In Jesus we see a God who forgives so generously and constantly it costs
God’s very life. We see a God who even in the moment of execution blesses
and extends care to the centurion guards mocking God’s fate. We see a God
who practices radical welcome and hospitality: walking among crowds healing
freely, indiscriminate in table fellowship. Without ignoring that Jesus is telling
us how to be, I want us to first see that Jesus is telling us something about
himself—about God.
For years I lived with an idea of God who was strong, fully in control,
majestic you might even say, but who was anything but merciful, or good, or
lavish in love, forgiveness, and welcome—who gathers us into God’s bosom like
a mother hen and her children. It was hard at times to feel truly, deeply, loved
and known by this God. Awe, sure. Love? Not so much.
In many ways this idea of God I had and Jesus felt more like rivals or else
impossible contradictions. I say all of this because there may be some of us in
this room who hear Jesus tell us, “Be merciful as your Father is merciful”
but who realize we don’t actually believe God is merciful. Let me say this
emphatically, what we think about God directly impacts how we live in
the day to day. We can imagine a kind of ad-lib here: be bitter as your God
is bitter, be vengeful as your God is vengeful, be inhospitable as your God is
inhospitable. And on and on. When Jesus tells us to be merciful as our Father
– 42 –

is merciful, he is saying to us: the God you worship and praise and seek after
is none other than the one who gives God’s very life to be in communion
with you. To know and be known by this God, therefore, is to become people
marked by the same kind of mercy which, according to Jesus, will look like
loving enemies, withholding judgment, and practicing radical welcome and
hospitality. But in order for us to become the people God is inviting us to be, we
may have to ask if we are willing to make space in our imagination for a new
understanding of who God is and what God is like.
This of course returns us back to the first movement at the very beginning
of the text: to the act of listening and drawing close. If our vision and
understanding of God needs to change, Jesus, through the Holy Spirit, is the
one who is able to create the transformation for us and within us if we will only
allow him the space to do it.
So in closing, in a world of hurry and distraction and anxiety, Jesus invites
us to draw close and listen. He does this so that we can come to know better
the true character of the God who knows us, calls us, walks with us, and
desires certain things for us, namely that we would grow into a people of love,
welcome, and hospitality—a people whose character in some way reflects the
God we worship and praise and in whom we put our trust. The challenge for us
is to make space in our days and weeks to pray and rest and be with God. From
those places God can and will equip us to carry out the ethic and command of
this passage. Let it be so. Amen.
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Jesus Is The Truth
Jonathan Pucik, Virginia Theological Seminary
John 18:33-37
Pilate entered the headquarters again, summoned Jesus, and asked him,
“Are you the King of the Jews?” Jesus answered, “Do you ask this on your own,
or did others tell you about me?” Pilate replied, “I am not a Jew, am I? Your own
nation and the chief priests have handed you over to me. What have you done?”
Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not from this world. If my kingdom were from
this world, my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over
to the Jews. But as it is, my kingdom is not from here.” Pilate asked him, “So you
are a king?” Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. For this I was born, and
for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to
the truth listens to my voice.”
“Are you the King of the Jews?” Pilate must know that this question is
ridiculous on its own accord. Obviously, Jesus isn’t a king, at least not in any
political sense of the term. He wants to get to the truth behind Pilate’s question.
We need the truth here, right? This is after all an interrogation. While today
may be Christ the King Sunday when we celebrate our Lord sitting on a throne,
here in our Gospel reading we find him on trial.
And like any good Rabbi looking for truth, Jesus answers Pilate’s question
by asking another question, “Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell
you about me?”
Here we get the truth along with a very frustrated Roman governor, who
retorts, “I am not a Jew, am I? Your own nation and the chief priests have
handed you over to me. What have you done?” The question is terse and
sincere, as if to ask, “Why are you here?”
Jesus replies, “My kingdom is from this world. If [so], my followers would
be fighting to keep me from being handed over…But as it is, my kingdom is not
from here.” Jesus is making it clear to Pilate that this sort of kingdom does not
play by the rules of Rome or any other nation and thus will not acquire power
through brute force.
“So, you are a king?” Pilate asks this with equal parts accusation and
curiosity. What kind of king is this, and what kind of rules does this kingdom
play by?
“The Truth,” says Jesus, “For this I was born, and for this I came into the
world, to testify to the truth.” The Roman Empire may speak domination, but
the language of this kingdom is simply telling the truth, and listening to the
truth. “Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice,” Jesus says.
It’s a bow on top, and a nice place to end, but Pilate asks one final question
that doesn’t make into our lectionary text:
“What is truth?”
It’s a question that doesn’t get an answer or even a direct response from
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Jesus, and it rings eerily relevant in our postmodern ears. In fact, we could
answer Pilate’s question with a slew of others, “What kind of truth? Your truth?
My truth? Are you referring to that which is factually true or something more
esoteric or abstract? Which truth are you talking about?”
“What is truth?” Pilate seems to know that this is how his world works.
For Pilate, truth is a construct, crafted by those with the power and influence to
wield it to their own advantage. A sort of, “Might makes right,” mentality. It is
this kind of domination that every empire on earth has used to assert control,
creating narratives of normalcy out of violence and injustice. This mentality
seemed to work well within antiquity, except if you were, of course, one
without power. If this was you, your story, your truth, was assigned for you,
and those who rebelled against that assignment threatened the Roman Empire
and ran the risk of death. This is where we find Jesus, who has a different
story to tell. He testifies to a different truth, that of his kingdom which is not
of this world but is still for it. Anglican Bishop and theologian N.T. Wright
states, the “…truth is what happens when humans use words to reflect God’s
wise ordering of the world and so shine light into its dark corners, bringing
judgement and mercy where it is badly needed.”*
Before we simply absorb this truth into our own postmodern ideologies,
just another story to put in our bag, we have to reckon with the paradigm
presented in John’s gospel, that the answer to Pilate’s question is not a formula
or factual statement, but is carried in flesh, blood, and voice. What is truth?
Jesus is the truth. Our incarnate Christ the King tells this truth through his
life, death, and resurrection, and by doing so he turns the lies of this world
upside down. He proclaims the way to freedom and liberation as he says to his
disciples, “You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” This is the
truth to which we belong, the truth to which we are called to speak. The way,
the truth, and the life, Jesus Christ our King, the King of kings and Lord of
lords.
On trial with Jesus, we are warned that our allegiance to Christ the King
will put us at odds with earthly kingdoms and authorities. This allegiance is
not partisan, but it is surely and inevitably political. The way of Christ is one of
truth and reconciliation over violence and injustice. It is one that reaches across
divisive boundaries, liberates the oppressed, and brings dead things back to
life. Most scandalously, it is one that dares to call The Divine a loving Father, to
work for the revelation and realization that we are all beloved children of God.
What is truth? The Truth is our Jesus on trial, on the way to the cross, to
death, to resurrection, on the way to restoring all things in him, to liberating
those divided and held captive by this broken world, on the way to bringing all
things together under his most gracious rule. Our allegiance is to this king, who
speaks truth in the face of earthly power. And this is the way to which we are
also called.
So where is your allegiance? In other words, why are you here? As you
decide, listen to the final words of Martin Luther’s hymn, A mighty Fortress is
our God,
“That word above all earthly powers,
No thanks to them, abideth;
– 45 –

