Deuteronomy 4:1–2, 6–9

And now, O Israel, listen to the statutes and the rules that I am teaching you, and do them, that you may live, and go in and take possession of the land that the Lord, the God of your fathers, is giving you. 2 You shall not add to the word that I command you, nor take from it, that you may keep the commandments of the Lord your God that I command you. 6 Keep them and do them, for that will be your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples, who, when they hear all these statutes, will say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people.’ 7 For what great nation is there that has a god so near to it as the Lord our God is to us, whenever we call upon him? 8 And what great nation is there, that has statutes and rules so righteous as all this law that I set before you today? 

9 “Only take care, and keep your soul diligently, lest you forget the things that your eyes have seen, and lest they depart from your heart all the days of your life. Make them known to your children and your children’s children 

Ephesians 6:10–20

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. 11 Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil. 12 For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places. 13 Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand firm. 14 Stand therefore, having fastened on the belt of truth, and having put on the breastplate of righteousness, 15 and, as shoes for your feet, having put on the readiness given by the gospel of peace. 16 In all circumstances take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming darts of the evil one; 17 and take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God, 18 praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the saints, 19 and also for me, that words may be given to me in opening my mouth boldly to proclaim the mystery of the gospel, 20 for which I am an ambassador in chains, that I may declare it boldly, as I ought to speak. 

Mark 7:14–23

And he called the people to him again and said to them, ﻿“Hear me, all of you, and understand: 15 ﻿There is nothing outside a person that by going into him can defile him, but the things that come out of a person are what defile him.” 17 And when he had entered ﻿the house and left the people, ﻿his disciples asked him about the parable. 18 And he said to them, “Then ﻿are you also without understanding? Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile him, 19 since it enters not his heart ﻿but his stomach, and is expelled?” (﻿Thus he declared all foods clean.) 20 And he said, ﻿“What comes out of a person is what defiles him. 21 For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, ﻿murder, adultery, 22 coveting, wickedness, deceit, ﻿sensuality, ﻿envy, ﻿slander, ﻿pride, ﻿foolishness. 23 ﻿All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person.” 

Choice of Footwear

You know the lectionary, our weekly readings, rarely give the preacher an opportunity to talk about the topic of shoes.  Such talks are usually left to mothers, wedding planners, and the enforcers of dress codes.  In the Epistle for today, however, Paul is outfitting the Christian from head to toe.  Since he does not neglect footwear, neither shall we.

We all know that a soldier’s shoes are important.  I suspect that most of us who, like me, have no military experience would not think first about shoes when planning for battle.  If we were let loose in the armory, we would probably race to get first choice of gun and worry next about helmet and body armor.  Only last, if at all, would we concern ourselves with our ankles, toes, and soles.

Perhaps that would all be reversed in the case of the seasoned soldier, especially one who had experienced a forced march or had needed to hold the line.  Books and movies are amply filled with images of poor, ordinary soldiers struggling to protect their feet from cold or from injury when their boots are literally falling off their feet.  Think about your images of Valley Forge or some Civil War scenes.

Shoes, or lack of them, can turn the tide of battle.  You may have heard the story behind Scotland’s choice of the thistle as its national flower.  In order to take the sleeping Scots by surprise, an army of Norse invaders was ordered to remove their shoes so they could approach in silence.  What the commanders hadn’t anticipated was that the field they had to cross barefoot was filled with thistles.  Instead of attacking with the desired stealth, the Norsemen’s cries of pain sounded the alarm that led to their own defeat.  Scotland has honored the thistle ever since.

Shoes and stance go closely together, and athletes and soldiers alike know the importance of the proper stance for true preparedness.  Many, if not all, forms of martial arts depend on a proper stance.  The one who has mastered this stance is all but immovable when assailed by his opponents.  So perhaps even we civilians can agree with the nineteenth-century Duke of Wellington who though a great soldier was said to not be filled with romantic notions of saving his lady or his king, but rather the very mundane details of shoes for his soldiers.

