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Sermon, 3rd Sunday after the Epiphany, Year A, January 26, 2020, Jane A. 
Beebe 
 
“For in the day of trouble he shall keep me safe in his shelter;  
he shall hide me in the secrecy of his dwelling 
and set me high upon a rock.” (Psalm 27:7) 
 
 

Before today’s Gospel, we have seen Jesus in intimate conversation only 

twice, first with John the Baptist at his baptism, and then with Satan in the desert. I 

think it is significant that Satan’s last temptation of Jesus is an offer of all the 

kingdoms of the world in return for prostration and worship. Jesus rejects Satan’s 

offer of worldly power. It is at that moment that Satan leaves Jesus. Jesus’ first words 

of public proclamation are: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 

(Matthew 4:17) 

What is the nature of this kingdom? Could it be that secure shelter spoken of 

by the Psalmist today? It does not seem to be some magical, elusive place—although 

do not underestimate the power of imagination to lead us in the right direction! The 

kingdom of heaven is no less than God’s power to save. As such, it does not have a 

geographic location. The kingdom of God is simultaneously imminent: an 

experience that will break in at any moment, and immanent: the very presence of 

God. The most beautiful description of this kingdom that I have found is by the 

medieval mystic, Julian of Norwich: 
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“And then our Lord opened my spiritual eye and showed me my soul in the midst 
of my heart. I saw the soul so large as it were an endless world, and as it were a 
blissful kingdom. And by the conditions that I saw therein I understood that it is a 
worshipful city… In the midst of that city sits our Lord Jesus, God and Man… And 
worshipfully He sits in the soul, straight-set in peace and rest… And the Godhead 
rules and sustains heaven and earth and all that is – sovereign Might, sovereign 
Wisdom, and sovereign Goodness – but the place that Jesus takes in our soul He 
shall never remove… For in us his His homeliest home and His endless dwelling.” 
(Revelations of Divine Love, chapter 67) 

Why does the very nearness of this kingdom move Jesus to urge us to 

repentance? The Greek word for “repent” is metanoeite. It can be understood as the 

change of mind or heart that leads to contrition. It is the ongoing process of 

conversion—not necessarily a one-time action. It can seem like heavy work. It 

takes surrender, vulnerability, and patience. It takes help. Yet it is what restores our 

dignity as human beings. It frees us to be who we were created to be. It leads us 

out of the darkness. This change of mind is what I believe Paul wants for the 

Corinthians—and for us—when he says, “…You should be united in the same 

mind and the same purpose.” Later in Corinthians Paul assures us that we have the 

“mind of Christ.” In Philippians we hear, “Let the same mind be in you that was in 

Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 2:5) To take on the mind of Christ is to enter the 

kingdom of heaven. 

Jesus proclaims that, “…The Kingdom of heaven has come near.” If the 

kingdom is so close to us, there must be a way in. We must seek for it. The 

Psalmist shares our longing to enter, wanting only “…To behold the fair beauty of 
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the Lord and to seek him in his temple.” What is the doorway to the Kingdom? It 

may not be what we think. There may not be a physical address, yet there are 

signposts. I believe the entrance to the Kingdom may be found through the cross. 

As we hear from Paul this morning, “For the message about the cross is foolishness 

to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.” 

(1 Corinthians 1:10-18) Later in Matthew Jesus speaks of the “narrow gate.” Jesus 

tells the disciples: “Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the road 

is easy that leads to destruction, and there are many who take it. For the gate is 

narrow and the road is hard that leads to life…” (Matthew 7:13-14) 

A couple of weekends ago I was given the opportunity to take a couple of 

retreat days at the Society of St. Margaret guesthouse in Duxbury with the 

Episcopal Service Corps interns living at Lawrence House in South Hadley. One of 

the sisters gave us a lovely introduction to the different modes of prayer on 

Saturday morning. When we gathered again on the afternoon, I shared some of my 

thoughts with them. One of the things I explored with them is how physical posture 

can support or express prayer to God.  

I told them of a time during a Good Friday service when I felt moved to 

venerate the cross by lying down in front of it. I remember reaching out my hand 

and touching the wood at the base of the cross. It felt real; it felt reassuring. I was 

able to take in the reality of my salvation in a way I had not before. What I 
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remember most vividly is that I felt so safe. I had been through a period of struggle 

and needed to express my gratitude. I did not expect to have my trust in God so 

restored—and in such a concrete way. Now when I encounter those verses in the 

Psalms that speak of being lifted up, of being “set high on a rock,” I recall that 

moment.  

It is one thing to “hit bottom”—we may be afraid of the pain or humiliation 

of impact. However, there was something deeply comforting about stretching out 

on the floor. I knew instinctively that I could be confident in the support I felt, the 

sense of safety. And it was not so much physical safety as a sense that the whole of 

my being, my soul was being held in a secure place: a loving place. I felt like a 

child again. I was home. 

There are other psalms, like Psalm 27, that speak of being lifted up, of rest, 

of safety. One of these is Psalm 23. I love the Southern Harmony setting with 

words by Isaac Watts. The third verse goes like this: 

“Your sure provisions gracious God 
attend me all my days; 
oh, may your house be my abode, 
and all my work be praise. 
Here would I find a settled rest, 
while others go and come; 
no more a stranger, nor a guest, 
but like a child at home.”   
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