“Beginning like the Beguines”
A Sermon delivered by Rev. John Balicki
St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Wilton, Maine
9th Sunday after Pentecost, August 10, 2025

It’s time for Final Jeopardy, in this case a musical Final Jeopardy or if you prefer from an earlier time, “Name that Tune”:   [music plays]  and the correct Final Jeopardy question is:  “What is ‘Begin the Beguine’”.  
It all began when songwriter Cole Porter tood a Pacific cruise from Calabai to Fiji in 1935, and crafted the mesmerizing melody we just heard. The name came  from the beguine—a dance and music genre resembling a slow rhumba— demonstrations during coffee hour as an inducement to get you to come downstairs.
At first, Begin the Beguine didn't achieve instant popularity but everything changed when bandleader Artie Shaw released his rendition of the song in 1938.  It soared to the top of the charts firmly establishing Begin the Beguine as one of the most cherished and iconic songs of the Swing Era. It has special meaning for me as I used it as the postlude at my mother’s funeral.
Now I don’t need to tell you that English is a funny and quirky language.  All sorts of words have multiple and very different meanings.  And the word “beguine” has an earlier meaning as well, as related to a group of women who founded live-in communities in Belgium and the Low Countries in the 13th century.  Who were they and why did they do this? Well stay tuned.
For women in 12th century Europe there were only two paths open to a young girl as she reached adolescence:  marriage or the convent.  For some those two choices seemed limiting and not what it meant for them to live a life in service to God.  So they began to gather in houses, some as large as 1,000 women, others as small as two.
Their common life was based on three principles: the freedom to come and go; a deep commitment to “seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow;” and a spirit of mutual support. The beguines set the rules for themselves, worked together, prayed together, preached to each other, and reached out to their communities to support the most vulnerable. They founded hospitals and schools. They wrote and copied manuscripts, often in the vernacular, so that they could be widely shared.
The mission of the beguines was clearly based on what we heard this morning from the first chapter of the prophet Isaiah.  These writings from the Book of Isaiah are not the lovely passages we hear in Advent or Christmas.   J. Blake Couey describes this first chapter thusly, “With its stunning poetry, inspiring call for justice, and complex portrayal of God, Isaiah 1 is one of the most memorable chapters of biblical prophetic literature”. This Isaiah lived during the 8th century BCE during the lives of four different Judean kings.  In the verses we heard God rejects the people’s worship, a scandalous thought because they thought they were supposed to be doing everything God commanded in the Torah.   These people of excessive religiousity only talked the talk but didn’t walk the walk.  They have blood on their hands because they are not protecting the vulnerable, seeking justice, rescuing the oppressed, defending the orphan, pleading for the widow.  Psalm 50 which we recited picks up this same theme.  
Translating to present day I can’t help thinking about all the hullabaloo some churches made during the time of the pandemic when state regulations asked houses of worship to close in the interest of public health. Unfortunately there doesn’t seem to be similar outcry to the cutting of Medicaid benefits, the loss of fuel assistance and food stamps, tax breaks for the rich instead of the poor.  We need to remember that neither Jesus nor the prophets told their followers that the most important thing in life was to go to church.  What was most important? To love our neighbors as ourselves or in the words of Isaiah “seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow”. The prophet says it is only by doing these things that the people of Judah can escape God’s condemnation and receive forgiveness.
Back to the Beguines who took these words of Isaiah seriously.  They were not moved by the ritual of their day and didn’t see enough people caring for those in need. While these women created countless manuscripts, they did not leave a significant recorded history of themselves. They didn’t feel it was necessary to label themselves, to claim an order or an identity. They didn’t seek (and didn’t receive) any official acknowledgement from the church. Many questions about who they were and how they lived are left unanswered by the utmost authorities — themselves. Sometimes they simply called themselves “Friends of God.” 
And here’s a big news flash so fasten your seatbelts on this one: Women living outside the rules were not especially tolerated. They threatened the status quo and did so publicly. Many were persecuted and their way of life simply faded out. But what do they have to teach us?
They were people who chose what was known as the “third way”, not a life of marriage and family and not a life of professed religion. They simply carried on the work that needed to be done: they cared for the sick and the poor and educated children.  
What is our third way?  While we have more choices in life than the beguines, our churches have fewer worshippers than in the past. Yet we still cherish the traditions that have been handed to us. We don’t want to lose them. Like the beguines, we seek both freedom and a path of holiness. We don’t see these things as antithetical to each other, but we don’t know what labels to choose for the paths that we seek.
One more thing we can take from the beguines is from a description by Jesse Harriman, “The beguine mystics were women with their eyelids licked open by God.” They sought new images and words alongside new ways of living. Like the prophet Isaiah, they took the tradition for its word, “peer[ed] down inside its cavernous shell," and wondered what in here is still “worth saying, worth pointing to”?
[bookmark: _GoBack]That’s our mission. Perhaps that’s how we “begin the beguine” and maybe that tune is a reminder to do it.  To allow God to lick open our eyelids, to continue to remind ourselves that what God really wants from us is to live lives of compassion and justice and to take care of those who need it.  That new pathways may open to us to live our lives of faith. And to find whatever level of community supports us on this journey. That’s why St. Luke’s is still here and may we continue to find here our true treasure and a true place for our hearts and souls. 
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