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Sermon              Sunday 4 December 2016 
 
 
Lessons Isaiah 11: 1 – 10 Romans 15: 4 – 13 St Matthew 3: 1 – 12 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
God of all things, Silence at the centre of the Cosmos, Divine Spark in the human 
soul, bless our meditations, that we may be one with You, enthused, filled with 
Your Living Spirit.   Amen. 
 
 
 
 

In the late eighteenth century a group of friends known as The 

Clapham Sect lived around Clapham Common in London.   They 

worshipped in Holy Trinity Church, Clapham, which is still a vibrant 

congregation today.   Among their number was William Wilberforce 

who campaigned in parliament for the abolition of the slave trade 

and, in the early nineteenth century, the release of the many slaves 

still exploited in the Caribbean plantations.    On 1 August 1838, as 

Wilberforce lay on his deathbed, slavery in the British Empire came 

to an end.   Another member of The Clapham Sect had been Josiah 

Wedgwood, who had a ceramic medallion made bearing the image of 

a kneeling slave and carrying the inscription, ‘Am I not a man and a 

brother?’   Wilberforce’s mentor, another member of the Sect, had 

been the Revd John Newton, former slave ship captain, and author of 

the hymn, Amazing Grace.    



 2 

In Holy Trinity Church today there is an old, well-worn table on 

which Wilberforce wrote the anti-slavery act and on which Holy 

Communion is still celebrated every week.   Here the sacred and the 

secular are inexorably intertwined.    Charles Clarke, an agnostic, who 

served as Home Secretary from 2004 to 2006, worked in the inner 

city London borough of Hackney, in the early 1980s.   Of his time 

there, Clarke says that ‘almost every leader of the voluntary, 

community and charitable organisations which promoted education, 

social care and community strength, did so from their own 

committed religious faith.’    

 

Shortly after his inauguration, President Obama addressed the 

National Prayer Breakfast in Washington DC.   He spoke of his faith.   

He did not grow up in a religious household.   His father had been a 

Muslim but had become an atheist, his grandparents were non-

practising Methodists and Baptists and his mother was sceptical of 

organised religion.   He did not come to faith until after he had 

finished college.   He said: 
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It happened not because of indoctrination or a sudden  
revelation, but because I spent month after month working  
with church folks who simply wanted to help neighbours who  
were down on their luck – no matter what they looked like, or  
where they came from, or who they prayed to.   It was on those  
streets, in those neighbourhoods, that I first heard God’s Spirit  
beckon me.   It was there that I felt called to a higher purpose –  
his purpose. 
 

 
In The Clapham Sect, Hackney and in the United States, the story is 

the same:  the secular is shaped by the sacred.   In the Gospels, when 

we read of the prophet in the desert, the man adorned with camel’s 

hair clothing and leather belt, living on a diet of wild honey and 

locusts, and with a call on his lips of repentance and the incredible 

nearness of God’s presence, we are listening to an ancient story of the 

commingling of the secular and the sacred.   In this context, 

repentance means a revolution, a complete turning around of our life, 

that we face the Divine, the Holy, the One Jesus called Father.    

 

The prophet John the Baptist preached in the desert.   The desert or 

wilderness has always been a place on earth associated with 

spirituality.   In the fourth century around the time that the Roman 

Empire became a ‘Christian’ empire because of the conversion of 

Emperor Constantine, many young men (and women) made their 

way into the deserts of Egypt, Palestine, Arabia and Persia.   In the 
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emptiness, in a place where creation and Creator were deemed to be 

one, they sought the Eternal.   We know them as the Desert Fathers 

(and Mothers).   They felt the values and horizons of ‘this world’ to be 

limited, shallow and corrupt and that society was a shipwreck from 

which each individual had to swim for their life.   Not only were they 

fleeing the ethos and violence of the state, they sought sanctuary 

among the sands from the Church, from its ‘worldly’ leadership.   In 

the desert, they delved into the depthless deep, into the soul in 

search of the Divine.    

