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THE SECOND SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

God Knows Who You Are.  Do You?
Psalm 139:1-14; I Corinthians 12:1-11

I saw a cartoon the other day with a child standing behind her mother,
parting her hair, and asking, “Mom, where are the eyes in the back of your
head?”  Mom’s and teachers do seem to have the uncanny ability to see
everything a child does.  Growing up in a small town, I soon learned that there
were eyes everywhere.  There was nothing my brothers and I could
do–anytime or anywhere–that our parents did not find out about it.  When we
moved to a house just outside the town limits, I loved going out into the woods
and the feeling of being secluded, completely alone.  Then I realized that big
brothers have eyes, too.

In third grade, Mrs. Crain introduced us to those three words often used
to describe God: “omnipotent” - all powerful, “omnipresent” - everywhere, and
“omniscient” - all knowing.  At the time, it seemed to a nine year old that God
was sort of a deified Wizard of Oz, but one you could not ignore behind the
curtain.  God was watching and you had better behave.

When I read George Orwell’s novel, 1984, in high school, his
speculations about what society might be one day seemed far-fetched, and
I didn’t worry too much.  In the year 1984, however, I began to glimpse what
he meant.  Today, you have to marvel at how he could imagine Big Brother
or Sister or anyone else watching us so closely; yet, cameras everywhere,
computers tracking our every online move, and Alexa listening in at all times,
prove he was not off base.

Long before Orwell or Frank Baum or moms suggesting they could see
your every move even with their backs turned, a Hebrew poet considered how
God seemed to see and know everything about us.  In Psalm 139, a portion
of which we heard earlier, the psalmist describes God in what at first seems
a rather frightening way.  You have searched me and known me completely,
he says.  In fact when I sit or get up, when I walk, or lie down, you know it all. 
You somehow know what I am thinking.  You even seem to know what I am
going to say before I do!  Like an attacker, you hem me in–front and back.  I
cannot get away from you.  No matter where I go, you are there!



When I read this psalm, I often think of Francis Thompson’s poem, “The
Hound of Heaven.”1  Though the language is archaic, Thompson is clear on
the feeling of being constantly pursued by God.  No matter where he runs,
God is hot on his heels and closing in at every turn.  Fortunately, the poet, like
the psalmist, eventually discovers that God is not chasing us down to do us
harm.  Rather, God is eagerly catching up with us in order to offer us good. 
God simply wants to be in our lives–to be our lives–and will never give up the
pursuit of our affection.

As a result, God does know us well, perhaps better than we know
ourselves.  Granted, God’s omniscience, as much as we hate to admit it,
means that God does know about all of those things we do that we ought not
to do but think we are getting away with anyway.  God knows.  Do our sins
make God angry?  Probably, but not in the vengeful ways that we often react
when wrong is done to us.  More likely, I think, our sins bring God sadness
and disappointment.  Nevertheless, like the persistent father in Jesus’ parable
who waits day after day for his lost son to come home, so God watches and
waits for us to “come to ourselves.”

But thankfully there is more, much more in God’s relationship with us! 
God does know us better than we know ourselves and that includes not only
the things that we shouldn’t do, but also the things we should do!  Sure, God
knows all those dark corners of our hearts, but God also knows our
possibilities and potentialities–and wants to bring them into the light.  Pretty
much what God asks of us is to discover our gifts and abilities (provided by
God) and use them in ways that make us happy and bring good to the world.

Since day one, that has been the challenge and opportunity for humans:
figure out what you are good at doing and then do it to bring good to other
people and the world.  The Apostle Paul was keenly aware of our gifts and
abilities.  Listen to what he wrote to his friends in Corinth about the gifts God
infuses into our lives.  From I Corinthians 12:1-11, we read:

1Francis Thompson (1859–1907), “The Hound of Heaven,” The Oxford Book of English Mystical
Verse, Nicholson & Lee, eds., 1917, 239.
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Now concerning spiritual gifts, brothers and sisters, I do not
want you to be uninformed.  You know that when you were
pagans, you were enticed and led astray to idols that could not
speak.  Therefore I want you to understand that no one speaking
by the Spirit of God ever says "Let Jesus be cursed!" and no one
can say "Jesus is Lord" except by the Holy Spirit.  Now there are
varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of
services, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of activities,
but it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone.  To
each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. 
To one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to
another the utterance of knowledge according to the same Spirit,
to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by
the one Spirit, to another the working of miracles, to another
prophecy, to another the discernment of spirits, to another various
kinds of tongues, to another the interpretation of tongues.  All
these are activated by one and the same Spirit, who allots to each
one individually just as the Spirit chooses.

The list of gifts goes on and on: wisdom, knowledge, faith, healing,
miracles, discernment, tongues, to name a few.  And their purpose?  “To each
is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.”  God gives us
certain abilities so that we will bring good into the world.  Paul himself
possessed several of these “gifts of the Spirit,” but you know what else he
was good at?  Making tents.  He could preach and write, encourage and
reprimand, challenge and pray–all to lasting renown.  But he could also make
tents and did so to support himself as an itinerant teacher and preacher.  God
gives us spiritual gifts, but God also gives us other gifts to use in life.  Paul
realized that all of his gifts came through God’s Holy Spirit and were his to
use to God’s glory and earth’s benefit.  He urged us to do the same.

