Trinity 17 GDW Pusey House 13 Oct 2019, 1st week
The Ever-present Word of God heals our spiritual dropsy and invites us to Go up Higher,
into the divine life, by grace first and by spiritual warfare second.
Friend go up higher
The invitation of the Lord Jesus to the crowd hanging on his words give us a destination
and a goal: Friend, go up higher.
Where exactly are we to go?
On first Sunday, let us give Dr Pusey opportunity to speak of our destination. In Pusey’s
words, the gift of the Christian life is nothing less ‘union with that mystery, whereby we
are made partakers of the Incarnation’1
Or, on this day, perhaps we might also give voice to John Henry Newman, who Pusey
described as ‘an instrument raised up’ to ‘build up’ the Church. Newman describes our
destination in the same simple and ell-embracing terms as Pusey: ‘[Christ] came in that
very nature of Adam … to make us partakers of the Divine nature’.2
The Gospel for today invites us to be healed and to know that we’ve already been healed,
we alongside the man with dropsy. The Ever-present Word of God invites us to go up
higher, to go deeper, into the divine life where in some measure we have already arrived,
and in which we live and move and have our being.
‘Friend, go up higher, go up all the way into the life and communion of love and
knowledge which I have with the Father and the Holy Spirit’. Friend go up higher, nothing
less will do. The materialist sensibility of our age which sees everything that cannot be
measured or analysed as less real, less solid, in other words the exact opposite of the
teaching of wisdom of God wherever it is found, the materialist sensibility of our age may
make it difficult to grasp the promise of this invitation. The fifteenth century German
divine Nicholas of Cusa wrote that ‘eternal wisdom is tasted in everything savoured,
eternal pleasure felt in all things pleasurable, eternal beauty beheld in all that is beautiful,
and eternal desire experienced in everything desired’.3
The invitation to go up higher is an invitation to possess the greater reality to which all
earthly delights point:
-the sold and enduring delight which we seek in all things pleasurable,
-the eternal beauty beheld in all that is beautiful,
-the truth in our searching for fragments or pieces of truth.
Or, in C S Lewis’ words:
- all pleasures are “shafts of the glory [which] strike our sensibility,” and “channels of
adoration”.
The invitation to go up higher is an invitation to possess what we adore, to go where the
shafts of glory have their beginning and end, to love what is most worthy of our love, to
choose what is most enduring and good in all that pleases us.
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The Gospel invites us to find ourselves in some way already at the final destination, the
fulfilment to which we are headed. Go up into the life of God, go up into a fulness which
exceeds our asking and imagining.
One of the keys which unlocks invitation for us, helps us to see it, is the timing of the
miracle of the Gospel story. The Lord J is in the house ‘on the sabbath day’. Is it lawful
to heal on the Sabbath day? It is not just lawful, the law of God’s working makes the
Sabbath day the paradigmatic day for healing.
The bible describes the struggle for survival and the work it entails as a consequence of
sin. The resting from work which was a key part of the law of the Sabbath Day for the
people of Israel pictures a rest of perfect harmony, of obedience. The rest from work
embodies the rest from the disobedience which lay behind the struggle to survive. The
Lord Jesus Christ fulfils the promise of the Sabbath. On the 7th day, the Great and Holy
Saturday, he rested from His work – ‘it is finished’. He rested from sin by enduring it
rather than choosing it. Christ is our Sabbath rest.4 Healing an illness which pictures the
devastation of sin embodies his invitation:
Come unto me all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.5
It’s important to see that the rest of the Sabbath which is Christ for us is not an absence
put a presence. The sabbath is not primarily about what we don’t do, but about what we
are meant to enjoy. The Sabbath is a day of ‘exquisite delight’, a taking ‘delight in the
Lord’, of enjoying his superabundant goodness.6 In the words of a modern divine:
‘Creation’s being is God’s pleasure, creation’s beauty [is] God’s glory’7
The miracle on the Sabbath is an invitation to share in this pleasure and this glory. Every
morning at morning prayer, we repeat this invitation in the words of Psalm 95, the Venite:
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‘O Come let us sing unto the Lord … Let us come before his presence with
thanksgiving: and show ourselves glad in him with Psalms.8
Creation’s being is God’s pleasure, and the Sabbath is an invitation to possess that
pleasure for ourselves.
How do we say yes to the invitation? I’m going to ask for a bit of help from the
participants in the extinction rebellion here.9 But what can we learn from their protest
which would help us to hear about the invitation in the Gospel today?
