Trinity 19, 11 October 2015, Pusey House (Sunday of 1st Week)
‘Walking with a Renewed Mind to the House of God’
George Westhaver, Gen 18:23-32, Ps 141:1-9, Eph 4:17-end, Matt 9:1-8
For whether is easier, to say, Thy sins be forgiven thee; or to say, Arise, and walk?
But that ye may know that the Son of Man hath power on earth to forgive sins (then
saith he to the sick of the palsy), Arise, take up thy bed, and go unto thine house.
The preacher who wishes to focus on the positive, the preacher who hopes to present the
message of the Gospel in a way that is attractive, is faced with an immediate problem in
the readings for today. They insist that we confront first the problem of sin. Great, just
what everyone wants to think about on the first Sunday of term, the problem of sin. But
this is not an issue that the Church has invented, a tool to control, even if it has been
used that way at times, rather it is a challenge at the core of the Lord Jesus teaching. He
is the one who says, at the beginning of Gospel reading for today, ‘Son, be of good
cheer, thy sins be forgiven thee’. The first words attributed to Christ in the Gospel of St
Mark put this promise the form of a call: ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God
is at hand; repent, and believe in the gospel’. How can this message be an attractive
message, a message of hope, and how might it be particularly relevant at the beginning
of another academic year? It will take some time to get there, but I hope that we will
have something to say about this by the end of the sermon.
My favourite short description of repentance is offered by the Greek Orthodox bishop
Kallistos Ware.1 It is particularly helpful today because he suggests how repentance is
connected with a kind of spiritual freedom from paralysis, how repentance and
forgiveness offers a new capacity to get up and walk. Indeed, Bp Kallistos’ description
of repentance helps us to see why the epistle for today, Ephesians 4, is a kind of
commentary on the miracle in the Gospel. In letter to Ephesians, St Paul exhorts us not
to walk in the vanity of our minds, with a darkened understanding, but rather to ‘be
renewed in the spirit’ of our minds, that we put on a new man, a new nature, a renewed
mind which is the gift of God.
‘What in fact is meant by repentance?’ asks Bp Kallistos:
‘It is normally regarded as sorrow for sin, a feeling of guilt, a sense of grief and
horror at the wounds we have inflicted on others and on ourselves. Yet such a
view is dangerously incomplete … We come closer to the heart of the matter if
we reflect on the literal sense of the Greek term for repentance, metanoia /
µετάνοια. This means “change of mind”’
Or, to put in terms of the epistle for today, repentance is the renewal of our minds:
not just regret for the past, but a fundamental transformation of our outlook, a new
way of looking at ourselves, at others and at God—in the words of The Shepherd
of Hermas, “a great understanding.”2 …
As a “new mind,” conversion, recentering, repentance is positive, not negative.
In the words of St John Climacus, “Repentance is the daughter of hope and the
denial of despair.”3 It is not despondency but eager expectation; it is not to feel
that one has reached an impasse, but to take the way out. It is not self-hatred but
the affirmation of my true self as made in God’s image. To repent is to look, not
downward at my own shortcomings, but upward at God’s love; not backward
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with self-reproach, but forward with trustfulness. It is to see, not what I have
failed to be, but what by the grace of Christ I can yet become.
Repentance, in other words, is a living out of the Lord’s words not just to the man in the
Gospel, but the fruit of the living Word addressed to each one of us today and to the
body of Christ today: ‘Sons and daughters, be of good cheer, thy sins be forgiven thee.
Arise, take up thy bed.’
In my experience, whatever pressures come from the outside, the worst kinds of guilt
are the ones which well up from the inside. We don’t need help to feel guilty, but we do
need help to find a way out.
The challenge of accepting this new beginning is represented in a compelling piece of
13th century stained glass in Canterbury cathedral, a piece of glass connected to readings
for today. In the Old Testament lesson, Abraham has something like the place of the
men who bring their paralyzed friend to Christ in the Gospel. Abraham hopes that the
future of Sodom won’t be decided by the evil which its inhabitants have chosen, even
by the abuse with which his nephew Lot and his guests will be threatened. Abraham
asks God to pardon the city for any sign, any crumbs, of goodness. The angels who visit
Abraham are the same ones who in the next chapter will lead Abraham’s nephew Lot
out of the condemned city to safety. The angels give one strict order to Lot and his
family: they cannot look back, they should not turn around to look behind them at the
city which was destroyed for being a place where the divine goodness and hospitality
was entirely rejected. That kind of turning is not life-giving repentance but a paralyzing
wallowing in sin. But Lot’s wife does look back, and she is turned into a pillar of salt. In
the Canterbury glass one sees the angels leading Lot and his daughters to safety, while
Lot’s wife frozen to the spot, her gaze fixed on the city in flames, a place of chaos.
There is a kind of looking back which is part of our turning toward the future which
God prepares for us, and there is also a kind of looking back which keeps us paralyzed
and unable to move. This being turned to a pillar of salt may come from a giving up of
hope, a failure to see that God’s mercy is greater than our weakness. Or, this being
frozen to the spot may come from a desire to enjoy what needs to be left behind. In
practical terms we could speak here of the perils of gossip, or of the paralyzing effects
of giving the greater part of our attention to what is wrong, what is wrong with
ourselves, our friends, with the Church or with the world – fill in the blank with your
favourite gripe.
‘Sons and daughters, be of good cheer, thy sins be forgiven thee. Arise take up thy bed
and go unto thine own house.’ Being turned away from what keeps us stuck, and turned
toward the voice of Christ (metanoia) is the gift of a way out, to look forward in hope,
to see what by the grace of Christ we may yet become. These words addressed to us
today are the promise that our story is not limited by mistakes or weaknesses or even
awful things we have chosen or done.
