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Mission of God 
 

First of all, may I thank you for inviting me and for your warm welcome.  It is always a great 
delight to spend time with Chris, your Rector, and with Pam and I have heard many good things 
about this church, not least in its commitment to environmental mission.  Appropriately enough too, 
today is also the start of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, the promotion of which I have had 
much to do in recent years. So, that makes this a double blessing to me to visit and to speak on this 
special occasion.   
  
So, why do we pray and why do we pray together in a special place and community like this one? 
What is it that grounds the life and purpose of St Mark’s Anglican Church, South Hurstville? 
 
Well, I live, most of the time, in Woy Woy on the beautiful Central Coast of New South Wales.  
Here there has been a remarkable development.  For near the Woy Woy waterfront, you can now 
find a series of different businesses, all beginning with the word ‘Gnostic’.  There is the Gnostic 
Forest book and trinket shop, which was the first Gnostic business in the area.  Then there is the, 
excellent, Gnostic Mana café; Gnostic Bunch, the flower shop;  Gnostic Organics fruit and 
vegetable shop; and the Gnostic Hemporium clothing shop; and, of course, the Gnostic Healing 
Sanctuary; offering various alternative remedies and courses.   What you may wonder, is all this 
about? 
 
My sense is that the ‘Gnostic Corner’ in Woy Woy is a symbol of something more general in our 
society: namely the search for a deeper and fuller sense of life.   Now, if you probe into some of the 
philosophies floating about these enterprises you will find they are somewhat unsatisfactory.  
Indeed ancient Gnosticism was rightly condemned as a heresy by the early Church.  Modern day 
Gnostic and New Age thinking similarly lacks adequate grounding in either this-worldly reality or 
genuine spiritual revelation.  It tends towards the esoteric, over-individualism and to salvation by 
special knowledge rather than faith.  It typically seeks inner or astral peace, disdaining the 
necessary conflict-strewn path of sharing in peace-building, justice and sustainability here on Earth.  
And yet… and yet it points us towards an often neglected part of our Christian life and mission: 
namely that of prayer and spirituality. 
 
For my sense is that many of our Churches, of various denominations, have been overly obsessed in 
recent times by what a former Anglican Dean of Bristol, Melvyn Matthews, called the 3 ‘Ms’: of 
Mission, Management, and Marketing.  Now I wouldn’t want to decry any of these as such.  Indeed 
St Mark’s needs to look carefully, and regularly at each.  As we celebrate St Mark’s patronal 
festival, it is however salutary to look beyond them.  For does St Mark’s exist primarily for 
Marketing or Management, or even for Mission as it is often understood?  Or does it exist for 
something deeper? 

The ancient Gnostic teachers typically called orthodox clergy ‘waterless canals’.  Although such 
people do not understand mystery, they said, they boast that the mystery of truth belongs to them 
alone.  As a result, they said, the orthodox emphasised external things of spiritual life, such as 
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doctrines, rituals and the orders and ordering of the Church.  Keeping these can become the be-all 
and end-all of Christian life.  Rather, said the Gnostics, and New Age devotees today, everyone has 
to find their own personal way to God, and by knowing themselves they will come to know spiritual 
truth and reality.  It is through the inward journey that the true water of life is found.  

Such thinking is flawed for it fails to grasp the truth of the Incarnation: that it is through material 
things that God brings life and salvation.  We will not find the fullness of life by avoiding the things 
of this life.  Rather, like Jesus, it is in, with and through the ordinary things of our lives that we will 
discover God’s love.   And yet… and yet, could it be that Gnostic and New Age thinking still 
challenges us to go deeper than the surface of things, to a renewal of the inner as well as the 
external life of our Church?   
 
As those who have reflected on these matters tell us,  many people in the West turn to esoteric and 
eastern spirituality because they have been seeking an experience they are not finding in their own 
lives and very often do not find in Christianity: namely the experience of God in the depths of the 
soul.  As the Benedictine monk Fr Bede Griffiths put it, after many years of engaging with the 
Hindu religion and Indian culture, in the West we have been successful in building up a great 
material civilisation, and impressive church structures and rituals and doctrines.  Our spirituality has 
however remained largely external:  “this has left us with a great sense of frustration, a feeling of 
emptiness within, a lack of reality, an inability to touch the inner centre of being where we are at 
rest and where we can go to meet our fellows, go out to meet God, but to which we can always 
return.”  
 
In fact this works both ways.   Christianity can teach, and has already helped other great religious 
traditions to relate better to the world of history and material existence.  Eastern religions however 
can help us to learn the lesson of interiority, the life of the Spirit within.  For as the great 8th century 
spiritual teacher St John Damascene put it, God is an infinite sea of depth and mystery.  So are we 
bathing and plunging ourselves into this rich ocean of being? Or are our churches in danger of 
becoming mere ‘waterless canals’? 
 
