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Sermon                            Sunday 7 June, 2015 
 
Lessons  1 Samuel 8: 4 – 11, 16 – 20  2 Corinthians 4: 13 – 5: 1 
  St Mark 3: 20 – 35 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Holy God, Sacred Three, Light, Life and Love, encircle us, bless and uplift us.   May 
we be present to You, present to Your silence, at one with the Soul of the 
universe.   Amen. 
 
 
 

I am always moved by the way in which people describe their 

experience or encounter with God.   Behind every expression of faith, 

there is an authentic encounter with the Sacred.   It is no surprise 

that each of us with our unique upbringing and history will express 

ourselves through language, vocabulary and concepts which do 

justice to who we are, and to what we feel and think.   Faith and 

encounter with the Holy is a most intimate and indescribable 

experience; it is beyond words, beyond adequate expression.   

Nevertheless, I am always moved by the ways in which people 

express their belief.    

 

The singer, song-writer, philanthropist and human rights activist, 

Bono, is a well-known Christian.   Much of his music has spiritual 

overtones.   In 2013, he spoke of the importance of prayer for him 

and his family.   Warmly, he said, ‘It’s just a bunch of us on the 
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bed….We pray with all our kids, we read the Scriptures, we pray.’   

Talking of the Holy Spirit, the Indwelling Spirit, the Spirit within us, 

Bono says that he has been aware of the Spirit in a Roman Catholic 

cathedral with its quietness and incense and, by contrast, in the 

bright lights of a revivalist tent with its loud raucous music.   He 

speaks movingly of the Mystery of God.  ‘With Christ’, he says, ‘we 

have access in a one-to-one relationship….we look across at a Jesus 

who looks familiar….’.    

 

Other famous faces whose lives are shaped by faith include the actor, 

producer and former rapper, Mark Wahlberg, who says, ‘My faith in 

God is what makes me a better man.   It’s the most important part of 

my life.   I pray everyday and try to go to church everyday.’   As a 

teenager, he used cocaine and lived in a world where he was arrested 

and often charged with crimes.   Married now with four children, he 

said it was his priest who helped turn his life around.    

 

Denzil Washington has been attending a church in Los Angeles for 

over 35 years.   Like Wahlberg, he prays everyday.   Washington says: 

 
 Put your slippers way under your bed so when you get up in  
 the morning, you have to get on your knees to find them.   And  
 while you’re down there, start your day with prayer.   As for  
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 wisdom.   Ask for understanding.    
 
 While you’re on your knees, say, ‘Thank you’.   Thank you for  
 grace,  thank you for mercy….thank you for parents, thank you  
 for love, thank you for kindness, thank you for humility, thank  
 you for peace… 
 
In listening to Washington, there is a sense in which his experience of 

the Divine is overflowing.   As a child, his family would say prayers.   

His father would end the prayers with, ‘Amen.   God is love.’   For a 

long time, Denzil thought ‘God is love’ was one word:  ‘Godislove’.   

What a beautiful thought. 

 

Encounters with the Transcendent, with the Absolute, the Sacred at 

the heart of all hearts, are not limited to Christians and Christianity.   

I recently read the story of Shinji Mikamo who, on 6 August, 1945, 

was a 19 year old apprentice electrician living and working in 

Hiroshima.   Shinji’s story recounts the day the first atomic bomb was 

dropped on Japan.   He remembered the gigantic fireball, the loudest 

thunder and the searing pain running through his entire body.   He 

said he thought the sun had exploded.   Of Hirshima’s 45 hospitals, 

only 3 survived.   Lying in a hospital bed, with wounds badly infected, 

he drew strength from the Buddha.   Aware of the goodness of so 

many people, aware of the complexity of war and that the pilot of the 

Enola Gay was not to blame, Shinji drew strength from the Buddha.   
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At night, he often fell asleep with tears in his eyes imagining the face 

of the Buddha.   The Transcendent, the Infinite, with its values of 

wisdom and compassion, let peace flourish within him, not anger and 

hatred.   He said, ‘I wanted to see enemies become allies.   I wanted 

peace.’    

 

How we understand God can limit our experience or appreciation of 

the Sacred.   As I said last week, the word ‘God’ can be unhelpful.   It 

can lead us into thinking of ‘God’ as an object, or a person, or a super-

being, something that is up there, out there.   Too easily, we can 

imagine that, as if by magic, ‘God’ causes seas to part, breaks the laws 

of physics, or with the wave of a wand miraculously heals cancers or 

answers our sometimes selfish prayers.   God is Mystery, inseparable 

from our DNA, in our breathing, at the very centre of the stars and 

saturating the darkness of the ocean depths.   Through goodness and 

suffering, ‘God’, the Sacred, is present.   The question is not whether 

God is present; the question is are we present to ‘God’?    

 

One of my favourite stories which captures the complexity of our 

relationship with ‘God’ is that told of the Jewish rabbis who, in the 

concentration camp, Auschwitz, put God on trial.   Amid the brutality 
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and devastation of everyday life in the camp, the rabbis charged God 

with responsibility.   In their mock courtroom, the case was made 

and, in the end, God was found guilty.   In the silence that followed 

the verdict, one rabbi said, ‘Nevertheless, it is 4 o’clock; it is time for 

prayers.’   The story brings to the fore that, we don’t understand 

enough about God, we do not have clarity, and the prevailing point is 

trust, inner journey and spiritual pilgrimage.    