The Spirit and the gifts are ours
Through Him who with us sideth:
Let goods and kindred go,
This mortal life also;
The body they may kill:
God’s truth abideth still,
His Kingdom is forever.”
Amen
*Wright, N. T. 2012. How God Became King: The Forgotten Story of the Gospels.
1st ed. New York: Harper One.
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The Prodigal Son
Melody Purdue, Bexley Seabury
Luke 15: 1-3; 11-32
Sometimes, when Jesus told stories, they were in response to a specific
question. “Lord, who is my neighbor?” Or, they were a response to a challenge
or an invitation to debate. On this occasion, Jesus tells a series of stories in
response to a certain attitude that he sensed from some of the folks in the
crowd.
Our Gospel reading opened with: “Now all the tax collectors and sinners
were coming near to listen to him. And the Pharisees and the scribes were
grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners, and eats with them.”
Jesus was attracting all sorts of people who came to listen to him teach. For
some of the religious leaders of the day, they were not the right kind of people;
So they’re standing in their little circle, muttering and giving Jesus the side eye
(you know the looks I mean – the kind when you can kinda tell that people are
talking about you, and it’s not nice?)
Jesus doesn’t call them out. Instead, he tells a series of stories about finding
lost things. He tells the story of a shepherd who leaves a flock of sheep and
searches all over the wilderness for one lost one. And then he tells a story of a
woman who’s missing something of precious value to her – a coin that’s part
of a collection - and she tears apart her whole house looking for this one lost
coin. And in both of those stories, Jesus describes the rejoicing that happens
when those lost things are found – not just by the people who find them,
but in heaven. Jesus paints this image of God, as a man traveling all over the
wilderness looking and looking and as a woman frantically tearing apart her
house to find something lost.
Then Jesus tells a third story. Like the first two stories, something precious
and of infinite value has been lost. However, in this third one, it is a lost
relationship. There was a father who had two sons, and one of them wanted to
leave home, so he demanded his inheritance – He demanded his share of the
money and the monetary value of the property. It’s important to acknowledge
here, that those who heard this story, and the son’s demand of his inheritance,
would have been horrified. Author Henri Nouwen, who wrote, The Return of
the Prodigal Son, researched this cultural offense and confirms that this action
was the equivalent of going up to your parent and saying, “I wish you were
dead. I’m done with you.” The relationship in this story, from the viewpoint of
the son, and from the viewpoint of the listeners, was over. The listeners also
may have had the potential consequences of the son’s actions in their minds.
The Law of Moses had some pretty severe ones! It would have been within the
father’s legal rights, to have his son stoned to death for his actions. Listen to
Deuteronomy 21: 18:21
18: If someone has a stubborn and rebellious son who does not obey his
father and mother and will not listen to them when they discipline him
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19: his father and mother shall take hold of him and bring him to the elders
at the gate of his town:
20: They shall say to the elders, “This son of ours is stubborn and rebellious.
He will not obey us. He is a glutton and a drunkard.”
21: Then all the men of his town are to stone him to death
I reviewed these verses with some of my kids – we all agreed, none of us
would have made it.
As we continue in Jesus’ story, we hear that the son squanders his
inheritance through “reckless” living and soon finds himself without friends,
without money, without food, and nowhere to go. He had reached bottom. In
one of his lowest moments, he thinks of what life was like at home. “How many
of my father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, and here I am,
dying of hunger.” The son isn’t even thinking of the relationship with his dad –
he’s convinced that’s over. He is thinking of his own desperate hunger, and he
remembers that the people who work for his dad have food to eat. So he begins
the journey home, rehearsing the conversation he plans to have with his dad in
mind, where he begs for mercy and begs for a place to live and food to eat.
I imagine there would have been this moment of silent anticipation, as all in
the crowd wondered what happen next in the story. The son was about to make
a bold ask. And it was an act of desperation – he was either going to die of
hunger, or potentially face death in going home to his dad. What is the Father
in the story going to do with this “stubborn and rebellious son, who is a glutton
and a drunkard?”
Jesus continues: “But while the son was still far off, his father saw him and
was filled with compassion; the father ran and put his arms around him and
kissed him.” Then he helped him get cleaned up. And he threw him a party.
Now for some in the crowd, I imagine that was the best news ever, but for
others – those who were expecting a stoning - that didn’t seem quite fair. What
about those of us who haven’t messed up? What about those of us who honored
our parents? What about those of us who have worked unbelievably hard to
make a good and decent life for ourselves and our family and obeyed the law.
We show up on time and get the job done. How come THAT ONE gets a party?
Shouldn’t we get a party for doing the right thing? Where’s my party!?
Remember, Jesus is responding to an attitude of the heart. He goes on with
the story and brings in the older brother, who finds out about his rebellious
brother and the party and refuses to go in. What’s interesting here, is that in
the same exact way that the Shepherd goes looking for the one lost sheep in the
wilderness, and the woman tears apart her house to find the coin, and the father
goes running to the lost son, the father notices the absence of his other son and
goes looking for him. The son who is understandably angry and feels hurt and
rejected. The father even lets this son yell at him. “I’ve done everything for you,
how could you do this?! That son of yours messed everything up! I’ve done
everything right! Where’s my party?”
The father gently and pleadingly reminds the older brother that this is
about right relationship, and not about right or wrong actions: “Son, you are
always with me. All I have is yours.” Nothing is affecting our relationship. But
we have to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and
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has come to life; He was LOST and has been found.”
There are lots of ways to be lost. Sometimes we wander away spiritually
and lose our sense of direction; Sometimes we feel like we’ve fallen through
the cracks and no one notices our absence. Sometimes our own anger and
frustration with other people – even if it’s justified – leaves us feeling isolated
and robbed of joy. And sometimes we feel that we’ve just messed up one too
many times and there’s no way God’s going to forgive us this time, but that
desperate feeling of hunger drives us to call out for help. God is the finder of
the lost ones. He notices when we wander off and seeks us out. She notices
when we fall through the cracks and wants us to know how valuable and
precious we are and will do anything to get us back. He will listen as we vent
our frustrations. And like the older brother, when the behavior of others affects
our own relationship with God, God seeks us out, and calls us to not focus on
behavior but right relationship. And in the moment when we know we have
messed up, and we decide this isn’t the kind of life we want to have and we
want to get right in our relationship with God and head home – God is running
to meet us. And there’s a party in heaven.
Amen.
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A Charter For Christian Liberty
Patricia Rose, Church Divinity School of the Pacific
February 19, 2019, Church of our Savior, Mill Valley, CA
6th Epiphany C, Luke 6:17-26
In today’s gospel, Jesus comforts the poor and hungry, the sad and the
outcast saying that they are blessed and the Kingdom of God is theirs.
Not so comforting – maybe – to some of us, are his next words:
“Woe to you who are rich,
for you have received your consolation.
Woe to you who are full now,
for you will be hungry.
Woe to you when all speak well of you...”
This sounds like many of us could be up the creek.
We fit this description.
Is it all downhill for us from here?
What do these words mean? Do they matter?
How are we to respond to this message in our lives?
When Jesus came to the plains where he spoke in our gospel today, huge
crowds had gathered from as far as the northern coastal city of Sidon to at least
as far south as Jerusalem. That’s an expanse of around 150 miles, a long way to
walk to see a teacher.
The crowds came despite the fact that his message was radical,
uncomfortable offensive even to the religious authorities, because Jesus was doing
unconventional and unlawful things like
touching lepers,
and healing on the Sabbath.
But people came to see him because of
the power of his love, the power of the Truth he spoke
and the power of the healing that people experienced.
We are told people came who had sicknesses and who were troubled deep
within by spirits. They wanted to touch Jesus. We are told that a power went
out from him, and all were healed.
This power, this love, and this healing are here for us now,
just as real, 2,000 years later.
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How far will we go to receive it?
How do we open ourselves into the tangible presence of this? How do we
respond in our life to teachings that may feel uncomfortable or threatening?
Woe to you who are rich, and full, and depend on the approval of others
E. Stanley Jones, a Methodist minister and missionary, said of Jesus’ words
in this sermon that
They are not a chart for Christian duty, but a charter for Christian liberty.”
Not a chart for Christian duty,
Not a rule book of shoulds and should nots
But a charter for Christian liberty.
A loving and compassionate guide
A description for us about our humanity and our lives
And what brings us into the freedom of being in the fullness of life
and love, with God.
Jesus’ words are a gift of wisdom about the deeper nature of things
shared with love from the Son
who knows both the Divine and the human nature of things very well.
When my two oldest children were about 6 and 8, we were having a
conversation about how sweet foods are not really good for you.
I could see by their reactions that what I was saying wasn’t making any
sense to them.
Cookies? Are not good for you? How could that be? No way!
So, I don’t know how it happened exactly
But somehow out of this conversation, we came to decide on a bold
experiment
An experiment that came to be called
All Sweet’s Day
That’s right.
All sweets. All day to eat. Nothing else.
So, we arranged a day when this would take place and the night before we
went to the grocery store and I felt like a horrible mother, standing in line while
my excited children delightedly piled on the counter
Frosted flakes, chocolate donuts, ingredients for brownie and cake making,
ice cream, strawberry licorice, cookies…
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It was -- disgusting!
The next morning for breakfast there was frosted flakes and donuts, with
chocolate milk. And then it was snack time and there were cookies and licorice
– well, actually it was snack time all day that day. Our kitchen looked like a
scene from an Animal House party.
For lunch, Apple Pie. Ice cream. More chocolate milk.
The kids were (gesture of hyper-ness) . . . having a great time.
And then, at dinner, my children said to me: “Mommy, please. We don’t
want cake for dinner. Can we please have some regular food?”
“Nope, it’s All Sweets Day. Go eat your cake.”
No, just kidding! I was happy to let the “experiment’’ be over!
But, it was a seminal day in their childhood and became a treasured
memory in our family.
There was some learning on their part, and I was grateful because I must
admit I felt guilty at times during that day.
They began to learn that it’s not that brownies are bad and you are bad if
you eat them and so you should feel guilty if you have sweets.
They felt in their own bodies
That it’s simply the nature of things that what you feed yourself
affects your mood, your clarity, your energy, how your body feels, your
thinking, your health. With that knowledge, they began to understand their
choice and power in the quality of their lives and health.
Woe to you, says Jesus, who are rich, full, focused on gaining the approval
of others; for you have received your consolation.
Could it that our fullness and self-gratification are not allowing space for
us to feel our hunger for the life giving nourishment of life in God and the
sustenance of a life in responsive connection with the needs of the world?
Could it be that we are muting our hunger for the deeper truth of the matter by
feeding on things that ultimately are not nourishing?
What is our choice and power in this knowledge? What do we do? Do we
need to give up something? or add something? or change something?
Only each one of us we can know - with God - what we are to do.
We need to commit ourselves to spiritual practices and prayer that help to
unfold this gift of wisdom in our particular life. We need to ask God to show us
the way, and God will.
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Perhaps we’ll find a new ministry here or in the community, and find the
deeper nourishment in it. Maybe we’ll stumble on to realizing we don’t need
all the things we have, and could offer them to others who do. Maybe through
a chance encounter or something we hear on the news or clearer sight of our
own community we’ll be touched deeply in our hearts by some suffering and
feel drawn to bring our gifts to the work of change or comfort. Maybe we’ll
start feeling our inner longing for what Jesus points us to, something more
satisfying and nourishing. Real food for dinner.
This is not about a should, follow a law, get gratified and rewarded.
It is about following the way of the truth and love to being more fully alive
and awake in God
and participating in that because it’s life affirming and it’s who we truly are.
All our longing and angst is a kind of homesickness and hunger for being at
home with God.
In the later part of his sermon, after the part we heard today, Jesus speaks
about radical love, forgiveness, generosity, and non-judgmentalness. He
reminds us that if we hear these teachings, but don’t act on them, we are like
someone who builds a house without a foundation. The house will fall, and he
says, great will be the ruin.
That ruin is the woeful hunger that will be left to us if we continue to
depend on lesser nourishment and lesser things for consolation, happiness, and
wellbeing.
Radical love, forgiveness, generosity and non-judgmentalness are also not
shoulds that we have to follow to get a nice reward from God. They are healthy,
life-giving nourishment for our souls that bring us into the fullness of a life
overflowing with love for one another.
A difficulty in responding to this is that our cultural conditioning and
human inclination have us entrenched in the belief that our happiness, our
value, our safety lie in what we have achieved, what possessions we have, our
pleasures, and how much people like us. We put much of our efforts towards
that. We take that to be the wealth and richness that will console us, the
sweetness that will be enough. But it can leave little space for God, for caring
for one another, for the very heart of life that we most need. And so we become
troubled, and feel heart sick.
It’s hard to make changes. It’s like turning a big ship around. Old ways are
so comfortable. Yet, we hunger for a life nestled in God, in truth, in love.
It takes work and commitment. Our deeper longings can guide us. And we
need the support and grace of God, the help of one another, prayer, and to come
here, to this table.
Giving up sweets is hard. Their comfort is immediate and easy.
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Jesus is telling us with great love and tenderness that we will never find our
heart’s desires in the superficial goodies of this life. There’s nothing wrong with
them per se, but they’re not enough and they can distract us from what we are
really hungry for.
Jesus, our most sacred teacher who we can trust profoundly, is offering us
a most precious understanding.
He is telling us the truth about ourselves. Leading us, if we choose to
follow, into freedom, peace that passes understanding, and the joy of realizing
more each day our capacity to give and receive love. This is the promise.
This is the Good News. In the end, there is nothing worth not following
this for.
I pray that we all let go of the things that don’t really nourish us, and let
ourselves feel the hungry space that God can fill with great things beyond our
imagining. I pray that we all find our way to the fullness of life in God, to the
deep satisfaction of loving one another, and losing ourselves in the sustenance
of sharing that love with a world that is hungering desperately for it.
Amen.
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Our Turn to Embody The Light And Life of
Christ in The World
Michele Simmons, School of Theology,
University of the South, Sewanee
December 31, 2017 at the Episcopal Church of St. John the
Baptist in Granby, CO.
Psalm 147
John 1:1-18
Michele’s Note: I stood directly in front of the congregation, rather than at the
pulpit/ambo, and preached without notes. Before the service, I recruited a few
people to share quotes when requested. Thus, these readers were prepared to speak
when indicated. Early in the sermon there is a question and then a task asked of
the congregation. These were designed to allow input from the congregation and
resulted in brief, appropriate dialogues in both settings in which the sermon was
delivered. At St. John’s, the readings were in the bulletin and could be referenced.
At PEP, I provided the participants with printed texts.
Happy New Year’s Eve! I know we just celebrated Christmas a week ago,
but for the moment I’d like you to imagine yourself living in a time before the
birth of Jesus – a time before “the Word became flesh and lived among us” and
witnesses could see his glory. Before Jesus, how would you know what God was
like?
[Wait for and acknowledge answers – possibilities include Torah, prayer,
personal experience, and so forth.]
Much of your understanding of God might come from the Hebrew
Scriptures – this precious collection of insights into God’s nature made known
to God’s people through self-revelation and relationship. There is so much we
can learn about God from the Hebrew Scriptures. Take, for example, today’s
psalm.
It’s possible that Psalm 147 may have been sung during the festival
of the Jewish New Year, so I love that we read it this year on New Year’s Eve
Sunday. Now, verses 1-6 probably represent the first stanza or verse of the
hymn. I’d like you to look again right now at verses 2-6. What do they tell you
about who God is, what God values, and what God is up to in the world?
[Wait for answers and when the points in the psalm are mentioned, add the
following validations:]
• God is a God of new beginnings and therefore hope.
• God cares about those who have been cast out, exiled, forgotten or
marginalized.
• God comforts those who are brokenhearted. Notice how intimate this
image is: God personally binds up the wounds of the brokenhearted –
much like a nurse or like a mother tends the hurts of her children.
• God demonstrates great power and great intimacy with the natural
world. God is on a first name basis with the stars of the universe! There
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is a song by the group Tenth Avenue North that asks the question, “Can
the Maker of the stars here the sound of my breaking heart?” Psalm
147 tells us the answer is unequivocally “Yes!”
• God is on the side of those who have been outcast and oppressed and
God will bring justice.
These are all pretty wonderful qualities to celebrate, aren’t they? I’d like you to
keep them in mind as we turn now to our gospel passage.
In the first chapter of John, the evangelist goes right to the big concepts and
makes it clear from the start that Jesus Christ – the Word – is God incarnate.
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God.” Moreover, “No one has ever seen God” but “God the only Son...has
made him known.” (John 1:1,18)
So in the person of Jesus, the Word made flesh, we see the God of Psalm
147 embodied. Mind you, I am not saying that the psalmist was predicting
or pointing to Jesus. But rather that the nature of God the Father that is so
beautifully described by the psalmist in the written word, is also demonstrated
as living Word by Jesus, who brought hope to the hopeless; healed the sick;
fed the hungry; and welcomed outcasts, the poor, the marginalized, and the
oppressed. Jesus was personally and intimately involved in the lives and needs
of the people around him and he spoke out against the injustices of his time.
The psalmist described the compassionate and just nature of God and later
Jesus embodied it. Since the time of Jesus, the church, as the continuing body
of Christ, has been called to demonstrate the steadfast love of God in the world.
In our passage, John the Baptist is something of a prototype or forerunner of
this mission. “There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came
as a witness to testify to the light” (John 1:6-7a). Since John, countless others
have now also witnessed to the life-giving light of Christ in a world that can
sometimes be very, very dark. Here on New Year’s Eve, during the darkest time
of the year, as we consider possibilities and priorities for the future, I’d like us
to consider the words of some relatively-recent witnesses. How do they testify
to the priorities of God and of Jesus?
[Speaker One] If the church is to be worthy of its name it must become
the fountainhead of a better social order...It must be concerned about not only
individual sin but also about social situations that bring to many people anguish
of spirit and cruel bondage.
That’s Martin Luther King, Jr., speaking out about civil rights.
There was a man sent from God, whose name was Martin. He came as a
witness to testify to the light...
[Speaker Two] For the church, the many abuses of human life, liberty, and
dignity are a heartfelt suffering. The church, entrusted with the earth’s glory,
believes that in each person is the creator’s image and that everyone who
tramples it offends God. As holy defender of God’s rights and of his images, the
church must cry out.
That’s Oscar Romero when he was Archbishop of San Salvador, speaking
out against poverty, injustice, and violence against the poor.
There was a man sent from God, whose name was Oscar. He came as a
witness to testify to the light...
– 56 –

