
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Sunday closest to August 17

Proper 15

Year B

RCL

1 Kings 2:10-12; 3:3-14
Psalm 111
John 6:51-58

Almighty God, you have given your only Son to be 
for us a sacrifice for sin, and also an example of godly 
life: Give us grace to receive thankfully the fruits of his 
redeeming work, and to follow daily in the blessed steps 
of his most holy life; through Jesus Christ your Son our 
Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and for ever. Amen.
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1 Kings 2:10-12; 3:3-14

David slept with his ancestors, and was buried in the 
city of David. The time that David reigned over Israel 
was forty years; he reigned seven years in Hebron, and 
thirty-three years in Jerusalem. So Solomon sat on the 
throne of his father David; and his kingdom was firmly 
established.

 Solomon loved the LORD, walking in the statutes of 
his father David; only, he sacrificed and offered incense 
at the high places. The king went to Gibeon to sacrifice 
there, for that was the principal high place; Solomon 
used to offer a thousand burnt offerings on that altar. At 
Gibeon the LORD appeared to Solomon in a dream by 
night; and God said, “Ask what I should give you.” And 
Solomon said, “You have shown great and steadfast 
love to your servant my father David, because he 
walked before you in faithfulness, in righteousness, and 
in uprightness of heart toward you; and you have kept 
for him this great and steadfast love, and have given 
him a son to sit on his throne today. And now, O LORD 
my God, you have made your servant king in place of 
my father David, although I am only a little child; I do 
not know how to go out or come in. And your servant is 
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in the midst of the people whom you have chosen, a 
great people, so numerous they cannot be numbered or 
counted. Give your servant therefore an understanding 
mind to govern your people, able to discern between 
good and evil; for who can govern this your great peo-
ple?”

It pleased the Lord that Solomon had asked this. God 
said to him, “Because you have asked this, and have not 
asked for yourself long life or riches, or for the life of 
your enemies, but have asked for yourself understanding 
to discern what is right, I now do according to your 
word. Indeed I give you a wise and discerning mind; no 
one like you has been before you and no one like you 
shall arise after you. I give you also what you have not 
asked, both riches and honor all your life; no other king 
shall compare with you. If you will walk in my ways, 
keeping my statutes and my commandments, as your fa-
ther David walked, then I will lengthen your life.”
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Psalm 111 Page 754, BCP

Confitebor tibi

1 Hallelujah!
I will give thanks to the LORD with my whole heart, 
in the assembly of the upright, in the congregation.

2 Great are the deeds of the LORD! 
they are studied by all who delight in them.

3 His work is full of majesty and splendor, 
and his righteousness endures for ever.

4 He makes his marvelous works to be remembered; 
the LORD is gracious and full of compassion.

5 He gives food to those who fear him; 
he is ever mindful of his covenant.

6 He has shown his people the power of his works 
in giving them the lands of the nations.

7 The works of his hands are faithfulness and justice; 
all his commandments are sure.

8 They stand fast for ever and ever, 
because they are done in truth and equity.

9 He sent redemption to his people;
he commanded his covenant for ever; 
holy and awesome is his Name.

10 The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom; 
those who act accordingly have a good understanding;
his praise endures for ever.
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John 6:51-58

Jesus said, “I am the living bread that came down from 
heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; 
and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is 
my flesh.”

The Jews then disputed among themselves, saying, 
“How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” So Jesus 
said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the 
flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have 
no life in you. Those who eat my flesh and drink my 
blood have eternal life, and I will raise them up on the 
last day; for my flesh is true food and my blood is true 
drink. 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.”
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SERMON

I have some great advice for you this Sunday about 

how you can get rich and still go to heaven when you 

die. To get rich in the stock market, just buy low and 

sell high. To be sure you will go to heaven when you 

die, just do good stuff whenever you get the chance. It's 

so easy! Why isn't everybody rich and in heaven? I've 

even got one more. How to make elephant soup: First, 

catch an elephant.

The  human  mind's  ability  to  fancy  that  it  under-

stands things it doesn't understand at all is just breath-

taking. Trying to fit your faith on a bumper sticker is 

never going to work. Trying to simplify a relational faith 

with the Creator of the Universe into something that you 

can jot down will only leave you with a trivial, superfi-

cial understanding of your place in God’s Creation. En-

tering into a relational faith with the Creator of the Uni-
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verse requires contrite confession, submission, and deep 

prayer. It cannot be condensed such that it will fit on a 

church sign.  Great  news,  huh? I  bet  you thought this 

was going to be easy.

We spoke last Sunday of discerning how to act in 

ways appropriate to God’s Creation rather than trying to 

be “good”. By that I mean acting in accordance with the 

urging of the indwelling Holy Spirit. I hinted (and this is 

where I shock you) that we don’t have the moral horse-

power to discern what is right all by ourselves except in 

the  most  egregious  cases.  Confessing  that  is  the  first 

step  towards  entering  into  a  relational  faith  with  our 

Creator God. Admitting that only God is good and only 

God can know the contents of our hearts  is the entry 

point into a relational faith.

