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Sermon Notes  St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

Pentecost 5 

5 July 2009 

Visiting Preacher 

The Reverend Clive H Norton 

Readings: Ezekiel 2.1-15;  Psalm 123;  2 Corinthians 12.2-10;  Mark 6.1-13 

 

Baptism – Aligning ourselves with God 
 

A Jewish rabbi used to gather every morning with his villagers; they would share their joys and 

sorrows, their dreams and disappointments, their ups and downs. And this one morning the Rabbi 

looked at the villagers and asked them a question, "Where does God dwell?"   And the villagers 

thought for a moment, and thought for a moment;  and then a twinkle appeared in some of the 

villagers’ eyes, and there were smiles and giggles and laughter.  Finally one of the villagers said, 

"Rabbi, what a silly question to ask!  Is not all the world filled with the splendour of God?"  It was 

then that the Rabbi looked at these villagers with love, and answered his own question and said, 

"God dwells wherever we let God in". 

 

Baptism is about letting God in.  And that is no small issue in busy homes, with one, two or three 

jobs to be worked, with babies to feed and nappies to change, with rents and mortgages to be paid 

and extensions to be built, with TV to be watched and the instant demands of the internet and text-

messaging.  Then there are the grandparents and great grandparents to be consulted and involved – 

or at least pacified ! 

 

But Baptism is also about being more precise concerning what ‘god’ we let in.  “All that glitters is 

not gold” and not all talk about ‘God’ or ‘spirituality’ can be trusted.  One of the tests given in the 

Bible is ‘by their fruits you can know them, whether they be of God.’ 

 

There is no doubt that Jesus was an historical person. There are few records of him in contemporary 

Jewish and Roman literature, but sufficient to testify to his existence.  He lived as a Jew and he was 

executed on the orders of the Roman military occupying force.  Before his death he had formed a 

group of followers, and afterwards they continued to do what he had done during his lifetime. 

 

Jesus grew up knowing the stories of his Hebrew and Jewish ancestors handed down in the previous 

1600 or more years, about Abraham and Moses, Amos and Isaiah.  But Jesus also departed from 

that tradition in crucial ways.  He was not timid about saying where the tradition had got it wrong.  

 

First   Jesus taught that many people had got the wrong idea about God.  The old religious 

teachers tended to see God as an external force, an ‘almighty power’ responsible directly for 

everything that happens whether good or bad.  So when someone was sick or something bad 

happened, they thought that God must be punishing them.   Jesus questioned this way of thinking 

about God.  Jesus talked with and helped anyone who came to him despite their parentage or 

reputation in the village or the town.   Jesus challenged the old concepts of a ‘god’ that demanded 

the sacrificing of animals, wine, food, to  persuade the ‘deity’ to give people water, good harvests, 

fertility, children, health and hope for the future. 

 

Some people still cannot believe that God is as Jesus taught.  Sadly, and to the lasting shame of the 

churches, there have been some churchmen who have played on people's fears and produced 

hideous theories out of their distorted understanding of God. They have claimed for instance that 

‘un-baptised babies go to Hell’ and therefore urged that babies should be ‘christened’ as soon as 
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possible after birth.  Centuries later that crude superstition still lingers on. Jesus never taught that.   

Jesus taught that we are free to respond to God or not.  God gives us that freedom, and will not 

manipulate, threaten or frighten to get our response. 

