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Sermon Notes  St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

Second Sunday after Epiphany 

20 January 2008 

Preacher 

The Reverend Clive H Norton 

Visiting priest 

Readings: Isaiah 49.1-7; Psalm 40.1-14; 1 Corinthians 1:1-9; John l. 29-42 

 

Sharing ‘Good News’ – Praying for justice and peace 

Last week we heard from the Hebrew (Jewish) Scriptures the first of the remarkable ‘Servant 

Songs’ found in the Book of Isaiah.   Today’s reading from the second ‘Servant Song’ is similar but 

as the inspired writer meditates on the task of God’s servant he adds two ideas.   

First,  “The Lord called me before I was born, while I was in my mother’s womb he named me.”   

Remember this is part of a life story expressed in profound poetry.    We are not required to take 

those words literally, “The Lord called me before I was born…”   Looking back and bracing himself 

for the future, he is convinced of God leading him.   It is an inner consciousness that in spite of his 

human failings and fear, God is and always had been guiding his responses to the challenges of 

living.   That is the nature of our faith. 

Unfortunately very often in the past theologians have muddled and distorted our understanding of 

Scripture by using words like ‘predestination’.    Such a word leaves out the essential point that at 

every stage of our lives we are free to reject OR to accept the inner promptings of God’s spirit.   

Many priests and theologians have propounded the abstract rationalization of predestination 

because that fits their particular theory about GOD:  i.e. because in human words they have defined 

God as “almighty” and “all knowing” it could logically follow that God knew and determined every 

person’s life from before conception or at least from birth:   Their misleading mantra is ‘God must 

have planned it from the start.’   Theological theories like ‘predestination’ are at their root little 

different from astrology and the New Age obsession that a person’s life is determined by the 

alignment of the stars on the day they were conceived or born.   Human beings find it difficult to 

live with uncertainty, and so dogmatize about things that cannot be proved. 

The man we know as Saul of Tarsus, the high principled, religious but prejudiced Jew, who became 

St Paul the follower of Jesus, when he looked back on his earlier beliefs and actions, testified that it 

was God who had changed him.   He was overwhelmed by that experience, but it had taken years.   

That awareness of God’s guiding, even when we have often – sometimes for many years - gone our 

own way and not the Way of God, is our faith experience also. 

Second, the Servant’s song goes on, “The Lord says,... It is too light a thing  [it’s too small a task – 

I’ve got a bigger job for you]    that you should ... raise up the tribes of Jacob and …restore the 

survivors of Israel, I will give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end 

of the earth.”   The notion of being a specially ‘chosen people’ is ambivalent.   It can empower 

people to use their gifts and experience for good, but also for do much harm.    Beware the person 

or nation that makes great claims.   Every old fashioned ‘lunatic asylum’ or modern psych hospital 

and psychiatrist’s consulting room can tell of individuals who claim to be Jesus or Buddha or some 

Messiah-like or Napoleon-like person.  .The belief about ‘being specially chosen’ can become 

distorted to be inward-focused tribalism or nationalism or individualism. 

Jesus spent much of his life and teaching living out what this Servant song is saying:  we are chosen 

to be lights to the nations, to show the way not to ‘lord it over others’. 
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In the story read from The Gospel according to John (written down probably around 60 years after 

the event) Jesus was among those coming to John the Baptist to be baptised.  John speaks of God 

revealing to him that Jesus was in a very special way is “the Son of God”.    Then in the next scene 

of the drama, John was standing with two of his disciples and as he watched Jesus walk by, he 

exclaimed, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!”  “…One of the two who heard John speak … was 

Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother.  He first found his brother Simon and said to him, “We have found 

the Messiah”. So Simon Peter was introduced to Jesus. 

One person telling another, that is how the most important things happen in life.   One telling 

another how to find food, how to do things, how to survive, how to decide – to weigh up the pros 

and cons.   One person passing on to another what he or she has found most valuable, what works 

and what does not.    

It is so natural to pass on good news and information, to want to share it with others. 

The words ‘evangelism’ and ‘evangelist’ are ‘suss’ today. Perhaps we've had the bad experience of 

being cornered by someone who asks "Are you saved?"   Or we have been irritated by the loud 

mouth on the street corner or the tele-evangelist with his religious jargon.   Or we are angered by 

the simpleton who imagines every problem can be solved by quoting a text from the Bible.   Often 

such people employ the technique of trying to make us feel more guilty than we already feel.   

But the Greek word to ‘evangelise’ is simply to pass on a good message.   Each week demonstrates 

how much we need to be doing this, to be ‘evangelists’.   The followers of Jesus have failed to get 

his message across.   Every time human beings allow injustice to go on and every time we resort to 

war, indicates how far we are from Jesus' way and from the ‘kingdom’, or the ‘sphere of the 

influence’ of God.   

Jesus brought the ‘good news’ of a different way of living – one not based on using other people for 

our own ends, nor based on manipulation and retaliation or revenge, but on seeing others and the 

whole world and life with the eyes of God. 