[Speaker Three] The measure of the adequacy of the life of a church is how
it is connected to those on the margin, whether... “the least of these who are
members of my family” are receiving the attention to their needs for justice and
hope. (Matthew 25:40)
That’s Letty Russell, theologian and Presbyterian pastor. Unlike the previous
two, she wasn’t martyred, but she was a leading voice for the role of women in
the church during the late 20th century.
There was a woman sent from God, whose name was Letty. She came as a
witness to testify to the light...
Do you remember the collect that we read for today? “Almighty God, you
have poured upon us the new light of your incarnate Word: Grant that this
light, enkindled in our hearts, may shine forth in our lives.” It is now our turn
to embody the light and life of Christ in the world. As we are making our new
year’s resolutions, I would challenge each of us to think about the qualities and
priorities of God as expressed in Psalm 147, in the life and ministry of Jesus, and
in the witness of the saints. In the coming year how will we bring hope to the
hopeless, heal the brokenhearted, feed the hungry, welcome those who have
been outcast and marginalized, and stand up for justice?
One last time let me have you look at the reading from John. In a moment
we’re going to read together the excerpt I have given you, but where it says
“man” I want you to use whatever word fits you. It might be “woman” or
“person” or “man.” Where it says “John,” I want you to speak aloud your own
name and then change the pronouns that follow as necessary, so that you will
have personalized this passage for you. Let’s read together:
There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a
witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. He himself
was not the light, but he came to testify to the light. The true light, which
enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.
Amen.
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Where is God Disguised in Your Life?
Samuel T. Vaught, Berkeley at Yale Divinity School
Isaiah 6:1-8(9-13)
Psalm 138
1Corinthians 15:1-11
Luke 5:1-11
For two seasons in the early two-thousands, CBS aired a television show
called Joan of Arcadia—yes, a play on the name of the French heroine and saint
Joan of Arc. The show followed a teenaged girl, named Joan, in the fictional
town of Arcadia, Maryland, as she navigated the perils of high school and
adolescence. Joan was a teenager like any other, with the big exception that she
talked to God—or rather, that God talked to her.
A typical episode went something like this: God would visit the angsty
Joan, who was usually quite annoyed to receive such a divine visit, but
nonetheless God would visit her, disguised as an ordinary person: maybe the
lunch lady, or that cute classmate in the corduroy jacket, or a repair man high
up on a utility pole, or a small girl in the park, or an elderly woman walking
alone. God, in whichever incarnation God happened to be that day, would give
Joan an assignment. Initially distrustful of God’s bizarre appearances in her
life, Joan slowly began to trust God as she saw the positive outcomes of her
cooperation with these assignments—perhaps the befriending of a classmate
everyone overlooked, or even the saving of other people’s lives.
The show was, I’ll admit, a bit hokey—given its penchant for dramatic,
blue-lit crime scenes (Joan’s father is a detective and, naturally, she becomes
involved in several of his cases) and complete with Joan Osborne’s mid-90s hit
“What if God Was One of Us” as the theme music. But, the series tackled some
serious topics, theological ones like the question of evil, suffering, and divine
providence, and at the same time social issues—the things that teenagers think
about—like school, friendship, drugs and alcohol, summer jobs, sex—it did all of
this while placing God in the center of the story—and at the same time making
God appear in the bodies of real people, people of various genders and races—
something that was likely controversial in 2003 and I’m guessing still might be
were it to air in 2019.
Perhaps the most audacious thing that the show tried to do was to portray a
God who is seen, and known. God talks to Joan—not in dreams, but in the way
you and I talk at coffee hour, or more accurately, the way two teenagers talk
after school. God talks to Joan, and Joan talks back. Joan can literally give God a
hug, and she does, especially when she needs comfort. Joan develops a personal
relationship with the creator of the universe. Now I don’t know about you, but
I have not experienced God like that in my life. God has never visited me and
made God’s will known in such a clear way as a chat over ice cream. Do you
ever wish that God would? I know I do.
But, if I’m being honest, if someone were to walk up to me on the street and
say, “Hi Sam. I’m God,” I’d likely not only not believe him but I’d probably walk
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the other way as quickly as possible. Especially if the person were bit dirty, or
smelled, or carried his possessions on his back. After all, this is not how we
are used to experiencing God. We heard from the prophet Isaiah this morning:
“In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and
lofty; and the hem of his robe filled the temple. Seraphs were in attendance
above him; each had six wings: with two they covered their faces, and with two
they covered their feet, and with two they flew. And one called to another and
said: ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory.’
The pivots on the thresholds shook at the voices of those who called, and the
house filled with smoke.” Now that’s God! A big, powerful God on a big throne.
Angels serving him. Fog machines—the stuff Hollywood goes nuts for. Isaiah
has a vision—he’s honest about this—he’s not claiming to have seen this with
his own eyes—a vision, but a spectacular one nonetheless. A vision of God so
holy that the angels cover their faces with wings while they sing.
This is how we want God, most of the time, I think. A God who rules, and
conquers. A God who can fight our enemies for us, who can protect us, who
can deliver justice. And the Bible certainly gives us plenty of such images of
God—throughout the prophets, the Psalms, and even in the New Testament
Book of Revelation. Given the violence and pain and injustice that we
experience on a daily basis in this world, such a splendor, majesty, such a king
is an understandable God to want. And Isaiah’s response is, I think, equally
understandable: “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live
among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of
hosts!” Who could possibly look upon such a God?
But Isaiah’s isn’t the only story we heard read this morning. In the Gospel
according to Luke, we meet a man. He’s not in a temple, but at a lake. He’s
probably a bit dirty, likely smells, and is maybe carrying a few possessions
with him on his back. He’s preaching to a crowd of people, many of whom are
likely as dirty as he is, and he has to sit down on a boat so that everyone can
see and hear him safely. He spends his time with ordinary people—fishermen,
in fact—and no one hides their face from him. After he’s done speaking, he has
the fishermen—who are having a bad day—throw their nets again, after a night
of futility, and this time, they bring up so many fish that their boats begin to
sink. That man, of course, is Jesus. The one we know to be the Christ. The Son
of God. Someone to talk to, someone who talks back, just like Joan’s God. And
the truly remarkable thing—the radical thing—about this man and this story,
something far more controversial than anything Joan of Arcadia could cook up,
is that we Christians have the audacity to say that in this man we see God—that
this man, in fact, is God. What an incredible thing to claim. Isaiah’s vision of
God? That’s a God we get—we understand. But to say that this man on a lake
in Galilee is God? I’m struggling to think of a more dangerous or controversial
or nonsensical claim to make than to say that in the person of Jesus, we see
a better picture of God than in anything anyone had seen before or has seen
since. Not even Isaiah.
Do the crowds know this? Do the fishermen? Does Peter? Probably not
fully—yet. But Peter’s eyes have not deceived him—he sees this miracle, this
catch of fish. He sees Jesus. And did you notice what he did? Faced with this
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simple man, he has a nearly identical reaction to one Isaiah had in the temple.
“Go away from me, Lord, for I am sinful man!” Right there—God dwelling
before him, as full of glory as Isaiah’s vision.
Peter and Isaiah come face to face with God. Joan too. And their stories
are remarkably alike. Each of them helps us answer this question: how can one
possibly come so close to the living God and not be changed? How does one
even approach the living God? All three of them protest. God, I’m not worthy.
Please, go find someone else. Isaiah says, “I am a man of unclean lips.” God says,
“Go. And bring my word to my people.” Peter says, “Lord, I am a sinful man.”
God says, “Go. From now on you will be catching people.” Joan says, “I’m just a
young girl.” God says, “Go. You will do great things.” And she does. They each
do. They are changed. Forever.
What about you? Where is God disguised in your life, eagerly waiting to
reveal himself? On a throne surrounded by angels crying Holy, yes. Certainly
too in a poor carpenter from Galilee, hanging out with fishermen and hanging
on a cross. Maybe also in the most ordinary person you will meet this week,
waiting to give you a good word. Waiting to give you an assignment. Friends,
God is here, too. God is in this bread and in this wine. In the body and the
blood. And when we stretch out our hands to receive him, we say, “God, this
is all I have.” And God says, “Go.” Will we, friends? Will we let ourselves be
changed, like Isaiah, and Peter, and Joan? Will we open our hearts to encounter
to the living God, and then go, never the same?
Amen.
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The Lost Has Been Found, Let Us Rejoice!
Maryann D. Younger, General Theological Seminary
Preached at St. John’s Larchmont, March 31, 2019
Joshua 5:9-12
Psalm 32
2 Corinthians 5:16-21
Luke 15:1-3,11b-32
I speak to you in the name of the one, Triune God.
The God who creates, redeems, and sustains us.
For the lost has been found, rejoice with me!
The scribes and the Pharisees
are sitting around, grumbling about Jesus.
He eats with sinners,
He doesn’t follow the law as they know it -What’s with this guy?
And so, as Jesus often does,
he starts telling them a parable.
The story we heard today, (of the prodigal son)
is actually the third
in a trilogy of parables
that are told one after another
in the 15th chapter of Luke’s Gospel
		
that all have to do with being lost and then found.
The first is about a shepherd with a flock of 100 sheep.
One sheep wanders off into the wilderness
And the shepherd leaves the 99 to find him.
There is much rejoicing when the lost one
is returned to the flock.
In the second, we hear of a woman
who has ten silver coins and loses one of them.
She searches the house until she finds it
and then rejoices that the lost coin has been found.
Then Jesus tells the story of the prodigal son.
Let’s imagine the scene:
A man has two sons.
The younger one wants his inheritance right now.
This is an odd request.
By Jewish law,
When a father dies
the oldest son receives a double share,
so in the case of two brothers,
		
the younger son would collect
			
a third of the estate.
And maybe that’s what the father gives him. We don’t know.
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All we are told is that he divides the property.
And then we hear
that the younger son goes far away
and squanders everything… including this juicy tidbit:
that he wastes the money on immoral living.
Ok. first off:
We could describe the younger son as brazen.
Maybe even insolent… or rude for wanting his money now.
Does he wish his father dead?
I’m reminded of other stories
in the Bible that have older and younger sons.
The common pattern is that
even though no one expects much of the younger son,
		
he goes off into the world and returns a hero.
Jacob supplants Esau
Moses leads his people out of Egypt
		
Joseph saves his entire family
			
And David becomes the king of Israel!
This is not the case with our youngest son today.
There is no hard work,
no battling of insecurities,
		
no wisdom or resourcefulness,
			
no courage, and certainly no love.
When it comes right down to it,
He really should have been more careful
for he has dishonored his father
		
in multiple ways by his choices.
Out there in the world,
things get ugly for our young man – there is a famine.
He hires himself out
and is sent into the fields to feed the pigs.
Pigs!
By Jewish standards, pigs are unclean animals.
This is the worst of the lousy jobs.
And when he finds himself envious of the pigs…
where does that leave him?
		