The paralysed man is a picture of what sins do to us, what it means to be turned into a
pillar of salt. In the epistle, St Paul describes the people (Gentiles) who do not hear
Christ’s word of hope as ‘being past feeling’. Choosing sin, in small ways or great
ways, numbs us. St Paul also says that these people who give themselves up to sin have
their understanding darkened. The consequence of choosing sin, especially choosing
what we know to be the lower thing or the wrong path, is a certain paralyzing darkness
of the mind. Without being able to see where we need to go, we cannot begin to make
our way.
In a university like this, it is clear that there are many different kinds of knowledge
which may be acquired apart from the renewal of the mind of which St Paul speaks.
Yet, at the same time, no knowledge is acquired a part from God: Christ is the light who
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lightens every person who comes into the world, the wisdom and reason by which we
have whatever power to think and to know that we have. This also means that
knowledge of the highest things, knowledge of God and of our beginning and end, is not
just information. The ‘new understanding’ which is part of taking up our bed and
walking is the response of our whole selves to God. This is why St Paul describes a
renewed mind as one that is ‘created in righteousness and true holiness’. The struggle
we all have in trying to living a good life, even to know what goodness requires of us, in
not about following rules, it is about trying to hear the voice which says ‘my son, my
daughter, be of good cheer, leave the place where you have been imprisoned behind, go
to the house where you really belong’.4
The angel who speaks to Abraham in OT lesson for today is one of three angels who
appeared to Abraham and Sarah at their tent and home. The mysterious elements of this
visit, what the angels promise and do, as well as Abraham and Sarah’s reaction to them,
led the early Christian interpreters of the Bible to see in the visit of the angels a
Theophany, a visible manifestation of God the Holy Trinity. In one of the most famous
artistic representations of this visit, Andrei Rublev’s icon, the three angels sit around a
table. They enjoy a meal which is both what Abraham provided them, and a meal which
is also the feast to which we are invited today. In the icon there is a space at the table,
an invitation to the viewer, to us, to join the feast, not only to know God come in the
flesh, but even to share in the life which the three angels manifest, the life of the Trinity
with which this service today began, and with which we will finish in the Three-fold
promise of blessing.
I would like to conclude by turning our attention to Gregory the Great’s exploration of
the promise which is there both in the mysterious angels visit to Abraham and Sarah,
and there also in the words of our Lord to the healed man. If our Lord teaches us to see
the man’s paralysis as a kind of picture of sin, then we can expect that the other details
of the story, and specifically Jesus’ words, will also have a richness and a depth of
promise. Gregory the Great focuses in particular on Christ’s instruction to man to go to
his house, Arise, take up thy bed, and go unto thine house. And he arose, and
departed to his house.
Gregory invites us to see a depth of meaning in this ‘house’:
‘As the house of the body is a bodily habitation’, so the mind builds a kind of house by
the things it desires. What we desire becomes the house or the place where we live.5
as particularly important. He wrote:
House is also used to mean the dwelling-place of the heart [the place of inner
wisdom]. So to a certain man who was cured was it said: Go into thy house (Mk.
v. 19); for it is fitting that a [person], after he is forgiven, should return to his
own mind.6
For Gregory, this is the ‘renewed mind’ which is built by God for humanity:
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‘For man was made to look upon his Creator, to dwell upon His beauty, to live
in the joy of His love.’
For Gregory, the paralysed man is a picture of the one who has ‘lost the place [or the
house] of his soul; for wandering in darkened ways, he has gone far from the dwelling
place of the true light’. Gregory also connects losing this place with a kind of paralysis,
a kind of weakness or despair, a sense that there is no way forward, no way back to our
real home.7
Again, being given the power to ‘Arise and walk’, or leap, or run, is not about following
arbitrary rules, but about finding the God-given path to the table sent by the three angels
who visit Abraham and Sarah, the table set for us by the divine Bridegroom.
What is the house to which we are sent by the healing and restoring word of Christ?
Gregory continues:
God is the place (house) of man…The [proper] place [or house] of [humanity],
but not his place in space, is the Creator Himself. God created man that he
might dwell within Himself. This place man abandoned when, giving ear to the
voice of the tempter, he abandoned the love of the Creator.
Being stuck on the matt or bed with paralysed man is what it looks like when we
abandon or turn away from the love of the Creator, falling into, or choosing a pattern of
live which builds a different kind of house.
But when [says Gregory] Almighty God, redeeming us, showed Himself to us in
a bodily manner, [even pursued humanity] who had fled from Him, [God] came
to us as a place wherein He might keep lost [humanity]. ….
In the end nothing else will do, nothing else will satisfy, but this House which is not
only built by God, but a dwelling with God. This is the House to which the three angels
invite Abraham and Sarah in the meal to which we are also invited. C S Lewis
describes the character of this House in terms of a longing for beauty:
‘We do not want merely to see beauty, though, God knows, even that is bounty
enough. We want something else which can hardly be put into words – to be
united with the beauty we see, to pass into it, to receive it into ourselves, to
bathe in it, to become part of it’.
Let us pray that this morning we may discover again what it means to find a home
which does not disappoint, a place of restoration big enough for all, a house where we
do not only hear our Lord addressing us with a living word of hope, but that we may
dwell with Him and in Him with the whole company of saints and angels:
Arise, take up thy bed, and go unto thine house. And he arose, and departed to his
house. But when the multitudes saw it, they marvelled, and glorified God, who had
given such power unto men.8
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