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What does it really mean in my day-to-day life that I profess a faith in Jesus Christ as the 

anointed one, the Messiah, the incarnation of God on earth? What does it mean that Paul exhorts 

us to put on the breastplate of faith and love and the helmet of salvation?  

Do I translate my time with St. John’s into the way my life is lived- the way I interact with others 

– or is my time here something to be gotten through because I feel guilty if I don’t go?  

 

All of us have myriad pressures and people pulling at us to do this or to do that. Life in the 

twenty-first century is complicated. Life during COVID is even more complicated and scary, in 

part, because none of us have been here before. We are, as they say, learning to fly the airplane 

as we go along. Or, as the title of Len Bourland’s memoir put it: “Normal is a cycle on the 

washing machine.” 

 

And yet, life probably always was and always will be complicated. Right now, there is much that 

we do not have control over. There are others making decisions about where and how we move 

and have our being. Places I can’t physically go or things I need to learn when my brain feels 

overwhelmed or grieving the changes in how everyday life is constrained and, quite frankly, the 

mask is itchy and my glasses keep fogging up. Joan Didion in The White Album wrote: “I have 

trouble maintaining the notion that keeping promises matters in a world where everything I was 

taught seems beside the point.” 
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We’re tired or frustrated for any number of reasons and sometimes we take it out on others –  

not because we’re mad at them per se but because too much is pressing on us and they just 

happen to be the next person with whom we come into contact. We are learning that domestic 

violence is up at least partly because we are not used to being in close quarters with the other 

people in our household 24/7. Little things bug you that before COVID you could shrug off. 

 

But if we have on the breastplate of faith and love, my guess is you’re like me and almost 

immediately, I realize that I’ve done wrong in snapping at the other person – and hopefully I 

apologize for my actions.  

 

Hopefully that breastplate of faith and love becomes something we wear so continually that most 

of the time we’re not even aware of it – it is such an integral part of who we are and how we live 

and treat the other. That’s what Paul was hoping for in his first letter to the Thessalonians. Know 

the love of Christ so deep within you that it permeates all that you are and all that you do. 

 

Paul is talking about transformation – being re-formed. A thorough and marked change – usually 

for the better.  In mathematics, transformation is defined as “a change in an expression or 

equation resulting from the substitution of one set of variables by another”.
2
  

                                                           
1
 Joan Didion. The White Album (New York: Penguin, 1981), 134 [referenced in Sacks, Morality, p. x]. 

2
 http://www.thefreedictionary.com/transformation (Nov. 9, 2011). 

http://www.thefreedictionary.com/transformation


24 Pentecost/Proper 28  November 15, 2020 
Judges 4:1-7; Ps. 123; 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11; Matthew 25:14-30  
 

2 
 

 

Paul urges the Thessalonians to substitute the variables of faith and love for those of the self-

seeking and self-serving world around them. If they do that, he says, then when we encourage 

each other we will build each other up. 

 

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, in Morality, his last book published before his death, writes that 

“Most important of all, it is the ability to love that lifts us beyond the self and its confines. Love 

is the supreme redemption of solitude. What makes morality so fundamental to our humanity is 

that it turns us outward.”
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I’ve spent much of the last week reading and considering and practicing different spiritual 

disciplines. Spiritual disciplines are sometimes a bit like a physical fitness program.  

Attending worship, praying, finding at least one ministry that really engages your heart.  

You know you should do it –although sometimes it can sometimes seem like “one more thing” to 

add to your day.  

 

If you start, though, even very slowly, over time your stamina builds up and you do feel better.  

Your chances of a longer, healthier life – both physically and spiritually- are enhanced.  

But it takes perseverance and an eye kept firmly on the goal to keep at it. For some, being 

physically active makes their day. For some, no matter how long they are at it, it’s still a 

struggle.  

 

Spiritual disciplines have much the same effect. Starting your day with prayer grounds you for 

the rest of the day. Ending your day with the Examen is a way to consider what went well and 

what could have been different in the day. It is also a way to help put down the burdens and 

sorrows of the day – to give them to God. I think that is why the language from the New Zealand 

Night Prayer resonates with so much with many of us. “What has been done has been done; what 

has not been done has not been done; let it be. … Let our fears of the darkness of the world and 

of our own lives rest in you.”  

 

Life is uncertain and unfair and sometimes we just don’t get it. It can be hard to keep on 

believing in a God of mercy when all around us we see acts of injustice- acts which are not 

merciful but spiteful and mean and sometimes deadly. It can be hard to keep on believing if we 

see our ministry as just one more thing we “ought” to do – or feel guilty when we don’t come 

with a heart of love and grace and a desire to serve.  

 

Paul, speaking to the believers in Thessalonica, has much the same challenge. Remember, he 

warns them, you do not have control. At the same time, there is no escaping God’s presence.  

God’s presence can be seen as light and life- not darkness and judgment. “God has destined us 

not for judgment but for salvation” (v. 9). And God calls upon us to encourage one another to 

build up each other” (v.11).  

 

Soren Kierkegaard, the Danish philosopher and theologian, wrote in his journal: 
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What I really lack is to be clear in my mind what I am to do, not what I am to know… 

The thing is to understand myself, to see what God really wishes me to do… What good 

would it do me to be able to explain the meaning of Christianity if it had no deeper 

significance for me and for my life? [Emphasis in the original]
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Paul’s response to Kierkegaard’s quandary is to put on the breastplate of love and faith – and 

when love and faith are such an integral part of who you are that you no longer see or feel them 

as separate from you – a weight constraining how you live and act but rather see and feel them as 

something that you carry comfortably and with ease, then you will discover what God wishes for 

you to do.  

 

The process of discernment is lifelong. We live longer. We move from place to place. We 

change jobs. Our families come into being and, in time, many children grow up and move away.  

Members of our families die. Life is constantly changing – all around us – whether we will or 

not. But the breastplate of love and faith is a constant.  

 

What God really wishes us to do may change in the specifics or the location but it never changes 

in the fundamentals. Love, faithfulness, kindness, being part of a community, showing mercy 

towards others.  

 

As the authors of Listening Hearts put it: “We are accountable not only for doing our ministry 

but also for the spirit in which we do it.”
5
 The “Listening Hearts” process was used during 

discernment of a call to ordained ministry in the Diocese of Indianapolis in the early 2000s.  

This process involves the person who believes he or she has a call to ordained ministry writing a 

“focus statement” that spells out in very short form why they believe they have a call and what 

the issues are surrounding that call. The person then meets with a group of three other people and 

they spend a morning or an afternoon praying and talking together. The purpose is not to say 

“yes” or “no” but rather to walk the questions with that person.  

To facilitate clarity, if possible, around the questions.  

 

This process is not limited to questions about ordination. In fact, it is very similar to a “clearness 

committee” used within the Quaker tradition. The purpose of a clearness committee is to help the 

one with a question discern issues and achieve clarity about the way forward while knowing that 

he or she is surrounded by love and prayer. Those who are part of the clearness committee or the 

listening hearts group ask questions to help the inquirer discern God’s will in the particular 

instance before the group. A listening hearts group or a clearness committee is one way that we, 

as community, can encourage and build each other up.  

 

Put on the breastplate of love and faith. Know that you are surrounded by others who have your 

well-being in mind. Encourage one another and by doing so know that you are part of building 

up the community of saints to be the presence of God in this place and this time. Amen. 
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