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The words of the anthem the choir just sang were written in the late 1600’s by an Anglican Church priest, Thomas Ken.  The beauty and power of his poetry takes on new meaning when we realize the history of the man who gave life to these words.  Ken was appointed bishop by Charles II in 1684.  However, just four years later he was thrown into prison by Charles’ successor, James II.  Bishop Ken was imprisoned for his refusal to sign the Declaration of Indulgence.
  The Declaration provided that religions, other than the Church of England, would have the right to exist in the Commonwealth and that there would be no penalty exacted on those who would chose to worship outside the national church.  Now, to our 21st century minds, this seems more than fair; but to Bishop Ken the Declaration challenged and weakened his beloved Anglican Church and so, in opposition to the Declaration’s stance, Bishop Ken stood his ground, relinquished his freedom and was consigned to the Tower of London.
  
In his prison cell, some historians note, he wrote poems of beauty that became hymns of power for his beloved church.  In fact, the words that are sung in Christian churches the world over, the words we sing each Sunday after we gather the offertory, “praise God from whom all blessings flow, praise him all creatures here below, praise him above ye heavenly hosts, praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost”, were written by Thomas Ken.   
When we know how much Ken loved Christ’s church, when we know what he gave up in support of the church, when we know that he stood against an earthly King, Charles II, so that in his own heart and mind, he might stand for his heavenly King, we can hear the words of this morning’s anthem in new and deepened ways, “All praise to You, my God, this day, for blessings that may come my way.  Keep me, O keep me, King of Kings, beneath your own almighty wings”.
Yes, today we may hear these words for what they proclaim; Thomas Ken’s belief that no matter his state, no matter his position, no matter the circumstances that made up the daily pattern of his life incarcerated or free, he would fill his mind with the good things of God, with the praise of God.  Bishop Ken’s words, sung so easily this morning, were born out of a hope that his belief in God would bless him and keep him; keep until truth would win out and he would be freed.  The poetry of his soul was born out of his habit of filling his mind with thoughts of God, of thinking not on what he had lost but on the lovely things of God.  
And so it was with the Apostle Paul.  The words Jacob read to us this morning from Paul’s letter to the Church at Philippi were also written from a prison cell.  Paul, we are told, was incarcerated for defending the one religion that he knew to be true.  Locked inside a room no larger than this chancel space Paul found what was essential to him and passed it on to those who would read his letter.  He says, “Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication, which simply means asking, with thanksgiving make your request known to God and the peace of God will guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.”  
Paul, like the author of our morning anthem writes to those around him of a trust in God’s amazing grace.  He writes that the peace of God is available even in the midst of the storms of life.  He encourages those who would listen to not be anxious but rather to trust that God was present, that God was interested, and that God would keep them in perfect peace.  Yes, like Thomas Ken Paul is able to declare that no matter one’s state, no matter what one has lost; in every situation, by prayer, with thanksgiving and in hope peace is possible.
The Apostle Paul and the Anglican Bishop respond from similar places of imprisonment with similar thoughts filled with praise.  In places of difficulty and darkness, in places of confinement and challenge, they each write with strength and power to encourage those who would follow them, who would learn from them.  Paul and Thomas seem to have much to teach us but what is most striking to me, what surprises me most as I read the words to Ken’s anthems and the words of Paul’s letter is that they both ask us to focus not on our actions, not on our plans, but instead they ask us to focus on what we should rightly think.  
Think?  Think?  If I am in prison beloved of God, like Paul or like Bishop Ken, I would want you to do more than think!  I would want you to act!  Even if you were not acting to free me from my circumstances, I would want you to act to be sure you were kept safe, act to be sure you remained free.  But both Paul and Ken seemed focus not on the actions of those who listened to them but on those things that might fill their beings and occupy their thoughts.

In particular Paul, with clarity and with focus tells those reading his letter; finally, after all the accusations have been raised, finally after everything has been discussed and is done; finally, here is what I want you to do Church at Philippi; I want you to think on whatever is true, what ever is noble.  Beloved of God, Paul says clearly in his letter think on what ever is just, what ever is pure, whatever is lovely, what ever is of a good report.  Yes, think, not act, not teach, not wear these virtues on placards placed across your chests; but think on these things.  Fill your mind with these qualities, think on these things and take them fully in.  

Think!  And in his writing Paul uses a precise Greek word to convey his thoughts.  He uses the word lo-gē'-zo-mī  (the Greek is λογίζομαι).  It means to weigh carefully, to consider fully.  It means to meditate on and to take it.  Paul is urging his readers to think about something in such a way that they will absorb its very meaning into their being; absorb it and allow it to nourish and fill them, just as the taking in of good food nourishes and fills the body. 
Why would Paul tells his followers to think on these things and not act on them?  After all, this is the Paul who ventured thousands of miles, acting on his call to spread the gospel of Jesus Christ.  This is the Paul who traveled and taught, who wrote and preached.  Why would he now, at the close of his letter to the church at Philippi, encourage them to think and not act?  

