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Evensong	at	St	Paul’s,	Sackville	
	
From	the	Second	Book	of	Kings,1	
You	speak	the	words	of	the	lips;	however,	I	speak	the	purpose	and	the	
power	of	war.	
	
In	the	Name	of	the	Father,	and	of	the	Son,	and	of	the	Holy	Ghost.	
	
We	 are	 gathered	 to	 consider	 in	 this	 year’s	 Conference	 that	 city	 –	 that	
form	of	community	-	that	has	God	for	its	maker,	builder	and	protector.	
That	 city	has	many	names	 in	 the	Scriptures	–	 the	Kingdom	of	Heaven,	
the	New	Jerusalem,	and	so	on.	The	title	for	the	Conference	calls	it	simply	
‘the	Church’	and	reminds	us	that	it	is	both	‘visible	and	invisible’.	That	is,	
it	is	manifest	in	the	world	as	we	encounter	it	through	the	senses	–	it	is	
‘visible’.	 But	 the	 senses	 are	 not	 enough.	 The	 City	 of	 God	 is	 ‘invisible’,	
discerned	by	the	understanding,	and	desired	with	a	love	that	is	founded	
not	 in	 warring	 passions,	 but	 precisely	 in	 understanding,	 in	 divine	
Wisdom.	
	
It	is	an	old	problem.	Plato	wrestled	with	it	in	The	Republic.	As	he	makes	
clear	there,	we	live	in	the	midst	of	visible	things,	the	realm	of	the	senses	
and	the	passions.	But	these	alone	will	not	suffice	to	guide	us.	Beginning	
in	 the	midst	 of	 things	 visible,	 we	 seek	 things	 invisible.	 That	 is,	 in	 the	
midst	of	things	grasped	by	the	senses,	we	seek	things	recognized	as	true	
and	beautiful	and	good	only	with	the	help	of	the	understanding.	How	is	
it	that	we	can	come	to	truth,	that	we	can	come	to	the	true	homeland	of	
our	shared	humanity,	and	dwell	there?	Along	the	way,	how	can	we	avoid	
becoming	 captives	 and	 slaves	 to	 appearances	 and	 to	 our	 fears	 and	
disordered	desires,	 so	 that	we	do	not	make	 the	City	of	God	our	home,	
and	 so	 live	 as	 aliens	 to	 the	 true	 homeland	 of	 human	 desire	 and	
understanding?	
	
Plato	wrestled	profoundly	with	the	question	how	to	discern	an	eternal	
city	 and	 live	 as	 citizens	 of	 it	 in	 the	 midst	 of	 the	 competing	 claims	 of	
communities	founded	on	illusion.	But	we	must	not	lose	sight	of	the	fact	

																																																								
1	4	Kingdoms	18:20	(St	Athanasius	Academy	Septuagint)	



that	people	faced	this	question	long	before	Plato	and	continue	to	face	it	
in	 horrendous	 circumstances	 far	 removed	 from	 the	 study	 and	 the	
academy.	Furthermore,	this	question	is	often	answered	by	those	who	do	
not	have	 the	advantages	of	 leisure	and	an	education	 in	 the	 liberal	arts	
not	by	learned	tomes	but	by	love	and	desire	fixed	‘where	true	joys	are	to	
be	 found’	and	 lives	 lived	 in	 faithfulness	 to	God	and	to	one	another.	So,	
for	example,	these	questions	press	upon	the	people	of	Jerusalem	under	
siege	by	the	Assyrians	in	the	time	of	King	Hezekiah	in	an	immediate	and	
overwhelming	way.	The	representative	of	the	King	of	Assyria	proposes	a	
simple	and	very	familiar	answer	to	the	question	how	to	discern	the	city	
whose	builder,	maker	and	protector	is	divine.	The	sign	of	divine	power	
is	outward	and	visible	force.	The	gods	clearly	favour	Assyria.	Given	the	
assumption,	 the	 evidence	 is	 incontrovertible.	 The	 gods	 of	 the	 nations	
which	have	stood	against	Assyria	have	come	to	nothing.	King	Hezekiah	
urges	the	people	of	Israel	to	trust	in	the	Lord.	But	Rab-shakeh	seeks	to	
dissuade	 them	 from	 feeding	 themselves	 on	 a	 banquet	 of	 words.	 In	 a	
striking	 translation	 from	 the	 Septuagint,	 the	 Greek	 version	 of	 the	 Old	
Testament,	 his	 meaning	 is	 made	 marvelously	 clear.	 ‘You	 speak	 the	
words	of	the	lips;	however,	I	speak	the	purpose	and	the	power	of	war.’	
	