I also said that realizing that the Holy Spirit abides 

within us and speaks to us of our place within Creation 
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should make the hair on the back of your head stand up. 

To our credit we do not celebrate that loudly because we 

know in our hearts the aching shortcomings which hold 

us  back from that  fully  relational  faith.  Among those 

things we lack which would enable us to live as Jesus 

did, in perfect submission to the Holy Spirit, are atten-

tion and courage. Attention because it is difficult for sin-

ners such as we to attend to the Holy Spirit. We’re dis-

tracted. We’re conflicted. We’re flawed. We invest enor-

mous  energy  in  self-centered  preoccupations  and 

projects and have little left with which to connect with 

God’s voice in our hearts. Courage, because the Holy 

Spirit  will  urge  you  to  swim  against  the  tide  of  the 

world to bring His Will to bear on the suffering of the 

world, and that's terrifying.

In the late 1960's and early 1970's, Phillip Berrigan 

and his brother, Father Daniel Berrigan, along with the 
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monk, Thomas Merton, opposed the Vietnam war. They 

did so by pouring blood on selective service  records. 

For this expression of conscience, they were featured on 

the  FBI's  Most  Wanted  List,  sharing  that  honor  with 

such  worthies  as  Billie  Austin  Bryant,  who  shot  and 

killed two FBI agents,  James Earl  Ray, the man who 

killed Dr. Martin Luther King, and, of course, Osama 

bin  Laden.  They  were  eventually  sentenced  to  long 

prison terms. Acting from conscience is terrifying.

All things considered, I’d prefer to be comfortable 

than courageous. I’d rather be idle than attentive to the 

sometimes scary voice of the Holy Spirit.  Left  to my 

own devices, I would much rather pursue my own ends 

than those of the Creator of the Universe. What I’d real-

ly like to do is to imagine that my mother and father 

raised me well, and instilled in me a reliable moral com-

pass which enables me to tell right from wrong, so that 
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what I think is right IS right and what I think is wrong 

IS wrong. That way, if I think I'm doing the right thing, 

I really am. No need to consult God at all – I have a 

built in GPS system.

Would that it were so. It is not so. We are cautioned 

that “All a man's ways seem right to him, but the LORD 

weighs the heart.1” C.S. Lewis wrote

The most dangerous thing you can do is to take 
any one impulse of your own nature and set it 
up as the thing you ought to follow at all costs. 
There is not one of them which will not make us 
into devils if we set it up as an absolute guide. 
You might think love of humanity in general 
was safe, but it is not. If you leave out justice 
you will find yourself breaking agreements and 
faking evidence in trials ‘for the sake of human-
ity’, and become in the end a cruel and treacher-
ous man2. 

This is exactly what happened to Joe Paterno and 

1 Proverbs 21:2
2 Mere Christianity (C. S. Lewis)
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the others at the Penn State who covered up Jerry San-

dusky’s  abuse  of  children,  and  even  the  reason  they 

gave internally for doing so. Reading from a CNN re-

port about the discovery of disturbing emails from Penn 

State officials, CNN reported:

The messages indicate former Penn State Presi-
dent Graham Spanier and two other former uni-
versity officials knew they had a problem with 
Sandusky after a 2001 shower incident, but ap-
parently first decided to handle it using a “hu-
mane” approach before contacting outside au-
thorities whose job it is to investigate suspected 
abuse.

“This is a more humane and upfront way to 
handle this,” Gary Schultz, who was a universi-
ty vice president at the time, allegedly wrote.

Records show no authorities were ever contact-
ed and Sandusky was eventually charged with 
having sexual contact with four more boys after 
the 2001 incident. On June 22, Sandusky was 
convicted of abusing 10 boys over 15 years3.

3 http://www.cnn.com/2012/06/30/justice/penn-state-emails/index.html
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That should shake you. That should shiver your tim-

bers! These men weren’t villains skulking in the dark 

shadows. They thought their ideas of what is good and 

what is not were valid, just as you do. They were wrong 

about that, just as you are. If they had attended to the 

voice  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  if  they  had  possessed  the 

courage to do the bidding of the Holy Spirit, many boys 

could have been spared. 

Does  that  make  them  blackguards,  villains  and 

scoundrels?  No,  it  makes  them human.  It  might  also 

make them criminals; that’s up to the courts, but crimi-

nals  are  human,  too,  and that’s  the  confession we all 

don’t want to make. We all want to cry, “Not I, Lord”, 

yet Jesus tells us, “Not one of you will remain.”

Let me tell you a secret. There is a great and impor-

tant difference between the two Testaments. In the New 

Testament, the good guys are good and the bad guys are 
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bad, and the people in the middle are generally harm-

less. You can give a New Testament to a young person 

without fear that he will be lead astray. In the Hebrew 

Scriptures,  though,  even  the  good  guys  do  bad  stuff. 

Sometimes  horrible  stuff.  In  the  Hebrew  Scriptures, 

people struggle with right and wrong just as we do, and 

often fail, just as we do. You cannot read the two Testa-

ments in the same way.

In our passage today, David is eulogized, by God, no 

less.

