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A Homily preached by
The Reverend Jo Anne P. Popham

Epiphany 3
8 o’clock, January 25, 2009

Matthew 8:1-13

“The children of the kingdom shall be cast out into outer darkness: there shall

be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matt 8:12).

There has been much weeping and gnashing of teeth in New Orleans since the

flooding after Hurricane Katrina. And many residents and former residents still

feel that they have been cast into the outer darkness.  Last Saturday there was an

article in the New Orleans paper based on an interview with my former Bishop in

Louisiana.  In the newspaper he outlines the new course his ministry is taking. He

is suffering from PTSD – post-tramatic–stress–disorder these last three years since

Hurricane Katrina, and he is stepping down as Bishop. Like the centurion’s servant

he has been tormented.  His illness has “broken his heart” – caused a change of

heart – a drastic reorientation of his thinking; and consequently his calling has

changed. By his own admission he has been “both damaged and transformed.” The

storm exposed social evils in the city that the Bishop is now “addressing actively.”

His new calling involves working side by side with civil rights activists for

citywide racial reconciliation and for purging the social injustices that Katrina laid

bare. He will be leaving the work of the diocese at the high altar of the cathedral

and other gothic churches in Louisiana to do God’s work on the front stoops of

homes in the poorest neighborhoods of New Orleans. The decision to leave his

work as an active Bishop has been difficult and the transition likely will be

challenging. May God’s grace sustain him as he addresses the outer darkness so

that he can be God’s instrument to bring light to that darkness.

Translated literally, the Greek text of Matthew’s Gospel today reads “into the
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darkness, the outer.” For this reason, modern translations of this text read "outside,

into the darkness". Those in the outer darkness are outside of the light of God’s

kingdom – away from God’s grace. None of the gracious presence of God may be

found in the place of outer darkness. It is a place where evil can thrive, like the evil

of social injustice in the polarized neighborhoods of New Orleans. But we can trust

that God grace through his son can deliver us from such injustice.  And we can

warn others of the evil of the outer darkness as the Bishop of Louisiana is doing.

Since Matthew is speaking primarily to a Jewish audience, the language of the

Hebrew Bible would offer a stronger warning or caution to 1st century listeners.

But what does it mean to us 21st century readers? Well, I surely have heard the

wailing in New Orleans.  And I suspect that there might have been some gnashing

of teeth here at St. Andrew’s of late.  But we are not cast out into the darkness. We

like the leper and the Centurion are recipients of so much of God’s grace. That is

not to say that we have not had an encounter of a dark night of the soul. Indeed the

Bishop of Louisiana describes his ailment as a “dark night of the soul” experience.

St. John of the Cross’s most famous writings describe the journey towards

wholeness – towards union with God – as the dark Night of the Soul. It was written

in the 16th century while he was imprisoned by his own Carmelite brothers, who

opposed his reformations to the Order.

Here at St. Andrew’s we will be preparing over the next many months to call a

new Rector. I see a wonderful confluence in our Gospel reading and the work we

will be doing together here in the parish. May we be as faithful and trusting – and

bold – as the Centurion in Matthew’s Gospel reading today. Let us be as vulnerable

and as brave as the Bishop of Louisiana. Some might encourage the dark night

experience as a means to the end. However, to one engaged in the dark night,

suffering seems unending. Our process of seeking a new Rector is not unending,
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but rather one that we will attend to faithfully to its graceful completion.

There may be gnashing of teeth from time to time, but we can rely on God’s

grace. As we travel this journey together, may we assure one another of God’s

grace to see us through the darker days. Although our places in need of healing

may not be as visible as the leper’s or as apparent as the tormented Centurion’s

servant, may we learn to trust one another to bring our concerns before God so that

we may be healed.

Amen. Amen.
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Matthew 8:1-13

  1 When he was come down from the mountain, great multitudes followed him.
  2 And, behold, there came a leper and worshipped him, saying, Lord, if thou wilt,
thou canst make me clean.
  3 And Jesus put forth his hand, and touched him, saying, I will; be thou clean.
And immediately his leprosy was cleansed.
  4 And Jesus saith unto him, See thou tell no man; but go thy way, shew thyself to
the priest, and offer the gift that Moses commanded, for a testimony unto them.
  5 ¶ And when Jesus was entered into Capernaum, there came unto him a
centurion, beseeching him,
  6 And saying, Lord, my servant lieth at home sick of the palsy, grievously
tormented.
  7 And Jesus saith unto him, I will come and heal him.
  8 The centurion answered and said, Lord, I am not worthy that thou shouldest
come under my roof: but speak the word only, and my servant shall be healed.
  9 For I am a man under authority, having soldiers under me: and I say to this man,
Go, and he goeth; and to another, Come, and he cometh; and to my servant, Do
this, and he doeth it.
  10 When Jesus heard it, he marvelled, and said to them that followed, Verily I say
unto you, I have not found so great faith, no, not in Israel.
  11 And I say unto you, That many shall come from the east and west, and shall sit
down with Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the kingdom of heaven.
  12 But the children of the kingdom shall be cast out into outer darkness: there
shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.
  13 And Jesus said unto the centurion, Go thy way; and as thou hast believed, so
be it done unto thee. And his servant was healed in the selfsame hour.


