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To what extent is your Christianity different from the 

Christianity which other people profess?  Indeed, how could 

you tell how distinctive your version is?  Do you select 

elements in doctrine and Scripture and cling to them, largely 

discarding, or perhaps ignoring, what is left? 

 

At the very least, I would respond with some scepticism to 

anyone claiming that he or she believed every element in 

Christian doctrine with equal and total conviction, and my 

scepticism would, if anything, grow larger if someone claimed 

to be attached to every word in the Bible with equal and 

complete devotion and commitment -  any chapter in Leviticus 

as central to faith and life as any chapter in the Gospel according 

to Saint John. 

 

However selective our Christianity m ay be, few of us will have 

gone as far as Thomas Jefferson, the third President of the 

United States, who produced a volume which he called The Life 

and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth, but which came to be widely 

known as Jefferson’s Bible.  He carefully selected from the 

Gospels elements which were, in his judgement, simple, moral, 

and no miraculous. He called the doctrine of the Trinity 

gibberish, and charged that priests made faith sound complex in 

order to filch wealth and power from people who had to depend 

on their expertise to find heaven.   

 

Jefferson’s thinking along these lines was carried out around the 

year 1800.  Others may have devised for themselves more 

recently a workable summary of Christian belief, even if they 



 

 

did not turn their summary into a book. 

 

It is of course impossible to identify the various individual 

versions of Christianity represented even in this church this 

morning; but one possibility does occur to me - that the more we 

select and reduce and confine the elements of our religion to 

what appeals to us or judged by us to be valuable or true, the 

more we might give thought to looking again at things we have 

set aside, and ask if some elements may have been jettisoned too 

soon , put into a corner when in truth they might be nearer the 

heart of the matter. 

 

The Old Testament lesson this morning may offer one 

possibility of aspects of the divine which may tend to be set 

aside. It is the notion of the fighting God - an idea which our 

ancestors may have found acceptable or even agreeable, but 

which may not fit in to well with our way of looking at things 

today.  Jacob wrestled with one who is clearly presented as God 

himself; and God is not the clear winner. Jacob ended with a 

new name, the name Israel, which became the name of the 

people and the land. It was indeed a significant wrestling. 

 

The images or pictures or metaphors through which the divine is 

noticed or received will be many, and the risk is  

continually present of confining these images to the ones of 

which we approve. Openness to wider imagery, or even imagery 

which is otherwise banned, is an option or even a duty.  The 

more we see such images as such, and not as factual reality, the 

more we will be open to notice them. 

 

The wrestling God made me think of Francis Thompson’s The 

Hound of Heaven, concerning the devoted love of God as a 

hound searching for prey, which was received as controversial a 

hundred and more years ago. 

 

The first line is, I think, recognised, even by people who know 

only the first line. Here is the first verse. 



 

 

 

I fled Him, down the nights and down the days; 

I fled Him, down the arches of the years; 

I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways 

     Of my own mind; and in the mist of tears 

I hid from Him, and under running laughter, 

      Up vistaed hopes I sped; 

       And shot, precipitated, 

Adown Titanic glooms of chasmed fears, 

  From these strong Feet that followed, followed after, 

        But with unhurrying chase, 

        And unperturbed pace, 

Deliberate speed, majestic instancy, 

         They beat - and a Voice beat 

         More instant than the Feet - 

‘All things betray thee, who betrayest Me.’ 

 

I wonder if it is the case that we possess a wish not only to 

confine our beliefs to what is sensible, intelligible, and fits in 

with our general approach to life, but to arrange these beliefs so 

that they fit in with one another. But is that something we should 

be doing?  Is that not to reduce the scope of our believing to 

boundaries suited to our understanding and experience?  Who 

said, A religion small enough for our understanding is not great 

enough for our need? 

 

Might there not be elements of experience which could be 

important to our faith, despite their not being in accord or 

harmony with other elements, or the core elements, of our 

religion?  One such element, which I suggest is undervalued in 

our search for the divine, may be humor. 

 

The parable in the Gospel reading, from the eighteenth chapter 

of Saint Luke’s Gospel, is set between the call to pray-‘He spake 

a parable unto them to this end, that men ought always to pray, 

and not to faint’ -  and the return of Christ, the second coming: 

‘When the Son of man cometh, shall he find faith on the earth?’    



 

 

Two great themes, and between them a parable which is in some 

ways quite odd. 

 

The oddness of the parable, which Luke attributes to Jesus, lies 

in the figure of the unjust judge, who is compared to God.  

 The importunate widow keeps pestering the judge for a 

hearing, and the judge eventually hears her and deals with her 

plea out of a sense of boredom at her persistence. If the unjust 

judge eventually listens because he is bored by the tedious 

persistence of a needy person, how much more is God likely to 

respond to the prayers of those who approach him continually? 

 

The parable is not suggesting that God is like the unjust judge; 

but what is the connection b between them, if there is any 

connection at all? 

 

One answer is humor.  Luke may smile at the ludicrous 

comparison appearing to be made, and Luke may be presenting 

Jesus as smiling at the strange and absurd association appearing 

to be made between God and the unjust judge. However you 

may see and understand God, can you imagine that God is 

lacking in humor? 

Is there not something essential in greatness which is humor, or 

a smile? 

 

If we may have a picture of the divine which involves the divine 

one wrestling, surely we can have a picture of the divine which 

involves the divine one smiling. Such pictures need not be taken 

literally or factually, nor need they be taken together, blending 

with one another into a composite whole. The wish to fit every 

aspect of the faith into a coherent unity can be overdone. 

  

On humor, Iain Crichton Smith wrote a little poem 

I build an orange church. 

 

I build an orange church and put inside it 

a little orange minister in a pulpit 



 

 

that’s dandelion yellow. 

 

I make a ceiling of intensest blue. 

The seats are heliotrope, the bibles pink, 

hymn-books are apple green. 

 

Picasso paints the walls with animals. 

The angels swoop in red and there’s a sun 

of blinding nuclear light. 

 

And so transform it all…..but for the guilt 

that’s small and black and creeps in when the door 

swings on its oiled hinges. 

 

 

 