I always marvel when I hear a really good preacher bring scripture and
life together in such a way that causes me to want to be a better child of God. 
I thrill to hear people using their gifts of music to sing or play an instrument or
otherwise fill the air with beauty and meaning.  I am awed at the gifts some
people have of drawing, painting, sculpting, carving, sewing, knitting, building,
writing, and creating images and words that add so much good to our lives.

I have a neighbor who can take a chunk of wood and create a beautiful
heirloom biscuit cutter.  I know other people, including some of you, who can
turn common boards into exquisite furniture, who can use paint to tell a story,
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and who can write every whisper I have ever uttered with a pen.  Many are the
artistic and practical talents God shares with us all.  God wants us to use
them.

I have also discovered that there are other gifts, much more accessible
to all of us, that are not usually seen as gifts.  Still, they are given by God for
our happiness and the benefit of the world.

For the past week, we have all watched videos of the attack on our
Capitol in Washington, D.C.  One that has played over and over is of a Capitol
Police officer named Eugene Goodman.  When I first saw the clip, I thought
Officer Goodman was doing all that he could to escape the mob that was
chasing him up the stairs.  Only later did we all learn that the officer was
skillfully drawing the rioters away from the Senate Chamber and toward an
area where other officers were available to help.  Quick, strategic thinking and
well-directed courage avoided harm to anyone and probably saved many
lives, including his own.  Those skills and the willingness to use them are
gifts.

Long hours later, just before dawn would kiss the Capitol dome as it
does every day, Andy Kim, a U.S. Representative from New Jersey, was
seen, still in his suit, on his hands and knees, cleaning up trash and other filth
from the Rotunda and other areas of the Capitol.  He was heartbroken by the
damage and desecration done by the angry mob, so he set about to help
some of the officers clean up the mess.  That kind of care is a gift.

I remember reading years ago about a professor at a college in the
Northwest who was dismayed by the constant trash he found daily on a
grassy strip he walked on his way to class.  He began picking it up and
eventually bought two trash cans to put at either end of this grassy path. 
Other people began using the trash cans and keeping the green space clean
and attractive.  Eventually, the entire campus became cleaner.  That kind of
example is a gift.

I know of other people who have the gifts of cooking, raking yards,
giving flowers, writing notes, sharing candy, telling good jokes, making masks,
cutting grass, gathering mail, sharing music, making repairs, fixing doorbells,
cleaning out bats, and calling to check on friends.  Each of these people is
endowed with common gifts that they use to bring joy to themselves and other
people.
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The psalmist discovered that by pursuing us out of love, God does know
us better than we know ourselves–and without eyes in the back of the head. 
God sees our abilities, our desires, our potential and longs to match our gifts
with the world’s need.  God and the world are watching to see what we will do
with the gifts we have been given.  May we all open our eyes, our ears, our
hands, and our hearts to the good that we have to offer the world through the
love of God.  Amen.

5



January 17, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

The knowledge that anyone, much less the One who made us, knows
us so deeply and sees us so completely is both comforting and disturbing,
Holy God.   We long to be known, to be accepted and understood; yet we are
also fearful about revealing the insecurities and guilt, the anxieties and
shortcomings that we try to keep buried deep within us.  But we know from
your word and the experience of your presence with us, that you, O God, have
formed us in your own image, crafted us wonderfully and uniquely, and called
us beloved.  Because of the extravagance of your grace, we have the
assurance that we need not hide from you but that you invite us to walk freely
in the light of your love.  Out of the beauty and creativity in which you have
made us, we give thanks for the diversity of gifts you have placed within us
and pledge to offer them generously for the sake of others and the building
of your kingdom.  We also thank you on this day, O God, for our brothers and
sisters whom we have called out from among us and who have answered the
call to serve.  May they follow the example of Jesus, who washed the feet of
his disciples and set the needs of others before his own.  Indeed, this is our
prayer not only for these whom we have called as deacons but for each of us
and all of us who call ourselves your disciples.

 Even in the midst of gratitude and wonder, there hangs over us a
shroud of uneasiness and worry about so many things, Loving God.  Our
hearts ache for the suffering and tragedies caused by this virus: for those who
are sick and clinging to life, for those who are grieving the loss of beloved
friends and family, and for those whose livelihoods and futures are uncertain. 
For these, O God, we ask for your comfort.  Our hearts are also unsettled
because of the apprehension we feel within us and the tensions we see 
among us as fear moves some to isolate themselves and others to lash out
in anger and violence.  And so we come pleading for your protection, Lord. 
Protect us from a sickness which threatens life and health.  Shield us from
fears which cause us to harm ourselves with self-doubt or to hurt others with
destructive words and actions.  Guard our hearts from selfishness and
mistrust and our spirits from despair.  Guide us toward a deeper faith, a more
generous spirit, and an unrelenting hope.  Protect us from all that threatens
us and all that divides us.  Hold us close, we pray and give us peace, through
Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.
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