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Sermon         Sunday 27 November, 2016 
 
Lessons  Isaiah 2: 1 – 5  Romans 13:  11 – 15   

St Matthew 24: 36 – 44 
 

 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
We still ourselves that silence may swell up within us, overflowing our anxiety 
and angst, that we may be at one with You, Eternity’s Silence, that Your thoughts 
may become our thoughts.   Amen. 
 
 

Language is the means by which we communicate.   It enriches life, 

deepens our appreciation of experience and connects us to one 

another.   The language between us may be words or touch or the 

glance of an eye.   It is vital for our existence.   How much richer are 

we as a species for the work of Shakespeare, Keats, Wordsworth and 

Eliot?   The ability to be at one, in harmony, with another human 

being is surely our greatest achievement.    

 

Language can also be a barrier, a source of misunderstanding and 

division.   This is perhaps nowhere truer than in religious language, 

the language we use of God, and the language of the Bible.   It is a 

problem which has only intensified because we live in an age which 

knows fewer and fewer of the stories in the Old and New Testament, 

and how they might be interpreted.   Let’s listen to the poem, Advent 

Calendar, penned by the former Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan 
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Williams.   Williams is writing about God coming into the world.   

Listen for the metaphors and subtleties: 

 
He will come like last leaf's fall. 
One night when the November wind 
has flayed the trees to the bone, and earth 
wakes choking on the mould, 
the soft shroud's folding. 

 
He will come like frost. 
One morning when the shrinking earth 
opens on mist, to find itself 
arrested in the net 
of alien, sword-set beauty. 

 
He will come like dark. 
One evening when the bursting red 
December sun draws up the sheet 
and penny-masks its eye to yield 
the star-snowed fields of sky. 

 
He will come, will come, 
will come like crying in the night, 
like blood, like breaking, 
as the earth writhes to toss him free. 
He will come like child. 

 
For me, one of the strengths of this poem is the sense that God will 

come into our life almost imperceptibly, like the last leaf’s fall, the 

frost and the dark.   God will arrive in our life with the gentleness of a 

falling leaf.   Williams’ employs the finest language to write of the 

Eternal.  
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Our choice of words determines or frames our understanding of the 

Eternal.   In reading Scripture, holding it in our hands, we touch an 

ancient treasure; every page is a doorway into the Divine.   We need 

to read it with care.   Our Old Testament lesson set for today is from 

the Book of Isaiah.   The prophet wrote: 

 
  In days to come the mountain of the Lord’s house 

shall be established as the highest of the mountains, 
      and shall be raised above the hills; 

all the nations shall stream to it. 
 
Many peoples shall come and say, 
‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, 

      to the house of the God of Jacob; 
that he may teach us his ways 

      and that we may walk in his paths.’ 
 

Come, let us walk in the light of the Lord! 
 
What are we to make of this poetic prose:  ‘the mountain of the Lord’s 

house’, ‘the highest mountain’, ‘that he may teach us his ways’, ‘that 

we may walk in his paths’?   In the ancient world, high mountains 

were thought to be sacred because they were the dwelling-place, the 

home, of the gods.   If you’ve ever been to the top of a mountain, even 

to the top of Arthur’s Seat, you can understand why.    

 

When the prophet dreamt that ‘many peoples’ would come to the 

highest mountain, to Jerusalem, he understood that mountain top, 
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the home of the Holy, to be the centre of the universe, of the cosmos, 

of all that exists.   On that mountain, all peoples would be instructed 

by God:  crucially, they would stand as one, at one with the One who 

holds all things in being.   The prophet’s poem of travelling to the 

mountain is a dream of union with the Divine; he is intoxicated, 

elated by his vision.   Our unity with the Holy is a place of peace, 

wholeness and no more war.    

 

Language is important and the Bible needs to be interpreted.   A 

couple of weeks ago I was asked to give a lecture on the inner life to 

an audience in Milngavie.   In part, I spoke of my own spiritual 

journey.   I began by explaining how I had wrestled with the whole 

notion of miracles:  did they make sense?   Did I believe that Jesus 

walked on water or fed 5000 people with two fish and five loaves or 

physically healed a man born blind?   Does it make sense to speak of 

God’s intervention in an evolutionary universe?   If we think of the 

suffering at the Somme, can we meaningfully talk of intervention at 

all?   After the Shoah, the Holocaust, can we speak of the God of the 

Exodus?   In Scripture, God may have led His people by pillars of 

cloud and fire.   They may have crossed the Red Sea or Sea of Reeds, 

and He may have brought 20,000 Hebrew slaves to freedom but in 
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the Holocaust, six million Jews died.   Read literally, the God of the 

Exodus is dead.    