There	is	truth	or	at	least	a	salutary	warning	in	the	Rab-shakeh’	words.	It	
is	certainly	true	that	religion	can	be	a	banquet	of	words,	a	vain	attempt	
to	escape	from	reality,	a	prop	for	our	illusions,	a	kind	of	whistling	in	the	
dark.	 Such	 faith	 will	 be	 shattered,	 and	 such	 faith	 is	 being	 shattered	
today.	All	around	us	are	those	who	speak	‘the	purpose	and	the	power	of	
war’	and	use	our	fears	and	our	false	ambitions	to	manipulate	us.	Fearful	
and	despairing,	we	are	captive	to	every	appearance.	How	shall	we	find	
spiritual	freedom,	and	bear	witness	to	the	truth	and	reality	of	the	City	of	
God	as	the	true	home	of	out	humanity,	body	and	soul,	now	and	forever?	
	
In	the	passage	we	heard	read	from	St	John’s	Gospel,	we	see	our	Master	
at	 the	very	point	 in	his	earthly	 life	where	 this	question	 is	 inescapable.	
His	teaching	about	the	City,	the	Kingdom,	and	His	own	Kingship	–	is	it	all	
‘a	banquet	of	words’?	What	he	is	said	is	about	to	be	tested	by	those	who	
speak	‘the	power	and	the	purpose	of	war’	–	‘the	power	and	purpose’	of	
force,	of	the	imposition	of	necessity	on	weak	and	vulnerable	flesh?	What	
is	 it	 to	be	King	 in	 the	Kingdom	of	God?	And	what	 is	 this	Kingdom	that	
grasps	and	conquers	the	human	heart	in	the	appearance	of	utter	defeat	
and	the	experience	of	utter	desolation?	



	
‘Two	 cities	 have	 been	 formed	 by	 two	 loves,’	 says	 St	 Augustine,	 ‘the	
earthly	by	the	love	of	self,	even	to	the	contempt	of	God;	the	heavenly	by	
the	love	of	God,	even	to	the	contempt	of	self.’2	The	kingdom	of	Christ	is	a	
kingdom	of	love	and	knowledge.	But	it	is	not	therefore	insubstantial	and	
unreal,	a	 ‘banquet	of	words’.	 It	 is	not	a	matter	of	empty	but	essentially	
impractical	 ideals,	 like	 Christmas	 sentiments	 about	 peace	 and	 love	 or	
our	 New	 Year’s	 resolutions.	 In	 Christ’s	 passion,	 we	 see	 the	 very	
substance	 of	 Wisdom	 and	 Love.	 We	 see	 the	 Word	 and	 Spirit	 of	 the	
Father	 overcoming	 the	words	 of	 those	who	 speak	 ‘the	 power	 and	 the	
purpose	 of	 war.’	 And	 this	 Word	 and	 Wisdom	 of	 God	 has	 humbled	
Himself	to	become	spiritual	food	for	the	human	race	even	in	its	broken	
and	distorted	condition,	 to	root	us	 in	mercy,	and	to	bring	order	 to	our	
loves.	 As	 a	 friend	has	 paraphrased	 and	 summed	up	 another	 very	well	
known	passage	 from	Augustine,	 ‘we	 are	where	we	 love.’3	Christ	 in	His	
cross	 and	 passion	 is	 in	 Heaven.	 His	 love	 is	 fixed	 in	 the	 Father	 by	 the	
Spirit,	 and	 in	 the	 Father’s	 good	 purposes.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 precisely	
because	this	is	so,	he	is	truly	and	fully	in	the	world,	in	the	realm	of	time	
and	space	and	of	brutal	necessity,	sharing	the	place	we	inhabit	in	flesh	
and	 blood.	 He	 is	 nowhere	 more	 present	 in	 the	 realm	 whose	 native	
speech	is	‘the	power	and	the	purpose	of	war’	than	in	His	passion,	but	it	
is	nowhere	more	evident	that	He	is	not	defined	or	bound	by	it.	Utterly	in	
and	 for	 the	world,	he	 is	not	of	 it.	And,	becoming	our	spiritual	 food,	He	
opens	that	life	to	us.	Fed	at	the	table	where	Christ	is	both	food	and	host,	
we	will	begin	in	small,	precarious,	tottering	steps	and	halting	speech	to	
live	the	life	of	that	Kingdom,	that	City,	and	to	claim	the	citizenship	that	is	
Christ’s	gift.		
	
