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Holding Things Together

Brothers and sisters, join in imitating me, and observe those who live according to the example you
have in us. For many live as enemies of the cross of Christ; I have often told you of them, and now I
tell you even with tears. Their end is destruction; their god is the belly; and their glory is in their
shame; their minds are set on earthly things. But our citizenship is in heaven, and it is from there
that we are expecting a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. He will transform the body of our humiliation
that it may be conformed to the body of his glory, by the power that also enables him to make all
things subject to himself. Therefore, my brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and
crown, stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved. Philippians 3:17-4:1

Some Pharisees came and said to Jesus, "Get away from here, for Herod wants to kill you." He said
to them, "Go and tell that fox for me, 'Listen, I am casting out demons and performing cures today
and tomorrow, and on the third day I finish my work. Yet today, tomorrow, and the next day I must
be on my way, because it is impossible for a prophet to be killed outside of Jerusalem." Jerusalem,
Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often have I
desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were
not willing! See, your house is left to you. And I tell you, you will not see me until the time comes

when you say, 'Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord." Luke 13:31-35
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I would like to begin this morning by sharing where my mind and heart is in this moment. Two
weeks into Lent. A lot going on out in our world.

I have been waking up each morning lately and asking myself: how much of the news of the larger
world will I bring into my day. To what extent will I engage, learn, react and respond. I know that
when events seem chaotic and threatening, there is a chance that I start churning and feeling
unsettled. Am I alone?

Then I wonder, how did our ancestors face their days? Certainly, they faced harder days and greater
challenges. Food, shelter, safety. Looking even further back: what can we learn from the early
Christians before the Church and Empire became one?

We are on the eve of St. Patrick’s Day, when so many of us become Irish for the day: the color
green everywhere. Green milkshakes, green beer and even green dyed rivers. The one day of the
year when corn beef and cabbage (why?) is on every menu. Beyond the parties and parades, as it
turns out Patrick and other saints show us how to live a more Christ-centered life.

The early Christians of Ireland, Scotland, Wales and parts of northern France have something to
teach us today. I've been reading about their contributions to Christianity as I make plans to make a
pilgrimage of my own in May to some of the same roads in Europe that saints like Patrick, Columba,
and Brigid walked. The Welsh author Esther de Waal writes that the Celtic world — the time period
being roughly the 5" to the 11" century — was always ready to “accept diversity and difference.”



(Every Earthly Blessing: Rediscovering the Celtic Tradition) “Their ideal was unity without
uniformity.” They believed that “right relationships would bring about harmony” both between
people and the earth.” Theirs was a very down-to-earth spirituality where “God breaks in on the
ordinary, daily, mundane, earthly.” “God is in all things and is said to be the true essence of all
things.”

And if ever we feel that things are become undone, unmoored and falling apart, the Celtic “way of
seeing the world was an ability to hold things together.”

The ability to hold things together. How can you and I channel this spirit?

In the quiet of the morning, sooner than later, I will have to decide: how much will I read, tune in,
watch, or scroll. The storms, the wars, the tragedies, the latest twist in politics.

We could learn from the Celtic world, how every morning, believers would wake up and wrap
themselves with God. Some would light a fire on a cold day with this prayer: “I will kindle my fire
this morning in the presence of the holy angels of heaven.” There was a prayer to pray while
making butter.

Prayer was a state of mind not an exercise and certainly not a chore. The people felt at home with
the saints and with Christ. They were never alone as they named and invoked and invited all of God
in.

I came across this poem from a collection (The Path to Kindness: Poems of Connection & Joy,
edited by James Crews (Storey Publishing, 2022)

All day, I replay these words:

Is this the path of love?

I think of them as I rise, as

I wake my children, as I wash dishes,
as I drive too close behind the slow
blue Subaru, Is this the path of love?
Think of these wotds as I stand in line
at the grocery store,

think of them as I sit on the couch
with my daughter. Amazing how
quickly six words become compass,
the new lens through which to see myself
in the world. I notice what the question is not.
Not, “Is this right?”” Not,

“Is this wrong?” It just longs to know
how the action of existence

links us to the path of love.

And is it this? Is it this? All day,

I'let myself be led by the question.

All day I let myself not be too certain
of the answer. Is it this?



Is this the path of love? I ask
as I wait for the next word to come.

Lent is meant to be a time to deepen our faith and to be aware of the prayers we pray as we await
Easter Resurrection.

My prayers tend to go into the direction of praying for people, for strength, for wisdom, patience,
understanding, and grace. I don’t find that I pray as much for protection. Maybe I should.

One of greatest of all hymns is named for St. Patrick. I return to often. It is like a spoken amulet
warding off all the darkness.

Christ with me,

Christ before me,

Christ behind me,

Christ in me,

Christ beneath me,

Christ above me,

Christ on my right,

Christ on my left,

Christ when I lie down,

Christ when 1 sit down,

Christ when I arise,

Christ in the heart of every man who thinks of me,
Christ in the mouth of everyone who speaks of me,
Christ in every eye that sees me,

Christ in every ear that hears me.

Ester de Waal writes of the Celtic world: “They were willing to admit the power of the forces of
darkness. They did not attempt to deny sin, pain, and suffering. There was no running away here.”
They had the ability to “hold things together, to accept the forces of dark as well as the light.”

Is that it?

We hear the language often in the church of light and darkness. Jesus himself said: ‘I am the light of
the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.” John 8:12.

Yes, the world has much for us to take in. It can be overwhelming, and it is not going away.

When we might want to numb the pain and suffering, where might we meet it and face it head on —
with Christ at our side. We could pray today’s psalm. (27).

1 The Lord is my light and my salvation;
whom then shall I fear? the Lord is the strength of my life;
of whom then shall I be afraid?



3 Though an army should encamp against me,
yet my heart shall not be afraid,;

7 For in the day of trouble he shall keep me safe in his shelter.

Fast forward some centuries to the world the apostle Paul encountered. His founding of the
Christian community in Philippi — in present day Greece — was his first on European soil. He was
the first Christian many of them had seen. He loved this community deeply and wrote them tears in

his eyes. And he met opposition. His advice: Stand firm.

“Therefore, my brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in the
Lord in this way, my beloved.”

Stand firm. About your core beliefs and values. About what matters not just today, but tomorrow
and beyond: what endure

Ephesians 6. V.11 Put on the whole armor of God. V. 13 Take on the whole armor of God... and
having done everything, to stand firm.

There it is again.

Opver the course of our lives, we all face trials and temptation, obstacles, challenges, and choices.
And each new day resets and presents us with both light and darkness.

There is always holy work to be done. Waking up each new day and giving thanks. Moving out into
the world knowing that we are not alone. With, within, behind, before, beside: we are accompanied
and loved by God in Christ in ways we may never fully know in this side of heaven.

Is this the path of love? — we ask.

There can be no other.



