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Sermon Notes St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

Pentecost 22 

12 October 2008 

Preacher: The Reverend Chris Albany 

Rector 

Readings:  Isaiah 25.1-9;  Psalm 23;  Philemon 4;  Matthew 22.1-14 

 

God as Judge or Companion? 
 

There is a constant tension in Christian faith and living between Law and Grace. Between the image of 

God as Judge and God as Friend/companion. Most Christians find themselves emphasising one of these 

polarities. For some the emphasis is on God's judgement with a focus on the Cross, for others it is on 

his compassionate love revealed in the whole event of the Incarnation. I know that for me if it comes to 

a choice between the two I find myself coming down on the side of grace, God as friend/companion, 

love mercy and forgiveness every time. Sometimes therefore the scriptures, especially the Hebrew 

scriptures (our Old Testament) present a problem for they often seem to portray an image of a jealous, 

wrathful God who has to be persuaded not to destroy the people of Israel. Today’s Gospel parable 

portrays a king who is quick to execute justice and who on the surface treats very harshly some-one 

who isn't dressed properly. One commentator reflects on this as follows: 

 

"Gathering replacement guests from the margins where they operate sounds a very Jesus-like thing to 

do. But not the picking on the one who isn't dressed properly! No matter how hard I try, I can't get my 

head round that except for a simple 'solution': like the bridesmaids, we're always to be 'dressed' 

appropriately and ready and waiting for any invitation God sees fit to extend us. Maybe it's just as 

simple as that, and to concentrate on the detail of the parable is to destroy it as a story.  

 

"When it comes to the weeping and gnashing of teeth, the irreverent side of me has difficulty getting 

past a (probably apocryphal) story about Ian Paisley. Here he is preaching hell-fire and damnation from 

this text on one (of many?!) occasion(s). A little old lady near the pulpit interrupts, and says to him, 

‘That's all very well, Reverend, but what about those of us who don't have any teeth left?!" Without 

pausing in his stride Paisley comes back with, "Mother, teeth will be provided!" Have faith that teeth 

will also be provided for us to tease out the strands of this hard parable! " 

 

What do you think? Somehow it has something to do with where and how judgement fits in to the 

Gospel. (Judgement does have to be part of Gospel doesn't it?) and it has something to do with  the fact 

that we have responsibility to respond to the grace and love of God. 

 

I was talking about this at Friday night’s gathering at Susan and Attila’s and  was asked what was my 

answer to this parable –  I said I didn’t have one – to which some one retorted but that’s what we pay 

you for – to have the answers. So I guess I might not get paid this week.  

 

Reminded me of Rector of North Shore parish who maintains his job is to tell people everything they 

need to know so don’t have any questions. With the scary implication that they ought to just accept 

what he says because of course it would be right! I’m glad that’s not the way you see me and that so 

many of you are prepared to challenge, question, debate the things I have to say. We clergy don’t have 

any monopoly on the truth! 
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Any way we got back to the question of judgement – Lorraine wisely said judgement is something we 

do to ourselves not anyone else. Reminded me of something Rowan Williams said as part of John Main 

seminar in 2001 since published as a wonderful book ‘Silence and Honey Cakes – The wisdom of the 

desert’.  Based on the lives and sayings of the Desert Fathers and Mothers of the 3
rd
 and 4

th
 century in 

Egypt. 

 

What follows is based around a saying of Antony the Great the earliest and most influential of 

Christian monastic teachers who said “Our life and our death is with our neighbour. If we win our 

brother, we win God. If we cause our brother to stumble, we have sinned against Christ” 
1
 (SaHC 

p23). And a huge key to winning our brother/sister is to not judge him/her in any way at all. 

 

This is illustrated through the following stories (in italics) taken from Benedicta Ward’s The Sayings of 

the Desert Fathers: The Alphabetical Collection and quoted in SaHC: 

 

There was a brother at Scetis who had committed a fault. So they called a meeting and invited Abba 

Moses. He refused to go. The priest sent someone to say to him, 'They're all waiting for you.'  