Disgraced, most certainly.
We hear that he “came to himself”
And decides to go home,
Where even the servants are treated better than this.
Most theologians interpret as that expression as
		
‘coming to his senses’.
Although interestingly,
it doesn’t say that he feels repentant.
He’s hungry, that’s for sure…
and recognizes that he is returning not as a son,
		
so that shows some humility.
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I imagine that he is fearful of his father’s reaction…
So he does what most of us do
		
when we need to apologize for something
He rehearses what he’s going to say,
Crafting his story
		
as he makes his way back home.
Turns out, he had nothing to worry about.
The father sees him from afar,
(Which makes me wonder, had the father been
		
subconsciously watching for him?)
The father sees him coming across the field
and is filled with compassion.
And he runs… RUNS…
we can imagine him lifting his long garment
His cloak flapping in the wind,
running to greet his child,
		
flinging his arms around his neck and kissing him!
He interrupts the son’s prepared statement,
And calls for the servants to fetch a robe,
to give him a ring and sandals,
		
and to slaughter a fatted calf …
			
because tonight, there will be a great party.
He says, “for this son of mine was dead and is alive again;
he was lost and is found!”
(pause) Let’s take a moment to review:
after dishonoring the father by asking for his inheritance,
and then removing himself from the family only to lose it all,
coming to his senses in the middle of a field
while being envious of the food that pigs are eating,
Our young son heads back home,
hungry, and somewhat humble.
Where his father rushes out to meet him,
and rejoices because the lost has been found…
Okay?
Back to our elder son, who is out working.
He doesn’t know about his brother’s return until
coming in from the field,
		
he approaches the house and
			
hears a party going on!
Could it really have been that hard for someone
		
To have come and told him earlier?
And it gets worse… the party is for his younger brother,
that rascal who left them,
		
taking their fathers money,
			
and wasting it.
And he is angry.
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And filled with self-righteousness.
I can imagine him saying,
do I have to go off and do something immoral
to get noticed around here?
The scripture tells us he’s been working like a slave
Like a slave!
He refuses to go inside.
So the father leaves the party and his guests,
Which is a very unusual thing for a host to do…
He leaves his guests
And goes to his son,
pleading with him to join them inside to celebrate.
At which point, the son lashes out,
complaining that for all he has done,
		
and for all of his faithfulness,
			
for all of his hard work,
				
he has never been celebrated like this.
The father listens.
Hears him out.
And then graciously tells him that
everything is already his –
		
that he will always be with him.
The father tells him “all that is mine is yours.”
(pause)
For years, I struggled with this story,
because I know all about this elder son.
In many ways I see myself in him:
in his hard work,
his faithfulness to his family
		
in putting those obligations first,
of hoping to be noticed and
		
maybe even rewarded for that dedication.
Unfortunately, I also can relate
to in his quick judgment
		
and his righteous indignation.
In telling this parable, Jesus leaves so much unanswered.
And yet, we have so many questions!
Like, is the young son truly repentant?
What happened the next day or even the next week?
Does the elder son listen to his father,
and humbly join the celebration?
What happens to his relationship between the brothers?
Is there any hope for reconciliation?
I sure hope so,
Because we know,
that if our hearts are full of righteousness
and judgment of other people,
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there is no room for God’s grace
			
in our own lives,
			
or for us to be able to offer
				that Grace to others.
In many ways, the stories of the two sons are similar.
The Younger Son dishonors his father
by demanding his birthright early
and by living an immoral life
that would certainly bring shame on his family.
		
He finds himself outside of the family
			
by his own doing.
He is in a field when he decides to return home,
and his father comes to him,
offering gracious words of welcome
and rejoicing that he has returned.
The Elder son is also returning home from a field
when he comes upon the party.
His father comes to him,
offering gracious words of love and belonging,
rejoicing in his faithfulness,
and asking him to take part
		
in welcoming his brother back.
But this time, it is the Elder son
who dishonors his father by his anger
		
and in not being willing to follow the father’s
			
gracious model of reconciliation.
He finds himself standing outside of the family
by his own doing.
So this story really isn’t about the prodigal son,
it’s more about the loving and forgiving father.
It’s the father who stays constant.
Who loves his sons
Who is willing to meet them where they are,
		
Who is gracious and forgiving.
The father doesn’t seem to care
that the younger son squandered his inheritance
or that the elder son is rude to him
		
and is now angry and pouting.
They are loved beyond understanding.
And that love is shown in both word and deed.
My friends, it turns out, this story about two sons
and a loving father
		
Is a story about God, and a story about us.
God is the constant in our lives
God loves us.
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It is God who is willing to meet us where we are
Who is gracious and forgiving.
No matter what we’ve done,
		
We are beloved by God,
Loved in ways that are beyond our understanding.
All we have to do is turn to God.
When we are lost,
we need to return to God.
When we are separated
by our own feelings of unworthiness,
		
from our frustrations or anger,
it is essential to hear
the abundant messages
		
of love and reconciliation
			
found in this parable from Jesus.
When we are lost, we will be found,
Over and over and over again.
And so to close, here is my prayer for us:
In this Lenten time of reflection and new practices
that we hope will
		
bring us closer to God,
May we feel the loving arms
of God wrapping around us
when we’ve been lost and then found.
May we know that we are seen and heard
when if feels like we go unnoticed,
And may we gladly rejoice
in the celebration that
		
God prepared for all of us.
For the entire kingdom of God is already ours.
Gracious and loving God,
we ask these things
through your son Jesus Christ,
and through the power of the Holy Spirit,
		
who moves and walks with us in our journey,
			
now and forever more,
Amen.
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See The World Through New Eyes
Luke Zerra, Princeton Theological Seminary
Sermon for the Fourth Sunday of Advent, Preached at the
Church of the Transfiguration, New York
Luke 1:39-55
The text for this sermon comes from the Magnificat, Mary’s song of praise,
which we encounter in the second half of our Gospel reading. Mary has gone
to visit her cousin Elizabeth, who is pregnant with John the Baptist just as
Mary is pregnant with the Christ child. Now, this is one of three songs which
we encounter in the first two chapters of Luke; the other two being the Song of
Zechariah and the Song of Simeon. A friend of mine once remarked how odd it
is that Luke’s Gospel starts off as something of a musical, but then after chapter
two the music abruptly stops, becoming a drama with a narrative.
But what I think is interesting about these three songs is that in each one
the person singing is proclaiming something they see, they’re proclaiming a
new way of seeing the world in light of this Christ child. They’re proclaiming
their vision through song. Isn’t this why we value great works of art, because
they allow us to see the world differently? The artist is someone who sees the
world from a different perspective than the rest of us and who shares that sight
with us through their
chosen medium, whether that be literature, visual art or song. All of this
allows us and invites us to see the world from the artist’s perspective. So I think
it’s fitting that Mary sees the world differently, announces this through song,
and invites us to see the world differently with her.
If you were to look out on the world you would see that things are going
well for those who are
powerful, those who are well-fed, who are filled with good things. Mary
says “Yes this is the case, but in fact God is doing something for those who are
hungry, those who are lowly. God is lifting
them up through this child in my womb.” This is not something that is
visible to everyone, but Mary sees it.
This idea of seeing things from a different perspective is a way to think
about faith. The Swiss Theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar might not be a
household name (at least not in your house), but he wrote this massive theology
centered on beauty, on aesthetics. One of the points he makes is that faith is
a kind of sight, a sort of vision, catching a glimpse—no matter how refracted
or diminished—of God’s glory. That’s what’s happening with Mary in the
Magnificat.
If we look just before our text for the day we see the Annunciation, where
the angel Gabriel comes to Mary and announces that she will give birth to a
child by the Holy Spirit. From our perspective, 2000 years later, after all this
tradition of commentary, praise and worship, centered on that act it seems so
obvious what is going on: this child is God incarnate, the second person of
the Trinity, who will preach and die and be resurrected on the third day. But
– 67 –

from Mary’s perspective none of that is clear. She sees a glimpse of what God
is doing, but not the full picture. Yet this is enough for her to respond in faith,
with the famous fiat mihi: “be it unto me according to thy word.” And because
of her faith she is able to see from a new perspective. She sees something of
what God is doing and her role in it.
I’ve said a lot about Mary, her faith, and her sight but how does this affect
us today? I grew up in a distinctly non-Marian tradition, I grew up Baptist,
which has a lot of emphasis on Jesus Christ, his life, his teachings, and his work.
There was a worry that if you put too much emphasis on Mary or The Saints—
or really anything besides Christ—you’d lose sight of Christ’s significance. And
while that’s a good impulse to have (we ought to have our gaze fixed on Christ)
what I’ve realized being in the Anglican tradition is that Mary actually points
us towards Christ. She shows us who Christ is. So giving reverence to Mary and
understanding who Mary is helps us see her Son, Jesus, better.
In the 4th and 5th centuries there were all these debates and controversies
about how to properly speak of Christ: how do we speak of and confess Christ
faithfully and adequately? Amidst all this conversation and discussion there
was this guy Cyril, who was the bishop of Alexandria. He said that if we are to
confess that Christ is both fully God and fully human, if we are to make that
affirmation, then we need to refer to Mary as the Theotokos, which just means
the God-bearer or the Mother God. Others in the church thought this was an
audacious claim, that this was improper speech. God can’t have a mother! God
is God and we are not! This is absurd! But Cyril won the day. He pointed out
that if we are to say that Christ is really human, that God really took on flesh,
if we’re to affirm that then we have to affirm that Mary is the mother of God,
that she bore God in her womb. This reframes our understanding of who God
is. One of the central claims of Christianity is that God took on flesh and dwelt
among us in a concrete person. And if we’re to keep that in sight, then we need
to keep in sight who Mary is.
If you come to this church at 9:30 am on a Sunday—and Fr. John David
didn’t put me to making this plug by the way—you’ll find some of us, some
of you, praying the rosary, which is a form of prayer in which we pray with
Mary as we reflect on the mysteries of Christ’s life. One of the things that is
happening in this prayer is that we ask Mary to pray for us as we contemplate
these mysteries, which draws us further into the mysteries, into a deeper
understanding of who Christ is, of what his life and ministry was about.
Through this, through having Mary as a companion in prayer we are able to
better see who Christ is for us.
We’re coming up on Christmas this Tuesday, the central feast of the
Incarnation, where we encounter God incarnate as a child in the manger. My
prayer for us as we enter into this week is that we would allow this child to
reframe our perspective, allow us to see the world through new eyes, through
the faith we are given through this child. Just as Mary saw the world anew and
proclaimed it through song, I pray we would be able to see the world anew
through her son and likewise praise the Lord.
Amen.
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Blessing…and Belonging
Rev. Ricardo Lopez, Vicar, San Miguel Arcangel
Episcopal Church, Odessa, TX
John 14:8-17 (25-27)
Today is the birthday of the Church, but let me tell you a story.
When I was a child, and even today, it was often a custom of mine to ask
for my elder’s blessing before leaving home. Aside from this being a moment
of grace, the ritual held a deeper truth for me, I belonged. To ask for a blessing
from my elder, reminded me of where I belonged and more than a religious
thing, each blessing, with that gentle hand on my head and then feeling that
hand do the sign of the cross over me, was a profound reminder of how much I
was and am, loved, and church was there.
The funny thing is, that this ritual is by no means unique to me or my
family. I imagine that some of you may even do something similar in your
families. It is profound and so full of meaning that to go without it is not only
rebellious, but also leaves us feeling empty and vulnerable as we face the world.
I imagine today’s Gospel to be a scene similar to those with which we are
familiar in our lives, but this story has a twist.
In the passage, Phillip approaches Jesus and asks to see the Father. Here,
in his own way, Phillip is asking for a blessing and on a deeper level, he
is yearning to be reminded that he belongs. He approaches Jesus and in a
moment of vulnerability, Phillip asks to “see the Father.” “That is all we need,”
he says. But instead of immediately reaching out in blessing, Jesus poses a
question; “For a long time I have been with you, yet you do not know me?”
I remember my grandmother’s face when I refused her blessing once. I
thought myself too cool and beyond need for such things. It wasn’t so much
that she was angry, it was more that she looked upon my refusal as a turning
away from la familia, our family.
Here too, Jesus looks upon Phillip and poses his question. It wasn’t that
Jesus was angry, instead, it was that in his relationship with Phillip and the
others, Jesus had shown them, and us, exactly who’s we are! Who we belong to.
We are no longer blind followers who know God only at a distance, no, we are
not quaint company who only gets to see the blessing take place from afar. We
aren’t any of those things and yet, in how own need to know that he had made
the right decision in following Jesus, Phillip wanted to know, needed to know to
whom he belonged. In so many ways, Phillip wanted a blessing from his own
abuelita to know that he belonged.
But the story today is not one of a distant time and land, the story today is
one that we are each invited to consider and to carry as our own. Today, Jesus
comes to each and one of us, he looks us in the eyes, smiles and invites us to
become blessing.
Today, we can no longer be observers, passive and awaiting a formal
invitation, no, today we are called upon to celebrate the dignity that is ours as
we participate in the Body of Christ. No longer a passive people, today we are
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breathed upon by the Holy Spirit and compelled to be blessing the in the world!
Our story is one which proclaims and indeed, affirms that we are God’s
beloved as we are brought into the very heart of God, through the blessing of
Christ.
Today, we carry blessing as we go out into the world, not just because some
priest says so, but because in looking at each other, we see the transformative
and powerful blessing that is God’s love as it makes us new.
Today, we celebrate the feast of our becoming blessing to others in our
offering of self just as the bread and wine we offer become blessing to us.
My abuelita understood that blessing was not just about a rite or ritual, but
about belonging. And so it was, that the last time I would ever see her alive,
she called me close to herself and asked me for my blessing.
I offered what I could at that moment, celebrating the fact that we belonged
to each other and affirming that in love, family resided.
Jesus too blesses us and calls us to be blessing for others.
We are loved and we have seen that love in Christ, and in those who have
extended their hand in blessing upon us. And there, in that love, we find where
we belong, there, we find church formed in the blessing, in family, in you and
me.
Amen.
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How Can I Keep From Singing?
Rev. Cameron O’Reilly, Assistant Rector, St. Patrick’s
Episcopal Church, Dublin, OH

