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Sermon Notes  
St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

Seventh Sunday after 

Epiphany – 20 February 2011 

Preacher 

Dr Douglas Golding 

Readings:  Leviticus 19.1-2, 9-18;  Psalm 119.33-40;  1 Corinthians 3.10-17;  Matthew 5.38-48 
   

A journey to perfection 
  
What is the point of telling someone to do what’s impossible?   Like the mother who snaps at her 
three-year-old ‘keep still’ or ‘don’t touch’  or the teacher who calls to her rowdy class ‘keep quiet’  
or the MP’s wife who tells her husband ‘don’t talk so much’.   No, I’m not just thinking of Bob 
Katter.   Or Barnaby Joyce.   Yet here is this rabbi telling the crowds in Galilee, ‘Be perfect, as your 
heavenly Father is perfect’.   Is he talking nonsense? 
  
Actually, Jesus was restating and reinforcing the commandment in our first lesson, from the book of 
Leviticus, which has God saying ‘Be holy, as I am holy’ . It’s like God’s commandment to 
Abraham, Walk before me and be blameless.  We have also heard Jesus telling the rich young ruler, 
if you wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give the money to the poor, then come follow 
me.  
 
And St Paul’s told the Corinthians, one of the most unholy of the early Christian communities, to 
make holiness perfect, in the fear of God.   So this is not a one-off commandment. 
 
Being perfect is not a state we can ever reach in this life, but it is a journey towards a divine 
destination.  Every Sunday in our creed, we proclaim that by being incarnate, Jesus became truly 
human.  The writer of the letter to the Hebrews tells us that Jesus had to become like us in every 
respect, in order to fulfil his divine mission (Heb. 2.17).  
 
Because the earthly Jesus was truly human, he himself was not perfect, just as we are not, but he 
was making the journey, just as we are called to do. They say practice makes perfect -- from the 
time of his baptism Jesus was practicing holiness, by doing the will of his heavenly Father, rather 
than his own will.  Jesus was walking with God towards perfection, as we can too, and we should.  
We could all do with more practice in holiness., beginning by following Jesus’ example by praying 
more often and more deeply, and by worshipping every week, not just when the weather is kind  
and when there is nothing else on. 
 
The four Gospels in our New Testament were written by believers, who naturally wanted to show 
their Lord in a good light, but they do record a few incidents which show that Jesus was, at times, 
all too human.   
 
Once, you remember, when he was hungry, he went to pick a fig from a fig tree by the side of the 
road, and found nothing on it but leaves.  It was not the season for fruit.  So what do the Gospel 
writers say Jesus did?   He cursed the fig tree and it withered and died.   What does that say about 
Jesus, the man? 
 
Another time, you remember, a Canaanite woman pleaded with Jesus to heal her daughter, but Jesus 
refused, saying, I was  sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.  The poor distraught woman 
had to argue and argue with Jesus before he would use his powers of healing. 
 
These stories, and other Gospel texts, seem to support the particular Trinitarian theology of Moore 
College, which is now spreading worldwide through an on-line study program which has more than 



 2 

10 000 students.   Most Christian groups insist that the three persons of the Trinity, the three 
personae, are co-equal and co-eternal.   But Moore College teaches the Calvinist view that Jesus , 
the Son, is subordinate to the Father, because he was fully human during his time on earth.   When 
my son is priested later this year, we will call each other ‘Father’.   Does that make us co-equal?? 
  
Some of the other early Gospels which did not make it into the New Testament also depict Jesus as 
being all too human.  The Gospel of Thomas is one of the so-called infancy gospels which were lost 
for centuries because the church condemned them as heretical.  The gospel was rediscovered in 
December 1946 among the writings in 13 leather-bound volumes in an earthen jar which two 
farmers dug up at Nag Hammadi, in upper Egypt.   
 
This gospel tells several stories about the young Jesus, which were well-known in the ancient 
world.  One of them is mentioned in the Qur’an, actually it is mentioned twice.   Reading from the 
Gospel of Thomas, chapter two: 
 
Gabrielle 
This little child Jesus when he was five years old was playing at the ford of a brook: and he 
gathered together the waters that flowed there into pools, and made them straightway clean, and 
commanded them by his word alone. And having made soft clay, he fashioned twelve sparrows from 
them. And it was the Sabbath when he did these things (or made them). And there were also many 
other little children playing with him.  
 