Christ,	we	together	confess,	is	the	Word	made	flesh.	And	his	words	–	his	
teaching	about	Himself	and	His	Kingdom	–	his	words	are	made	flesh	in	
his	passion,	death,	and	resurrection.	That	much	 is	common	ground	 for	
us	as	Christians.	But	from	this	beginning,	peculiar	to	us	as	Christians,	we	
seek	a	Kingdom	that	is	open	to	all,	that	belongs	to	all,	that	is	universal.	
We	 begin	with	 Jesus’	 passion,	 death	 and	 resurrection	 to	 look	 for	 that	
																																																								
2	The	City	of	God	XIV.28.	
3	‘My	love	is	my	weight;	whithersoever	I	am	carried,	I	am	carried	there	by	love.’	
Confessions	XIII.ix	(10).	The	friend	is	the	Rev’d	Dr	George	Westhaver,	to	whom,	with	
the	Rev’d	Dr	Ross	Hebb,	I	am	indebted	for	their	comments	on	an	earlier	draft	of	this	
sermon.	They	are	not	responsible	for	any	faults	that	remain.	



community	which	has	God	for	its	maker,	builder,	and	protector.	And	we	
recognize	together	that	we	will	not	establish	or	create	it.	We	may	agree	
that	the	City	abides,	and	that	it	is	a	Kingdom	of	love	and	knowledge,	and	
that	God	sets	 it	 in	our	midst	 in	 Jesus	and	opens	 the	way	to	citizenship	
for	 fallen	 human	 beings.	 	 But	 it	 remains	 to	 understand	what	we	 have	
been	given	to	know	and	love,	and	to	learn	to	live	as	its	citizens	here	and	
now	 in	 the	 time	 and	place	 and	under	 the	 circumstances	 in	which	God	
has	placed	us.	
	
It	 might	 be	 thought	 that	 Christ’s	 closest	 followers	 had	 the	 best	
opportunity	to	know	the	answers	to	all	these	questions,	but	the	Gospels	
are	 abundantly	 clear	 that	 they	 were	 bewildered.	 Even	 on	 the	 Day	 of	
Pentecost,	they	knew	only	that	they	could	not	keep	the	things	they	had	
seen	and	heard	in	Jesus	to	themselves.	But	it	remained	for	them	and	it	
remains	for	us	so	to	understand	these	things	as	to	take	hold	of	realities	
grasped	 by	 understanding	 and	 answering	 to	 the	 highest	 and	 deepest	
desires	of	the	human	heart.	It	remained	for	them	and	it	remains	for	us	
to	 find	 Christ	 to	 be	 ‘the	 way’	 through	 things	 visible	 grasped	 by	 the	
senses	 to	 ‘truth’,	 that	 is,	 to	 things	 invisible	 grasped	 by	 the	
understanding.	And	this	will	not	suffice.	When	we	have	found	Christ	to	
be	 the	way	 and	 the	 truth,	we	 need	 to	 know	 the	 truth	 as	 good,	 and	 to	
allow	our	desires	and	hopes	and	ambitions	to	be	gathered,	purified,	and	
lifted	up	to	the	good	things	we	have	been	given	to	see.	
	
All	around	us	are	those	who	speak	‘the	power	and	the	purpose	of	war’.	
It	 is	 the	 language	 of	 fallen	 human	 nature.	 It	 is	 the	 mother	 tongue	 of	
fallen	 humanity	 –	 the	 language	 of	 fear,	 of	 despair,	 of	 self-righteous	
justification	 of	 our	 inhumanity.	 This	 conference	 opens	 to	 us	 an	
opportunity	to	think	about	the	kinds	of	language	that	make	us	captive	to	
things	visible	–	appearances	and	disordered	passions.	It	also	opens	to	us	
an	opportunity	to	discover	again	and	more	deeply	how	it	is	that	Jesus	is	
‘the	Way,	 the	Truth,	and	the	Life’,	and	so	through	Him	learn	how	so	to	
make	 use	 of	 visible	 and	 temporal	 things	 as	 to	 take	 hold	 of	 things	
invisible	and	eternal,	grasped	by	understanding	and	love.	
	
In	the	Name	of	the	Father,	and	of	the	Son,	and	of	the	Holy	Ghost.	