The same can be said concerning the Christian soldier.  In Old Testament descriptions of Yahweh as a warrior, for example, in Is 59:17, shoes for the warrior are not described.  That Paul should mention them at all may surprise us, unless we recall that he may have had ample opportunity to contemplate Roman boots as he traveled to Rome in chains and then lived under house arrest!  Of all the images Paul uses here, though, this picture of the soldier’s shoes seems the strangest.  How can the Gospel, the great Good News about Jesus Christ, serve as footwear for the Christian soldier?  Remember that the command given to the Christian soldier is very simple: “Stand!” The command is not “Attack!” and certainly not “Retreat!” but simply “Stand!”

This whole armor of God given to the Christian enable us to stand our ground and to withstand the assaults of the enemy.  What can make the fulfilling of such a command possible, given the strength and fury of our foe?   Shoes!  What does a soldier need from his shoes?

For one thing - Protection: In order to stand firm and steadfast we cannot have wounded feet.  To maintain our stance in the onslaught, we must be certain that our feet will not be vulnerable, our Achilles’ heel should be kept hidden.  Just as the shield of faith can protect us from the fiery darts of the enemy, so does the Gospel’s promise of forgiveness by Jesus’ death on the cross protect our stance from the shots and thrusts of the attacker.  Our own courage, our own strength, or our own righteousness cannot guard our stance, but the promise of forgiveness and salvation in Christ Jesus does.

Our shoes need Traction:  Though it may be an odd chain of images, moving from Gospel to peace to readiness to firm stance really does make sense, doesn’t it?  The peace we all enjoy in the Good News of Christ’s reconciling death banishes every worry from our minds, enables us to plant our feet firmly, to meet the attack without wavering or trembling or slipping.  We are together with God again, always at peace.  We are never worn out with care and worry; we are always ready.  So we begin to see why the shoes of the soldier deserve such attention!

The helmet, breastplate, sword, and shield can do little but minimize damage once the soldier has been knocked to the ground; the battle is already lost.  We must remain firmly on our feet, and it is none other than the Gospel of Jesus’ cross and resurrection that allows us to continue to stand.

Paul shows us that as a Christian soldier our bold choice is of shoes that will mean we are shod with the Gospel.  When Paul applies all this to his own situation, his own upcoming face-off with the rulers of this dark world, it is only the Gospel that he mentions again.  He doesn’t speak of wrapping the Gospel around his feet; rather, in more typical fashion, he prays that words be given to him to proclaim the mystery of this Gospel boldly.  And yet, we still have the picture of the fully armored Christian warrior in mind.  In that respect, Paul surprises us.  Instead of his saying, “Let them feel the edge of my sword,” he seems to pray that he will have the chance to show off his shoes.  Paul prays that he might reveal the mystery of those shoes.  We need to remember again that when Paul here uses the word mystery, he’s using it in the New Testament sense.  A mystery in the biblical sense is not a puzzle to be solved by carefully gathering the evidence and then figuring out the solution.  A mystery in the biblical sense is a secret that can be known only through revelation; it is exactly not something we can solve by our own careful observation or ingenious cleverness.

Paul’s prayer, then, is that he be given the words to make known to the world this secret that God has at last made known to us in the Good News about Jesus Christ, dead and raised.  That will happen when the shoes enable Paul and all Christian soldiers to stand with boldness. 

Paul’s use of boldness fits perfectly with his use of mystery.  To speak boldly is to speak freely.  It means to hold nothing back, not worrying about alienating or offending a hearer, but to speak the way you would to a close friend or loved one.  Certainly this often takes courage, but Paul’s main concern is that he be able to present the Gospel fully and naturally and in a winsome way.

In his bold presentation of the mystery, there will be no occasion for an “I hate to have to tell you this” or a “Maybe I shouldn’t say it, but” or a “Don’t take this in the wrong way.”  He is speaking great Good News, and he wants nothing to hold back the joy he feels in sharing this message of salvation.

It is this same great Good News that allows him to take such a solid stance, without wavering or stumbling, before the emperor himself.

It is this same Gospel, and all that it speaks to us of the mercy, grace, and compassion of our God, that shods our feet and secures our stance. In its peace we are ready for the attack and ready to proclaim. Our feet are protected, and our stance is made secure.  The Gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ fills us with a peace that gets us on our feet to proclaim boldly the same Good News to others.

No weapon, no strategy, no subterfuge, no insult can shake our stance when we remain shod in the Gospel of God. Amen.