As we celebrate this dedication festival today, at the beginning of this Week of Prayer for Christian 
Unity, I would suggest that it is through a deeper encounter with the infinite ocean of God’s being 
that we are truly renewed and empowered.  Rather than the 3 conventional ‘Ms’ of church Mission, 
Management and Marketing, I would suggest our Bible readings today point us to three other ‘Ms’: 
namely Mystery, Mutuality and the Mission not of the Church but of God in Godself, which is far 
more exciting and transforming.  Mystery, Mutuality and the Missio Dei, the Mission of God, these 
three, it seems to me, are to be the real foundations of this church building and community.  Let us 
take a look briefly at our three readings today for what they say about this… 
 
Firstly, the prophet Isaiah challenges us to be ‘sentinels’, constantly praying for, and looking to, the 
transformation of all things by God.  For this is the Missio Dei, the mission of God.  Unlike most 
Church Mission, it does not have its source in human imagination or commitment, still less in good 
management or clever marketing.  Nor is it particularly concerned with church membership.  Its 
longing is for peace and justice, for God’s joy and righteousness, God’s shalom, to be known in all 
people and places.  Our task is to catch the vision of the Missio Dei, the ‘big picture’ mission of 
God, and to keep alert in prayerful attention, to let the waters of God flow.  Is that how St Mark’s 
sees its role? 
 
Secondly, the letter to the Ephesians today reminds us that ‘each of us’ is ‘given grace according to 
the measure of Christ’s gift’.  These gifts we are to nurture through the practice of Mutuality.  For a 
church only grows strong, we are told, when it is ‘joined and knit together’, ‘when ‘every part is 
working properly’, promoting ‘the body’s growth in building itself up in love’.  Is this practice of 
Mutuality at the heart of life together here?   
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Thirdly, and most importantly, the astonishing ending to the Gospel of St Mark recalls us to the 
centrality of the experience of Mystery in our lives and the life of the Church.  Yes, the concluding 
verses of this Gospel see Jesus commanding his disciples to ‘Go into all the world and proclaim the 
good news to the whole creation’.  (Note well to the whole creation not simple human beings!)  
This command only comes however after the experience of total mystery at the tomb.  For to 
encounter the living God is indeed often to enter into shock and amazement.  After all, it is only 
when we have been taken out of our everyday selves that we can feel the peace and passion of the 
love of God, and only when we that peace and passion is flowing through us are we good for 
anything else.  For it is the experience of Mystery which enables us to practice Mutuality and to 
sight, sound and support the Missio Dei, the mission of God.   So how are you going with passion 
for Mystery in this place? 
 
St John Damascene was right - wasn’t he? – when he called God ‘an infinite ocean of being’.  God 
is truly like a sea of infinite depth and mystery into which we are invited to live our lives.  Like a 
great ocean, the love of God connects all things and without it, like fish out of water, we gasp and 
die.  So are spending enough time in the water?  Are we relishing the opportunities to pray alone 
and together, to be soaked in the love of God in contemplative and imaginative forms of meditative 
and active prayer?  Do we let ourselves float in God’s love and know that we are loved as part of 
the infinite ocean of being of which we are a part?  Do we cultivate times and places in which we 
may enter more deeply into the depth and mystery of God’s love?  Are we keeping ourselves alert 
and open to the moments when the sea bursts to the surface in our lives and the lives of others?  Are 
we too anxious about its passion and storms that we risk losing its peace? 
 
No one place or person, no one Church or religion, can hold the peace and the passion of God.  
Each however can bear witness to it and can connect to others, through the selfsame sea of depth 
and mystery of which we are all a part.  This is the point and purpose of a place like this and of a 
week of prayer for Christian unity.  At their best churches, and church buildings, can act like wells 
of the infinite ocean of God’s being.  They can hardly hold the energy or volume of the immensity 
of the living water.  Yet they can help us go down a little into the depths and taste the mystery, if 
that is, we are willing to make the journey and to let down our poor and imperfect buckets, sharing 
the love of God in prayer.  
 
Let me conclude with a few words regarding ecumenism.  For today, our individual churches and 
Christian unity are, to quote the words of the Chinese curse, living though ‘interesting times’.   We 
are not certain of the way ahead.  It is possible to be downcast by this situation.  Perhaps however 
this is precisely where we need to be if we are to move forward again.  For, paradoxically, we can 
only move forward if we move downward: if we descend more fully into the waters of God’s 
renewing and sustaining love.  100 years ago next month a great International Missionary 
Conference was held in Edinburgh.  It has been regarded ever since as the watershed moment in the 
creation of the modern ecumenical movement.  Its success. I would suggest, was based on a shift of 
consciousness: from marketing separate plans and activities to mutuality; from church-centred 
mission to the Missio Dei, the ‘big picture’ mission of God’; and, above all, from managing church 
to mystery.  For as John Mott, one of the conference presidents in Edinburgh and a great 
ecumenical pioneer put it, the real heart of that great conference was its times of prayer.  The 
Church, in its particular local form or ecumenically, was, is, and always will be, built on prayer, on 
the willingness of you and I and others to enter more fully into the depths and mystery of God.  For 
as the great spiritual ecumenist, Fr Coutourier was always reminding his students, ‘we can only 
enter through the gates of unity on our knees’.  How true that is.  Ultimately, St Mark’s and all other 
churches, metaphorically speaking, can only move forward ‘on its knees’.  May God bless you in 
that exciting journey. 
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For as Catherine of Siena prayed:  
‘You, O eternal Trinity, are a deep sea, into which the more I enter, the more I find, and the 
more I find, the more I seek.  The spul cannot be satiated in your abysss, for she continually 
hungers after you, the eternal Trinity, desiring to see you with the light of your light.’  

 
In the Name of the infinite ocean of being who calls us in Jesus to step out into the deep, 
transformed by the rushing currents of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
 

___________________________________________ 


