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Yesterday marked the Feast of John & Charles Wesley in our liturgical calendar. 

Some of you are familiar with the Wesley brothers, who began a revival in the 18th ce. 

Church of England. They were known for their “strict adherence to the worship and 

discipline of the Book of Common Prayer, and were thus given the name, ‘Methodists.’”  1

Some of their followers were so committed their methods they later left the Church of 

England altogether and became the Methodist Church. 

The Wesleys may have been known for their spiritual discipline, but they weren’t 

completely rigid. Just listen to this story from a commemoration of their lives.  

Early Methodist meetings were often led by lay preachers with very limited education. On 

one occasion, such a preacher took as his text Luke 19:21, "Lord, I feared thee, because 

thou art an austere man." Not knowing the word "austere," he thought that the text spoke 

of "an oyster man." He spoke about the work of those who retrieve oysters from the sea-

bed. The diver plunges down from the surface… into bone-chilling water. He gropes in 

the dark, cutting his hands on the sharp edges of the shells…. So Christ descended from 

the glory of heaven into the squalor of earth, into sinful human society, in order to 

retrieve humans and bring them back up with Him to the glory of heaven.… Twelve men 

were converted that evening. Afterwards, someone complained to Wesley about the 

inappropriateness of allowing preachers who were too ignorant to know the meaning of 

the texts.… Wesley, simply said, "Never mind, the Lord got a dozen oysters tonight."  2

 Lesser Feasts & Fasts, 1621

 http://www.missionstclare.com/english/March/morning/03m.html2
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We Episcopalians probably aren’t so bothered by such fanciful readings of Scripture. We 

may even find it refreshing that a Methodist knows the limits of religious discipline when 

it comes to doing the Lord’s work. 

Whether that episode happened or not, it highlights a tension in Christian life. It’s 

the tension between hearing God’s word & doing God’s work. Sometimes it’s not easy 

to reconcile the tension between God’s word & God’s work. The Wesley story is funny 

because it shows that someone can obviously do God’s work (bringing people to faith) 

even if they completely misunderstand God’s word (an oyster man). 

Thankfully God seems bigger than our mistakes. But that still doesn’t help us 

resolve the tension in our own lives. How do we live as people of faith with God’s word? 

And, How do we live as people of faith who do God’s work? Those questions are at the 

heart of today’s Readings.  

Our first Reading contains some of the most familiar and reliable words ever 

recorded: the Ten Commandments, or Ten Words. These divine words are so 

foundational to for Jews & Christians that some people are still fighting to have them 

mounted in schools and displayed in public spaces (never mind if they actually know the 

Ten Commandments…). These Ten Words provide just the kind of clarity that people 

who care about strict adherence to worship & discipline crave. But, at what cost? At the 

cost of thousands of years of cultural, sociological, psychological distance — to name a 

few. Thousands of years. In some very real ways, their world is not our world. So, how do 

we live as people of faith with God’s word? 
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In today’s Gospel we hear about some of the most unfamiliar, troubling, and 

perhaps embarrassing work of Jesus. He’s not cleansing lepers, healing sick people or 

raising the dead. Today we hear about Jesus tearing through God’s temple like wildfire; 

chasing animals with a whip and flipping over merchant tables when those merchants are 

just providing financial services commanded by Israel’s law: God’s word. Today Jesus 

performs the kind of dramatic work that fills people with purpose & meaning. But, at the 

cost of reinterpreting —perhaps even violating— clear instructions in God’s word. So, 

how do we live as people of faith who do God’s work? It’s not always easy to reconcile 

the tension between God’s word & God’s work. 

One popular option has always been just to pick one. Either choose God’s word 

and become a fundamentalist, or choose God’s work and become a progressive. But we 

Episcopalians want both. At least we should. Because we’re the church that may not 

always be known for our strict obedience or rigid devotion, but we are known as a 

tradition that refuses to separate things which belong together. We find a via media, 

or middle path. And our commitment to the via media should mean we refuse to separate 

God’s word from God’s work. They’ve always belonged together. The question is: how? 

Psalm 19 helps point the way. First of all, don’t miss the fact that Psalm 19 is a 

prayer. One way to resolve the tension between God’s word & God’s work is the act of 

prayer itself. Prayer resolves the tension by offering ourselves —our souls & bodies— to 

become living instruments of God’s work through God’s word. Prayer may never 

answer any of our deep questions. But it does put us in a posture of hearing & receiving 
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God’s word so that we become instruments of God’s work. Prayer itself resolves that 

tension.  

But there’s more. Because Psalm 19 also has some content that unpacks the 

tension between God’s word & God’s work. It begins by saying, “The heavens are telling 

the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.” And then it gets weird. 

The psalmist says, “There is no speech, nor are there words; their voice is not heard; yet 

their voice goes out through all the earth,” (Psa. 19:1, 3–4a).  

For the psalmist, the tension between God’s word & God’s work is resolved by a 

kind of speech that doesn't need words. It's comes built-in, we could say, to creation. 