So Moses got up and set off; he took a leaky jug and filled it with water and took it with him. The 

others came out to meet him and said, 'What is this, Father?' The old man said to them, 'My sins run 

out behind me and I cannot  see them, yet here  I am coming to sit in judgment on the mistakes of 

somebody else.' When they heard this, they called off the meeting. (quoted in SaHC p29). 

  

Rowan Williams then says (from p 29 -31 of SaHC): 

An anonymous variant portrays one of the old men at the same kind of meeting (how 

wonderfully recognizable is that response - someone had committed a fault, so they called a 

meeting!) getting up and leaving when sentence is passed. 'Where are you going, Father?' they 

ask. 'I have just been condemned,' he replies. And there is a similar portrayal of Abba Bessarion:  

A brother who had sinned was turned out of the church by the priest; Abba Bessarion got up and 

followed him out; he said, ‘I too am a sinner.’  

 

And also:  

A brother questioned Abba Poemen saying, 'If I see my brother sinning, should I hide the fact?' The 

old man said, At the moment when we hide a brother's fault, God hides our own. At the moment when 

we reveal a brother's fault, God reveals our own.' 

 

And again it is written:  

Some old men came to see Abba Poemen and said to him, 'We see some of the brothers falling asleep 

during divine worship.· Should we wake them up?' He said, As for me, when I see a brother who is 

falling asleep during the Office, I lay his head on my knees and let him rest.' 

  

Rowan Williams continues: 

We can be deceived into thinking that the desert monks and nuns - at least those quoted here - are 

somehow indifferent to sin, or that their notion of relation to one another is a matter of bland 

acceptance. But they are not contemporary exponents of some sort of 'I'm OK, you're OK' 

method. They actually believe that sin is immensely serious and that separation from God is a 

real possibility; if you define the purpose of your life, a costly, boring, difficult life in physically 

harsh conditions, as 'winning your neighbour', you may reasonably be expected to believe that it 

                                                 
1
 Silence and Honey Cakes (SaHC)  
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is a tough and serious business, in which success isn't guaranteed. But they also take for granted 

that the only way in which you know the seriousness of separation from God is in your own 

experience of yourself. Moses writes to Poemen, 'If you have sin enough in your own life and 

your own home, you have no need to go searching for it elsewhere.' And, more graphically, from 

Moses again, 'If you have a corpse laid out in your own front room, you won't have leisure to go 

to a neighbour's funeral.' This is not about minimizing sin; it is about learning how to recognize it 

from seeing the cost in yourself. If it can't be addressed by you in terms of your own needs, it  

can't be addressed anywhere - however seductive it is to say, 'I know how to deal with this 

problem in your life - and never mind about mine.' …. 

 

To assume the right to judge, or to assume that you have arrived at a settled spiritual maturity 

which entitles you to prescribe confidently at a distance for another's sickness is in fact to leave 

them without the therapy they need for their souls; it is to cut them off from God, to leave them in 

their spiritual slavery - while reinforcing your own slavery. Neither you nor they have access to 

life. As in the words of Jesus, (in the Gospels) you have shut up heaven for others and for 

yourself. But the plain acknowledgment of your solidarity in need and failure opens a door: it 

shows that it is possible to live in the truth and to go forward in hope. It is in such a moment that 

God gives himself through you, and you become by God's gift a means of connecting another 

with God. You have done the job you were created to do. (end of quotes from SaHC) 

 

So judgement in the sense of condemnation has no place – it gets in the way. Because one knows 

just how much one needs the grace and forgiveness of God one can never point the finger at 

another but rather share one’s own frailty and propensity to get things wrong – the desert monks 

phrase was “to hide the sins of another under the cloak of one’s own sin.” In so doing one might 

just open the window and doorway into god’s grace and love for the other and so win them and in 

so doing we (and they) win Christ. 

 

_____________________________________ 


