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More Power 
John 16:12-15 

Colossians 3:12-17 
 
“Digging” by Seamus Heaney 
Between my finger and my thumb 
The squat pen rests; snug as a gun. 
 
Under my window, a clean rasping sound 
When the spade sinks into gravelly ground: 
My father, digging, I looked down 
 
Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds 
Bends low, comes up twenty years away 
Stooping in rhythm through potato drills 
Where he was digging. 
 
The coarse boot nestled on the lug, the shaft 
Against the inside knee was levered firmly. 
He rooted out tall tops, buried the bright edge deep 
To scatter new potatoes that we picked 
Loving their cool hardness in our hands. 
 
By God the old man could handle a spade. 
Just like his old man. 
 
My grandfather cut more turf in a day 
Than any other man in Toner’s bog. 
Once I carried him milk in a bottle 
Corked sloppily with paper. He straightened up 
To drink it, then fell to right away 
Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods 
Over his shoulder, going down and down 
For the good turf. Digging 
 
The cold smell of potato mould, the squelch and slap 
Of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge 
Through living roots awaken in my head. 
But I’ve no spade to follow men like them 
 
Between my finger and my thumb 
The squat pen rests. 
 I’ll dig with it. 
********************************** 
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This is no Emerald Isle that Seamus Heaney describes, 
this Ireland, 

the place the Irish Presbyterian William Drennan wrote of: 
“…God bless’d the green island and saw it was good; 

The em’rald of Europe, it sparkled and shone, 
In the ring of the world the most precious stone.” 

 
Heaney’s Ireland is dirt, sweat, 

a man bent over, 
spade in hand, 

the blade of the shovel hitting with a chunk, 
hob-nailed boot pushing the spade further down; 

the dirt, the peat, turned over, 
the ground made ready for potatoes. 

 
Heaney’s father, Heaney’s father’s father, 

men, ancestors, going back in time: 
their life was in the dirt, 

their hands never free of stains from the mud; 
their shoulders strong,  

yet rounded, hunched, from years of bending; 
their focus never up, 

always down,  
their eyes on the ground, on the dirt,  

on the potatoes. 
 
“This life, this life I know so well— 

it is not for me”,  
is what Heaney tells us in his poem.  

“I may honor my father,  
and write of him, 

but I will not follow him to the dirt. 
I will dig; 

but in a different way. 
I will dig into life with a pen. 

I will turn the earth with my words, 
my observations.”  

 
For how much of human history  

did sons simply follow their fathers in vocation? 
In Jesus’ day, if your father was a fisherman,  

you became a fisherman. 
If your father was a shepherd  

you became a shepherd. 
If your father was a carpenter, 

you became a carpenter. 
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This is no longer the pattern, of course. 
In today’s society,  

in today’s very mobile world, 
a son may admire his father, 

as Seamus Heaney did, 
respect and love his father, 

but he may choose not to follow his father’s vocation. 
 
The doctor’s son becomes a teacher; 

the engineer’s son becomes a lawyer, 
the teacher’s son becomes a mechanic, 

the farmer’s son becomes a writer.  
 
Sons want their own identity, 

their own lives. 
They are aware that the gifts and talents they have 

may be quite different from the gifts and talents their fathers have. 
 

Sons are not only NOT following fathers in vocation, 
they are increasingly not following fathers in faith, 

saying to their fathers, in effect,  
“Your church may be fine for you, Dad, 

but it is of little interest to me. 
I’ll take another path. 

Perhaps a different kind of church. 
Perhaps no church at all.”  

 
We’re well aware that our denomination, 

the Presbyterian Church USA, 
has been losing members for decades, 

but our losses have been particularly acute among men. 
The ratio of men to women in our denomination 
 has been sliding for decades, 

from 50:50 
to 45:50, male:female, 

to the currant 40:60 male:female.  
 
It is a pattern that isn’t unique to our church; 

we’re seeing it in other denominations,  
other faith traditions.  

Men leaving – usually quietly,  
just drifting away. 
 Not so much rejecting the faith of their fathers 
  as finding it uninteresting, perhaps even unnecessary.  

 
Books, programs, and special ministries  

have flooded the marketplace for years 
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  with advice on how to get men back in the church. 
   Don’t call it a church, is but one suggestion: 

 call it something like, “Jesus’ Place”. 
    
Offer things that provide action, adventure. 

Launch a ministry on motorcycles; 
have services that are amped up, muscled up, pumped up, 

to give men faith that is ramped-up, strobe-lit, technological, 
    faith that has the power of a Cummins Diesel 
     in a Peterbilt rig.        
        
Don’t use words like “nice”, “kind”; 
 Don’t encourage men to “bond”; 
  Don’t ask them to “share”; 
   Don’t ask them, “So how does that make you feel?”; 
    And don’t ever tell men that they 
     need to be more “nurturing”! 
 
A generation ago, the big movement for men was Promise Keepers. 

Founded in 1990, it was initially very successful,  
very popular, 

the movement filling not just churches,  
but whole stadiums with men who were told  

     it was time for them to take back the reins, 
      to be in charge, 
       to be a man’s man.  
 
Promise Keepers is still around; 

their website still sounds the alarm: 
“Masculinity is in crisis.  

The soul of men is at stake.  
Society has turned up its nose to biblical definitions of manhood.” 

 
I don’t know if masculinity is in crisis,  

or if the soul of men is at stake, 
but what I’ve found over the years 

is that churches convey a mixed message to men, 
convey an often-confusing message to men.  

 
The confusion is captured in the phrase Promise Keepers uses: 

“biblical definition of manhood.” 
What biblical definition of manhood? 

