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Sermon      Sunday 23 September 2018 
 
 
Lessons Jeremiah 11: 18 – 20  James 3: 13 – 4: 3, 7 – 8a 
    St Mark 9: 30 – 37 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
 
In the stillness, may we be still.   In our meditations, may we be present to the 
Presence.    Waken us to the Spirit already within us.   Amen. 
 
 
 

Who is wise and understanding among you? 
Show by your good life that your works are done  
with gentleness born of wisdom.   
But if you have bitter envy and selfish ambition  
in your hearts, 
do not be boastful and false to the truth. 
Such wisdom does not come from above, 
but is earthly, unspiritual, and devilish….. 
But the wisdom from above is first pure,  
then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, 
full of mercy and good fruits, 
without a trace of partiality or hypocrisy. 

 
from James 3: 13 – 18 

 

 
These sentiments from the Epistle of James are blunt and 

hard-hitting.   Who can live up to that high standard?   Is it 

not the case that ambition is an essential trait of every 

human being, a passion that bears fruit for family, 

community, society, and personally?   How do we measure 



 2 

the sliding scale of fruitful ambition against selfish ambition?   

How do we face down envy, partiality and hypocrisy?   We 

do not live in a perfect world.   A workplace can be a 

competitive, destructive and toxic environment:  how do we 

live the integrity of wisdom, the gentleness and peace which 

the writer of James would have us do?   Later, in James we 

read, ‘You covet something and cannot obtain it; so you 

engage in disputes and conflicts’.   Firmly, the reader is told:  

‘Submit yourselves….to God.   Resist the devil, and he will 

flee from you.   Draw near to God, and he will draw near to 

you’.    

 

The Epistle describes a battlefield.   The words of Wesley’s 

battle hymn come to mind: 

 
   Soldiers of Christ, arise, 
   and put your armour on….. 
 
   From strength to strength go on, 
   wrestle, and fight, and pray: 
   tread all the powers of darkness down, 
   and win the well-fought day…. 
   and all your conflicts passed, 
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   you may o’ercome through Christ alone, 
   and stand complete at last. 
 
 
The sentiments of James are bold because they are honest, 

rooted in every experience, and do not spare our blushes.    

 

In the Book of Jeremiah, through the words of the prophet, 

we hear God invite the people of Judah and the inhabitants 

of Jerusalem to listen:  ‘Listen to my voice’.   God was 

enraged that people had followed Baal, followed the god of 

the world, and building altars to Baal.   Baal was a fertility 

god, a god of rain, wind, the seasons and war.   The prophet 

told the people, ‘It is the LORD….who tries the heart and 

mind’.   In the Book of Jeremiah, the prophet confronted the 

temptation to be like the world, to follow the values, the 

gods and idols, of the world.   The battlefield of James is 

located in the heart and mind:  the enemies of envy, selfish 

ambition, partiality and hypocrisy are to be faced in the soul, 

within us.    
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In the Gospel of Mark, for a fleeting moment, we glimpse the 

shame and embarrassment of the disciples who, in silence, 

could not bring themselves to tell Jesus about their 

argument.   On their way through Galilee, the disciples had 

become embroiled in a discussion about greatness:  who of 

them was the greatest?   Exposed, they were humiliated by 

their false pride.   In true rabbinic tradition, Jesus sat down 

and began to teach the disciples.   He welcomed a child 

beside Him and said, ‘Whoever welcomes one such child in 

my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me 

welcomes not me but the one who sent me.’    

 

The mention of a child is suggestive and takes us to the 

familiar prophecy of Isaiah: 

 
  The wolf shall live with the lamb, 
  the leopard shall lie down with the kid, 
  the calf and the lion and the fatling together, 
  and a little child shall lead them.    
 
The prophecy concludes: 
 
  They will not hurt or destroy on all  
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my holy mountain; 
for the earth will be full of the  
knowledge of the LORD 
as the waters cover the sea. 
 

 
The crafted narrative of Jesus and the child took the 

disciples away from their pettiness to a place and time when 

God would fill all things:  the earth would be full of the 

knowledge of the LORD, as the waters cover the sea.   I hope 

you see that in all these readings the emphasis lies in the 

heart and mind:  we are to resist idolising the world (this 

world is not God); we are to face down the devilish traits 

sown within us (envy, selfish ambition, partiality and 

hypocrisy); and, we are to subdue the ego, the small self, in 

order that God may fill our souls to overflowing.    

