
Be Strong                                       Alison Kershaw 

Thirteenth Sunday After Pentecost [21] B, 22nd August 2021, St Leonard’s, Denmark 

Joshua 24.1-2a, 24.14-18, Psalm 34.15-22, Ephesians 6.10-20, John 6.56-69 

Through the written word and the spoken word may we know your Living Word,  

Jesus Christ our Saviour, Amen 
 

In Celtic tradition a lorica is a prayer for protection, an invocation of divine power, summoning 

spiritual courage in the face of darkness. The Latin word lorica means amour, and the tradition was 

probably inspired by verses from today’s epistle:  

… be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his power.  Put on the whole armour of God … 

Stand therefore, and fasten the belt of truth around your waist, and put on the breastplate of 

righteousness.  (Ephesians 6.10-11,13-14) 
   

The lorica we are probably most familiar with is the prayer (not originally in Latin, but Old Irish) that 

we know as the Breastplate of St Patrick. Several hymns in our tradition are based upon it, including 

our opening hymn This day God gives me. To paraphrase: 

 

This day God gives me 

Strength of high heaven, 

Sun and moon shining, 

Flame in my hearth, 

Flashing of lightning, 

Wind in its swiftness, 

Deeps of the ocean, 

Firmness of earth. 

 

This day God sends me 

Strength to sustain me, 

Might to uphold me, 

Wisdom as guide … 

 

 

God's way is my way, 

God's shield is round me, 

God's host defends me, 

Saving from ill … 

 

Rising I thank you, 

Mighty and Strong One, 

King of creation, 

Giver of rest, 

Firmly confessing 

Threeness of Persons, 

Oneness of Godhead, 

Trinity blest.                         

 (Adapted by James Quinn, in Together in Song, 

No. 642.)

This hymn draws on translations that begin with and repeat the phrase I arise today:  

“I arise today, through a mighty strength, the invocation of the Trinity…”  Other versions begin 

each verse with I bind unto my self today, including the epic hymn based on Cecil Frances 

Alexander’s translation (which I nearly chose today as it is closer to the full text, but exceedingly 

long and I thought there might be grumbles!)  “I bind unto myself today the virtues of the starlit 

heaven, the glorious sun’s life-giving ray, the whiteness of the moon at even, the flashing of the 

lightening free, the whirling wind’s tempestuous shocks, the stable earth, the deep salt sea, around 

the old eternal rocks …” (Together in Song, No. 478) In my wildly romantic imagination I envision a 

Celtic warrior strapping on his armour as storm driven waves crash against his cliff-top fortress. 

Stirring stuff! 

 

But the phrase bind unto myself takes us deeper into the meaning of the ‘armour of God.’ The 

author of the Epistle to the Ephesians draws on imagery used in Isaiah (59.16-17) and Wisdom 

(5.15-23) describing God’s power against injustice, oppression, and wrongdoing, but shifts the 

emphasis onto the believer who will take the strength of God upon or into themselves.  

 



To take such passages as a literal call to arms is to miss the point – and yet history tells the violent 

tale of those who have taken up arms, not to liberate the oppressed, but to ‘defend the faith.’ Only 

last week, with the Taliban re-taking Kabul, we were reminded of the obscenity of enforcing faith 

through violence. For this reason, I am uncomfortable with the Joshua reading, where Joshua asks 

the people to be loyal to the God who has protected them through great trials - but these include 

driving out before them all the peoples, the Amorites, who lived in the land. Is God always on the 

side of the victor?  

 

The language of armoury can be misappropriated. Even if taken purely metaphorically, the 

language employed in crusades of evangelisation can be insensitive and domineering – running 

counter to the good news of the gospel. On holiday in Tasmania recently, we visited a heartbreaking 

memorial to female convicts and their brutal re-education by church and state. Nearby was a church 

led, according to the sign outside, by ‘Patrol Officer Revd. X’. I didn’t go in. 

 

The author of Ephesians, however, insists ‘our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, 

but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, 

against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.” (Ephesians 6.12) Here too is some reason 

for the modern reader to feel uncomfortable. The letter to the Ephesians talks of cosmic spiritual 

warfare but is not exclusively concerned with dark other worldly forces unrelated to ordinary life. 

The personification of evil in the ancient world can seem very strange to us, and we may not know 

how literally or metaphorically the author is speaking – but perhaps we can relate to the sense of 

being challenged, confronted, and threatened by a relentless tide of destruction and suffering – the 

endless conflicts, massive displacements, extinctions, present and looming environmental 

catastrophes of our time.  

 

And yet there is hope and, if we look, heartening stories of restoration, healing, evolutions in 

understanding, and old prejudices being laid aside. But for goodness to prevail, we must step up, 

stand firm, be peacemakers, and “make known with boldness the mystery of the gospel.” 

(Ephesians 6.20) The overall story in Ephesians, indeed, the whole Christ story, is not one of 

conquest but of breaking down barriers and systems of discrimination, of finding a new way 

forward founded in the love of Christ for all people. If there is conquest or victory, it is over hate, 

blindness, falsity, and death. 

 

As shoes for your feet put on whatever will make you ready to proclaim the gospel of 

peace.  With all of these, take the shield of faith, with which you will be able to quench all 

the flaming arrows of the evil one.  Take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, 

which is the word of God.  Ephesians 6.15-17) 

 

If we bind Christ unto ourselves, we will, as we hear in John’s gospel, abide in Christ and Christ, the 

opposing cosmic force of light and life, the very essence of the starlit heaven and the eternal rocks, 

will abide in us – and make us strong. “The sword of the Spirit … is the word of God” – which is not 

a black book to threaten people with but is, says Jesus, spirit and life – and all the protection we need. 

 

And when we face personal sadness or darkness, and the world seems a hostile place, it may be time 

to incant an old Celtic prayer for protection and strength. In the words of St Patrick’s Breastplate: 

I bind unto myself this day,   

The strong power of the invocation of the Trinity: 

The faith of the Trinity in the Unity 

The Creator of the elements.   Amen                 (adapted from various translations)  


