HEAR

Sermon for the Second Sunday of Lent, February 28, 2010

Readings: Genesis 15:1-6; Psalm 27; Philippians 3:17-24; Luke 13:31-35

Sermon text: You speak in my heart and say, “Seek my face.” Your face, LORD, will I seek.  Psalm 27:11

The house was very quiet during the snowstorm a few days ago. The world outside was muffled. A few inside appliances hummed, occasionally.  And when they stopped I listened--how does the song go?—to the sound of silence. 

Silence is the space between and around our words. Without it all would blend together into nonsense. Music is the spouse of silence; noise is the rough intruder. But, heard carefully and attentively, perhaps even noise can be woven into music (I guess this is what John Cage tried to teach us). 

Listen. Carefully. Your breath, even your heartbeat. Hear: the creaks in the pews, the ticks from the heating pipes, the slow tick of passing time, for attention to silence has the mysterious ability to slow time…

And from out of silence, speech.

“Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord alone.” Moses spoke these words when he came down from the holy mountain.

“Hear, O Israel, the commandments I am teaching this day: You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and all your soul, and with all your might.” (And your neighbor as yourself, a commandment from Leviticus that Jesus included in the summary of the law.)

“Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God made a covenant with us at Horeb. Not with our ancestors did the Lord make this covenant, but with us, who are all of us here alive today.” 

So Moses spoke as recorded in Deuteronomy 5 and 6. The famous “Shema, Israel,” the Lord our God is one. And the surprising news that the covenant that God has made with Israel was made not with Abraham only, as we heard in the first reading, at Horeb, when “the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision” (Genesis 15:1), and God said “Look to the stars and count, so shall your descendents be.” And Abram believed the Lord—and the Lord reckoned it to him as righteousness. This promise of God and response of faith—the basis of Abrahamic religions, all of which build on this promise of blessing and personal relationship of faith and love—a covenant between God who created the universe and the people who wander about in it—was made not only to Abram, not only to the people then, not only to Moses and the Israelites gathered around Mt Sinai, but to us who are all of here alive today. Did you hear that?

Do your hear the word of God, the promise of God in your life today? Have you called on God to speak? Listen to the words of the Psalmist: “Hearken to my voice, O Lord, when I call; have mercy on me, and answer me.” And in the next verse she records the most beautiful of revelations: You speak in my heart and say, “Seek my face.”

“Your face, Lord, will I seek.” Can you hear the yearning in that phrase? Do you feel that longing in your heart too?

It was not with our ancestors that the Lord made the covenant, but with us, who are all of us here alive today.

One of the reasons that we are using the Elizabethan English of Rite One this morning, from the old Prayer Book, is to waken our ears. When familiar prayers and thanksgiving are offered in unfamiliar words, perhaps we will attend to them more carefully. And another reason is to connect us to our ancestors in faith—not just as we do through scripture—all the way back to Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Paul—but also to our Anglican ancestors, such as Thomas Cranmer, who crafted the first Book of Common Prayer in England in 1549. If you open your Prayer Book to page 866 you will find Cranmer’s Preface to the First Book of Common Prayer, among other “Historical Documents” of the Church. Note how he begins by noting that nothing is so well made or so surely established that time and use will not corrupt it—and therefore we must always be returning, reforming, remembering the original purpose and intent of our gathering. We gather to worship the Lord our God, to hear God’s word, and to sing praises for God’s creation and providence. We gather to ask together for those things we need, and pray for those we love, and for a world in pain. We gather to join once again as a covenanted people, a people bound by baptismal vows to live a Christian life, to follow Jesus and Lord and Savior, to continue in the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread and in the prayers—and to strive for justice and peace, to respect the dignity of every human being, and to work for the healing of the world.

Hear, O Church, this is our time, and shall we not make the most of it? 

Shall we not also cry to God and hope to hearken to God’s voice in return. To hear the silent whisper in our heart, seek my face. 

Yes, God speak in thunder and law—a voice that calls us to tremble and obey. But God also speaks as a lover. Follow me. Seek my face.

Go there now, to that quiet room in your self’s heart. Picture it as a small cottage deep in the woods. Snow has fallen. The boughs of the trees bend beneath a blanket of snow. The birds are hushed. Inside there are two chairs facing a fire. You are in one of them, alone. The fire crackles. And then a knock on the door. You rise. Open the door. Who stands there, a lantern in his hand and smile on his face? Your neighbor, checking to see if you are all right. Come in, neighbor, come in, Have a seat by the fire. Have a warm cup of tea and a bite to eat.  You settle down. He turns to you and asks, how are you?

Can you see his face? However you imagine the face of Jesus, there he is. Can you picture his eyes? Kind but searching. His question was not just a form of social small talk, but a real question. He wants to know. And so you tell him all that is on your heart.

This is prayer. 

Jesus came so that we might know true love; he came that we can be and feel forgiven and free. He comes not to our ancestors, their time is past, but to us. Our God is a living God. The Holy Spirit is present as much today as on the first Pentecost Sunday. God is as active in creation as ever—and as mysterious. We struggle to understand and believe, just as our ancestors did. We may know the blessed assurance of salvation too. 

Hear, O Israel, listen, by beloved friends, to the word of God as spoken through the prophet Isaiah: Do not fear, I have redeemed you, I have called you by name, you are mine.

In Christ’s name, Amen.

The Rev. Matthew Calkins

St Timothy’s Episcopal Church, Fairfield, Ct.
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