There really is no such thing,  
 no clear, concise definition, 
  any more than there is clear biblical definition of marriage.  
   We find lots of examples yes, from which we can infer; 
    but definitions, clear, precise – no.  
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So, what is it to be a man of God? 

A man who doesn’t hesitate to say he is a disciple of Christ? 
A man who opens himself to the call of the Spirit, 

the pull of the Spirit,  
the guidance of the Spirit? 

 
Back in the 1990s, the television show “Home Improvement”  

featured Tim Allen as the “tool man”,  
a man who constantly wrestled with  

what it meant to be a man,  
If you’ve ever watched the show,  

you will remember that the tool man’s answer to every dilemma,  
every problem was simple: “More Power”. 

There was no problem, no dilemma 
a “Binford 6100” power tool could not fix.  

 
The show still resonates in reruns, 

because we still struggle with the question 
what it means to be a man. 
 And within the church,  
  we struggle with what it means to be a man in the church 
   a man of faith.  
    a man who joyfully follows Christ.  

 
While the Bible may lack definition, 
 it does give us examples of men we can choose to follow 
  choose to model our own lives on: King David, Solomon, Moses, 
   Peter, Paul… 

But of course, the model we want to follow is Jesus. 
 
Too often, though, we convey confusing, conflicting images of Jesus.  

The Jesus we tend to learn in Sunday School is 
“Gentle Jesus Meek and Mild,” 

as the old Charles Wesley hymn describes him. 
 For many men, this is not a compelling model.  
 

But read through the gospels carefully 
and while there are certainly examples where Jesus is gentle, 

I’d challenge the description of Jesus as either “meek” or “mild”. 
I think the Rev. Peter Marshall does a better job 
 with his description of Jesus as   

“sun-tanned, bronzed, fearless”.  
 
When Jesus visited his hometown of Nazareth 

he preached to the people, 
who found his words neither enlightening nor comforting; 
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in fact, they were offended by them,  
leading Jesus to respond,  

      “No prophet is accepted in the prophet’s hometown.” 
Those words angered the people even more; 

in fact, as Luke tells us,  
they stirred themselves into such a rage 

 they tried to push Jesus off a cliff.  
 
And what did Jesus do? 

How did he react?  
  He just walked through the crowd,  

unflinching, uncowed, unafraid, 
    parting the crowd as seamlessly and as completely 
     as Moses parted the Red Sea. 
      Fearless, he walked through the howling mob, 
       a mob that wanted to kill him.  
 
Jesus was fearless, 

yet Jesus was also loving, forgiving,  
  merciful, patient, 
   and, yes, gentle, especially with children. 
 
Jesus’ life defies easy description or definition, 

because the life Jesus lived  
and calls us to live 

is completely new, 
completely different from the old life.  

 
It is a life that we will only understand over time  

as the Spirit teaches us. 
 draws us deeper into a Christ-like life, 
  gracing us, as we grow in mature faith with, 
   yes, more power. 
 

That’s the essence of our gospel lesson 
where we hear Jesus say: 
 “I still have many things to say to you,  

but you cannot bear them now. 
When the Spirit of truth comes,  

he will guide you into all the truth;  
for he will not speak on his own, 

       but will speak whatever he hears,  
and he will declare to you the things that are to come. 

   He will glorify me,  
because he will take what is mine and declare it to you.  

All that the Father has is mine.  
For this reason I said that he will take what is mine  
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and declare it to you. 
(John 16:12-15) 
 
The man of Christ,  

and yes, the woman of Christ, 
is one who is “receptive to this Spirit-guided growth” 
 Spirit-guided transformation 
  that Jesus speaks of and calls us to.  
 

The Spirit will help us, guide us, 
and, yes, give us more power over time 

power to help us learn how to be 
strong, yet gentle, 

    fearless, yet forgiving, 
     bold, yet loving 
      just as Jesus was.  
 
The first letter from Peter,  

a letter attributed to the big, profane fisherman, 
but probably not written by him, 

seems to me tailored to men,   
telling the reader, 

“live for the rest of your earthly life no longer by human desires  
but by the will of God. 

You have already spent enough time …  
living in licentiousness,  

passions, drunkenness,  
revels, carousing,  

and lawless idolatry.” 
 
These words from Peter 

have even more punch when we hear them 
from Eugene Peterson’s translation in “The Message”: 

  “You’ve already put in your time  
in that God-ignorant way of life,  

partying night after night,  
a drunken and profligate life.  

Now it’s time to be done with it for good. … 
   Take nothing for granted.  

Stay wide-awake in prayer.  
Most of all, love each other as if your life depended on it.  

Love makes up for practically anything.  
Be quick to give a meal to the hungry,  

a bed to the homeless—cheerfully.  
Be generous with the different things God gave you,… 

  Don’t lazily slip back into those old grooves … 
doing just what you feel like doing.  
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You didn’t know any better then;  
you do now.  

As obedient children,  
let yourselves be pulled into a way of life 

 shaped by God’s life,  
a life energetic and blazing with holiness” 

(1 Peter 1;4) 
 
This is the life Jesus models for us,  

men and women, 
It is a wholly new life in which Jesus asks us 

Will you work for peace, 
    when others call you to march to war? 

Will you take hold of the hand, 
    of someone who is sick, alone, afraid? 

Will you reach out and make a stranger feel welcome? 
Will you care for God’s creation 

rather than assert your power over it? 
 
Will you resist letting society  
 define what it means to be a man? 
 
Will you open yourself to the power of the Spirit, 
 so that you can become the man God created you to be? 
 
Will you 

let yourself be pulled into a way of life 
 shaped by by God, 
shaped by Christ,  
shaped by the Spirit; 
a life energetic and blazing with holiness” 
a life of, yes, of power, 
power to love.   
 

AMEN 