 

These ancient narratives are about today:  how do we help 

rather than hinder people?   Justin Welby said, “Saying, ‘I’m 

right’, doesn’t always help.   Asking, ‘How can I help?’ is a 

better way forward.   Martin Luther King once said, ‘Some 

people find it very hard to live without having someone to 
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look down upon’:  how can we challenge that devilish 

temptation within ourselves?   Six months after being 

elected Pope, Francis said that ‘the people of God want 

pastors, not clergy acting like bureaucrats or government 

officials’.   Of his own time as a priest and bishop, the Pope 

said: 

 
 My style of government as a Jesuit at the beginning 
 had many faults.   My authoritarian and quick 
 manner of making decisions led me to have serious 
 problems, and to be accused of being an  
 ultraconservative. 
 
 The thing the Church needs is the ability to heal 
 wounds and to warm the hearts of the faithful; 
 it needs nearness, proximity.   I see the Church 
 as a field hospital after battle. 
 
 
Perhaps the only sure way to de-throne the small self, the 

selfish ego, is to focus on the other, another, on those with 

whom we walk this life and, ultimately, focus on the One we 

call God.   In the 21st century, my hope and dream is that the 

Church will honour its past and its doctrinal insights but 

move into a larger world, a new and more beautiful world 
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where it will find new friends, friends with whom we share 

so much in common.   The historian, Karen Armstrong, says 

that ‘doctrine is self-indulgent guess work which makes 

people quarrelsome and [incredibly] sectarian’.   The truth 

to be discovered is Presence.   Our spiritual practice is to 

continually bring ourselves into God-consciousness.   

Through retreats or passing moments in the park, we are to 

sit with Jesus and let the soul awake to Him; be present to 

the Presence.   Jesus dwells in our hearts, in the deep centre 

of our being.   Searching for God with all our heart, we will 

find God in the heart.  

 

Popular today is the practice of mindfulness.   Christianity 

has been practising a form of mindfulness for centuries:  we 

call it silent prayer, contemplative prayer, the desert 

tradition or mystical theology.   Practising Sacred Presence 

is not unique to Christianity.   In the mystical tradition of 

Islam, in Sufism, the translator of Rumi and spiritual writer 

Kabir Helminsk says: 



 8 

 
 Presence is the state of heartfelt awareness that 
 allows us to open to ever more subtle experiences 
 of meaning, inspiration and beauty.   It is the key 
 to self-knowledge and transformation.   It is through 
 Presence that we can connect with the Divine, and the 
 Divine can live through us. 
 
 
The Bible is a doorway into the Divine:  we are to sit with 

Jesus, gaze into the face of the child, see the fullness of God 

and let Presence flow through us.   Practising Presence is no 

more complicated that centring ourselves on Jesus.   For 

Christianity, Jesus is the Shekinah, the indwelling Spirit.   

Centred moments are like pebbles in a pond:  like ripples, 

they nourish us for hours, days and weeks.   St Teresa of 

Avila said that prayer is a ‘recollection’ because ‘the soul 

collects its faculties together and enters within itself to be 

with God’.    

 

St Teresa, who described prayer as nothing more than 

spending time with a close friend, said that ‘there is no need 

to go to heaven to speak to the Eternal Father or find delight 



 9 

in Him’.   We do not need to shout and however softly we 

whisper, God, she said, is near enough to hear us:  ‘All one 

need do is go into solitude and look at Him within oneself’.   

The nineteenth century mystic, St Elizabeth, also spoke of 

heaven on earth: 

 
 We possess our Heaven within us……It seems to me 
 that I have found my Heaven on earth, since Heaven  
 is God, and God is [in] my soul.   The day I understood 
 that, everything became clear to me. 
 
Finding peace within will change how we think of ourselves, 

how we relate to others and how we are with the Divine.   Sit 

down with Jesus, with the child, listen and let the Divine 

essence flow through you. 

 

Amen. 

  
 
 


