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Sermon, St. David’s Episcopal, Proper 16B, 8/22/2021, 1 Kings 8:[1, 6, 10-11], 22-30, 41-43 

(Elizabeth Felicetti) 

 

In today’s Old Testament reading, Solomon blessed the temple, the great temple that God did not 

allow his father, King David, to build. This is the great temple that became central to worship. 

 

As usual, I’m interested in the verses that are not in the Sunday reading. With the fall of Kabul, 

the earthquake in Haiti, and the Delta variant forcing a return to restrictive measures we thought 

we’d finally left behind, I’m especially struck by Solomon’s references to difficulties during his 

day. In verse 35, Solomon prayed about heaven being shut up so there was no rain. That may 

seem somewhat unimaginable to us after our past soggy week—the labyrinth was partly under 

water some days when I prayed it—but my beloved home state of Arizona has been experiencing 

a horrible years-long drought. I am supposed to go see it in person in a week and am praying that 

the pandemic, which has already messed up many trips to see family, lets me to go.  

 

Our parish administrator Connie calls the current pandemic “the plague,” and Solomon had 

plague in his prayer, too, in another line we don’t get this morning, verse 37: “If there is a famine 

in the land, if there is plague, blight, mildew, locust, or caterpillar; if their enemy besieges them 

in any of their cities, whatever plague, whatever sickness there is”—Solomon prayed that 

whatever the circumstances, God would hear the cries about such afflictions in heaven.  

 

This temple Solomon had built was not only a thin space in which to offer praise but a refuge for 

lament, and as much as we often think that we are living in unprecedented times, drought and 

plague and blight and besieged cities have, unfortunately, been with us for millennia. We can see 

that in Solomon’s prayer. The world has long been a mess, and we have longed for places to 

gather to celebrate and mourn and praise God together.  

 

While we can resonate with the plagues and pestilences of ancient times, understanding what this 

temple meant at the time of this dedication may be trickier to grasp. These people of God had 

been enslaved in Egypt, led through the Red Sea to freedom, and then wandered in the 

wilderness for a generation before finally finding the Promised Land. They were at first ruled by 

judges, but then they insisted on being led by a king like other nations, so they had Saul, and then 

David, and now Solomon.  

 

And it’s only now, under Solomon, that they get a dazzling, enormous temple. A centralized 

institution. A building that will be burned and rebuilt and destroyed again.  

A building that will have phone lines go out and air conditioners break and a parking lot that 

needs to be plowed after a snow storm and grass that needs to be cut the rest of the year with 

insufficient volunteers and mowers that break.  

The past eighteen months have further revealed our fraught relationships with buildings and 

places and technology and people. I remember being horrified by the idea of this building not 

being “open” for Easter in 2020, and then I blinked and we were facing a second Easter of being 

closed. We ended up regathering for that Easter masked, without singing, missing a bunch of 

people, some of whom never made it back because of this plague.  
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Others may have found that they felt less attached to a central building, that they could find God 

in other places, including on screens. They could watch our recording whenever it was 

convenient. They could watch recordings from fancier cathedral-like places with large staffs that 

are more like Solomon’s temple than our church on the corner. 

What makes a space sacred? Does it need soaring ceilings and stained glass, a marble altar and a 

pipe organ? 

Last week we distributed portable altars that help answer that question, and some of you have 

already told me that you’ve used yours and loved it. I’ve used mine and intend to take it on my 

trip.  

The altars have a cloth made by the members of a sewing group, as well as a rock representing 

things that are hard, a shell to remind us of our baptismal covenant, a button to remind us to pray 

for the relationships that fasten us together. A candle. And a cross. 

Crosses can make spaces sacred since they are a symbol sacred to Christians. But crosses were 

an execution method, one so brutal that Roman citizens could not be crucified under Roman law. 

I have to remind myself of this when I see crosses sometimes—for example, one of the crosses 

that for years leaned against our shed and sometimes was dragged in for Good Friday was placed 

in our labyrinth prayer garden, and my heart leapt when I saw it. Same with the gorgeous cross 

out here that John made. These are our sacred symbols: and they are ignoble instruments of death 

reserved for violent offenders and anyone seen as a threat to Roman rule. I can’t imagine 

wearing a noose or a gun as jewelry, yet I have numerous cross necklaces.  

A Roman torture and execution device has become a holy symbol to a holy people.  

Solomon gathered people and prayed to God and made that giant building holy. Jesus died on a 

cross for us and made that symbol holy. 

With God’s help, we make all kinds of surprising things holy through prayer. Today we’re 

blessing backpacks. I’ve presided over the funeral of a hamster. But when I think about it, the 

cross is still the most surprising. 

This week I had a long talk with Deacon Bill about his experiences on Death Row. I felt a pull to 

talk to him about it last week when I heard about a man in Texas scheduled to be executed next 

month who wants his pastor in the chamber with him to lay hands on him as he’s lethally 

injected, but the state said no. I remembered that Bill had been in the death chamber with nine 

different men, and I felt a strong call to talk to him about this.  

So a week ago Friday, I was having my oil changed, sitting in Allen Tire with a mask on doing a 

little research on the death penalty when in walks Deacon Bill. And I thought, OK Holy Spirit, I 

guess you really want me to talk to Bill about this. As Bill pointed out, that was the first time in 

ten years of working together that we have unintentionally run into each other around town.  
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I sat down with Bill last week and interviewed him about his experiences, and I am so grateful 

that he did that work. It was holy work, and like the cross was an ugly implement of death, the 

work Bill did was ugly. He told me that after the executions he would go home and bathe 

because he felt dirty, like he had betrayed a fellow human being, even though what he was doing 

was praying with them. Helping to bring the presence of God to those men in a physical way. 

Incarnating something sacred in an unholy place. 

Solomon made his temple sacred through coming together with others and praying. We gather 

here on Sundays and Wednesdays and pray and share communion and make this space sacred, 

while others watch through screens, sometimes with reserve sacrament and sometimes through 

spiritual communion.  

How will you find sacred spaces in the coming week? What makes a place sacred to you? How 

can you bring a sacred space to someone else? 