 

In the Old Testament, understanding of God evolved through time.   

While God spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai, from burning bush and 

cloud, centuries later Elijah encountered the Sacred in the sound of 

sheer silence.   Miracle stories are not to be taken at face value.   

Scripture is a carapace and there is always spiritual depth hidden 

inside.    

 

Over the course of my ministry, the more I have thought about God 

the fewer the claims I have wanted to make of the Eternal.   This is 

not a lack of faith.   Drawn in by such works as the fourteen century 

classic, The Cloud of Unknowing, I have found the wisdom of the 

mystics to do precisely this:  they approach God not by addition, but 

by subtraction.    In one of his poems, R S Thomas refers to God as the 

Being who is not a being at all.    

 

The Cloud of Unknowing, almost certainly written by a Carthusian 

monk, speaks of God as darkness and that, in prayer, we are called to 

wait in the darkness.   The writer states: 
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 Do what you will, this darkness and this cloud remain  

between you and God, and stop you from seeing him in the  
clear light of rational understanding, and from experiencing  
his loving sweetness in your affection.   Reconcile yourself to  
wait in this darkness as long as is necessary, but still go on  
longing after him whom you love.    

    
 
God as darkness, a cloud through which we cannot penetrate, is an 

intellectually robust approach to the Holy.   A thousand years earlier 

St Augustine, perhaps the most important writer after St Paul, said 

that before we experience God we talk about God but once we have 

experienced God we realise that what we are experiencing cannot be 

put into words.   God is always in the darkness beyond our thinking.   

The disciple of Meister Eckhart, Henry Suso, spoke of God as ‘a still 

and unmoved darkness.’   The Austrian poet and novelist, Rainer 

Maria Rilke wrote of darkness: 

   
It lets me imagine 
a great presence stirring beside me. 

 
I believe in the night. 

 
If it is true that the more we delve in the darkness we call God, if it is 

true that as we journey further on our inner pilgrimage that we make 

fewer and fewer claims about God, it is also true that in prayer words 

sometimes get in the way or no longer yield the spiritual comfort that 

they once did.   There is prayer beyond words.    
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The spiritual writer, Martin Laird, says that ‘Communion with God in 

the silence of the heart is a God-given capacity.’    The sixteenth 

century Spanish mystic, St John of the Cross, said, ‘Our greatest need 

is to be silent before this great God…..for the only language he hears 

is the silent language of love.’   I imagine this is the love that is felt 

between a parent and their child tenderly held.    

 

In entering silence, we surrender ourselves to the Sacred:  surrender 

our concepts and words, our will and desire to direct God, and sit in 

that spiritual nakedness when we have nothing to offer, nothing to 

say, nothing to offer but our vulnerability, our very soul.   It can be 

difficult to maintain silence because we have to face our shame, 

hurts, losses, our inner demons, but it is possible to step beyond 

those troubles.   Most often we need the help of others and like all 

pilgrimage it takes time.    

 

The inner journey, which is what the Bible is about, is practising the 

Presence:  it is learning to be present to the Presence.   When we 

manage it, we can gain a truer and deeper sense of our inherent 

worth.   St Augustine said of God, ‘You are closer to me than I am to 
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myself.’   When St Paul wrote of putting on the armour of God, this 

surely is what he meant:  learning to be present to the One who 

pervades all things.   The physicist Brian Cox has compared belief in 

God to belief in witches.   It’s amazing how intelligent people at the 

top of their game can step outside their area of competence with such 

confidence!   God is not an object among other objects:  God is the 

canvas on which the cosmos is painted, the Transcendent indelibly 

woven in and through the world of matter and consciousness.    

 

On this Advent Sunday, our Old Testament lesson is that of a 

prophet’s dream, that one day, one day, all nations, all religions, will 

be one, united in the One who gave and gives life to all. 

 

Amen. 

 

 


