
 
 

Sermon by Mack Dennis, Pastor 
 
This may be an uneducated guess—it wouldn’t be my first one—but I’m imaging that after 
hearing this text read in worship there are a number of different expectations and anxieties 
presently in the sanctuary.  If you are younger or new to church, you have just heard this read for 
the first time, and you come to this reading with a clean slate.  This 31st chapter in Proverbs may 
strike you as interesting but antiquated, outdated, a bit old-fashioned.  It sounds just like 
something you’d expect to find in the Bible between all the great stories.  Nice, but with all the 
great options, couldn’t we have a sermon on something like Moses parting the Red Sea?    

 
On the other hand, some among us may be relishing in the cadences of this beautiful poetry with 
a specific person in mind—a wife or mother or grandmother—who exemplifies Proverb’s 
description of a wise, thrifty, kind, dependable, church-going woman.  A husband recalls the 
simple pleasures of marriage and the comforts of hearth and home, with admiration and even 
awe over all his bride has accomplished through the complex challenges of homemaking.  Or the 
text reminds a child of her or his mother or grandmother, who has kept the household thriving by 
a herculean effort, despite monumental barriers like little or no money, or health issues, or a 
child with special needs, or being a single-mom, or feeling like one.  Maybe this poem even 
makes you tear up at the memory of someone especially dear to you, remembering this was read 
at her funeral.  These sacred words bring her back to you, and you can almost feel her presence, 
and detect just the faintest hint of the smell of her hair mixed with notes of simmering spaghetti 
sauce, or her brow damp with sweat and sun-toasted from gardening, or furrowed over you when 
you were sick.   
 
Others among us today may hear this text as misogynistic and out-of-tune with the modern 
family.  A capable wife?  How about a capable husband for once?  [turns Bible over and pats it 
as if to suggest no reference to such a man exists] A capable man who can find—now that’s what 
I want to know.  Let’s get some capable men in here to give the capable women a day off now 
and again.  Why does the Bible have to be so sexist and patriarchal?   
 
Still others, no matter our gender, may read this text and feel completely inadequate and 
unprepared for the lofty standards Proverbs sets for anyone entrusted with the task of running a 
household.  For the capabilities of this particular woman are breathtaking:  For one, she makes 
everyone’s clothes from scratch.  She apparently has advanced experience in real estate, knows 
how to plant vineyards, brings home food from multiple grocery stores, gets up before dawn, 
works out, makes more clothes in the evening by lamplight in order to sell them in the 
marketplace, keeps the house and the kids warm in winter, makes her husband look respectable 
in the city gates, always knows what to say and the right time to say it, and laughs at the time to 
come, while her children never fail to say please and thank you, and her husband treats every day 
like it’s Mother’s Day.  Who does this?  Most parents of young children I know are pretty worn 
out at the end of the day, even with help from store-bought clothes and daycare. 



 
But for this sermon, let’s step just to the side of these interpretations, in order to put new flesh on 
this capable wife.  In smaller circles here, I’ve told the story of a woman named Maggie 
Barankitse.  She is the founder of Maison Shalom (“House of Peace”) in the country of Burundi, 
just south of Rwanda.  After witnessing the horrors of war up close, she started Maison Shalom 
as a refuge for 25 Hutu and Tutsi children she rescued from a massacre.  The house initially 
served as a place of safety and refuge, as well as a site for education and healthcare.  But it 
eventually grew to include a nursery, retail shops, job training schools, a movie theater, and even 
a bank.  What began as a refuge became a parable village in the midst of warring madness.  Over 
the years, people have asked Maggie what motivates her work. She says, simply, “Love has 
made me an inventor.” 
 
When I look out over this congregation, I see a people gathered who can say the same, “Love has 
made us inventors.”  Everyone here is either an inventor in action or inventor in the making.  So, 
in this case, let us say the “capable wife” may not be only one person, but an entire community.  
Let us say that this capable wife may be our church.  Ever since Paul wrote in Ephesians that the 
model for marriage is Christ and the church, the church has understood itself to be the bride of 
Christ.  So, let the church be this wise partner of Christ to which Proverbs points us. 
 