Rex 
 And a certain Jew when he saw what Jesus did, playing upon the Sabbath day, departed 
straightway and told his father Joseph: ‘Lo, your child is at the brook, and he has taken clay and 
fashioned twelve little birds, and has polluted the Sabbath day’. And Joseph came to the place and 
saw: and cried out to him, saying: ‘Why do you do these things on the Sabbath, which it is not 
lawful to do?’  But Jesus clapped his hands together and cried out to the sparrows and said to 
them: ‘Go!’ and the sparrows took their flight and went away chirping. And when the Jews saw it 
they were amazed, and departed and told their chief men that which they had seen Jesus do.  
 
The story continues – one of Jesus’ playmates tells him off for making pools in the brook.  Little 
Jesus is so angry that he curses the boy and he withers up, like the fig tree in the Gospel story.    
 
Why would disciples of Jesus retell stories or recount events which make him look like a spoiled 
brat?  Perhaps because they saw themselves in the human Jesus, and the stories inspired them to 
travel with Jesus towards the perfection of the heavenly father, towards pure holiness.   
 
So how do we travel towards perfection?   Not by following some set of rules, but by walking in 
love;  by practicing holiness, by walking with Jesus in prayer, by worshipping the Father – all this 
brings us closer day by day towards our ultimate destiny, which is to be with God and to become 
perfect, as he is.   We practise doing the Father’s will, rather than our own. 
 
For the past three months, the State Library has had an exhibition to honour  the multi- talented 
Lebanese-American Kahlil Gibran, artist, author in Arabic, author in English.   The exhibition is 
drawn from the Gibran Museum in his home village of Bsharri.   It actually ends today at 5 o’clock. 
 
Gibran died in the year I was born, that’s a few years ago, but he is still one of the world’s best-
selling authors.  His book The Prophet is often said to have inspired the New Age movement.    But 
he has also written a gospel according to Gibran, called Jesus, the Son of Man.  This book tells of 
the impact which the human Jesus had on 80 very different people, from James, the Son of Zebedee, 
to Gibran himself, 20 centuries later.    
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Gibran was born into a Maronite Christian family, in a land regularly torn apart by sectarian clan 
conflict.  He knew from experience that no-one who has a real experience of Jesus can ever be the 
same afterwards. 
 
Here are a few of Gibran’s voices: 
 
Firstly, Mary Magdalene: 
 
Gabrielle  
It was in the month of June when I saw Him for the first time. He was walking in the wheat field 
when I passed by with my handmaidens, and He was alone. ... 
 
My handmaidens pointed their fingers at Him and spoke in shy whispers to one another. And I 
stayed my steps for a moment, and raised my hand to hail Him. But He did not turn His face, and 
He did not look at me. And I hated Him. I was swept back into myself, and I was as cold as if I had 
been in a snow-drift. And I shivered.  
 
That night I beheld Him in my dreaming; and they told me afterward that I screamed in my sleep 
and was restless upon my bed.  
 
It was in the month of August that I saw Him again, through my window. He was sitting in the 
shadow of the cypress tree across my garden, and He was still as if He had been carved out of 
stone, like the statues in Antioch and other cities of the North Country.  
And my slave, the Egyptian, came to me and said, “That man is here again. He is sitting there 
across your garden.”  ... 
 
Then I clothed myself with raiment of Damascus, and I left my house and walked towards Him.  
 
Was it my aloneness, or was it His fragrance, that drew me to Him? Was it a hunger in my eyes that 
desired comeliness, or was it His beauty that sought the light of my eyes?  
 
Even now I do not know.  
 
I walked to Him with my scented garments and my golden sandals, the sandals the Roman captain 
had given me, even these sandals. And when I reached Him, I said, “Good-morrow to you.”  
 
And He said, “Good-morrow to you, Miriam.”  
 
And He looked at me, and His night-eyes saw me as no man had seen me. And suddenly I was as if 
naked, and I was shy. 
 
Nathaniel, one of the disciples, saw Jesus very differently:  
 
Rex 
They say that Jesus of Nazareth was humble and meek.  
 
They say that though He was a just man and righteous, He was a weakling, and was often 
confounded by the strong and the powerful; and that when He stood before men of authority He was 
but a lamb among lions.  
 
But I say Jesus had authority over men, and that He knew His power and proclaimed it among the 
hills of Galilee, and in the cities of Judea and Phoenicia.  ... 
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What man unmindful of His own strength would say, “He who believes not in me believes not in this 
life nor in the life everlasting” ?  
 
