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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 

Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 
 

Matthew 10:24-39 (CEB) 
 
I’ve shared with you all before that, in my pre-ordination life, I earned a couple of music 
degrees. If you don’t know much about the world of undergraduate and graduate music 
performance studies, I’ll tell you this: They are intense degree programs. You’re expected to 
spend about four hours a day practicing plus several hours in ensemble rehearsals and concerts. 
You either learn how to practice very efficiently or you become really good friends with coffee. 
Physical injury and pain is a reality of life — most instrumentalists struggle with various repetitive 
motion injuries along the way or, in the harp studio at least, inconvenient maladies like blood 
blisters. Singers learn about fun stuff like nodules and steroid shots. Then, on top of your practice 
and performance hours, you’re expected to take a full academic load — the usual gen. ed. 
requirements plus years of music theory, music history, pedagogy, sight singing and dictation. At 
the schools I attended, music students were expected to apply for special permission each 
semester so we could take more than the maximum allowed credit hour load. These degree 
programs are not for the casually committed musician. 
 
Part of that required coursework, at all levels, focuses on developing the ear. Students take 
courses called “Sight-singing and Dictation” that are narrowly focused on developing the skills of 
quickly translating music on paper into music we sing, without assistance of accompaniment, as 
well as the reverse skill: quickly translating music we hear — melodies as well as harmony — into 
music notated on paper (that’s the “dictation” part). In the music history courses, there’s a long-
standing tradition of “drop the needle” exams, so dubbed because in its earliest days the 
professor would literally drop the needle on the record to play a random excerpt of a piece of 
music. By the time I was going through this rite of passage, professors cued up digital excerpts 
that were a little less random but still challenging for the student. The task for the listener is to 
quickly analyze the minute or so of music played, identify its characteristics and, hopefully, the 
composer and even title of the piece. This method of examining music students serves a couple 
of purposes: First, it bonds the students together as they commiserate over their shared pain and 
misery as they attempt to prepare for these largely un-preparable exams. Second, it forces 
students to learn how to listen a little more deeply, an invaluable skill for musicians. This training 
helps musicians go beyond casual listening that only asks, “Do I like what I’m hearing?” or “Does 
this music bring me pleasure?” and instead ask, “What are the details of what I’m hearing?” and 
“What do those details tell me about this piece of music?” Listening deeply is a skill we have to 
cultivate. It requires practice and, perhaps, those nail-biting “drop the needle” exams to force 
us to do the work. 
 
Our scripture reading today is a challenging one. In chatting with pastor friends this week, there 
seemed to be a universal dread about preaching this text. These words of Jesus are hard to hear 



and even harder to understand. Barbara Brown Taylor calls this passage a "burr from Matthew's 
Gospel… one of those passages I wish he had never written down."1 There’s that awful part of 
this passage that talks about Jesus turning sons against fathers and daughters against mothers…. 
it doesn’t exactly scream, “Happy Father’s Day!” does it? And yet. These are the words of our 
holy scripture, so we have to wrestle with them. There’s a lot to unpack in this passage, more 
than I can meaningfully address this morning, so I’ll give you this invitation: Spend some time 
reading these words again sometime this week. Listen deeply, and hear what God says to you 
through them. 
 
As I prepared for this message, one of the more intriguing verses in this passage that leapt out to 
me was verse 27: “What I say to you in the darkness, tell in the light; and what you hear 
whispered, announce from the rooftops.” Those words kept replaying in my mind these past few 
weeks. At first, I thought of them as words exhorting us to proclaim the Good News. And they 
probably are. But then, the more I listened to those words, I grew increasingly convicted that 
they were less about proclamation and more about listening. The proclamation from the 
rooftops only comes from that which we hear God saying… in the darkness… whispered. What 
could that mean? Perhaps these words suggest that God might speak in ways we don’t 
anticipate, in unlikely places and times, with unexpected words, or even through unexpected 
people.  
 
