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God Is Not Elsewhere 

August 22, 2021 

 

In the early days of Christianity (300s and 400s), monasteries became popular.  The Roman 

empire was collapsing; so there was a longstanding sense of disorder and turmoil and upheaval 

and fear.   Many faithful men and women sought peace and God through living monastic lives.  

They would become monks or nuns and go to live in a monastery or convent under the authority 

of the superior, where there was peace and stability. 

 

There were some monks though who left monasteries to wander.  They would walk the 

countryside, searching for a better monastery or community, one that they liked more than their 

previous order, and sometimes they would even join and leave several monasteries. 

 

These itinerant monks were given a name: gyrovagues.  “Gyro” means circle, and “vague” 

means wander, so these monks were seen as “walking in circles.”  Most monastery-dwelling 

monks did not care for these gyrovagues, because they were constantly searching for the greener 

grass, rather than devoting themselves to a faith community and seeking God in one place. 

 

During the times when gyrovagues were becoming more numerous, a monk named Benedict of 

Nursia formed his own community (somewhat unintentionally).  For this community, Benedict 

wrote a Rule of Life that focused on staying and living in a community to work out differences 

and seek God (not in the new and exciting but) in the familiar. 

 

It’s a direct rejection of the gyrovague lifestyle. 

 

Author Esther de Waal summarizes this piece of St. Benedict’s Rule by writing, “God is not 

elsewhere.”   
Esther de Wall. Seeking God: The Rule of St. Benedict. Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1984. 

 

“God is not elsewhere.”  These gyrovagues can wander and think that God will more present or 

noticeable there when they find a nicer monastery with an abbot they love and brothers who all 

get along.  But, a) that’s not going to happen, and b) God isn’t going to wait to show up until 

things are perfect. 

 

In our Gospel, Jesus has been preaching on his being the Bread of Life for the past month.  And 

today we hear the results of his teaching: his followers are struggling to hear it.  They say, “This 

teaching is difficult; who can accept it?” 

 

(I’m not sure why this is the toughest teaching to accept. After all, Jesus also talks about being 

willing to leave your family, be homeless, and eventually die to follow him.  The disciples 

mostly seem okay with that, and yet they struggle with Jesus’ teaching that his body is food?  I 

mean, sure, it’s not an easy teaching, but there are other lessons from Jesus that are a lot harder 

to swallow.) 

 

As a result of his discourse, many of his followers turn away and stop following Jesus.  Maybe 

those folks didn’t know what they were getting into.  Maybe they liked the fact that Jesus could 
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cast out demons and make the blind see, and they said, “I want to know more!”  And now when 

Jesus demands something of them, they say, “I didn’t sign up for this” and leave.  Who knows? 

 

Jesus then turns to his 12 most loyal disciples (or at least 11 of them) and asks them, “What 

about you?”  I wish we had the tone of Jesus’ question.  Was he hurt by this mass abandonment?  

Was he angry?  Did he feel defeated?  We don’t know.  But he does ask his 12 what they will do. 

 

And I love Peter’s response: “Teacher, where would we go?  You have shown us what abundant 

life is.  You are the Holy one of God.”  God is not elsewhere.  Yes, it’d be easier to leave you 

and go find a teacher who demands less of his students.  But God is here.  And we will do what it 

takes to follow you. 

 

Yes, it is hard to follow Jesus.  And yes, it is worth it. 

 

In particular, I’m thinking of that wonderful piece of our baptismal vows, when we promise to 

seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving our neighbor as ourselves. 

 

When we find ourselves dealing with difficult people, or in difficult communities (not unhealthy 

communities; that’s a different story), our tendency is to run.   

-It’s easier to just leave a group of people than to stay and work through our differences.   

-It’s easier to retreat to our in-group and talk about the “other people” than it is to stay in 

conversation with the Other.   

-It’s easier to tell others to leave, to say, “If you don’t like it, no one is making you stay.”  We 

don’t want to leave, but we also don’t want to deal with others, so we try to get them to run 

away. 

-It’s easier to click “Unfriend” than have an honest conversation with a family member whom 

you love. 

 

The temptation is often to go our separate ways, thinking that things will be better somewhere 

else, with different people.  The result of that is that we live in a world of gyrovagues.  A world 

of wanderers who are searching for happiness and belonging and a relationship with God and 

other people, and never finding it.   

 

Because peace is not elsewhere.  Belonging is not elsewhere.  God is not elsewhere. 

You find those things by putting work into the relationships and community where you are now. 

 

Because God will not suddenly appear when life is perfect.   

-God is not waiting to show up until Democrats and Republicans agree (thankfully); 

-God isn’t hiding until racial injustices are fully healed; 

-God isn’t missing until hunger and homelessness are eradicated.   

 

Those are great goals for our society, but God isn’t waiting until then to show up.  God is not 

elsewhere.  God is here now, in the drama, in the wrestling, in the disagreements, and even in the 

people whom we disagree with most.  God is in the striving to be a more loving human 

community. 
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On a lighter note, I’m not just preaching this in the nuttiness that is 2021.  I’m also preaching this 

as your future Rector.  Sorry, you’re stuck with me for a while. 

 

And I hope that as we grow in this relationship together, we can a model for our world that God 

is not elsewhere.  God is here, even when life is imperfect.  When we disagree.  God is here, 

even while we still work to pay off our mortgage.  God is here, even as we try to figure out the 

best way to stay safe as virus case numbers again begin to rise.  We look forward to a time when 

we don’t have to worry about those things, but we don’t put off doing ministry until everything is 

perfect. 

 

Because this community of St. Gabriel’s (not just the buildings, but the community of St. 

Gabriel’s) is sacred.  And God is here. 

 

I’ll close with a story, which is an old Jewish folktale. 

 

There was a poor woman who lived in large town.  This woman was tired of living in the same 

place year after year, where there was poverty and corruption.  She longed to live in a place 

where there was peace, where people were joyful, where her neighbors worked for justice; a 

place where heaven existed on earth. 

 

So one day, the woman packed up her few belongings, and set off to find this wonderful city.  

She walked all day, and as dusk settled, she found herself in the woods.  She set up her camp, 

and to make sure that she didn’t lose her orientation in the trees, she pointed her shoes in the 

direction she was walking, so that she knew which way to go the next day. 

 

As the woman slept, though, a wandering trickster found her campsite.  Seeing her shoes 

pointing in one direction, this trickster turned them around, so that they pointed back the way she 

had come. 

 

In the morning, the woman awoke, and after eating a light breakfast, she put on her shoes and 

started walking. 

 

That evening, she looked up and saw her destination in the distance.  The heavenly city was 

smaller than she imagined, but it was beautiful.  As she entered, she saw the townspeople 

laughing, sharing with one another, standing up for one another.  It was perfect. 

 

As this woman walked, though, she noticed how familiar the buildings and streets looked.  And 

the truth dawned on her. 

 

But her perspective had changed.  She saw people around her working for peace and justice.  She 

saw joy.  And she wanted to join in, to help make this town the location where heaven existed on 

earth. 

 

Amen. 
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