Walking Away
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It was a quiet afternoon, the first day of autumn. I walked past the door of the bedroom and looked in.
My wife had stretched out on the bed to read for a few minutes after lunch and had fallen asleep. She
was enclosed by a warm pool of light from the bedside lamp, the book open on her lap, our little cat
curled up beside her. It was a picture of comfort, rest and tranquility.
I stood there for a long time. I knew I had a thousand things to do. I was wide awake and motivated.
But this was the balance, peace and happiness we all so deeply long for. It was hearth and home and
rest for the weary; it was love and gentleness and hope.
But I had to go. I said nothing, made no sound, turned away—at the same time thinking “I can’t believe
I’m actually turning away from this,” knowing as well as all of you do that people do it and have to do
it all the time.
These moments of peaceful equipoise are always interrupted. The kids get in a tussle, the phone rings,
the alarm goes off. But I could have stayed a long time. I could have made it last. But. I knew. I had. To
go.
That’s happened to God. Yes, it has. It was Jesus who had to leave the room, leave the peace and the
wholeness, go from where there was safety and rest. He had something to do. He knew he had to go.
My wife and our little cat did not vanish from existence when I left the room. I knew they were still
part of my life, and that knowledge made a difference, as it always does. But to walk away—without
repudiation but accepting another dimension of love—that too makes a difference. It says: “You matter
to me, you will always matter, but I must go do some important thing without clinging to you. And I
can do this all the better because I can be sure where my peace and joy and wholeness reside.”
God the Father Almighty and the Holy Spirit did not vanish from existence when Jesus left the room.
But they became a part of his experience the way God is part of our experience. Only rarely (more so
for some people than for others) does God so fill the place where we happen to be that we are certain
all the way through of his comfort, strength and wisdom. To get as close to that as we can, we have to
have a habit of prayer much as Jesus had. When he went away by himself to pray, he was not back in
the room with the other Persons of the Most Holy Trinity, but he was close enough to get the grace he
needed.
You must be figuring out that I’m trying to say something about the famous passage in St. Paul’s letter
to the Philippians about the self-emptying of Christ. It’s my favorite part of the Bible, and here it is
among today’s readings. And what I’m trying to say is that when we turn from peace and joy, from
comfort and wholeness that we can touch and hear and see and smell—as real as anything we can ever
experience—when we turn from that because we have to and we know we have to and in a way we
want to because we know that’s where the right path lies: When we do that we are close, ever so close,
to what it means to say our Lord came down from heaven.
Here’s what Paul says: “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in
the form of God, did not regard equality with God as a thing to be exploited, but emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled
himself and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross.” (Philippians 2:5-8, NRSV)

The Greek word translated as exploited could be translated as grasped, and the Greek word translated
as slave could be translated as servant. This passage has always meant, to me, that we cannot serve love
if we cling to, hold onto, won’t let go of, the comfort and peace of belovedness. We cannot hang onto it
simply for our own comfort and personal use. We have to walk away. There are times of rest and
refreshment, yes, but then we are back to the weariness and riskiness of serving goodness in a broken
world.
And yet…it’s not entirely a crushingly burdensome sacrifice. I turned from the picture of peace that my
sleeping wife presented with a twinge of regret and with a bit of resentment at the necessity of walking
away, but also with a high heart, with energy, with motivation. It’s to do love’s good work that love
sends us forth. God came among us more in joy than in wrath, with a high heart and a sense of humor,
with memory, reason and skill. Jesus had a job to do, to do well, to do boldly, for love’s sake and with
love’s power, led by the Holy Spirit and with his Heavenly Father at his back.
For love is stronger than death. (A very slight variation on Song of Solomon 8:6)
The light shines on in the darkness, and the darkness has never overcome it. (John 1:5)
We have jobs to do. Jesus is at our side. The Holy Spirit is swirling around us, blowing where it will,
preparing the way. Our Heavenly Father is backing us up. We do not need to fear we will lose all gentle
hope and wander where peace and healing cannot find us. God has always wanted to send us forth
boldly and joyfully. He always accepts our service. The cross is not the end of hope but the gate of
glory. The sleeping beloved and the peaceable animal, gathered into a circle of light, are a foretaste of
redeemed creation. That promise does not go away when we pay attention to our work. Trust God for
it. The beloved’s head rests on God’s shoulder, and the cat is curled up on his lap.
v A revision of the sermon preached at the Shared Ministry on September 25, 2011.
Envy Versus Blessedness
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Today’s Old Testament and Gospel readings are about the sin of envy. Jonah doesn’t want God to bless
the people of Nineveh. The vineyard workers who started earlier in the day don’t want the workers who
started later to receive the same wage they do. What envy doesn’t want some other person or people to
have is blessedness. Blessedness is the sum of the effects of someone (including God) being openhearted toward others. Blessedness is very hard to handle if you are not in an open-hearted frame of
mind. Blessedness can transform the envious person only if the envious person lets it bless them.
The best example I know of—and yes, it is a parable of envy converted by blessedness, or
converted to blessedness—is How the Grinch Stole Christmas. We all know the story. The Grinch
envies the people of Whoville because they are happy at Christmas, but he can’t get into the holiday
because his heart is “two sizes too small.” It may not have been the Grinch’s fault that his heart is two

sizes too small, but it was his fault that he wanted to hurt his neighbors for being joyful. He just
couldn’t stand the blessedness of normal-size hearts and all he could think to do was punish the people
of Whoville. He doesn’t want their stuff—he steals it just to drop it off Mount Crumpet like garbage.
But when he sees that he can’t stop their blessedness by subtracting their stuff, he begins to get it about
blessedness: love and joy are fundamentally generous.
It isn’t about what you have or get but about what you radiate, what you share, what you give away.
Only about a small part of that is material gift-giving, decorations, food and so on. Mostly it’s an
attitude of appreciative, hopeful, helpful and bountiful joy and delight. We generally just call it love but
it’s a particular kind of love. It’s the kind of love that makes worship real and family celebrations real
and marriages real. It’s what we mean by the spirit of Christmas. But it’s really the Spirit of God
Almighty, who—well, I was going to say invented it, but who really is it. The blessedness we radiate—
when we open our hearts to grow to their best size—is a response to the appreciative, hopeful, helpful
and bountiful joy and delight that blazes from God.

