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Sermon                         Sunday 6 October 2019 
Final Sermon at Mayfield Salisbury 

 
 
Lessons  Genesis 1: 1 – 5 1 Corinthians 13 St John 6: 16 – 21 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Inflame our hearts with Your Spirit, O God, Mystery Divine.   Invigorate our imaginations and 
lead us ever more deeply into intimacy and union with You.   Bless our silent meditations.   
Amen. 
 
 

In the majestic, timeless poetry of the King James Bible, in the 

opening verses of the first book we are taken gently on a spiritual 

journey:  “In the beginning God created the heaven and the 

earth….The Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.   And 

God said, ‘Let there be light’.”   Full of drama and artistic intensity, 

the first words of our Scriptures invite our imaginative engagement.   

The poem of the six days of creation followed by the day of rest is set 

in couplets:  days one and four, two and five, and three and six; in 

each case the latter is an amplification of the former.   In Hebrew, 

the Spirit of God that moved upon the face of the waters is said to 
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‘hover’ like an eagle fluttering over its young.   Poetry is in the DNA 

of religion and religious language.    

 

This week the Church of England priest and author Canon Mark 

Oakley tweeted a poem by Billy Collins to mark National Poetry Day.  

The poem serves as an introduction to poetry:   

 
I ask them to take a poem 
and hold it up to the light 
like a colour slide 

 
or press an ear against its hive. 
 
I say drop a mouse into a poem 
and watch him probe his way out, 
 
or walk inside the poem’s room 
and feel the walls for a light switch. 
 
I want them to waterski 
across the surface of a poem 
waving at the author’s name on the shore. 
 
But all they want to do 
is tie the poem to a chair with rope 
and torture a confession out of it. 
 
They begin beating it with a hose 
to find out what it really means. 
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If Collins’ poem is true about poetry, it is equally true about religion 

and how we interpret the Bible.   Instead of pursuing the false goal of 

what a passage ‘really means’, we should hold Bible stories up to the 

light, listen to them buzz, drop a mouse into the verses, walk inside 

it, waterski over it:  you get the point!   We are to wrestle with words 

and allow names and phrases to suggest other stories in Scripture.   

Scripture is a doorway into the Divine. 

 

C S Lewis once said: 

 
 There is no need to be worried by facetious people who 
 try to make the Christian hope of ‘Heaven’ ridiculous by 
 saying they do not want to ‘spend eternity playing harps’. 
 The answer to such people is that if they cannot understand 
 books written for grown-ups, they should not talk about 
 them. 
 

Though the Bible and Gospel message is for everyone, the carefully 

crafted language of metaphor and allegory means that the most 

important quality we bring to the Bible is imagination.    Religion is 

not science and we should not pretend that it is.   As we face issues 
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of caring for the earth, biodiversity loss and questions around 

transportation, diet and energy, science is an invaluable tool.   

People of faith have been and are among our greatest scientists, but 

religion stands on its own ground.   At its best, theology is far 

broader and more sophisticated than many appreciate.   The 

greatest of the Early Church Fathers St Augustine said, ‘If you 

understand it, then it is not God’.    

 

The thirteenth/fourteenth century mystic, Meister Eckhart, who 

skirted with the charge of heresy, strained to say that on our spiritual 

journey we should endeavour to get to the God who is beyond God.   

Eckhart spoke of God as ‘no-thingness’; in other words, there can be 

no true representation of God, the Absolute, the Most Real, in this 

created, material world.   Eckhart said, ‘There is no eloquence 

greater than the silence of God’.    

 

As the Church moves into the twenty-first century, there are many 

truths that it needs to relearn:  one is the elusiveness of the Eternal - 
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let darkness and silence and emptiness assume a central place in our 

theology; and another is that the Eternal, the Divine Mystery, is 

much larger than any single religion can possibly conceive.   As 

pilgrims, let us encourage each other to walk side by side with 

peoples of other faiths and to do so as friends, true friends with no 

hidden agenda, no secret sense of superiority.    