A church that really is church is far more precious than jewels.  The Risen Christ entrusts his 
presence to her.  And she does him good in response, and brings no harm or embarrassment to 
his name all the days of her life.  She works day and night to clothe her household in baptismal 
robes washed crimson in the blood of the lamb.  She brings from a distance food that has come 
so close to us—Christ’s body and blood—so that we may feast on peace and reconciliation.  Her 
windows are often lit in the evenings, and she tasks her servants, both lay and ordained, with 
good work to do.  She builds and plants with a bright future in mind.  She strengthens her arms to 
embrace her whole community.  She opens her hand to the poor, and says, “Come, all you who 
are thirsty, come to the waters; and you who have no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy 
wine and milk without money and without price!” (Is. 55:1). She opens her mouth with wisdom, 
and when she speaks, we learn of God’s kindness.  She is clothed in dignity.  She makes Christ 
known in the city gates.   
 
In our gatherings at the beginning of this year, our church expressed the hope that in the coming 
years we would wrap our arms around Asheville, with our worship and music moving beyond 
the doors of our church.  Both of these hopes are rooted in the mission-steeped history of this 
congregation, and a passionate devotion to worship and the arts.  When it comes to missions, 
First Baptist has been a church with a broken heart for the poor and needy, a people on the move, 
quick to respond, first in line to share, feed, build, repair, and proclaim.  In matters of worship 
and the arts, this church has been faithful to cultivate an ecology of flourishing, where the liturgy 
aspires to reflect the glory of God, and to shape disciples with an uncommon capacity for charity, 
hope, and faith.  Today, we hear in these desired futures a longing to leave even deeper 
impressions of Christ’s love on our community.   
 
But first, today, we might be wise to go up to the wise woman in this passage, and ask her the 
question, “How do you do it?  What is your secret?”  What do you think she’d say?  I believe she 
would say, “I simply don’t distinguish between mission and worship and the arts.  I don’t see 



them as separate.”  We may be accustomed to thinking in an old way.  Where once, we might 
have said it’s “mission” when she opens her hands to the poor, and that it’s “art” when “she puts 
her hands to the distaff,” or “makes linen garments,” and “supplies the merchant with sashes.”  
We might be accustomed to put building a medical clinic in Haiti in the “Missions” column, and 
a choral anthem in the “Worship” column.  We may be accustomed to putting Lunch at the 
Crossroads and the CAP program in the “Missions” column, and the crafting of Trailmarks in 
the “Arts” column.  We may be accustomed to responding to natural disasters in the “Missions” 
column, and teaching a child to play cello in the “Music” column.  But what if God is showing 
us how mission can be artful, and art can be missional?  The capable wife makes no ultimate 
distinction between missions and the worship arts.  They do not have their own silos.  Rather, her 
missions and her arts are different colored threads woven together into the economy of her 
household.  So should ours be. 
 
When we enjoy a concert by the Asheville Youth Choirs, we see choirs of young people that 
include our own, as well as children and youth from throughout our city.  Who can really tell 
where worship and music begin and mission ends?  When a few members of our church help 
hoist the walls of a new Habitat House, as they did just two days ago, how is this not liturgy, the 
work of the people?  Has the loving energy necessary to do that work not proceeded from the 
Spirit of God being breathed into our lungs through worship?  When we attend Bach’s lunch, 
look around the sanctuary at the hundred or more people, many of whom have come from across 
the city, or walked in off the street—some of them homeless—to rest in the peace of this 
astonishing art, who is to say this is not also mission?  When you sit down with pen in hand to 
map out a path to New Bern, NC, make lists of people, duties, and supplies, in the sight of God 
are you not working with water colors?  Befriending homeless veterans to provide them with 
community and knowledge and a path to a better life…mission or art?  Teaching Bible study in 
the prisons…mission or art?  Persuading a child to learn the Lord’s Prayer…mission or art?  
When love has made you an inventor, how do you tell the difference? 
 
The Deacons recently approved the creation of what we’re calling the Master Plan Committee, to 
look at the potential of our church’s property from One Oak towards the YMCA.  At a meeting 
this summer, we were shown aerial view maps of our whole city block.  It was a revelation, 
because from that point of view, everyone could see quite clearly that the very lay of our land 
looks like it is wrapping its arms around the city of Asheville, with the sanctuary in the very 
center.   
 
Sisters and brothers, I rise to tell you this morning that a fantastic dream is becoming more and 
more evident here every day—the potential for our entire city block to become something like 
the Maison Shalom of Asheville.  A thriving village of community upbuilding, an economy of 
spiritual and physical prosperity, a missionary culture grounded in the worship of the Lord our 
God, dedicated to the flourishing not only of fellow Christians, but of every neighbor from the 
church doors to the city gates.   
 
I see the day coming, when the children of this good city will rise up and call us happy, and be 
drawn to praise Christ who has made us all inventors, and say from distances both near and far, 
“May have done excellently, but you surpass them all.” 
 



 


