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Pentecost 7, Proper 12 July 24, 2022 
St. Paul’s/Resurrección, Mount Vernon, WA Rev. Paul Moore 
 

Agents of God 
 
When we do the clinics in rural villages of Honduras, the local Episcopal congregation 
does a lot of legwork ahead of time.  They advertise the coming of the medical brigade, 
they prepare the location and recruit volunteers to work with us, and they sign patients up 
ahead of time.  At the end of one of our clinic days this year, some people came up to the 
fence around the churchyard where we were working.  They wanted to be seen by the 
doctors but they had not signed up ahead of time.  They were from a village 2-hours' hike 
from there, they explained, and had not received word that the brigade was coming.  
Could they please, please, please be seen?  Well, I equivocated.  All I can offer, I told 
them, was to wait, and if we finished in time, we would see them.  No guarantees. 
 
As that interaction took place, I was acutely aware of the concept of agency.  Agency is 
the power to act.  I'm not talking about the legal sense of agency, as in the granted right to 
act on another's behalf, but in the spiritual and interpersonal sense of being able to do 
something that changes things.  In this situation, these people had exercised agency in 
coming all that way to seek medical care.  They could have stayed home saying, "Who 
am I to be so presumptuous as to think I will be seen?"  They might have given up given 
the distance.  But they got up and started walking.  In the end, their agency bore fruit, 
because they got the care they sought. 
 
At the same time, I was aware of the limits on my agency.  Oh, yes, my name tag 
identified me as clergy, and I have a lot of influence, but I did not have the agency to 
promise action over which other people had greater agency.  I could not commit the 
doctors to seeing these people—I didn't have the right. 
 
Agency comes into play any time we think we can or can't do something.  It has a lot to 
do with our spiritual lives.  Agency is power within limits, and how we negotiate those 
limits is critical to our spiritual health and that of our society.  Agency under-exercised is 
abdication.  Agency overexercised is egotism.  Proper agency builds the beloved 
community.  We say it in our mission statement, “We believe that God is healing and 
restoring the world, and that we are recipients of and participants in (agency) that healing 
and restoration.” 
 
Agency is reflected in the readings today in a most interesting way.  In the portion from 
the Sacred History, Abraham bargains with God.  This is a particularly Jewish way of 
thinking about one's relationship with the divine.  God is capable of changing the divine 
mind when pressed by human agency, so, it’s OK to argue, persuade, lament, flatter, 
whine—it's all fair game with God.  God is "all in," when it comes to us, so there is no 
reason for us not to be "all in" with God.  It always sounds audacious to my Christian 
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ears, but maybe I can learn something here.  God wants to know what I feel and what I 
want, and it just might make a difference in things.  God grants each of us essential, 
sacred agency. 
 
In the Gospel lesson, we see this opened up a bit.  I don't know about you, but I find the 
parables after the text of the Lord's Prayer a bit confusing. Is God like the neighbor who 
doesn’t want to get up at midnight, but can be wheedled into it?  Or is God like the parent 
who really wants to give good gifts to God's children?  Well, maybe it's a bit of both.  
God wants to give us good things, but we don't stand idly by.  Our relationship with God 
is not transactional, it's relational.  God wants, more than anything, a dialog, an audacious 
conversation with the Ground of our being.  After all, God is love and love happens in 
relationship. 
 
In Paul's letter to the Colossians, we see yet a more careful nuancing of this sense of 
spiritual agency.  St. Paul writes to the Colossian church about important things vs. 
distractions.  The important things have to do with the transformation of our being by our 
relationship with God in Jesus Christ.  Other things are what the Reformers came to call 
adiaphora, secondary questions. 
 
Nobody is teaching the worship of angels as among the Colossians of Paul's day, but we 
have our own adiaphora.  Which side of the aisle you’re on politically, where you stand 
on issues like Roe vs. Wade, or the future of Donald Trump, the character of the culture 
war, gun control…  I know that these are hot-button issues, and we all have strong 
feelings about them, and I can very quickly argue that my position is clearly more faithful 
to the Christian faith than those who disagree with me, adding Scripture, tradition and 
reason, the 3 legs of Anglican theology.  But schism is still a greater sin than heresy.  
How can we say we love someone when we cut off relationship with them?  How can 
there be reconciliation if there is no conversation?  How can we build beloved 
community when we surgically remove parts God has included?  Agency is the power to 
act.  Paul is teaching us about how we exercise agency.  We can use our agency to divide, 
or we can use our agency to build beloved community. 
 
So, what does that mean today?  Agency is like any other capacity of the human soul.  It 
is divinely granted, but it comes with a purpose that involves responsibility.  It must be 
surrendered to a higher purpose.  That purpose is to build beloved community. 
 
For people who share in the dominant culture of the United States, agency comes so 
naturally that we often lose sight of it.  I was speaking with one of the people who work 
in Underground Ministries with Chris Hoke this last week.  He is an ex-gang, ex-con, he's 
got facial tattoos, brown skin and black hair.  Of the shooting in Walmart last week he 
said, “When I go to Walmart I go in and I go out.  I don't just hang around.  If I see 
something sketchy coming down, I leave.  When I go to a gas station and someone 
sketchy-looking appears, I just clear out.”  He misused his agency early in life, lost much 
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of it in prison, and has learned how to use it to keep himself safe so that he can work with 
kids at the High School, helping them to use their agency responsibly.  He is enormously 
aware of agency.  He works to guide the agency of those who are just learning to engage 
it.  He does so out of a heart that has learned to love. 
 
On the other hand, and I tell this story with all the love in my heart for a friend I've 
known for years, who had dozens of years of experience on mission in Honduras, and 
who can defend herself in Spanish quite well.  One day she took issue with the way the 
local Hondurans had organized the clinic in a certain village.  She asked me to fix it, and 
I demurred.  I somehow felt uncomfortable with her request.  As priest, as someone who 
so easily passes as a White guy from the US, I have a lot of clout, a lot of agency.  I could 
easily have gone to bat for her.  Later, thinking about it, I did not feel comfortable 
violating the agency of the local Hondurans.  I didn't think it was my place. 
 
Those of us with a lot of social capital have the freedom to exercise agency in broad and 
sweeping ways.  If we are not careful, we can violate the sacred agency of others who do 
not have the same social capital.  It takes an act of empathy and love to set aside our 
capacity to act to make room for another, but doing so builds beloved community. 
 
Some in our society do not have the same freedom to exercise their divinely given 
agency:  black, brown, LGBTQIA+, AAPI, women, Native American, immigrants, 
undocumented people, to just get started on a long and complicated list.  The freedom to 
exercise one's sacred agency is tiered in our society, with many levels and many 
combinations.  We talk about freedom for all, but we don't do it very well.  The beloved 
community of faith stands in contrast to our society.  Among us, those hierarchies cannot 
stand.  Making space for the exercise of full agency by all God’s children is an act of 
setting captives free. 
 
Agency as a Christian has two sides that reflect the Inner and the Outer dimensions of the 
human experience.  I will work to become aware of my own agency, and to live into it 
with humility and love, seeking always to subsume its powers to the purpose of building 
beloved community, and I will fight to preserve your sacred agency, and walk with you 
as you learn to exercise it to build beloved community.  Maybe in the long run we are 
agents in the legal sense.  We are agents of God, heralds and workers in the Beloved 
Community. 
 


