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Sermon      Sunday 16 September 2018 
 
 
Lessons  Proverbs 1: 20 – 33  James 3: 1 – 12 
     St Mark 8: 27 – 38 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Spirit permeating all things, Essence dwelling deep within, Wisdom creating 
through word and silence, bless our meditations Holy God.   Touch us with Your 
tenderness.   Amen. 
 

 
 
The Austrian composer Franz Joseph Haydn memorably set 

to music the opening verses of our psalm for today, Psalm 

19:   ‘The heaven are telling the glory of God; and the 

firmament proclaims his handiwork’.   The psalm continues: 

 
Day to day pours forth speech,  
and night to night declares knowledge. 
There is no speech, nor are there words; 
their voice is not heard; 
yet their voice goes out through all the earth, 
and their words to the end of the world. 
 

 
These verses of the psalmist echo the hymn of creation we 

find at the beginning of the Bible, in the first creation 

narrative, Genesis 1.   Alongside the Bible, in other Near 
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Eastern religions, the ordered universe came into being 

through the struggle of gods and goddesses representing the 

natural forces of order and chaos, life and death.   For the 

writer of Genesis and the psalmist, there is only one God and 

the heavens, in all their beauty and complexity, declare 

God’s handiwork.    

 

The essayist, poet and playwright, Joseph Addison also set 

Psalm 19 to music in his hymn, ‘The Spacious Firmament on 

high’.   In its final verse, we read: 

 
  What though in solemn silence all 
  Move round the dark terrestrial ball? 
  What though no real voice nor sound 
  Amidst their radiant orbs be found? 
  In reason’s ear they all rejoice, 
  And utter forth a glorious voice, 
  For ever singing, as they shine, 
  The hand that made us is divine. 
 
 
For Addison, gazing into the night sky with its depth and 

beauty and mystery or standing in stillness, mesmerised by 

the radiance and captivating allure of the setting sun, would 
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inevitably lead us, lead any rational person, to the Divine, to 

the origin and maker of all things.    

 

In our time and culture, it is not inevitable that creation’s 

glory would suggest the presence of God, the power of God 

or the love of God.   Earthquakes, volcanoes, and hurricanes 

in all their destructive power may give us cause to pause and 

ponder:  what sort of God designs in such a manner that 

brutality, suffering and death are an every day occurrence?   

After the devastating earthquake and tsunami in the Indian 

Ocean in 2004, atheist journalists dashed to their laptops, 

punching their keys, to say that proof, if proof were needed, 

this natural disaster shows beyond reasonable doubt that 

there can be no God, certainly not a God of love.   They ask, 

‘What sort of God sanctions an earthquake?’   With tidal 

waves of up to 100ft, killing around 230,000 people (many 

of them children), the moral outrage of the journalists was 

understandable.   You don’t have to be an atheist to ask of 

God, ‘Why?’   Or, to say to God, this is carnage! 
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After the earthquake and tsunami of 2004, many journalists 

wrote in a way which suggested that the intellectual 

tradition of Christianity had never thought about evil or 

suffering or death, or done so with any degree of subtlety.   It 

is as if Christians through two millennia have never thought 

about God in the context of flood, earthquake, tempest, 

pestilence, famine, war or genocide.   It is as if personal 

stories of intolerable suffering, the intolerable suffering of a 

partner or child had never given rise to questions about God.    

 

In his poem on the Lisbon Disaster, the French Deist Voltaire 

reflected on the providence of God in the midst of a natural 

disaster and immense human suffering.   On All Saints’ Day, 

1755 when almost the entire population of Lisbon was at 

church there was an earthquake in three successive tremors 

reaching a Richter force of 9.0.   At least 60,000 people died 

in the city, while the accompanying tsunami spread death to 

Portugal’s Algarve, Southern Spain and North Africa.   
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Tremors were felt as far away as Sweden and Finland.   In 

his poem, Voltaire wrote: 

 
 These women, these infants heaped one upon 
 the other, these limbs scattered beneath shattered 
 marbles; the hundred thousand unfortunates  
 whom the earth devours, who – bleeding and torn, 
 still palpitating, interred beneath their roofs – 
 end their lamentable days without comfort, amid 
 the horror of their torment! 
 