 

Second Jesus taught that there is an active power of evil at work in the universe.  To this 

power of evil various symbolic names have been given, like ‘Satan’, ‘the Devil’, ‘evil spirits’, 

‘demons’.  It is not simply that you and I have evil thoughts and act on them, rather we are 

enmeshed in something more pervasive.  The sins of previous generations, and wrong choices we 

and others make now, coagulate into diabolical forms.  Centuries of tribal and class conflict 

between those with power or more intelligence against those with less capacity, centuries of racial 

superiority and bigotry, the demands for retaliation and humiliating reparations, for example in the 

‘Peace’ Treaty of Versailles in 1919, coagulated into producing Adolph Hitler and the Nazi 

concentration camps 1937-45.  Evil is something more that ‘a few bad apples’ in a pile.  The 

Sydney Morning Herald tells of ‘The Ugliest Epidemic’ that is taking place now in the Democratic 

Republic of Congo (formally Zaire) – “A land where reason has taken flight and rape has become 

the norm.” 
1
  In a second article, former Congolese militia boys tell how they raped without regret. 

One spent most of his teenage years and his 20s as member of a militia, where he and his comrades 

ransacked villages and raped with impunity. “Rape was the way we used to get payment from the 

work we were doing at the time.   It was a way of rewarding ourselves… We didn’t think about the 

women.” He reckoned he raped 40 women and children.  The second ex-militia boy, now aged 30, 

was recruited to a militia when he was 13 and committed more than 80 rapes.  Eventually he 

escaped.  He says he remains haunted by his crimes. 
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Because of such coagulation of evil, there are situations where forceful restraint has to be used to 

disarm and even kill, in order to prevent greater harm to other people.  That is why, as follower of 

Christ, I cannot be an absolute ‘pacifist’ who deplores all use of force.  Each of us has a life-long 

task of learning the better way lived by Jesus, of absorbing the insults and hurts done to us, 

personally ‘turning the other cheek’ rather than retaliating.  We have to learn to be spiritually 

mature, able to meet indifference, hostility or harm to ourselves, with a willingness to forgive and to 

take positive action to change what is unjust and wrong.  But as members of families and of the 

world, we have a duty to act to prevent others being harmed.  We cannot stand by and allow others 

to be hurt.   

 

Third  Jesus did not ‘have to die’ in order to pacify an angry God.  If he had played his 

cards differently he might have avoided the appalling suffering and savage death.  But after a 

lifetime of consistently choosing the Way of God, he met his fate in such a way that those around 

him believed that in him was reflected the nature and love of God.  They came to believe that God 

was in him in a unique way.  Jesus taught by how he died that God’s way is to absorb the evil that 

human beings do and to neutralise the vicious spiral of ‘pay-back’, retaliation and revenge. 

 

Fourth The death of Jesus on the Cross could not obliterate him.  It did not end his story, or 

stop his message getting out.  His followers became convinced he was alive again after seeing him 

die.  They were sure he was with them and were fortified by the sense of his presence.  Jesus had 

profoundly changed the way they saw life.  And they set out to share with others what they had 

been given by him.  They like us were not perfect.  Like them, we are sometimes are more aware 

and conscious of the Spirit of God that was in Jesus enabling us to forgive, be generous or 

compassionate.  In those moments we know grace, the influence of God, working through us.  The 

key to the future is in those two beacons attracting us:  

LOVE GOD with all your heart, soul, mind and strength – 

LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOUR as yourself. 

                                                      
1
 Sydney Morning Herald, 27-28 June 2009, News Review p.10 
2
 SMH News section June 27-28 2009, p.13  
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Fifth  Jesus himself had to have a group around him.  If we want to be followers of the 

WAY of Christ, I think we have to be connected to others who are going in the same direction.  We 

need others to pray for us, and they need us to pray for them.  There are many things we cannot do 

on our own.  We admire others who are inventive, adventurous, or risk takers, who have skills, 

opportunities, physical strength, determination or capacities that we do not have.   But we can help 

by becoming informed, by praying for them and supporting them in other ways.  And as we do so, 

new doors are opened for us. 
   

Baptism can be our own personal ‘Vision Statement’ as we travel through life.  It is an outward 

symbol of connecting ourselves to The Way that Jesus taught and to others, in order that together 

we can carry on what Jesus started.   

 

________________________________ 

 

Enquiries, comments and criticisms are invited; also requests for additional copies of 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  

 