 If you will walk in my ways, keeping my 
statutes and my commandments, as your father 
David walked, then I will lengthen your life.”

David  kept  God’s  statutes  and  commandments?  I 

wonder if Uriah the Hittite would agree with that assess-

ment? Go back this week and read the verses that the 

Lectionary omitted from Chapter 2 of First Kings. On 
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his deathbed, David instructed his son  who to murder 

next! If David met with God’s favor, it wasn’t because 

he was such a thoroughly good fellow. He was exactly 

the sort of fellow we are — flawed, inattentive and sin-

ful. It wasn’t his goodness that won approval from God.

What, then?

You know what? I don’t know. I know that’s a let-

down. I know you want me to say something uplifting 

about David and Solomon, but by today’s lights, they 

were  not  such admirable  people.  I  do not  know why 

God favored  two men who,  by  our  standards,  would 

likely be charged with multiple crimes for their actions. 

But the Scriptures report just that. That’s the way people 

are portrayed in the Old Testament. 

If the story of David and Solomon were in the New 

Testament, our task would be much easier.  We would 

read the account as telling us that God approved of the 
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actions of these two men, and we would seek to emulate 

them. But the Old Testament is not to be read in that 

fashion. Here, God shows favor on these two men DE-

SPITE what they have done, not because of it. To read 

the Old Testament in the same way we read the New 

Testament,  we  would  have  to  discard  either  our  own 

sense of right and wrong, or the Scriptures. My choice is 

to retain the Scriptures and to question my ability to dis-

cern what is right on my own. My choice is to confess, 

as did Solomon,  “I am only a little child; I do not know 

how to go out or come in.”

This is a dreadfully difficult confession to make — 

that we don’t know. I used to tell witnesses before trial 

that if they were asked what color socks the robber had 

on,  and  they  didn’t  know,  as  soon  as  they  guessed 

“white” that lawyer on the other side was going to pull a 

pair of argyle socks out of his briefcase. Solomon, the 
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wisest  of  kings,  the  man to  whom God subsequently 

granted  the  ability  to  discern  what  is  right  first  con-

fessed that he was only a little child who did not know 

how to go out or come in. If Solomon can confess, so 

can I.

So! I’ve delivered you up to a moral desert, haven’t 

I? The one thing you came in here today thinking you 

could depend on – that your decent upbringing equipped 

you to discern what is right – lies in the dust. Solomon 

confessed that he had no such power unless God were to 

grant it, and we are now called upon to confess as well 

that  we cannot discern what is  right all  by ourselves. 

Solomon, the purported author of the Book of Proverbs, 

advises us:

All the ways of a man are pure in his own eyes, 
but the Lord weighs the spirits (the thoughts and 
intents of the heart).4

4 Proverbs 16:2 Amplified Bible translation
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We simply lack the moral horsepower to judge our 

own actions. We are like Israel in the time of the Judges.

In those days there was no king in Israel, but 
every man did that which was right in his own 
eyes5. 

Today, in more ways than I am comfortable thinking 

about, the church is being remade into a reflection of 

those things we think are right,  instead of a  place of 

connection with God who dwells within us. Jesus de-

clared

“Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh 
of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you 
have no life in you. Those who eat my flesh and 
drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise 
them up on the last day; for my flesh is true 
food and my blood is true drink. Those who eat 
my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I 
in them.”

Jesus meant what He said. Unless we confess that 

5 Judges 17:6
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we are unable to judge our own actions and attend to the 

voice of God within us, as close as our food and drink, 

we will continue to blunder about in a moral desert of 

our own making in which every man does that which is 

right in his own eyes. Many times worse, as we are see-

ing  in  the  awful  revelations  of  abuse  of  children  by 

priests of the Roman church, unless we make that con-

fession,  humbly  and  heart-felt,  we  will  remake  even 

God’s  church into  a  reflection of  our  flawed view of 

righteousness.

I  propose  a  two-step  process  toward  reconnection 

with the Holy Spirit. The first step is confession. Just as 

did Solomon, so must we confess that “I am only a little 

child; I do not know how to go out or come in.” We 

have to immediately stop depending on what we think is 

right and begin attending to the voice of the Holy Spirit 

to guide us. Our Psalm today ended with
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The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wis-
dom; those who act accordingly have a good 
understanding;

That  should  be  our  prayer,  as  it  was  Solomon’s, 

“Give your servant therefore an understanding mind to 

govern your people, able to discern between good and 

evil;”  We are  not  going to catch an elephant  by our-

selves. Only with the guidance of the Holy Spirit can we 

discern our place in God’s creation.

Confession is the first step. Prayer is the second, but 

I want to suggest to you that “prayer” as I’m speaking 

of it here means something other than rote recitation of 

the Lord’s Prayer or prayers of petition and healing. The 

prayer  I  would  have  you  drink  of  is  contemplative 

prayer, centering prayer, as it is sometimes called. That 

is for another sermon. For now, I wish you only to think 

about prayer as an abiding. There will be time enough to 
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discuss practice. First, we must catch an elephant.

AMEN

Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
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