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• Periodically I’m struck by the sudden power of familiar words ~ of words 
which we are so accustomed to hearing that we hardly attend to them. This 
week it happened when I was praying the opening confession in (daily) 
Morning Prayer. After referring to what ‘we have done and left undone,’ we 
express our repentance, and ask for God’s mercy. There then follow some 
remarkable words, which we say to God. With them, we identify why we ask 
for God’s mercy: it is so “that we may delight in your will, and walk in your 
ways, to the glory of your Name.”  1

• I’m sure these words stood out to me this week because— like many of you—I 
am still shaking my head over the horrible Pennsylvania report, charging 
dozens (if not more) of Roman Catholic clergy with sexual abuse. Even 
bishops and cardinals have been involved. And then, on the heels of that 
troubling news, came word that two men close to the President were now 
convicted felons. And, one of them has implicated the Commander in Chief 
regarding immoral and possibly illegal activity. 

• This leaves me wondering about us as a people and nation. How and why 
have we  strayed so far from walking in God’s ways? And then, remembering 
the words of the confession, I was struck by this realization: maybe it’s 
because we no longer delight in God’s will. To seek and accept God’s will; 
to respect and be obedient to it ~ these are fundamentally different from 
delighting in it. And this may be the key.        (Pause) 

• In what do I delight? In what do you delight? Probably it is someone or 
something you love. I recognize this right away when I see a cute picture of 
one of my grandchildren. I love them. And I greatly delight when I see them 
happy, having fun and being creative. Closely related to this kind of 
delighted appreciation for someone or something we love, is joy. We joy in 
those in whom we delight, and we love them through joyfully delighting in 
them. 

© Stephen Holmgren 2018 / Sermon for Proper 16  B 18, August 26, 2018                                       !1



P R O P E R    16,  August 26,  2018, Year B

• But we face a challenge here. For we live in a culture in which we have lost 
our appreciation for the important difference between passive feelings, and 
acts of virtue. If delight, love and joy are merely feelings, and feelings we 
hope that others will evoke in us, then we have sold these virtues short. For, 
in the spirituality and ethics of our great tradition, delight, love and joy are 
noble acts.They are not just feelings, because practicing these virtues builds 
character, both within ourselves and in our communities. Thomas Aquinas is 
remembered for saying that “joy is the noblest human act.” How true! He 
meant that we choose to take joy in the Lord, and in God’s merciful 
Providence. This helps us delight in God’s will, and live in God’s love. 

• These observations may have some relevance to you, because I know they 
do for me. I remember clearly delighting in God’s will in the years following 
my Baptism, during my theological education, and in the years of my 
seminary teaching. But time, and perhaps also familiarity, have had their 
effect, as perhaps they’ve had for you. For we can become less intentional 
about God’s will ~ especially if it doesn’t delight us in the way that it did, 
before. ~> I hope you noticed the problem in what I just said. The issue here 
is not whether God’s will delights us, but whether we choose to delight in it. 
And that is the key ~ for you and I can do this. We can actively take delight in 
God’s presence, rather than passively wait to be delighted by it. 

• These observations can help us appreciate a subtle but important aspect of 
today’s Gospel reading ~ John's report that —at one point in the Lord’s 
ministry— many of Jesus’ disciples "turned back and no longer went about 
with him.” Which, of course, implies that they had previously followed him. 
As we learn from Acts, “going about with” Jesus meant participating in the 
disciples’ fellowship, and being a witness to both Jesus’ teaching and his 
mighty works. To be with Jesus, as a disciple, meant more than just being 
around him. It involved having active frequent fellowship with him, and 
hearing him teach on a regular basis. It meant delighting in his presence. 
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And then, he challenged them to put his teaching into action, for the sake of 
the Kingdom. 

• The troubling thing to consider is that many of them no longer followed him, 
but turned back to their old lives and ways. Surely, it was not a matter of a 
change in him, that led them to make changes. More likely, it was a change 
in their estimation of him, that led them to fall-away. Well, where were their 
priorities? And what were they really looking for, when they first followed 
him? 

• This episode in John can be instructive, especially given our parish mission 
statement ~ that “we are called to be a church community where every 
member lives as a disciple of Christ.” This impressed me about Grace, when 
I was invited into the rector search process here. Grace had identified the 
value of living as disciples of Jesus. Wow! That means we are called to be 
among those who don't turn back from Jesus, and who stay with him. We 
stay with him to be engaged by him, and then sent out in mission for God’s 
Kingdom. It is to recognize, as Peter does, that Jesus’ words are spirit and 
life. And it is to decide not to seek spirit and life anywhere else. In short, we 
are called to delight in him! 

• In our Ephesians reading, Paul is convinced that the power of the good we 
find in Christ, really transforms people and their circumstances.  Taking 2

seriously how we have put on Christ in Baptism, we can choose to rely on his 
power and presence, every day. This is why Paul urges us to “be strong in 
the Lord and in the strength of his power.” This is also why he urges us to 
“pray in the Spirit at all times, in every prayer.” As with the choice the people 
make in our Joshua reading, it comes down to this: we can rely on ourselves, 
as most people do in this world. Or we can rely upon Christ, who dwells 
within us, and on God’s Holy Spirit, who empowers our words, our prayers, 
and our action. 
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• So, it’s not only to the twelve that Jesus directs his question. He also directs it 
to us: “Do you also wish to go away?” Notice how Peter’s answer is multi-
layered. For it allows for the possibility that he, too, could also find himself 
saying, “yes, I actually do want to go away...” But, instead, Peter says this: 
“Lord, to whom can we go? You have the words of eternal life. We have 
come to believe, and know, that you are the Holy One of God.” 

• And so, yes, it is possible to shy away from the implications of Jesus’ 
presence. We can go light on accountability to him and his high ethical 
demands. We also tend to lighten our accountability to one another. But 
then, we do have a choice: we can choose to delight in him, and in God’s 
will. For what we have come to know is this ~ he is the Holy One. Once we 
admit that, to him and to ourselves, there is no other choice than to live as 
his disciple. And we will say, as Joshua does, "as for me and my household, 
we will serve the Lord!”  3
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John 6:56-69 

Jesus said, “Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them. Just as 
the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever eats me will live 
because of me. This is the bread that came down from heaven, not like that which your 
ancestors ate, and they died. But the one who eats this bread will live forever.” He said these 
things while he was teaching in the synagogue at Capernaum. 

When many of his disciples heard it, they said, “This teaching is difficult; who can accept 
it?” But Jesus, being aware that his disciples were complaining about it, said to them, “Does 
this offend you? Then what if you were to see the Son of Man ascending to where he was 
before? It is the spirit that gives life; the flesh is useless. The words that I have spoken to 
you are spirit and life. But among you there are some who do not believe.” For Jesus knew 
from the first who were the ones that did not believe, and who was the one that would 
betray him. And he said, “For this reason I have told you that no one can come to me unless 
it is granted by the Father.” 

Because of this many of his disciples turned back and no longer went about with him. So 
Jesus asked the twelve, “Do you also wish to go away?” Simon Peter answered him, “Lord, 
to whom can we go? You have the words of eternal life. We have come to believe and know 
that you are the Holy One of God.” 

Notes:
 See BCP:79.1

 See Ephesians 6:10-20.2

 From our first reading, Joshua 24:1-2a, 14-18.3
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