Sermon for 7th Sunday after Easter, 2019
There is a hymn entitled “How Can I Keep from singing?” Most often, it
is attributed to Robert Lowry a Baptist preacher, educator, and composer of
gospel songs. Yet others claim it was written by the Quakers in response to the
persecution they received based on their nonconformist style of worship and
pacifist stance toward war and violence. No matter the source, it is a hauntingly
beautiful piece which speaks to ones resolve in the face of oppression.
The refrain goes like this:
No storm can shake my inmost calm
while to that Rock I’m clinging.
Since Christ is Lord of heaven and earth,
how can I keep from singing?
Our connection as a people of faith to singing in the face of adversity is at the
very core of our tradition. And our history with music, as a source of unity and
comfort with God in the face of tribulation, is long-standing.
Do you remember the story of Jehoshaphat and the Choir that led an
Army? Jehoshaphat was King of Judah, and “his heart was courageous in the
ways of the LORD” (2 Chronicles 17:6).
Jehoshaphat sent out leaders to teach people about God and His way of
life (verses 7-9). He set up judges and cautioned them they were judging on
behalf of God and should “take care what [they] do, for there is no perversion
of justice with the Lord our God, or partiality, or taking of bribes.” (2 Chronicles
19:6-7).
One day, Jehoshaphat heard the armies of Moab, Ammon, and Mount Seir
were coming to fight against him and Judah. Jehoshaphat was scared, and yet
he remembered what God had done for his people in the past, so he decided
that he and all the people of Judah would fast and pray to God. While they
were praying, “The Spirit of the Lord came upon Jahaziel,” a musician in the
temple, and God told them “Do not be afraid nor dismayed because of this great
multitude…Position yourselves, stand still and see the salvation of the Lord, is
with you.”
As the army was getting ready to go out, Jehoshaphat encouraged them:
“Believe in the LORD your God and you shall be established; believe His
prophets, and you shall prosper” (verse 20).
Then the king appointed a choir singing praise to God to lead the army.
So, the army marched out singing: “Praise the LORD, for His mercy endures
forever” (verse 21). And the wall of armies that had come to fight them
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collapsed. 8
And, of course, there is the story of Joshua at Jericho.
After the death of Moses, the Lord spoke to Joshua, Moses’ assistant, saying,
“Now proceed to cross the Jordan, you and all this people, into the land that I am
giving to them, to the Israelites. Every place that the sole of your foot will tread
upon I have given to you, as I promised to Moses.”
But when Joshua and the Israelites arrived at Jericho, they found there
were people already there! And the city was shut up inside and out to protect
themselves from the Israelites.
Then the Lord said to Joshua- “For six days you are to march around the
city, all the warriors circling the city once, with seven priests bearing seven
trumpets of rams’ horns before the ark. But be very very quiet! Your voices are
not to be heard. On the seventh day you are marching around the city seven
times, the priests blowing the trumpets. When they make a long blast with the
ram’s horn, as soon as you hear the sound of the trumpet, all the people shall
shout with a great shout; and the wall of the city will fall down flat.”
And so they did! The Army led the way marching, and shouting, and
blowing their trumpets for 6 days, and on the 7th day they did all this and
shouted with a great shout, and those walls, they came tumbling down. 9
In the reading from Acts, we learn of Paul and Silas, who came to Philippi.
As they were going to a place of prayer, they met a slave girl who had a spirit
of divination and healed her. However, this angered her owners. Paul and Silas
were taken to the authorities where they were beaten and imprisoned. Then
the most amazing thing happened. At midnight as Paul and Silas were praying
and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners were listening to them, suddenly
there was an earthquake, so violent that the prison doors were opened and
the prisoners’ chains were loosed. The keeper of the prison feared that the
prisoners had escaped and was preparing to kill himself. Just in time, Paul
assured him that all the prisoners were present and there was no need to take
his life. The jailer called for lights, and rushing in, he fell down trembling before
Paul and Silas. Then he brought them outside and said, “Sirs, what must I do to
be saved?” For Walls had come careening down. 10
Joe Carter was a singer, performer, teacher, and traveling humanitarian
performing for more than 25 years in opera and musical theater. In 2003, he did
an interview with Krista Tippett. As they talked about his interest in spirituals
and growing up in the south, he shared that as a teenager he met an African
American woman by the name of Jessie Anthony, whom he believed was over
80 at the time. Her parents had been slaves in Virginia. He and Jessie attended
the same church. She sang the spirituals, and he says, “she’d heard me sing in
church, so she just sort of took me under her wing…She was going to teach me
these songs.” She had a suitcase full of stories that she’d collected over the years
8

https://bit.ly/2Z3W8ph
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https://bit.ly/2NhfcsV
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https://bit.ly/320YpP5
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of the spirituals. She’d tell him “Child, when they sang this song, this is what
they were talking about, you know? A lot of people don’t know this.” She had
stories for every song.
One was about Emancipation Day. “There was a group of former slaves,
now, on an island off the coast of South Carolina. [Jessie’s] parents were from
South Carolina, actually all her family. They were waiting for the emissary of
the government to arrive in his little boat to tell them that they had received the
deeds to their land, the government having promised them not only freedom,
but 40 acres and a mule. It was to be a great, wonderful day. The former slaves
had gathered together on the island waiting with bated breath, when finally,
they saw the boat of the officer approaching. They could tell, even from the
distance, that his face was not happy and his demeanor was somewhat sad. It’s
said there was a groan that just came from the crowd. One of the older women
from the crowd just stood up and began to make up a song on the spot.
Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen
Nobody knows but Jesus
Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen
Glory, hallelujah.”
It would take years, but eventually the walls of slavery would begin to
topple. 11
I read somewhere this week “They would know what to do with us if we
fought back, but they didn’t know what to do when we sang.”
African American spirituals, gospel, and folk music all played an important
role in the Civil Rights Movement. Singers and musicians collaborated with
ethnomusicologists and song collectors to disseminate songs to activists, both
at large meetings and through publications. They sang these songs for multiple
purposes: to motivate them through long marches, for psychological strength
against harassment and brutality, and sometimes to simply pass the time when
waiting for something to happen.
Jamila Jones grew up in Alabama and sang professionally as a teenager with
the Montgomery Gospel Trio and the Harambee Singers. In 1958, she came to the
Highlander Folk School for nonviolent activist training. As Jones recalls in her
interview, Highlander was raided by the police, who shut off all the lights in the
building. She found the strength to sing out into the darkness, adding a new verse,
“We are not afraid,” to the song, “We Shall Overcome.” Jones explains, “And we
got louder and louder with singing that verse, until one of the policemen came and
he said to me, “If you have to sing,” and he was actually shaking, “do you have to
sing so loud?” And I could not believe it. Here these people had all the guns, the
billy clubs, the power, we thought. And he was asking me, with a shake, if I would
not sing so loud. And it was that time that I really understood the power of our
music.”
And the walls came crashing down. 12
11
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Several of you have heard me speak before about the fall of the Berlin Wall.
It is the story St. Nikolai church in Leipzig, Germany and how a prayer meeting
led to the end of the Cold War. Members of the congregation had begun to
sponsor Prayer services for Peace, and so became a sanctuary for an alternate
vision of human life. A critical mass of young people, Christians and nonChristians, and later those who wanted to leave East Germany, sought refuge
under the roof of the church. These vigils of prayer eventually spilled out of
the church and into the streets as non-violent protests against the government
oppression. Just two days after a crackdown on protestors in 1989 that resulted
in beatings and arrests, St. Nikolai was full to overflowing for the weekly vigil.
Over 70,000 people had gathered, they marched through the city carrying
candles, praying and singing as armed soldiers looked on, and did nothing.
By the end of the month, over 300,000 people were calling for the end of the
regime. The church’s presence led others to find their voice in the search for
peace. Later an East German officer would state, “We were ready for anything,
except candles and prayers.”
And that Wall, it came crumbling down.
On April 15 of this year, the world watched in disbelief as Notre-Dame
the Cathedral in Paris burned. We were helpless as we watched flames
engulf this most iconic of monuments and religious symbols. “When Notre
Dame’s spire fell, taking centuries of history down with it, witnesses gasped
in horror” as it began to crumble in front of their eyes. But as night fell, the
haunting sound of soft singing voices began to rise from distraught Parisians
who had been gathering throughout the day. The bells of the church of SaintGermain-des-Pres were heard ringing, as the fire roared, and the crowds came
together in heartbreak and in song, forming a chorus of voices united through
hymns like Ave Maria as they mourned their beloved cathedral. The world
watched as personal walls of anger and distrust disintegrated in the face of an
unimaginable and universal loss. Bound together in grief they sought comfort
and unity in God, so much so that they could not keep from singing even as the
Walls came blazing down.
How can we keep from singing? When we are surrounded by so many
walls that need to come down? Walls that divide and separate, built on injustice
and fear.
Take heart. Sing out loud, sing out strong. Don’t worry that it’s not good
enough for anyone else to hear. Just sing, sing a song.
Refrain:
No storm can shake my inmost calm
while to that Rock I’m clinging.
Since Christ is Lord of heaven and earth,
how can I keep from singing? 15
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Jesus is…Nurturing
Rev. Ann Kathryne Urinoski, Priest Associate, Christ
Church, Christiana Hundred, Wilmington, DE
Preached at Christ Church Christiana Hundred,
“Jesus is…” series, March 23-24, 2019
Luke 13: 1-9
“No, I tell you.” Jesus says these four words twice in today’s gospel passage.
Throughout the gospels, when Jesus says he’s going to tell us something: it’s
important. It’s even more urgent than his usual wisdom. What is the context for
these four words today? Today’s gospel opens on a scene of a group of people
sitting around, discussing something that some Galileans did and how they
are now facing a terrible punishment. Suddenly, Jesus says, “No, I tell you.” He
calls on those around him to listen to the context of what this means in God’s
kingdom. The Galileans ugly death, which is so casually referenced, is not a
result of some bad seeds they had sown. Our God is not a God of “just desserts”
and “getting what’s coming to you.” Our God is a God of grace! Regardless of
any struggles these Galileans faced, any weaknesses they had, or bad decisions
they made; their misfortune is not an invitation to us to judge them. Their
mistakes are not an excuse for us to elevate ourselves above them. On any given
day and at any given moment, we are all equally capable of losing our way.
What is it that makes these little moments of judgement so dangerous to
God’s kingdom? Jesus teaches us that when we judge each other, we not only
limit the power of God’s extravagant grace in our own lives, but we deny that
grace to our neighbors. Because when we judge, we are limiting our own ability
to receive God’s grace. Our act of judging wastes space in our hearts where the
Holy Spirit could be working in us! When we have less space to receive grace,
then there is less grace in our hearts to pass along to our neighbors and to the
world that always can use it. To illustrate this point and the importance of
compassion, Jesus tells us the parable of the fig tree: a story about a vineyard
owner and a gardener as they debate the future of this struggling tree.
The first person we meet is the vineyard owner. He’s had the fig tree for
about three years, and it still has no fruit on it. When we first meet him, he’s
rather grumpy. On my first read, my first impression of him on my first read is
that he’s definitely the villain. He’s frustrated, and he’s impatient. He’s ready to
give up on this tree. Ultimately, he is terrified of failing. Come to think of it, I
can relate to those things! I’ve acted out of fear of failure. I’ve grown impatient
waiting for the right time for something. I’ve had things that I have wished,
and hoped, and dreamed for, and then, I’ve nurtured those dreams, only to have
them not go quite according to plan. Then, I’ve found myself just slamming
my head into a wall. Who hasn’t? Things don’t’ always go as we plan or on
the timeline we plan. Sometimes it’s as simple as frustration as running out of
patience, and sometimes it’s as utterly desperate as running out of hope. There’s
this whole spectrum in between the two, and with the limited information in
this parable, we don’t know where the vineyard owner falls on this spectrum.
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Honestly, it doesn’t matter. That part is not the key to understanding what
Christ is trying to teach us. What matters is that wherever the vineyard owner’s
inability to nurture this fig tree is really coming from his inability to nurture
himself. How can he pass on what he himself cannot receive?
Enter: the gardener. Before we talk about what the gardener does see, let’s
talk about what he doesn’t see. He looks at this fig, and he doesn’t see fault.
He doesn’t see failure, inferiority, or hopelessness. Instead, the gardener sees
an opportunity to make a choice for hope, grace, and love. In his response to
the vineyard owner, it seems that the gardener is asking himself, “Has this
tree really been given its best possible chance?” When the gardener pleads
the case of the fig tree to the vineyard owner, we can hear that he is grounded
in God, whose grace can bring new life to any situation. Our God is a god of
resurrection! The Gardner ensures the tree’s best possible chance by committing
to giving his best to the tree. At the end of the parable, we never learn the fate
of the tree, but Christ does this on purpose. The tree’s fate does not impact how
we are called to action. The gardener’s commitment to love and nurture that
tree is never worthless! Our God loves us with the same committed, relentless,
grace, and this is the model that Christ is calling us to strive for! We need to
remember that whatever happens to this tree, it was given its best possible
chance by the love and grace of a faithful gardener.
In the gardener, we are reminded to strive to be loving and nurturing
while showing compassion to everyone we meet. In the vineyard owner, we
are reminded that we are constantly tempted by stress, impatience, fear, and
hopelessness, and that when we give into these temptations, we are divided
from God by our own judging. How can we as disciples be gardeners as often as
possible? The answer lies in the final piece of this story we should all identify
with: we are all also fig trees!
The fig tree hasn’t born fruit in three years, and depending on what your
most recent season of fruitlessness was, three years can seem like a short time
or a long time. Maybe this tree wants to bear fruit and doesn’t know how.
Maybe all it needs is a little strength from its neighbor. Maybe the fig tree was
meant to be planted somewhere else - or become something else. We all need the
nurturing love of our God and of Christ made manifest in our neighbor; this is
the love that supports and sustains us through our fruitless, struggling, seasons.
Think about any acceptance speech for any accolade you’ve ever heard: the
speaker always thanks the people who supported and nurtured them along the
way – the people who helped ensure that they had their best possible chance. In
my fig tree seasons, I’ve leaned heavily on those people.
In a gospel that started out with a casual chat about the latest happenings,
we end up with a profound lesson on compassion and the extravagant,
nurturing grace that our God gives us and calls us to give each other. There’s no
place in God’s kingdom for us to judge each other.
Out in this beautiful world, we will meet people who look at us like the
vineyard owner looks at that tree, and we can’t control that. We can control
how we respond to those people. We can control our own choice to approach
others with love, grace, understanding, and the best of whatever we can give
in that moment. We’ve been praying for that for a long time and we continue
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to pray that every time we say the Lord’s Prayer, praying for God’s kingdom
to become manifest on earth: Thy kingdom come. When we say that prayer,
we are praying to help manifest a kingdom that is a place of second chances,
extravagant grace, and relentless nurturing. Amen.
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What Makes a Good Sermon? Three Perspectives
Note: The following three articles are based on a forum sponsored by the Episcopal
Preaching Foundation given at the Consortium of Endowed Episcopal Parishes on
February 21, 2019 in Boston.