Our “cloud of witnesses” series takes us to someone who might know something about hearing 
God in unexpected ways. The Rev. Robert Watson Wood was born in Youngstown, Ohio in 1923. 
He grew up in the Midwest, enrolled in college at the University of Pennsylvania, and then 
abandoned his studies to enlist in the Army during World War II. He was severely wounded and 
left with military honors, including the Bronze Star Medal. After finishing his degree at the 
University of Pennsylvania, he studied at Oberlin Seminary and was ordained in the early 1950s. 
He served the rest of his life as a pastor, primarily in New England. While all of that points to a life 
well lived, that’s not what set Rev. Wood apart. 
 
You see, sixty years ago, when homosexuality was still classified as a mental disorder and 
LGBTQ+ people lived in the shadows of American society, Rev. Wood heard God whispering 
from those shadows. In a world where homosexuality was largely criminalized and discrimination 
and hate crimes against LGBTQ+ folks were generally legal, Rev. Wood heard God telling him 
some unexpected things and became an outspoken advocate for LGBTQ+ inclusion in the 
church and same-sex marriage. In 1960, nearly a decade before Stonewall, he wrote a book 
entitled “Christ and the Homosexual” pleading for equality and acceptance at a time when the 
only mentions of LGBTQ+ people in the church were when pastors deigned to condemn them 
from their pulpits. Rev. Wood initially hesitated to write this book, not because he wanted to shy 
away from the controversy but because he believed others were better qualified to do so. 
However, he soon realized no one in the Church was proclaiming this Good News, so he got to 
work writing the book and borrowed against his life insurance policy to pay for the publication 
himself. This book was well ahead of its time, before the American gay rights movement gained 
much traction in general society and civil discourse and certainly long before the Church was 
having this conversation.  

                                                 
1 Barbara Brown Taylor, God in Pain: The Mystery of Suffering (Canterbury Press, 2018). 



 
Rev. Wood didn’t stop at this book. He was a regular fixture at protests for LGBTQ+ justice and 
was noted for his willingness to associate his name publicly with the movement as well as show 
up with these protestors on the streets in a clergy collar, two things that just weren’t done in his 
day — at least, not those who wanted to stay employed by the Church. And yet, Rev. Wood 
continued to serve, ministering faithfully with his parishioners, gay and straight alike, all while 
advocating for the cause of justice with the people on the streets. He died in Concord, New 
Hampshire just two years ago, in 2018 at the age of 95, preceded in death many years earlier by 
his partner Hugh. 
 
Today, Rev. Wood’s message doesn’t seem all that radical. However, for him to say what he said 
and do what he did when he did when he did it is remarkable. He heard God saying things that 
pushed back against all of the Church’s comfortable theologies and practices, and he 
unquestionably proclaimed it from the rooftops. His faithful witness is inspiring. As I was exploring 
more of Rev. Wood’s life and writings, I came across an article he wrote in 1964, titled “Another 
Look at Christian Morals.” In it, he explores the Church’s response to LGBTQ+ inclusion not from a 
sociological perspective but through a distinctly Christian moral lens. He concludes his article 
with these words: 
 
“One final observation. We all recognize that [humankind] is living in a great age of flux and this 
is one reason so many try to find a non-existent changeless moral standard. But God is as much 
in change as… in stability …. If God is our good shepherd we shall hear [God’s] voice in change 
and chaos as well as in green pastures and beside still waters.”2 
 
We shall hear God’s voice in change and chaos, for God is there. That’s something I needed to 
hear today, because we are certainly in the midst of change and chaos. A global pandemic. A 
deepening economic crisis. An uprising in the streets. So much change, and so much chaos. But 
Rev. Wood reminds us that we shall hear God… not by escaping from it all to those still waters 
but by staying right here, in this place, where we shall hear God.  
 
In this global pandemic and the deepening economic crisis it revealed, I’ve heard a lot. There’s 
so much noise, and it seems impossible to keep up with all of the news, data, precautions, 
warnings, and scientific developments. And yet, I think I’ve heard God’s voice cutting through. 
I’ve heard God reminding us about what it really means to love our neighbor, and I’ve heard 
God challenging us to critically examine what it means to be the church and to live in 
community together. It’s not been easy, but in change and chaos, I’m hearing God anew. 
 