What man uncertain of tomorrow would proclaim, “Your world shall pass away and be naught but 
scattered ashes ere my words shall pass away” ?  
 
Was He doubtful of Himself when He said to those who would confound Him with a harlot, “He 
who is without sin, let him cast a stone” ?  
 
Did He fear authority when He drove the money-changers from the court of the temple, though they 
were licensed by the priests?  ...  
 
Was it a coward who shook His hand in the face of the authorities and pronounced them “liars, 
low, filthy, and degenerate” ?  
 
Shall a man bold enough to say these things to those who ruled Judea be deemed meek and humble?  
 
Nay. The eagle builds not his nest in the weeping willow. And the lion seeks not his den among the 
ferns.  
 
... . It is the mighty hunter I would preach, and the mountainous spirit unconquerable. 
 
Now Salome, the daughter of Herod, the dancer who demanded the head of John the Baptist on a 
platter: 
 
Gabrielle 
He was like poplars shimmering in the sun;  
And like a lake among the lonely hills,  
Shining in the sun;  
And like snow upon the mountain heights,  
White, white in the sun.  
 
Yea, He was like unto all these,  
And I loved Him.  
Yet I feared His presence.  
And my feet would not carry my burden of love  
That I might girdle His feet with my arms.  
 
I would have said to Him,  
“I have slain your friend in an hour of passion.  
Will you forgive me my sin?  
And will you not in mercy release my youth  
From its blind deed,  
That it may walk in your light?” ... 
 
For there was no valley of hunger He could not bridge,  
And no desert of thirst He could not cross. ... 
 
He is gone now.  
And something that was in me is gone also.  
Perhaps it was my youth  
That would not tarry here,  
Since the God of youth was slain. 



 5 

 
Then, there is the voice of Simon of Cyrene, the man who carried Jesus’ cross: 
 
Rex 
I was on my way to the fields when I saw Him carrying His cross; and multitudes were following 
Him.  
 
Then I too walked beside Him.  
 
His burden stopped Him many a time, for His body was exhausted.  
 
Then a Roman soldier approached me, saying, “Come, you are strong and firm-built; carry the 
cross of this man.”  
 
When I heard these words my heart swelled within me and I was grateful.    And I carried His cross.  
 
It was heavy, for it was made of poplar soaked through with the rains of winter.  
 
And Jesus looked at me. And the sweat of His forehead was running down upon His beard.  
 
Again He looked at me and He said, “Do you too drink this cup? You shall indeed sip its rim with 
me to the end of time.”  
 
So saying He placed His hand upon my free shoulder. And we walked together towards the Hill of 
the Skull.  
 
But now I felt not the weight of the cross. I felt only His hand. And it was like the wing of a bird 
upon my shoulder.  
 
Then we reached the hill top, and there they were to crucify Him.  
 
And then I felt the weight of the tree. ... 
 
Now, the man whose cross I carried has become my cross.  
 
Should they say to me again, “Carry the cross of this man,” I would carry it till my road ended at 
the grave.  
 
But I would beg Him to place His hand upon my shoulder.  
 
This happened many years ago; and still whenever I follow the furrow in the field, and in that 
drowsy moment before sleep, I think always of that Beloved Man.  
 
And I feel His winged hand, here, on my left shoulder. 
 
Finally, the last of the 80 voices is Gibran’s voice, the voice of the man from Lebanon and 
Brooklyn, 20 centuries later: 
 
Gabrielle & Rex 
Master, Master of Light,  
Whose eye dwells in the seeking fingers of the blind,  
You are still despised and mocked,  
A man too weak and infirm to be God,  
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A God too much man to call forth adoration.  
 
Their mass and their hymn,  
Their sacrament and their rosary, are for their imprisoned self.  
You are their yet distant self, their far-off cry, and their passion.  
 
But Master, Sky-heart, Knight of our fairer dream,  
You do still tread this day;  
Nor bows nor spears shall stay your steps.  
You walk through all our arrows.  
You smile down upon us,  
And though you are the youngest of us all  
You father us all.  
 
Poet, Singer, Great Heart,  
May our God bless your name,  
And the womb that held you, and the breasts that gave you milk.  
And may God forgive us all.  
 
 
To which we can only say ‘Amen’.     

 
╬ 

_____________________________ 