We live in age when most people seem suspicious or dismissive of warnings of judgement
from religious folk or from passages of scripture10:
They shall eat up your harvest and your food; they shall eat up your sons and your
daughters, they shall eat up your flocks and your herds; they shall eat up your
vines and your fig trees, your fortified cities in which you trust they shall destroy
…’11
We may not hear this from the prophet Jeremiah, even if Jeremiah was proved to be
correct, but it seems that many are more open to hear prophecies of dire consequences
from the prophets of environmental disaster. The warnings about environmental
degradation speak to us with an urgency and seriousness which is also there in the
invitation of the Lord to ‘Go up higher’. If we know that flaunting the order of nature
leads to pollution and self-destruction, then it should not surprise us that the ordering
principle of all nature, the Word and Son of God, through whom all things were made,
invites us to consider the more all-embracing rules of the divine life which embraces all
reality. The same Venite, the Psalm of Praise, which invites us to ‘sing unto the Lord’
with thanksgiving concludes with a stark warning about what could prevent us from
accepting the invitation to Go up Higher: ‘Today, if ye will hear [God’s] voice’, if we
will hear the invitation to ‘Go up higher’, ‘harden not your hearts as in the provocation,
and in the day of temptation in the wilderness’.12
We see this combination of invitation alongside warning in the Gospel for today. The
kind of sickness which the Lord Jesus heals are never an accident, never just a coincidence. The diseases which Christ heals always tell us something about the Sabbath
rest to which he invites us, and about the dangers we face. ‘Dropsy is a condition marked
by the body’s inability to process fluids. The person suffering from dropsy drinks because
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he or she is thirsty, but the body retains the fluid rather than processes it.’13 For the early
Christian interpreters of the Bible, the symptoms of dropsy picture a spiritual illness. St
Augustine sums up this tradition:
‘But we correctly compare a person with dropsy to an avaricious rich man, [a
greedy man]. For, just as the more a man with dropsy abounds in excessive fluid,
the more he thirsts, so the more a rich man abounds in riches that he does not use
well, the more he desires such’.14
Augustine comments further:
‘You see,the disease of dropsy means that the body is full of fluid …15 and yet never

has enough fluid. In the same way a dropsical heart means the more you have, the
more you need’, the more you want.16
The man with dropsy is a disturbing picture of how at least some of the things which we
want desperately can be a kind of poison, how seeking them can but is in opposition to
the order of God’s love and so lead to trouble.
Christ comes to the man with dropsy, he takes him, he touches him, he embraces him,
and he heals him.17 On the one hand, the healing is all grace, all gift. This embrace and
the healing miracle is one picture of the gift of Baptism, and of our being joined and
grafted into the one body by the one Spirit. On the other hand, the healing is a picture of
the renewal of that grace in us. The healing is not just behind us, but a present reality.
Again, to draw on Newman’s words, the gift of the Incarnation is gift of the ‘Ever-Present
Son of God, mystically reiterating in each of us all the acts of His earthly life’.18 The
embrace of Christ, and the healing touch described in the Gospel today, is also mystically
reiterated in each of us. This mystical reiteration, this mystical renewal, is one of the
gifts of the sacrament of Holy Communion, of ‘the Ever-Present Son of God’ embracing
us, taking us to Himself. Friend, Go up Higher.
But the miracle does not stand alone. Immediately there follows the parable which shows
us how we might choose this healing for ourselves. The parable of choosing the lowest
seats at the banquet pictures what it means to ‘walk worthy of the vocation wherewith ye
are called, with all lowliness and meekness, with longsuffering, forbearing one another
in love’. The healing gift comes from the outside, it is given absolutely and once for all.
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And at the same time, we are invited to take the medicine ourselves, ‘forbearing one
another in love’. What is given must be worked out in us.
This means that the insatiable describes which dropsy pictures are not just taken from us,
we are also invited to struggle with them, to see them for what they are. The invitation to
‘’Go up higher’ is an invitation to a kind of spiritual warfare, it is an urgent invitation to
struggle with whatever blocks our path, with whatever disconnects us from the
environment of God’s purposes for us. This is difficult, and sometimes it’s hard to see
what gets in our way by ourselves—we usually need help on the way, the counsel of
friends and guides. I could say more about this struggle, but I expect that if you are here
this morning you already have some sense of what gets in your way, the things you will
bring to confession in a few minutes.
Perhaps one of the great dangers is not taking the invitation to Go up higher seriously, to
imagine that it’s for someone else, or to give up on trying to find the rest and delight
which the invitation promises. Some of the divines who have been best able to recognize
and diagnose the forms which spiritual dropsy takes in these days have also said that one
of the greatest dangers is a kind of false modesty that refuses to believe that humanity is
destined to live with God and in God. This is a false modesty because it gives more weight
to our sense of our own weaknesses or doubts than it does to the invitation and promise
of the giver: Friend, come up higher, harden not your hearts, don’t give up on the
invitation, don’t give up on the promise. There is a struggle here, and it’s possible to turn
our back on what is offered – the invitation is an urgent one. 19
One of the things we do when we gather together for worship on the Lord’s day is to
cultivate disciplines of discerning what it means to take the lowest seats, the best seats.
We are invited to recognize the voice of Christ inviting us to come up higher, we learn to
recognize the character of his presence, of his coming among us, the form which healing
takes, to see in the light of Christ’s presence whatever blocks our path.
The ‘longsuffering’ which is part of our vocation means learning how to hear God’s call
to us in the very struggles or difficulties which we face on our pilgrimage, the day to day
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trials of life.20 In worship on the Lord’s day, we are invited to enjoy the Sabbath rest
which Christ fulfils and gives: O Come let us sing unto the Lord, let us rejoice in the
strength of our salvation. The Lord Jesus Christ, comes again this morning and invites
each of us and all of us together: Friend, Go up Higher.21
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