And then there’s this uprising in our streets. There’s a lot of noise there too — literally, there’s a lot 
of noise, with bullhorns and signs and hashtags galore. This might surprise you: I know some of 
y’all probably think I’m pretty young, but these folks in the streets, particularly the organizers? 
They’re really young, even compared to me. Most of them are literally a generation younger 
than I am. I’ve discovered that presents some challenges as I listen in this change and chaos on 
the streets. Not only is there a lot of noise, but some of it is spoken in a language I struggle to 
understand. 

                                                 
2 https://documents.alexanderstreet.com/d/1003347896 
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Sometimes it’s cultural references that I don’t get. (I’m realizing millennials like me aren’t as hip 
to the ways of Gen Z as we’d like to be.) Other times, it’s slogans, hashtags, and chants that 
make me a little uncomfortable when I first hear them. It’s those times I’m grateful for that music 
training, teaching me to listen deeper, to go beyond the easy reactions of “Do I like what 
they’re saying?” to do more listening and ask the harder questions as I seek to hear what is 
actually being said. Not everything is said as eloquently or cleanly as I’d like, but no one asked 
me to be their copyeditor, so my job is still to listen and listen deeply. As I’ve strived to do just that 
these past few weeks, I’ve think I’ve heard God here too. I’ve heard God challenging us in the 
Church to rock the boat a little more than we’d like so that we can join in this movement for 
justice. And I’ve heard God reminding us of that beautiful vision of heaven on earth, the kin-dom 
of God that is here, waiting for us to step into it. 
 
On the streets, these young people often quote the Black civil rights activist Assata Shakur, 
reciting her words:“It is our duty to fight for our freedom. It is our duty to win. We must love each 
other and support each other. We have nothing to lose but our chains.” It’s a powerful quote, 
and one I’ve heard often, encouraging us to keep on working for justice until all are free. 
However, this time around, I am continually struck by that third line, “We must love each other 
and support each other.” More specifically, I’m struck by how these young people are living that 
out — they are deeply committed to loving and supporting each other both in the streets and in 
their everyday lives, and they’re pointing us toward a better world where that radical love and 
support shapes all of our interactions, all of our systems and laws, our communities, and maybe 
even those churches they have little to do with these days. If you listen carefully and deeply, 
beyond the chants and hashtags, they’re casting a vision, and I’m pretty sure it’s that divine, 
holy vision of heaven on earth, of God’s kin-dom come. In the change and chaos that is 
happening on our streets, if we listen, if we listen deeply, we shall hear God.  
 
There is no question that we are surrounded by change and chaos. It’s easy to feel 
overwhelmed and anxious, to long for things to just “go back to normal.” We’ve been here 
before, and we have managed pretty well before to “go back to normal”. Perhaps that’s 
because we haven’t done a very good job of listening in the past. We know how to hear 
another’s stories, even another’s pain, but it doesn’t seem like we’ve listened in ways that 
changed us in any meaningful fashion. The listening we are used to doing hasn’t questioned our 
deepest held assumptions or resulted in lives lived differently. 
 
But we have an opportunity here. This is our chance to cultivate those listening skills we need to 
develop. There’s not going to be an eschatological “drop the needle” exam, but God is 
expecting something of us in this moment. God is speaking, in the darkness, in the whispers, in 
the shouts, and in the things we just don’t understand. God is speaking through the cloud of 
witnesses, those people of faith who have gone before us as well as the crowd of witnesses in 
our community and on our streets. We are invited to listen deeply, beyond just asking, “Do I like 
what I’m hearing?” so that we can hear the details, the unexpected things God is trying to say 
to us in change and chaos. And then we’re expected to shout it from the rooftops — but that’s 
a sermon for another day. 
 
Friends, Good News is all around us. May we hear it. 