The View From The Pulpit
The Very Rev. Randolph Marshall Hollerith, Dean of
Washington National Cathedral

The Importance of Preaching in Flourishing Church Communities
From my point of view, good preaching is an art. We can learn preaching
techniques, styles, do’s and don’ts - but in the end preaching is an art that
is best learned through practice, and honest critique. I think every preacher
should be committed to creating a mechanism where they can receive honest
and open feedback for all of their sermons, feedback that goes beyond the “nice
sermon” comments we sometimes receive at the church door following the
service. Often the only good feedback we ever receive ends with the one or two
homiletics courses we take in seminary. All of us need two or three people we
trust who are willing to lovingly and explicitly critique our preaching. Creating
this kind of critique mechanism can feel risky, but without it we often hope
more than actually know whether or not our sermons are meaningful to the
people we are called to serve.
For me, good preaching requires a lot of time and hard work, usually about
10-15 hours of work per sermon. There are no short cuts to good preaching.
This means that we have to be constantly learning, reading, studying, and most
especially – praying. We should be studying the events of the day, wrestling
with the assigned scriptures, and staying faithful in prayer and reflection
regarding our lives and our work. In my experience, whenever my work-life
balance is significantly out of equilibrium my preaching always suffers. If we
allow our spiritual tanks to run dry, then it can be very hard to have anything
of value to offer from the pulpit.
I think good preaching tries to avoid dualistic thinking. We live in a society
where the media wants to divide each and every conversation into left or right,
progressive or conservative, right or wrong. That is a false dichotomy, and I
think the job of a good preacher is to avoid this kind of thinking whenever
possible. If we are going to really lift up the inherent worth of every human
being, then we have to avoid putting people into simplistic categories or
looking for simplistic polarizations. It is unhelpful and sometimes destructive.
Truth be told, most of the time I am only an adequate preacher. On
occasion, I am a good preacher. And for me, it has been clear that whenever
I am fortunate enough to be a good preacher it is because the Spirit has been
playing a serious role in those hours of preparation and in that particular
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moment of preaching. I am rarely ever a good preacher when I think I have to
have all the answers or that it is all up to me. I am a better preacher when I step
into the pulpit with fear and trembling. Humility and openness are essential to
good preaching.
In a similar way, I think good preaching often requires a willingness on our
part to be vulnerable. Let me share two examples of what I mean that I have
witnessed since I arrived at the Cathedral. Some time ago, Brene Brown came
to preach and people lined up for blocks to see her. More than 3200 people
attended one service to hear her preach because of her authenticity, because
of her willingness to be honest and vulnerable about the human experience.
She didn’t preach at the congregation, she spoke to them, revealing her own
struggles and questions about faith raised in the lessons for that morning. As a
result, she made a huge Cathedral feel quite small and intimate. More recently,
Michael Gerson, the well-known Washington Post columnist, preached a
sermon where you could hear a pin drop. He preached for fifteen minutes and
we were all transfixed, not just because of the beauty of his prose but because
his sermon was about his struggle and the struggle of so many with clinical
depression. His sermon was full of vulnerability, but it was not narcissistic. He
spoke about himself, but the sermon was not about him, rather it was about the
painful reality of chronic depression and the power of faith and hope to survive
such an experience.
I know that in seminary many of us were taught never to bring much of the
personal into our preaching. We were taught this for good reason because most
clergy have healthy egos and it is easy for a sermon to become too much about
us and not enough about the good news. But, at the same time, people crave
to connect, to hear their story in our story, to see themselves in the issues we
are struggling with on a given Sunday morning. I think people respond much
more to what we are trying to say, especially if what we are trying to say is
prophetic, if we can risk the kind of vulnerability that says - I don’t have all the
answers, I am like you, I too am searching for health and wholeness, meaning
and purpose.
For sixteen years I was blessed to serve as rector of St. James’s Episcopal
Church in Richmond, VA. During all those years, my preaching was best when
I allowed it to be more than just my thinking about a given set of readings for
a particular day. It was at its best when it became an ongoing dialogue of sorts
between me and the people of the parish. My best preaching was always part of
a larger conversation. I am a pastor at heart, and I found it to be a great honor
to know the struggles, the worries, the pain and the sufferings of people in our
community because I would hold those up in front of me as I was writing my
sermon and wonder what God was saying - not just to me but to us. My best
preaching was always when we were struggling with the Gospel together, when
we were struggling with grief, sadness, and the unknown together, trying to
find truth and meaning and the right way forward, together. This meant they
had to trust me, and I had to trust them. When it came to difficult subjects that
required more prophetic preaching, they had to know that I cared for them
and their lives regardless of whether or not we agreed on a particular subject.
I came to understand that they could only hear me if they trusted me - if they
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knew that we were in this together.
Dedication to the craft of preaching, hard work, prayer, a willingness to
be vulnerable, building trust with your congregation – all of these are essential
elements that go into good preaching.
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The View From The Seminary
By The Very Rev. Kurt H. Dunkle
Dean and President, General Theological Seminary
The Beginning Steps
Why Preach?
Why preach? Frankly, it’s a fundamental question which must be addressed
up front. While there are scores of learned treatises about the theology of
preaching, I have several practical reasons. First, the BCP requires a sermon
at every Eucharist service. It’s not optional; it’s required. So with that fact of
requirement, the question is much more pointed: why preach well?
The short answer is that the vast majority of people in all denominations say
it’s the most important part of church. A 2017 Gallup Poll shows that preaching
is the most important factor of why one chooses a church. My non-scientific
research within our own Episcopal Church shows likewise.
When I was Canon to the Ordinary in charge of deployment in a large southern
diocese, 100% of the CDO profiles I encountered from clergy seeking open
positions of all types self-proclaimed “preaching” as one of the cleric’s top three
gifts. Similarly, virtually every congregation in their own self-study listing
desires in a future clergy leader rated “preaching” as either top or second in
desired attributes. So, if we are saying truths to one another, our church should
be brimming with outstanding preaching! Or at least that’s what everyone
wants and the skill virtually every clergy person says they possess. However,
anecdotal evidence throughout the church shows otherwise.
Preaching is rarely consistently good and is frequently downright poor. So
how do we correct that? How can seminaries help? It begins with a proper
foundation and frequent training. Just like an athlete. If a seminary is literally
a “seed bed,” how do we grow better and more effective preachers from the
outset? I have a two-part hypothesis to offer.
A Hypothesis of How to Train Preachers
In science, a hypothesis becomes a theory only after a well-thought out
hunch is refined into a proposal which is subjected to scrutiny and trial. If
it passes, the hypothesis becomes a theory. With that in mind, I have a twopart hypothesis about preaching: you must follow the fundamentals and then
practice, practice, practice.
Step One: Understanding the Fundamentals
1. Preach about Jesus. The first fundamental is bedrock: Jesus is the only
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reason to be in church, so preach about him or his works, but make sure to use
his name. Again and again, I see churches which forget this primary purpose
and shrink and eventually die. In the vernacular, Jesus is our only product!
So, when preaching, remember that the sermon is always about Jesus. The
saying attributed to various historic church figures about “preach the gospel
at all times; when necessary, use words” is, quixotically, inapplicable to actual
preaching. Words – and specific ones at that – are essential in a real sermon!
Talk about Jesus.
2. Use stories. As preachers should preach about Jesus, also preach like Jesus.
In other words, use stories. For difficult-to-accept principals of being his
follower, Jesus most frequently used stories. Story tellers are master preachers
because stories make difficult concepts human. Preach with stories… just like
Jesus.
3. Be human. A few years ago, my just graduated college daughter landed
a plum job in finance having taken absolutely no finance classes in college.
When she asked her employer why she was given a shot and ultimately the job
the employer replied, “because you are recognizably human.” Humans relate
most effectively to those they recognize as fellow humans.
As a preacher, be human. Use your real voice and use words which 99% of
the world understands. Avoid inside baseball language like “justification,”
“sanctification,” or even describing the three days before Easter as the Triduum.
It’s fun to show off, but not in the pulpit. The preacher’s job is to connect.
Humans want to connect with other humans.
4. Show them you are smart, but only give a peek. Our Presiding Bishop has
a sermon style which is remarkably effective. He talks about Jesus (#1), uses
stories (#2), and exhibits admirable and magnetically recognizably human (#3)
traits. I recognize this pattern most of the time he preaches. But he doesn’t
stop there. After introducing his topic and after the initial rush of energy
in talking about Jesus there is a pivot. Just when it seems that energy may
overtake substance, he introduces a extraordinarily well crafted theological
tidbit, often citing sources. Then, the energy kicks back in, but only after the
congregation is convinces that, as the Texans would say, “he has hat and cattle.”
Too often we overload our smarts in preaching. Greek and Hebrew word
studies are like underwear; they are important parts of clothing but not
ordinarily meant to be worn on the outside. Chrysostom, Hooker, and Farrar
make great ancient and modern sermon frameworks; less frequently do they
carry the day as the sermon focus. Just like structural steel and poured concrete
form essential building foundations, they are rarely seen. Be smart, but only
give your listener a peek at how you got there. The smarts of your sermon is
the operating system, whirring along in the background, not the cool app which
is supports.
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5. Be holy. Akin Fundamental #1, remember that preaching is a holy
undertaking. People come to church to experience the holy. Once, when my
wife and I undertook to find a new church home, we had a simple preaching
metric: did the preacher talk about Jesus more than that week’s New York
Times? Remember: Barth’s famous quote is not to be taken literally! Simply
put, you can get someone’s take on current events anywhere. But only in
church can you hear about the holy. Congregants want a glimpse of the holy.
The sermon should lean into that simple desire.
6. Be brief and make one – yes one - point. I’ve only known one preacher who
could effectively preach longer than ten-to-twelve minutes. He has made a
lifetime of this art of 21 minute sermons. He spends almost half his week in
study and research and collects stories and inspiration for particular texts years
in advance. In other words, he devotes tremendous resources to crafting an
excellent 21 minute sermon week after week, and it shows.
But, most of us cannot do that. Keep sermons to ten-to-twelve minutes.
While only a few preachers can preach effectively and interestingly beyond
ten-to-twelve minutes, many more regularly successfully achieve the second
part: stick to one point. Yet, it is rarely natural for us to self-edit. It begins
in seminary with the “theological dump” sermon where an individual’s entire
systematic theology or scriptural understanding is attempted. Through
practice (see below) and discipline – that’s the point of seminary! - one point is
achievable.
7. Be joyful. I know, I know. It sounds pollyanna. But there is concrete
evidence of the effectiveness of joy. In a 2015 Episcopal Church study on
characteristics of Episcopal churches which are growing, congregations which
self-described as “joyful” were growing. As preaching is the most important
part of worship, the sermon sets the tone. It is a uniquely human-to-human
contact (together with the announcements, another controversial topic for a
different article!) in an otherwise proscribed liturgy. Even on Good Friday
preaching can convey the Good News. Be joyful, however that comes across in
your unique personality.
Step Two: Practice, Practice, Practice
The best way to illustrate this second part of the hypothesis, practice, is by
highlighting a similar educational model: medical schools. Both seminaries
and medical schools want the same thing. We want smart, well educationed
doctors/clergy who also know how to utilize that learning and intelligence for
the benefit of patients/congregations. Not only is medical school education
essential, the formation received by intense and frequent supervised practice
creates the proverbial good doctor.
A single homiletics class from only one professor with a handful of
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opportunities to preach before being set free on the world of congregations
maketh not a qualified preacher. At General, we strive to have students take a
preaching class each of the six semesters from a host of varied professors and
instructors, each modeling varied “voices.” Further, we have a goal of having
students preach sermons and homilies 50 documented times during their three
year tenure. In the 1850s, the then-Professor of Pulpit Eloquence (great title,
eh?) gave a similar 50-sermon expectation to his students. This is not new
wisdom; just newly re-emphasized.
Preaching, like the practice of medicine, is a learned skill and as such, requires
much practice. If, for example, you needed your knee replaced, would you
rather go to an orthopedic surgeon who has accomplished hundreds of knee
replacements or only a few? Similarly, would you rather hear a preacher who
has had many opportunities to preach or only a few? Seminary is for practice;
parish ministry is for proverbial keeps.
In other words, with a proper foundation, practice, practice, practice...
Conclusion
Congregations say preaching is the most important event of a worship service.
Most preachers say they value preaching as one of their three most important
gifts. As retired Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams said on February
12, 2019 at The Paddock Lectures at General Theological Seminary, “Good
preaching should make the preacher and the listener more truthful.” In this
context, that great truth requires following the fundamentals and practice.