To those who say that suffering and death are God’s 

vengeance upon human iniquity, punishment duly 

dispensed, Voltaire asked: 

 
 What crime and what sin have they committed, 
 these infants crushed and bleeding on their  
 mothers’ breasts? 
 
 
In his classic work, The Brothers Karamazov, the Christian 

Dostoyevsky has Ivan Karamazov say that nothing, no great 

eternal truth, is worth the tears of a tortured child.   In his 

reflection on death and suffering, on the presence of evil and 

destructiveness in the world, the Orthodox theologian, David 

Bentley Hart says that, ‘Humanity is no less a part of the 
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natural order than earthquakes and floods, and the human 

propensity for malice should be no less a scandal to the 

conscience……than the most violent convulsions of the 

physical world’.   The psalmist wrote, ‘The heaven are telling 

the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his 

handiwork’.    

 

In theology, we see ‘through a glass, darkly’; it is never wise 

to claim too much of the Divine Mystery.   We believe that 

God’s nature is love and therefore God cannot will sin, evil, 

suffering and death.   They are not in God’s nature.   Much of 

the suffering in human life is a direct result of human 

actions.   God allows humanity freedom to choose in order 

that we may choose freely to love God.     Ivan Karamazov 

looked at the tears of a tortured child and said that that 

reason was not good enough.    

 

If we look at Jesus, what do we learn?   If we see God in 

Christ, what do we learn about the creator of the cosmos?   
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Jesus forgave sin; He healed the suffering; He cast out evil; 

and, He conquered death.   If we believe that Jesus is a 

supreme insight into the Being we call God, then we learn 

that in love, true to God’s own nature, God works against sin, 

hurt, evil and death.    We know that volcanoes and tectonic 

instability are necessary for the survival of the planet, for 

the fertility of the soil:  ‘the extraordinary fecundity and 

beauty of the northeastern rim of the Indian Ocean is in 

large part a result of countless millennia of volcanic activity 

and tectonic strife’.1   God gives us freedom to choose, 

freedom to love, and the possibility of union with the Divine 

in this life and forever, but that does not diminish the 

immorality of suffering.    

 

It is perfectly possible, perfectly rational, to look at the 

world in all its beauty, complexity and strife, and declare 

there is no God.   Here we reach the heart of the matter.   For 

many people, it is not that the glories of creation in and of 

                                                        
1 David Bentley Hart  The Doors of the Sea    52 
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themselves that persuade us of God, of the Presence, of 

Eternal Essence and Eternal Beauty, and convince us from 

nothing of the very existence of the Divine.   We see God in 

creation because consciously, unconsciously, in ways 

intuitive and imperceptible, we have already discerned 

something of the Mystery in our own lives.   The only place 

where we can ever encounter God is within the soul.   It is 

only because we have found the God of evolution already 

within us that we can see the Divine in the world, in 

creation, in creation’s beauty and brutality.   Some will see 

the Sacred within all things, and some will not. 

 

The seventeenth century English cleric, Thomas Traherne, 

wrote: 

 

 You never enjoy the world aright, till you see how  
 a sand exhibiteth the wisdom and power of God…. 
 Your enjoyment of the world is never right, till 
 every morning you awake in Heaven:  see yourself  
 in Your Father’s palace; and look upon the skies and 
 the earth and the air, as celestial joys….You never 
 enjoy the world aright, till the sea floweth in your 
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 veins….Till your spirit filleth the whole world, 
 and the stars are your jewels…..till you love 
 others as to desire their happiness, with a thirst 
 equal to the zeal of your own; till you delight in 
 God for being good to all…..The world is a mirror 
 of infinite beauty….It is a region of light and peace… 
 It is the Paradise of God. 
 
 
Traherne’s point is that, in faith, we are to see more deeply 

than nature, than mere nature.   We are to see the Spirit, the 

God of love, permeating all things; forgiving, healing, casting 

out and resurrecting.   Bentley Hart says: 

 
 To see the world as it should be seen, and so to see 
 the true glory of God reflected in it, requires the 
 cultivation of charity, of an eye rendered limpid 
 by love. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