 

At the recent interfaith peace service in Edinburgh, in a city mosque, 

the young imam opened the event with a passage from the Qur’an 

about the patriarch Abraham.   The imam explained that Abraham 

was not a Jew, a Christian or a Muslim.   It was a tender and beautiful 

moment.  I would go further to say that the Eternal, the One who is 

in all things in being, belongs to no religion.   The task of the Church, 

of the clergy and the people, is to facilitate encounter with the 

Sacred for oneself and for others.   Religion is not a game of rummy, 

of holding the winning hand.   It is a love affair. 

 

In his hymn of love, St Paul said: 
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 If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, 
 but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging 
 cymbal…. 
 
 Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or 
 boastful or arrogant or rude.   It does not insist on 
 its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does 
 not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. 
 
 
It is this spirit that, in the mind’s eye, we see in the face of Jesus.   On 

my own journey, Ignatian spirituality has been a game-changer.   I 

find it profoundly helpful to imagine myself in the story:  with Mary, 

Lazarus and Martha; alongside the woman at the well; in the 

darkness of night with Nicodemus; and, in each situation, draw near 

to Christ and let Christ draw near to me.    

 

In his new book, Dominion:  The Making of the Western World, the 

historian Tom Holland, who is not a Christian, praises the apostle 

Paul.   Holland describes the unimaginable brutality of the Roman 

Empire and its value system:  its belief that the gods were with the 

emperor, the powerful and the rich while the poor, the vulnerable 

and the powerless were of no account.   Against this all-pervading 
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ethos, inspired by the rabbi from Nazareth, Paul taught communities 

across Asia Minor that every person was of supreme worth to God.   

It is only when we understand how different and bad things were 

that we begin to appreciate the radical message of the Gospel.   

Holland says that ‘the origins of the principle’ - the assumption that 

everyone possessed an inherent worth – ‘as Nietzsche had so 

contemptuously pointed out – lay not in the French Revolution, nor 

in the Declaration of Independence, nor in the Enlightenment, but in 

the Bible’.    

 

For Holland, the Bible keeps coming back to haunt Western society.   

Citing the Revd Dr Martin Luther King Jr, Holland says that it was a 

Baptist preacher who, in the face of mortal danger, said, ‘Every 

human being has etched in his personality the indelible stamp of the 

Creator.   Every man must be respected because God loves him’.   

Holland said, ‘That every human being possessed an equal dignity 

was not remotely self-evident a truth’.   Even in situations where 

some Christians have opposed this truth - the equality of women or 
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the dignity of same-sex relationships – nevertheless, the indelible 

stamp of worth on every forehead is a biblical truth.   As we look 

around the world today, not all countries espouse this truth; not all 

countries speak of inherent worth and equal dignity.   Our debt to 

Paul and the Gospel is beyond measure.    

 

On my own spiritual journey, years before I had heard of Ignatian 

spirituality, I did find myself in a dream among the waves with the 

boat, the disciples and Jesus.   The mystical encounter is as fresh now 

as it was over thirty-five years ago.   Scripture is eternally fruitful; it is 

an irreplaceable resource.   The story of Jesus walking on the water 

is, like every other such story, a faith narrative.   A profound piece of 

pastoral writing, the story springs from the Book of Psalms in which 

it is God who stills the waves and from the intertestamental Book of 

Sirach in which the Wisdom or Word of God walks on water.   

Through the storms of our lives, we truly need the Divine.   In our 

translation, Jesus said, ‘It is I’.   In Greek, this is better rendered, ‘I 

am’.   In the storm, in the waves, ‘I am’:  the name of God; I am with 
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you always.   Let yourself be in that story and hear the words spoken 

directly to your heart;  ‘I am with you always’.   The Islamic mystic 

Rumi said that ‘Jesus was lost in his love for God’ and he encouraged 

his listeners to meditate on ‘Jesus within us’.    

 

In my view, in the twenty-first century, the Church needs to share a 

more profound concept of the Divine – elusiveness, silence, darkness 

and inclusivity – a God who delights in the wonders of science; the 

Church needs also to be proud of much of its history and not be 

cowed by others for its failings, bad as they have been at times; and 

the Church needs to understand that, beyond all its hard work for 

justice in the world, it exists to lead people into the Mystery of God.    

 

Let me close with this.   If you remember nothing else from my 

nineteen year ministry, remember the words of Thomas Mann:  

‘Myth is the way things never were, but always are’.   

 

Amen.  