Though Paul does not offer an explicit answer to this question, what I take from this text, is in the midst of his imprisonment, in the middle of a set of difficult situations, in the moment when life was testing him with circumstances that did not respond to a ready answer, Paul knew that he had to model what was truly transformative for those who were watching.  He had to model a way of winning the battle; the battle for the hearts and souls of Christ’s people and battle that would never be won by brute force or even by acting alone.  No Paul knew that all battles were first won on the staging ground of the heart and mind.  Yes, he knew the battle for life, the battle for souls, the battle for the kind of faith necessary to sustain the hearts and minds of those who would follow Christ would be won not first through what God’s people would do but through what they would think and believe.  The writer of Proverbs 23:7 penned it well hundreds of years before Paul, as a person believes, so is he.
  Paul asks his followers to think, because as they think, so are they.
You and I who live and breathe in a world that is full of confusion, in a world where money is as vaporous as thin air, where nations can be at war and our national news is filled with who said what on a catwalk in a fake beauty pageant where other things are also fake, where beautiful children in beautiful suburbs can be so sad that they lose all hope and their lives by their actions; yes you and I live in a world where there is a war for our minds, a war waged on many fronts and over many hours of every day – in this reality you and I must be careful to guard our minds and to fill them first with good and godly things, with thoughts of what is true, what is noble, what is just, what is pure, what is lovely and what will bring a good report.  This is our first line of defense, our first line of hope, to be filled with good things.
In the moments when we find ourselves in cells of doubt and anger, on those days when our circumstances and situations do not respond to simply or ready answers, in those situations when we feel the lesser portions of humanity’s rising up around us or in us, I believe we have to stop and still our minds and fill them with the good things of God; the truth of God’s word that God is always near even when we cannot feel God’s presence; the truth that God will never leave us or forsake us; the truth that God is watching and waiting to walk beside us in difficult days and days of delight.   
Yes, we must fill our minds with things that are noble, virtues of friendship and community, of hope and faith, virtues of goodness and kindness, peace and self discipline.  We must fill our minds with things that are just; the rightness of the belief that each human being is created in God’s image and no one ought to be without the means to live fully into the potential God has formed in them.  

Beloved of God we must fill our minds and encourage those we know to do the same, fill our minds with those things that are pure; the sweet taste of water that has not known pollution, the love of an infant for his parents, the love of a God for all of creation. Fill our minds with what is lovely; the smell of spring on a bright new morning’s dawn; the smile of a friend who has not been seen in too many days, the sound of birds alive and on the wing, the beauty of an apple bright and red hanging from its tree.  Fill our minds with things that bring a good report, not the bad news of the day, but the good news of a church whose doors are open to all, the good news of a God who welcomes and loves all, the good news of the hope that in Christ we can do all things, the good news that are sins are forgiven and we are washed clean by the blood of the lamb.

In these days and times in which we live, in these moments when it is hard sometimes to face the coming day, we must do as Paul advises, we must do as our morning hymn recalls, we must think on these things, the good things of God.  We must think of these things, taking them in, letting them nourish us, letting them fill us, letting them be the thoughts that spur our actions.  
We must take them in especially when we feel as if we are in our own spaces of confinement, our own spaces of difficulty and challenge; take them in and think on them.  For as we do as Paul encouraged, as we think of the things of God, as we think on the ways of Christ, for these virtues indeed embody the ways of Christ; as we fill our hearts and minds with these things God is God’s heaven thinking about us.  That’s the promise Jeremiah offers us from his text.  For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, God tells us in the prophet’s book; I am thinking for you thoughts of peace, thoughts not to harm you, but thoughts that provide for you a future and a world of hope.
When the vagaries of life meet you face to face, when it seems as if the scope of the day turns in on you, when you feel that you have been encased in a space no larger than this chancel, think on these things, the things of God that are true, the things of God that are noble, that are just, that are lovely and pure and bring a good report.  Think on these things, knowing God is thinking about you, fill your mind with the good things of God and let your actions flow from these.  As a person thinks, so will he or she be.  Finally, think on these things and let them guide your life.
� For information on the Declaration of Indulgence see � HYPERLINK "http://www.jacobite.ca/documents/16870404.htm" ��http://www.jacobite.ca/documents/16870404.htm�. 


� For more information on Thomas Ken please go to � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Ken" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Ken�.  


� Proverbs 23:7.
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