– 84 –

The View From The Pew
By A. Gary Shilling, Ph.D.
Founder and Chairman of the
Episcopal Preaching Foundation
A good sermon should change the congregation’s thoughts and actions in a
positive way by improving their understanding of God, the Bible and their
appreciation of other people. It can have many forms; narrative, pastoral,
prophetic, etc.
- Can be from notes or a text, but verbatim reading can be boring
In today’s era of nonstop public entertainment, in and out of Washington,
dull recitation does not cut it.
- No notes or no pulpit are fine IF the sermon has excellent content
and reflects careful preparation, probably a full day’s worth
Extemporaneous remarks and wandering around the nave don’t substitute
for context. “On the way to church this morning, I heard on my car
radio…”
The congregation recognizes and discounts a lack of preparation. Excellent
preachers often spend a collective day over the previous week preparing,
then rehearsing a sermon. Many insist on uninterrupted time to do so.
- 20 minutes is fine if it’s a great sermon, but a 5 minute homily is too
long if it isn’t
I read a number of great American sermons at speaking delivery speed
and recorded the time it took to read each page. Then I multiplied by the
number of pages to estimate the minutes it took to deliver each sermon.
In the 17th century, with no place to go except to church on Sunday, the
preachers had plenty of time and sermons by John Winthrop, Increase and
Cotton Mather lasted 40 to 50 minutes.
In the 18th century, Johnathan Edwards took 38 minutes to place “Sinners
in the Hands of an Angry God,” in Enfield, CT in 1741.
19th century sermons by Ralph Waldo Emerson, Joseph Smith and Henry
Ward Beecher were slightly shorter, but our own Phillips Brooks took 40
minutes to preach on “The Seriousness of Life.”
As the 20th century progressed and Sunday morning sports and TV
encroached on church and sermon time, Paul Tillich and Reinhold Niebuhr
crowded great sermons into 20 minutes, the same time Martin Luther
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King, Jr. took to deliver his 1968 sermon, “I’ve Been to the Mountaintop.”
- Concentrates on one point. That’s what the congregation will
remember, AT MOST
To drive that point home, an excellent preacher often tells the
congregation what he or she is going to tell them, then tells them and
follows up by telling what was told to them.
Some years ago, I made an economic and investment forecast to a trade
group annual meeting and by sheer luck, almost everything I predicted
came true – my forecast for interest rates, the stock market, consumer
behavior, and economic growth. So, I wasn’t surprised when the same
trade organization invited me back the following year.
I was dancing on the ceiling as the head of the group walked me to the
podium. “These guys recognize a great forecaster,” I thought. But then
this man said, “Welcome back, Dr. Shilling. I remember your talk from last
year. I can’t recall what you said, but it was a tremendous speech!”
- Condenses the initial small talk and probably moves quickly to a
strong opening sentence that summarizes the message
In Shakespeare’s play, “Julius Caesar” Brutus becomes convinced that
Caesar yearns to be king but he wants to preserve the Roman Republic.
So Brutus opens his soliloquy, “It must be by his death.” That’s a strong
opener!
Well known and great preacher, Barbara Brown Taylor commenced in her
“Bread of Angels” sermon with “Whenever I hear about manna, I think
about grits.” That got the congregation’s attention and gave them an idea
of what followed.
- Recognizes today’s short attention spans
A good sermon may influence the mind, body and soul subliminally, but it
helps if the congregation can remember by Wednesday what the preacher
said on Sunday. What’s the “Take Home Value”?
- Aims high to stretch the intellect and spirituality of the
congregation. Is much more than a string of sound bites
The media uses short bursts to reach the lowest common denominator,
but the church atmosphere invites, even demands, a higher level of
communication.
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- Connects with the congregation – “Know your audience”
In preparation for a speech to a new audience, I try to arrive the night
before and use the usual reception and dinner to get to know the
attendees. This helps tailor my remarks to their interests.
Dress codes can be signals of where the audience is, and conforming to
them helps relate to the listeners. I once arrived for a speech to a large
group dressed in a coat and tie, but saw the attendees in jeans and tee
shirts. I retreated to my hotel room to join the ranks of quick change
artists.
Humor can help the preacher connect with the congregation, but the jokes
need to be relevant
and funny, but not too funny. I’ve made
speeches after which the audience remembered the jokes, but the humor
overwhelmed by my basic message.
- Conveys enthusiastic zeal to deliver this sermon, even if the
preacher is sweating blood. Enthusiasm is contagious and
convincing.
Earlier a Curate at our parish, Christ Church, Short Hills, NJ, started
sermons by explaining how fearful he was of preaching. I took him aside
after several of these and told him in no uncertain terms that he should let
the congregation know that he’d been just itching all week to deliver that
sermon.
- Recognizes that good preaching is more than just words
Phillips Brooks said that the twin essentials of preaching are the truth of
the message and the personality of the messenger.
Body language and gestures can be even more important than words. My
friend, Giles Constable, on the faculty of Institute for Advanced Studies
in Princeton, wrote a detailed, Scholarly paper on preaching in Europe
in the 12th century. After the fall of Rome, communications in Europe
deteriorated to the point that people living 50 miles apart spoke entirely
different languages. Professor Constable cites eyewitness accounts of
itinerant preachers who reduced their congregations to tears with their
performances, even though the listeners didn’t understand one word they
said.
- Doesn’t plagiarize, but limits quotes from obscure 19th century
French or other philosophers
The congregation will take the preacher’s word that they’ve done their
exegesis. This isn’t a Ph.D. oral examination.
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- Doesn’t assume the congregation has much Biblical knowledge, but
doesn’t talk down to them
Recently, in some of my speeches to professional investors, I describe
well-managed, developing economies, such as South Korea and Taiwan
as Sheep, and poorly managed economies like Venezuela and Turkey as
Goats. I thought that everyone, practicing Christian or not, was familiar
with the passage in Matthew 25: 31-46 that Jesus “shall separate them one
from another, as a shepherd divides the sheep from the goats.”
I got nothing but puzzled looks every time I used this analogy, so after
explaining it numerous times, I simply gave it up.
- Doesn’t overdo intricate translations of Hebrew and New Testament
Greek words
Agape, philia and eros are fine, but the congregation can get stuck on the
involved translations and miss the rest of the sermon.
- Uses modern-day examples to make the text alive, but doesn’t let
them overwhelm the message
As a senior in high school in 1955, I was involved with the Westinghouse’s
Science Talent Search.
My project was a slow neutron nuclear reactor, which I took to
Washington, D.C. to display along with the projects of the other 40 top
national winners.
Seventeen, the magazine for teenage girls, asked me to describe my project
for an article they were doing to emphasize the growth and importance
of modern science. To show that nuclear physics is no dark mystery,
I compared the reader’s lack of familiarity with such terms as “barn,”
electron volt” and “half-life” to my ignorance of fashion terms, which I dug
out of past issues of Seventeen with my sister’s help. The editors printed
the fashion terms, but stripped out the scientific analogies.
- May summarize, but doesn’t repeat the lessons. The congregation just
heard them
Your brief sermon time is better spent interpreting, explaining the lessons
rather than rehashing them.
- Concentrates on only one of the lessons. With our three year cycle,
the preacher who hits the Gospel this year can emphasize the
Epistle three years hence, etc.
Beginning preachers think they must cover all of the readings, but top
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flight homileticians usually zero in on just one.
- Can and should address current moral issues, but in a balanced way
An earlier Rector at Christ Church, Short Hills, would use every Christmas
and Easter service to deliver his Ban the Bomb sermon with no suggestion
that there was another side to the issue. All he accomplished was to
assure that most of the congregation would not be back until the next
Christmas and Easter.
- Invites feedback from the congregation, “What did I say?”
A good preacher who strives for improvement will seek out comments on
the sermon at coffee hour after the service.
Several years ago, EPF published “Talk Back to the Preacher” a
comprehensive program to gain detailed and useful feedback from a
dedicated committee of parishioners that meet with the preacher, right
after every service. It was developed by the late Bill Hethcock, Homiletics
Professor at Sewanee and we still have copies available.
I always end my speech on the history of EPF, delivered at our annual
PEP Conference for Episcopal seminarians the same way. After they have
gained confidence as preachers, I suggest a response to a congregant who
greets them at the door with “Great Sermon, Reverend!” Now, that sermon
was delivered no more than 30 minutes earlier, so I propose, look them
straight in the eye and ask, “What did I say?”
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2019 FACULTY
PEP AND PEP-II
The Rt. Rev. J. Neil Alexander
The Rt. Rev. J. Neil Alexander, Th.D, D.D., was appointed
dean of Sewanee the School of Theology on June 26, 2012. He
is also professor of liturgy and the Charles Todd Quintard
Professor of Theology.
Alexander was elected the ninth bishop of the Diocese
of Atlanta and served from 2001 to 2012. During his time
as bishop, he focused on growing new congregations and
ministries and developing an efficient communication strategy for the diocese. He
led multiple pilgrimages and mission trips to dioceses in Africa and placed a special
focus on relationships with global-south dioceses.
Alexander has served in a variety of parish settings and has taught at The
General Theological Seminary, Yale University, Drew University, and Waterloo
Lutheran Seminary. He has been a board member of the Episcopal Preaching
Foundation and a faculty member and chaplain of the Preaching Excellence
Conference of the Episcopal Preaching Foundation. He is the president of the Board
of Directors of the College for Bishops.
The Rev. Canon Charles A. Cesaretti
Rev. Canon Charles A. Cesaretti is a native of New Jersey
and a Rutgers University graduate. He attended the Episcopal
Church’s seminary in Philadelphia and completed postgraduate studies at Princeton Theological Seminary earning
a master’s degree in theology. As assistant to the Presiding
Bishop of the Episcopal Church, his posting included
being the envoy to oversee the international church and
governmental relations of the Episcopal Church in Central America, East and South
Africa, the Middle East, and Northern Ireland.
In 1990 Fr. Cesaretti became the assistant to the Rector of Trinity Church,
Wall Street, where he was engaged in the research and development of parish