One theologian puts it like this: “no one … can ignore the fact that [creation] displays the 

wisdom of God, whose handiwork enables balanced life on earth (19:6).”  The 3

astounding potential for flourishing are the words of creation itself. Jesus recognizes the 

same kind of speech when he’s riding a donkey into Jerusalem at Passover and people are 

throwing their cloaks at his feet. When the authorities tell him to quiet the crowd Jesus 

says, “I tell you, if these [people] were silent, the stones would shout out.” (Luke 19:40). 

For both the psalmist & Jesus, the heavens & the earth already declare the glory of God. 

But we don’t leave it there, supposing that creation is a perfect mirror of God. That 

would be terrifying. The world is also a cruel place. It’s not just the heavens that declare 

the glory of God — or, heaven help us. So a few verses later the psalmist says, “The law 

of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul… making wise the simple… rejoicing the 

 Charry, Psalms 1–50, 95.3
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heart… enlightening the eyes,” (Psa. 19:7–8).  

The Psalmist wants both God’s word & God’s work. Obviously he was a good 

Episcopalian. The heavens are telling the glory of God and the law of the LORD is 

perfect. One part of Christian faith is learning to hear God’s voice — sometimes even 

without words. Another part of Christian faith is learning to do God’s work — sometimes 

even without action. Here’s the formula: God’s work proclaims God’s word. God’s 

word produces God’s work.  

It’s not that surprising. We already experience that kind of thing whenever we 

watch a nature documentary. Think about it. Almost none of us would go set up a 

camera in the desert to capture that bleak environment. We probably wouldn't go to a 

river to record the spawning patterns of fish. We wouldn't film the migratory patterns of 

birds or the intricacies of jungle life (& death). But if you’ve ever watched, it's 

fascinating to see a really good documentary depict all those events with expert narrative.  

Without words, you might just think you’re observing an odd looking animal 

barely propelling it’s way across a channel of water. Boring, and senseless. With words, 

you’re introduced to the drama of a pygmee three-toed sloth swimming through deep 

water in response to a mating call somewhere on the other side of his tiny island. He’s 

racing to perpetuate a species with only a few hundred animals in existence.  All of a 4

sudden, it’s a gripping narrative. Who knew?  

We have a word for that as people of faith. It’s called, “revelation.” Revelation isn't 

 Planet Earth II, S1:E1, Islands, BBC Documentary, 20164



Rev. Eric Hillegas Year B, Lent 3 2018
St. Chrysostom’s, Quincy

just about being confronted with new or strange information. Revelation is about 

coming to understand the deeper meaning of everything we already see & 

experience. Revelation is about the marriage of words & work in a way that captures 

their full reality before God. That kind of revelation is what’s happening in today's 

readings. We find both words & work being used to present the deeper meaning of God’s 

reality.  

In Exodus, the Ten Words are a revelation of true freedom. They reveal the 

deeper meaning of freedom for a people who've just been liberated from 400 yrs of 

slavery (cf. Ex. 20:2). Sure, they also contain some new information (like the 

preposterous claim of just one God who doesn’t need graven images bc people already 

represent His image). But the purpose of the 10 Commandments isn’t to present 

something new. Their purpose is to reveal the full meaning of human freedom; a freedom 

characterized by worship & relationship; by love of God (commandments 1-4) & love 

of neighbor (commandments 5-10).  

One commentator says this:  “these laws are more than simply good rules to live 

by. They show us something [about] God…. We see in them not simply ‘what we must 

do’ but what God is like.”  When we learn to internalize the words of Exodus we become 5

a(nother) part of creation proclaiming the glory of God by the shape of our lives, even if 

our voice is never heard.  

In John's Gospel, the cleansing of the temple is a revelation of true religious 

 Enns, Exodus, NIVAC, 411.5
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devotion. Jesus' actions reveal the full meaning of devotion for a people who've used a 

temple to serve their own profit instead of serving God. Sure, the story contains some 

new information about Jesus (that he could physically shut down a busy market) but 

that's not the function of the story. It's not meant to reveal a muscular Jesus. It's meant to 

reveal the meaning of devotion in a world where we're always more inclined to serve 

ourselves than God or neighbor — even when we gather in God's name. By his actions 

Jesus is saying that devotion to God is never about marketing or profit. It's about zeal for 

the God who sustains us in love. When we learn to internalize the actions of Jesus we 

become a(nother) part of creation that's telling the glory of God by the shape of our lives, 

even if our voice is never heard. 

The Christian journey is never just about learning to become “better people”. It’s 

about allowing ourselves —our souls & bodies— to become instruments of God’s work 

through God’s word. It’s about allowing our lives — our words & our work— to reveal 

the full meaning of human life before God. We may spend the rest of our lives without 

ever answering our deepest questions. But we can be sure that whenever we adopt a 

posture of prayer, we’ll become instruments of God’s work. We’ll become a(nother) part 

of creation — like the rocks & the trees — proclaiming the glory of God by the shape of 

our lives. When we allow ourselves to become instruments of God’s work, our voice of 

praise will go out through all the earth, even if our voice is never heard. Amen.


