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Sermon Notes  St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

Epiphany 5 

7 February 2010 

Preacher 

The Reverend Chris Albany 

Rector 
Readings: Isaiah 6.1-8; Psalm 138; 1 Corinthians 15.1-11; Luke 5.1-11 
 

Baptism and belonging to God 
 

We live in a world in which many people or institutions lay claim to our allegiance.  Political 

parties, Church, family, work, school, football club, the nation.  So the question can be asked of 

each one of us, “Where or to whom do you belong?”  Or to put it even more starkly who or what 

owns you?  What or who is it that controls you and your life and tells you how to live?  Parents 

often seek to do this for their children and the children often feel controlled by their parents even 

into adulthood.  Many of us allow our parents to control what we do in all sorts of subtle ways.  Yet 

our parents do not own us.  My mother-in-law tells me that she received a piece of sound and wise 

advice when my brother-in-law her first child was born.  Now you have to begin the process of 

teaching him to live without you.  If our parents don’t own us then who does?  Spouse? Society? 

Culture? Nation? Church? - All of these claim ownership at various times and set out vigorously to 

enforce these claims.  But none of them is valid.  The Christian insight is that it is God who owns 

us; this is reflected in the baptism service when we are marked with the sign of the Cross and the 

priest says I sign you with the sign of the Cross to show that you are marked as Christ’s own 

forever.  As some of you have heard me say before in one South American baptismal liturgy this is 

stated most graphically with the words that the priest says I brand you with the sign of the cross so 

that the world will always know and you will never be able to deny to whom you belong.  But 

God’s ownership is different to all other forms of ownership that lay claim to our lives-God does 

not own us in order to control us but rather to prohibit other claims of ownership.  He turns the 

control of our life over to each one of us ourselves, as a gift and we are called to be stewards of that 

gift.   

 

In effect then we own ourselves, and God honours and protects this ownership as he calls us into 

relationship with God self.  A relationship of love and there is no compulsion in love-that would be 

a contradiction.  God invites us, calls us to live our lives fully freely and offers God self as our 

constant companion, guide, strength.  Christian faith is not primarily about believing or being good 

but about relationship.  An invitation to companionship, to journey with Jesus the risen Christ, and 

in meeting God through Jesus-and allowing God to meet us discovering that we are changed. Just 

think the 3 readings today and how Isaiah, Paul and the fishermen are changed by their encounter 

with God.  This is expressed in the baptism and confirmation services by the first question, which is 

asked of the godparents and or person being baptised or confirmed, “Do you turn to Christ?”  Note 

the question is not do you believe in Christ?  And the answer expected is, “I turn to Christ.” not I 

believe in Christ. As Marcus Borg says in “Meeting Jesus again for the first time” believing in Jesus 

for most of us means “believing things about Jesus.”  To believe in Jesus meant to believe what the 

Gospels and the Church said about Jesus.  That was easy when I was a child, and became more and 

more difficult as I grew older.  But now I see that believing in Jesus can (and does) mean something 

very different from that.  The change is pointed to by the root meaning of the word believe.  Believe 

did not originally mean believing a set of doctrines or teachings; in both Greek and Latin its roots 

mean, “to give one’s heart to.”  The heart is the self at its deepest level.  Believing therefore, does 

not consist of giving one’s mental assent to something, but involves a much deeper level of one's 

self.  Believing in Jesus does not mean believing doctrines about him.  Rather, it means to give 

one’s heart, one’s self at its deepest level, to Jesus who is the living Lord, the side of God turned 

toward us, the face of God, the Lord who is also the spirit. (p136, 7) 
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Believing in Jesus in the sense of giving one’s heart to Jesus is what the, "I turn to Christ" of the 

baptism service is all about.  Borg suggests that this entails a movement from second hand religion 

to first-hand religion, from having heard about Jesus with the hearing of the ear to being in 

relationship with the spirit of Christ.  The being “in Christ” which is a favourite phrase of St Paul in 

his writings and at the heart of his  understanding of what it is to be Christian. 

 

So in a sense James and Jayne in bringing Claire for baptism you are acknowledging that yours is 

not the primary claim on her life and allegiance –if you like she is only entrusted to your care and if 

ever there is conflict between God’s call on her life and yours, God’s has the higher claim. Now that 

requires faith and trust – that what God wants for her will always be for the best – it’s the kind of 

faith expressed by the Psalmist in today’s Psalm which speaks of God’s steadfast love and 

faithfulness. Look especially at verse 7 and 8 Though I walk in the midst of danger yet will you 

preserve my life: you will stretch out your hand against the fury of my enemies and your right hand 

shall save me. The Lord will complete his purpose for me: your loving-kindness O Lord endures 

forever, do not forsake the work of your own hands.  

 

At the Monday night Bible Study as we looked at today’s readings one of the group shared with us 

a poem entitled Eternal purposes by Frances J Roberts which picks up this theme of confidence in 

God’s loving purposes; it reads: 

 

“Hold thou fast, for lo I am with thee; 

Stand thou still, for I am thy God. 

Be thou quiet before Me. 

For I have arranged all things for thee 

according to My good will, 

Yea, according to Mine eternal purposes 

For I have purposes and plans and desires 

which reach far beyond the present view 

Thou seest as it were the immediate situation, 

But My thoughts for thee and My planning for 

thee embraces eternity. 

Yea, thou art in My hand, 

Rest there and leave all else to Me. 

 

May Claire (as she gets older be helped to) and each one of us, daily turn to Christ, (it is not a once 

in a life-time event) and as we do so experience the intimacy of that first hand religion and enter 

more fully into the mystery of God and who and what God calls us to be. 

 

_______________________________ 

 