outreach and mission.
Sr. Miriam Elizabeth, OSH (aka the Rev. Faith E. Bledsoe)
Rev. Faith Bledsoe is a religious sister in the Order of St.
Helena, an Episcopal monastic order for women in North
Augusta, SC, where she serves as a priest, spiritual director,
and retreat leader. She serves as a supply priest in the
Episcopal Church in South Carolina and works as a mentor
for Backstory Preaching. She received her M. Div. in 2002
from the Episcopal Theological Seminary of the Southwest in
Austin, TX and served churches in south Texas for nine years. Prior to her priestly
ministry, she worked for fourteen years as a hospital and rehabilitation speech
pathologist. She enjoys all things creative including preaching, cooking, quilting
and photography; and loves kayaking on a cool morning.
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The Rev. Nathan Kirkpatrick
Rev. Nathan Kirkpatrick is the managing director of
Alban at Duke Divinity School in Durham, N.C. In this
role, he designs educational programs, facilitates leadership
development opportunities for clergy, denominational and
institutional leaders, works with publisher Rowman &
Littlefield to publish Alban books, and consults with senior
church leaders around the United States and abroad. He has
degrees from Wake Forest University and Duke University Divinity School. He is
a priest canonically resident in the Diocese of North Carolina and serves as priest
associate at The Church of the Advocate in Chapel Hill.
The Rt. Rev. Katharine Jefferts Schori
Bishop Katharine Jefferts Schori is the former Presiding
Bishop and Primate of the Episcopal Church and was the
Assisting Bishop of the San Diego Diocese. Previously elected
as the 9th Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of Nevada, she
was the first woman elected as a primate in the Anglican
Communion. Jefferts Schori was elected at the 75th General
Convention on June 18, 2006, and invested at Washington
National Cathedral on November 4, 2006 and continued until November 1, 2015,
when Michael Bruce Curry was invested in the position. She took part in her first
General Convention of the Episcopal Church as Presiding Bishop of The Episcopal
Church in July 2009.
The Rev. Gary D. Jones
Rev. Gary Jones has been rector of St. Stephen’s Episcopal
Church in Richmond, Virginia, for 14 years. St. Stephen’s
Church is a large parish that is known for its worship, social
engagement, communal vibrancy, and its role as a “Village
Green” for the city. Gary has special interests in the pastoral
dimension of preaching, the future of parish ministry, the
contemplative dimension of the Gospel, and meaningful
social ministry. He is married with three grown children.
The Rev. Dr. Thomas G. Long
Thomas G. Long is the Bandy Professor of Preaching
Emeritus at Candler School of Theology at Emory University.
A Presbyterian minister, Dr. Long has served churches in
Georgia and New Jersey. He has taught preaching for over
forty years -- at Erskine Theological Seminary, Columbia
Theological Seminary, Princeton Theological Seminary,
and, from 2000-2015, at Candler. Dr. Long has served as the
president of the Academy of Homiletics and as senior homiletics editor of the New
Interpreter’s Bible. He has been editor of Theology Today, is currently an associate
editor of Journal for Preachers, and serves as an editor-at-large at The Christian
Century. He is the author of textbooks on preaching and worship, collections
of sermons, and biblical commentaries on Matthew, Hebrews, and the Pastoral
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Epistles. In 2011, he was awarded the Emory Williams prize for excellence in
teaching by Emory University, and in 2015 he received Emory’s “Scholar/Teacher
Award,” the top faculty scholarship award of the university. He delivered the 2006
Lyman Beecher Lectures in Preaching at Yale Divinity School, and these have
been published as Preaching from Memory to Hope. His most recent books are
Accompany Them with Singing: The Christian Funeral, What Shall We Say? Evil,
Suffering, and the Crisis of Faith, The Good Funeral: Death, Grief, and the Community
of Care (with Thomas Lynch), and 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus.
The Rev. (Thelma M.) Nikki Panton Mathis
Rev. Nikki Mathis worked as a licensed clinical social
worker, enjoying a career that spanned nearly 20 years
before entering the priesthood in 2008. During that time, her
research earned publication in The Journal of Family Social
Work.
Since entering the priesthood, Rev. Mathis has authored
several articles and sermons in publications that include The
Sewanee Theological Review, The Episcopal Preaching Foundation’s Preaching the
Beatitudes, Graymoor and The Alban Weekly. She is currently a recipient of a grant
from the College of Pastoral Leaders from Austin Seminary, and serves as Trustee
for Sewanee, University of the South. Rev. Mathis is a regular member of the PEP
Faculty.
Jonathan Merritt
Jonathan Merritt is an award-winning writer on religion,
culture, and politics. He serves as a contributing writer for
The Atlantic, a contributing editor for The Week, and is author
of several critically-acclaimed books including Learning to
Speak God from Scratch: Why Sacred Words are Vanishing and How We Can Revive Them.
Jonathan has published more than 3500 articles in
respected outlets such as The New York Times, USA Today, Buzzfeed, The Washington
Post and Christianity Today. As a respected voice, he regularly contributes
commentary to television, print, and radio news outlets and has been interviewed
by ABC World News, NPR, CNN, PBS, MSNBC, Fox News, and CBS’ “60 Minutes.”
Jonathan holds a Master of Divinity from Southeastern Baptist Theological
Seminary and a Master of Theology from Emory University’s Candler School of
Theology. He is the recipient of numerous awards and accolades including the
Wilbur Award for excellence in journalism, the Religion News Association’s
columnist of the year, and the Englewood Review of Books “Book of the Year”
award.
The Rev. Dr. Brent Norris
Brent teaches preaching in the Diocese of Western North
Carolina Deacon’s Training Program and is the Diocesan
Ecumenical Officer. He holds a B.A. in drama from Furman
University, an M.Div. from Sewanee, and a D.Min. from
Columbia Theological Seminary. Brent has served on the
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faculty of the Episcopal Preaching Foundation’s annual Preaching Excellence
Program since 2005. For most of those years he has done double duty as a
preaching group leader and the conference liturgist/musician.
Christine Parton Burkett
Ms. Christine Parton Burkett has worked with preachers
at Duke Divinity School since 1991. She holds degrees
in theater and speech-language pathology and describes
herself as a “professional pew-sitter”. Experienced preaching
coach, she skilled at assessing the sermon and the preacher
to encourage strengths and identify potential growth. She
lectures and facilitates retreats, workshops and conferences
for clergy across denominations. She is particularly interested in the preacher’s
voice and public proclamation of scripture as the seminal act of preaching. She
arranges scripture as reader’s theater, choric readings, and biblical story-telling.
Areas of particular study include the embodied sermon, cutting the “chaff” that
clouds the message, and using fresh language that connects with our common
experience.
The Rev. Dr. Carolyn J. Sharp
Dr. Sharp’s research explores the theology of biblical texts
as resources for homiletical theory and praxis. Professor
Sharp is interested in ways in which preaching can draw
artfully on biblical poetics, feminist perspectives on power,
and emancipatory pedagogy. Her books include Irony and
Meaning in the Hebrew Bible (2009), Wrestling the Word:
The Hebrew Scriptures and the Christian Believer (2010), and
Prophetic Literature (forthcoming in 2019). Professor Sharp has edited or co-edited
six volumes, including The Oxford Handbook of the Prophets (2016) and Feminist
Frameworks and the Bible: Power, Ambiguity, and Intersectionality (with Juliana
Claassens; 2017). Her current projects include a commentary on Joshua (Smyth &
Helwys), a commentary on Jeremiah 26–52 (Kohlhammer), and a book on preaching
as catechesis. An Episcopal priest and member of the Academy of Homiletics, the
Society of Biblical Literature, and the Society of Biblical Theologians, Professor
Sharp preaches regularly at St. John’s Episcopal Church in Essex and elsewhere.
The Rev. Dr. Angela F. Shepherd
The Rev. Dr. Angela F. Shepherd has served the Diocese
of Maryland as canon for mission for over seven years, a
position that has included working with others in areas of
dismantling racism, environmental initiatives, public policy,
and a high school summer enrichment program.
In addition, itinerate preaching, leading workshops,
retreats, making presentations, and other duties as assigned
have filled her portfolio. Prior to that, fourteen years of leading congregations
complete her journey to this point. She now looks forward to re-engaging what is
tenderly known as “cradle to grave” ministry.
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The Rev. Dr. Stephen Smith
The Rev. Dr. Stephen Smith has a consistent record of
providing leadership to a Churches that face a multitude of
challenges. In his current position at St. Patrick’s Episcopal
Dublin Ohio, he has successfully expanded programming and
significantly increased congregational participation.
His publications include Saving Salvation: The Amazing
Evolution of Grace (Morehouse: 2005) and numerous articles
and sermons for Forward Movement Publications and others. He is now under
contract to contribute to a preaching resource from John Knox Publications,
specifically on preaching during Holy Week. Rev. Smith holds a D.Min. in
Preaching from the School of Theology at the University of the South, Sewanee,
TN.
The Rev. Kate Spelman
Rev. Kate Spelman is a returning PEP Faculty Member.
Before her work at All Saints, she served as the Assistant
Minister at Christ Church, Philadelphia, and as an admissions
officer at her alma mater, the University of Chicago. She
holds an M.Div. from Yale Divinity School, where she was the
recipient of the Mersick Prize for Excellence in Preaching.
Rev. Kate views service to the wider church as a part
of her call, and so serves in a variety of diocesan and national capacities. She is
the chair of the nominations committee for the Diocese of Chicago, co-chair of
diocesan convention, a member of the diocese’s clergy compensation committee,
and represented the Diocese of Chicago as a deputy at the 79th General Convention
in Austin, TX last summer.
The Rt. Rev. William H. “Chip” Stokes
Bishop William H. (Chip) Stokes is the twelfth Bishop of
the Diocese of New Jersey. Elected on May 4, 2013, he was
Consecrated on November 2, 2013 and succeeded The Right
Reverend George Councell.
He is a recognized preacher and Christian educator.
He has been active in the area of anti-racism, is a certified
trainer in multi-culturalism and anti-racism and was a
member of the Committee on Anti-Racism for the Episcopal Church. He has
served at many levels of governance in the Episcopal Church. While in Florida, he
served as Chairman of the Board of Episcopal Charities of Southeast Florida. He
was an active leader in his community in Delray Beach serving on several Boards
and Committees and working actively to see that St. Paul’s was actively engaged
in the life of the city. He currently serves on the Board of Trustees of General
Theological Seminary.
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