 

The apostle Paul said a beautiful thing.   Speaking of all that is within 

us, Paul said, ‘Even though our outer nature is wasting away, our 

inner nature is being renewed day by day…..We look not at what can 

be seen but at what cannot be seen; for what is seen is temporal, but 

what cannot be seen is eternal.’   Within us, ‘we have a building from 

God, a house not made with hands.’   It is this inner encounter, this 

one word experience, ‘Godislove’, this sense that we are held by the 

One who holds all things, that we are cherished, valued and 

embraced is what lies at the heart of the Christian faith.   It is the 

mountain top experience of the mystics.    

 

In the Sacrament of Baptism, we sacramentally, symbolically, through 

word and action, seek to show what we believe is foundational to all 
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life:  that, in love, God holds all of us, all that is.   Darcy is held, 

cherished, valued and embraced by ‘Godislove.’   The Transcendent is 

present in this sanctuary, in this service, dwelling within each of us.    

 

In the Gospel lesson today, Jesus said, ‘Whoever does the will of God 

is my brother and sister and mother.’   In other words, those who 

enflesh the Spirit, who let themselves by shaped and changed by the 

indwelling Spirit, by the supreme values of God, are the brother, 

sister and mother of Jesus.   In the Old Testament, the people of Israel 

want a king; they want a leader who will speak for them, defend their 

interests and lead them into battle.   God’s resistance to this request 

is not against having a king, a leader, but that gradually, slowly, our 

deepest allegiance will be to the world, to worldly power, and not to 

the One within us.   Mark Wahlberg says that, ‘My faith in God….is the 

most important part of my life.’   These are words from someone who 

knows what it is to fall, fail and break down.    

 

In the Gospel of Mark, Jesus spoke of Satan.   Our images of Satan owe 

more to the imagination of Dante than they do to the Bible.   It is 

Dante’s Inferno that bestows on us graphic images of Satan as a 

winged beast, a giant demon.   If we externalise Satan, if we make of 
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the Devil a demon, a person, a being, that floats around the Earth 

casting spells on people, cutting them down, enticing them into deeds 

of evil, then we miss the potency of the myth.   Satan, the Devil, is not 

out there, up there, over there, but in here, in the human heart, in 

human systems, in social structures, in human deeds, in selfishness, 

brutality and our feelings of superiority over others.   A cabinet 

minister who has served in more than one government, a Christian, 

said recently, ‘I am selfish, lazy, greedy, hypocritical, confused, self-

deceiving, impatient and weak.   And that’s just on a good day.’   In 

reading Scripture, we must relax about literalism and let mythology 

speak to us.   Satan is not out there; it is in here.   Christianity helps us 

confront our weakness, and acknowledge our need of fulfillment, 

forgiveness and the peace only our Divine Lover can give.   

 

Let me close with this.   In her book, Fields of Blood, the former nun, 

now religious historian, Karen Armstrong, reflects on the nature of 

our secular society and the rise of religious fundamentalism, 

particularly in the Middle East.   Like others before her, Armstrong 

appeals for a liberal state rather than a secular one.   Not for a 

moment, let me repeat that, not for a moment, does she justify or 

defend the evil actions of ISIS but, she argues, its power and 
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attraction lie in the sense that Islam and the Islamic way of life is 

being slowly excised from western society and its sphere of influence.   

In the 1920s and 1930s, it was Mustafa Ataturk, who founded the 

secular state of Turkey, who had soldiers tear women’s veils from 

their faces and had police gun down peaceful demonstrators who 

supported Islamic dress laws.   Now, as then, Armstrong argues the 

choice to wear the veil has more to do with secular pressure not to 

wear it than anything in the Qur’an.   Are we a liberal state or a 

secular one?   Whether it is the veil or the kilt, whenever people are 

denied their identity, they are likely to resist and, in the worst cases, 

react with violence.   Of the current situation in Egypt, Armstrong 

writes: 

 
 There was an almost audible sigh of relief in the West when the  
 Muslim Brotherhood was ousted from power in Egypt….But  
 there has been less attention to the violence of the secular  
 military dictatorship that has replaced it, which has exceeded  
 the abuses of the Mubarak regime. 
 
Secular thinkers, she says, believe religion to be backward, 

belligerent, intolerant and irrational compared to their peaceable and 

humane philosophy.   This, says Armstrong, is no different from the 

colonialists believing that their way of life was in every way superior 

to that of indigenous peoples.   Satan is not some winged beast 

trapped in ice in the centre of Hell, but is the very human processes, 
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systems and philosophies which dehumanise and destroy the 

identity and humanity of others.   Let me repeat, in no way shape or 

form am I or is Karen Armstrong, defending the evil actions of ISIS, 

but the demonising of religion by a secular state which provokes 

resistance and helps to fuel violence in the name of religion.   A 

secular state is not necessarily a liberal state. 

 

When Jesus said, ‘Whoever does the will of God is my brother and 

sister and mother,’ I have no doubt He spoke of a way of living which 

respected the integrity and worth of all people.   Inseparable from 

this, He believed that each human being was a God-bearer, an image 

of the Deity, a child held, cherished and loved. 

 

Amen. 