 

The twentieth century mystic and prophet, the Trappist monk, 

Thomas Merton said of the Fathers: 

 
 They sought a way to God that was uncharted and freely 
 chosen, not inherited from others who had mapped it out 
 beforehand.   They sought a God whom they alone could 
 find, not one who was ‘given’ in a set, stereotyped form by 
 somebody else……Their flight to the arid horizons of the 
 desert meant….a refusal to be content with arguments,  
 concepts and technical [theological] verbiage. 
 
 
In short, they wanted to experience – encounter - the Holy One for 

themselves.   Merton, a prophet in his own right, was the first leading 

religious figure in America to speak out against the Vietnam War.   

Martin Luther King Jr followed his lead.   On 10 December 1968, 
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while on a lecture tour in Bangkok, Merton was electrocuted in his 

hotel room.   The theologian Matthew Fox suggests that Merton was 

murdered by the CIA.   True or not, the CIA and FBI had files on 

Merton and his body was returned to the United States not by the 

Church but on a CIA plane.   There was no post-mortem.    

 

Merton’s spirituality was creation-centred.   He had an overwhelming 

sense of the Sacred through wonder and awe.   Three months before 

he died, he said, ‘Our real journey in life in interior; it is a matter of 

growth, deepening.’   Wonder and awe are an inner response to the 

Spirit, the Real, the Mystical in all things.   In the Old Testament, in 

the Book of Isaiah, the prophet wrote of ‘the fear of the Lord.’   What 

is ‘fear’ of the Lord?   In the Book of Deuteronomy, the writer asks, 

‘What does the Lord your God require of you?’   The answer comes, 

‘Only to fear the Lord your God, to walk in his ways, to love him, to 

serve the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul.’   

In the Psalms and in the Book of Proverbs, we are told that the 

beginning of wisdom is the fear of the Lord.   What is ‘fear’ of the 

Lord? 

 



 6 

Almost always, it means reverence, amazement, astonishment, 

gratitude, awe and wonder.   With the eye of the soul, it is to see God 

in everything and delight in that vision.   Every bush is aflame with 

the presence of God.   Nothing is too small or insignificant.   The 

theologian and monk, the late Roland Walls, had lived in community 

at Roslin.   In his book about Father Roland, the former moderator of 

the General Assembly, John Miller writes: 

 
 In his very old age, Father Roland Walls was walking up 
 through the garden of the Community’s house, steadied 
 by the arm of a friend.   He paused for a rest.   His eye 
 caught sight of a tiny blue flower growing beside the path. 
 ‘Look at that!’ he said in a tone of awe.   ‘Isn’t it beautiful? 
 Just sitting there.   Not drawing attention to itself.   Just 
 being itself.’ 
 
 
Awe, wonder, amazement:  fear of the Lord.   This is a spiritual 

intuition, a sense of transcendence, a taste for the mystery beyond all 

things.   Rabbi Abraham Herschel said that awe ‘enables us to 

perceive in the world intimations of the Divine, to sense the ultimate 

in the common and the simple:  to feel in the rush of the passing the 

stillness of the Eternal.’    

 

When he preached here in September, Rabbi Mark Solomon spoke of 

what he called ‘normal mysticism’; in other words, as people of faith, 
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as followers of the creation mystic, Jesus of Nazareth, we are to live a 

life in which we blend as seamlessly as we can the secular and the 

sacred.   Thomas Merton believed that Christianity and Buddhism 

had much in common.   The Dalai Lama described Merton as a 

brother.   In Zen enlightenment, Merton said that the discovery is not 

that one sees Buddha but that one is Buddha.   One is to have the 

Buddha mind.   Drawing on the mysticism of St Paul, Merton said we 

are to have the mind of Christ, be of one Spirit with Christ; this is 

what it means to be in Christ.   Meister Eckhart said the Eternal 

dwells within us.   Describing the Eternal as the unborn, Eckhart 

wrote, ‘Therefore also I am unborn, and following the way of my 

unborn being I can never die.’    

 

For me, following Christ in our time means rediscovering the witness 

of the Desert Fathers and Mothers, exploring the interior life or 

normal mysticism and learning afresh to fear the Lord.   Eckhart said, 

‘I am unborn.’ 

 

Amen. 

 