We as followers of Jesus, and people of other Christian denominations and other religions, 

frequently pray for peace. Thousands across the world join in vigils, peace services, retreats and 

personal times of prayer.    Members of religious orders, monks, nuns, lay people of different 

religious faiths frequently organise their daily lives so as to surround the day, and every moment of 

it, with prayer for Divine wisdom and that peace with justice should be done on earth.   But yet the 

worst has often happened despite our prayers for peace. Is our prayer then pointless? 

If at the back of our minds there is still lurking a notion that if we ask hard and long and earnestly 

enough, if we use the right ‘mantra’ or form of words or even silence, then God will come in as the 

great over-ruler and prevent individuals or nations causing harm or damage to others, then we have 

wrong notions of both God and prayer. 

Seventeen years ago, on the 3rd January 1991, an Ecumenical Service of Prayer for Peace was held 

in St Andrew’s Anglican Cathedral Sydney during the first Gulf War when Saddam Hussein 

invaded Kuwait.    As I said in my short sermon then  

“God who gives to us and all people the gift of life, 

“gives us also the freedom to settle disputes in our own way". 

To pray is not to plead or to tell God what to do.   We come to God recognising our own 

weaknesses and limitations, our disastrously flawed and one-sided perspectives and breathe the 

deep desire: “Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as in heaven". 

In such an attitude of spirit we seek to LISTEN, to gain God's perspective and way forward.   .To 
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ask "What would Jesus do in this situation?” is not a bad way of tuning in, of getting on the wave-

length. 

God does not change. God is a God of justice and peace. It is us who have to be transformed - and 

that does not happen in an instant.   So we came back day by day and spend time in prayer, 

refocusing ourselves and acting on behalf of humanity.  We are engaged in a gigantic human 

struggle between the forces of destruction and death and the influences that make for creativity and 

life.    I recall an old saying (but do not know its origin),  “We perish if we cease from prayer”.    If 

we do not pray we are likely to be inexorably sucked into believing that problems can be solved by 

force. 

As we pray we allow what Jesus lived and taught to sink deeply into our very being: we are to value 

ourselves and to value others. 

There lurks among some who call themselves Christians, Muslims and Jews, and in people of other 

religions and sects, the childish idea that we have somehow to defend God.   Some have considered 

it their duty to burn people who did not share their views of God, to torture people till they recanted 

of wrong opinions, to burn books that offended against some belief or dogma, to refuse civic 

liberties to those who think or worship in different ways. 

The arrogance and pride involved is astounding!   The very idea that we should ‘defend’ God by 

crusades or waging war, or by “laws against blasphemy” is ridiculous.   Those who think that way 

need to grow up! 

Again and again the Christian church has lent itself to support the very influences in every society 

which crucify Christ over again and harm the lives of millions for future generations. 

Today it is clear there can be no just wars and no holy wars, for no war today can be kept within the 

bounds of justice.  .God does not need us to fight for God’s ‘name’ or ‘honour’.   But we do need a 

new set of ethical criteria and we need new international laws designed to restrain all who incite or 

plan or commit violence. 

All use of force cannot be eliminated.   Each baby that is born, each generation has to learn again 

what Jesus and other great teachers of wisdom learnt through self-discipline and practice.   Tough 

action often has to be taken to stop violence and terrorism, prevent anarchy or dictatorship, to 

distribute fairly clean air and water, food and other resources on which all people depend, and to 

assert the human rights of others – and sometimes of ourselves and those dependent on us. 

No doubt many would have told Andrew and Peter and the other disciples when they started out 

following ‘the Way’ of Jesus that there could be no other ‘world order’ than the one they knew.    

The world order they knew was one based on slavery,  

� based on destitution - if you were sick or widowed without relatives,  

� based on hunger -  if you could not personally catch or grow or store your own food,  

� based on social isolation and rejection -if you were deformed or had an infectious disease.  

No doubt they were told "that's the way things have always been and always will be". 

But Andrew and Peter, and people in whom the spirit of love has moved, have changed and 

continue to change that world. 

That is still our task – to speak up and pass on “good news” of an alternative way of living.   To do 

that there is only one way, “We perish if we cease from prayer.”    

In this wisdom there is nothing new, but amid the insane instantism of the world of today, we get 

encouragement from the past.   
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Writing in 1948 about Non-Violence in Peace and War, Mahatma Gandhi said, 

“Prayer is not an old woman’s idle amusement.   Properly understood and applied, it is 

the most potent instrument of action.” 

Francois Fenelon in his Spiritual Letters 1718, 

“Accustom yourself gradually to let mental prayer spread over all your daily external 

occupations.   Speak, act, work quietly, as though you were praying, as indeed you ought 

to be.” 

 

___________________________ 

Enquiries, comments and criticisms are invited; also requests for additional copies of sermon scripts or 
permission to quote / reproduce. The Reverend Clive H. Norton, phone (02) 9411 8606; fax 9410 2069  

7 Dulwich Road, Chatswood West, NSW 2067. Email: chnorton@bigpond.com  
 


