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Sermon Notes  St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

Pentecost 6 

12 July 2009 

Visiting Preacher 

The Reverend Clive H Norton 

Readings: Amos 7.7-14;  Psalm 85.8-13;  Ephesians 1.1-14;  Mark 6.14-29 

 

The Spirit of truth will teach you 
 

Eternal Spirit of the living God, search us and scour us clean, 

transform our desires, that we may live.
i
 

 

For centuries different churches have acted as if they alone “had the truth” and had defined what 

‘real faith’ is.    

 

Today more and more people across the world are aware that all human institutions are flawed.   

Any human group, set up and organized with the very best of intentions, can produce good and 

beautiful outcomes that benefit others as well as themselves.   But also any human group or 

individual can easily be corrupted into deliberately causing harm to others, by power, by greed, by 

self-seeking and fear. 

 

The churches are no different from political movements and politicians, lawyers and judges, 

medicos and academics, international bodies or trade unions.   Power corrupts, and the first casualty 

is truth.   So we cannot be surprised at church officials covering up, for example sexual abuse of 

children or trying to silence their own members and outsiders who do not agree them. 

 

Such “church leaders” have good historical precedents for behaving as they do.   For 1600 years, 

from c.300 AD to c.1900 AD, Christian churches were involved in bitter conflicts over their 

different interpretations.   There were disagreements between the Orthodox Churches of Middle 

East, Constantinople, and Eastern Europe influenced by Greek thought-forms, and the Latin-

speaking Western Catholic Church that modelled itself on the conquering organizational genius of 

the Roman Empire.   When Protestant and Evangelical Churches, the Anglican Church, the 

Pentecostal Churches came into being, they all emphasised their own doctrines and beliefs usually 

in contrast to other churches and, as happens in all disputes, they exaggerated the points of 

difference. 

 

However there has been a mighty change in the way that hundreds of Christians now think about 

other churches.   A significant benchmark occurred in the 1930s when a Catholic Priest from Lyon 

in France developed a new way of praying.   To use an image from the First World War, he 

counselled that Christians and churches should stop lobbing grenades over the walls that separate 

them, and instead begin to pray systematically for unity.    Abbé Couturier put the emphasis, where 

it should be put, on Jesus’ prayer the night before his death as recorded in John’s Gospel 17: 20-21,   

“I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through 

their word, that they may all be one.   As you Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be 

in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. 
 

So over the last 80 years thousands of Christians and churches have prayed for unity in this open 

way “as Christ wishes and by the means which he desires”.  Abbé  Couturier moved right away 

from an old notion of some, that the goal of prayer for unity was, for example, to ‘return to the 

bosom of the Catholic Church’ …  “For the unity of the church cannot be made or organised;   the 
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unity of the church is the work and gift of God’s Holy Spirit.”
ii
 

 

There are many sections of the churches, like our own Anglican Diocese of Sydney, that still do not 

actively promote prayer for Christian Unity in open way that Jesus prayed.   Unfortunately the 

prevailing stance of many Christians is trying to decide what should be done now on the basis of 

what flawed human beings have believed or done in the past.  Literalists argue that the “the Bible” 

tells us what to do.  One of our Sydney Anglican leaders is infamous for saying we must follow “the 

plain reading of Scripture” – as if there can ever be a plain reading of a text written in other 

languages and cultures 2000 to 3000 years ago!    

 

As we study and explore for the wisdom of God in ancient texts, we are dependent on translators 

and their varied assumptions, situations and life experiences.    Slogans like “the plain reading of 

Scripture” are essentially dishonest.    Equally dishonest are appeals to “Tradition” and what “the 

Church teaches”. 

 

John’s Gospel that brings us Jesus’ prayer for unity, takes a very extended view of history.   John 

had lived a long life and his Gospel was written down 50 or 60 years after Jesus crucifixion.  He 

recognized that the church would be around for a long time without Jesus’ physical presence.    

The Holy Spirit in New Testament  Greek is also called, ”The Paraclete” meaning  Advocate or 

Helper-alongside-us.  John said that the Spirit is Jesus’ successor and could not come fully until 

Jesus departed, and that that was “to our advantage” (16:7). The Paraclete is the Spirit of truth who 

tells us what the earthly Jesus could not tell us (15:26). 

 

Christians today have to recognize that the scriptures were written before HIV/AIDS, nuclear 

weapons, IVF, space travel and the internet, all these and other vast changes, have altered the way 

we think and act.  The Spirit of truth empowers us to live in our times.
iii
 

 

For the first time in human history a much bigger percentage of the world population has a chance 

of better, wider education.   Individuals and groups with the internet are no longer dependent on a 

priest, presbyter or pastor to tell them what they should think or believe.   That sort of leadership 

will no longer be respected or followed.   We see around us the last gasp of leaders who are so hide-

bound that they cannot see change as possibility.   For a while they will continue to have a 

following among those who have been indoctrinated or are happy to live in dependency on others.   

But the Church of Jesus Christ is not a waiting room for eternity. 

 

The clue to true leadership in the Church can be found by pondering deeply the conflict between 

Jesus and the religious leaders of his day, the Priests, Sadducees, Pharisees, who were determined to 

protect their positions and the power they had, and so put barriers in the way of outsiders and to 

exclude those they considered “undesirable”.   

 

Then a few years later, we read of the sharp disagreements that Paul had with Peter and the leaders 

of the early Christian church in Jerusalem. They wanted to cling onto old customs and attach 

conditions as to who should be admitted into the Christian groups.    But Paul did not cower under 

relentless pressure from those who could only see the outward husks of religion and could not grasp 

the inner essence of what Jesus was on about.  Paul travelled in tough conditions to make known to 

any who would listen - children, women and men - how Jesus had lived and died, and what he 

taught about a loving God who wants to enable us to live a better way.   

 

In the words of the 1963 song, “The time’s they are a changin’” 
iv
  We cannot go backwards into 

the future.  Many sincere Christians, theologians and some of our nominal leaders want to do that - 

‘go backwards into the future’.  We have to call the bluff of all forms of “fundamentalism”, 

“literalism” and “traditionalism” in religious circles as well as in economics and the theories of “the 



 3 

neo-cons” (neo-conservatism or economic rationalism).  We have to call the bluff and name them 

for what they are: belief-systems (indicated by the suffix ‘…ism’) that try to reduce human life and 

thought to simplistic formulas with bogus “black and white” guesses about unpredictable events in 

this world or the infinite mystery regarding our understanding of the nature of God.   

  

Sometimes I have sat through church meetings and Synods that started with a prayer for God’s 

guidance, followed by an agenda and process so fixed beforehand that the Spirit of God has had no 

chance to affect the outcomes.   That unfortunately is what institutions prefer.   That is what 

happened to Jesus when he was tried and silenced.  “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide 

you into all the truth.” (John 16: 13)  

 

When we come together in worship, we can have and enjoy different styles of music and liturgy.  

We can have and enjoy our aesthetic, architectural, artistic, dramatic and musical preferences.   We 

may prefer the beauty of Shakespearean English and the 1662 Book of Common Prayer to the more 

precise translations of the 21
st
 century, but we also have to remember that such preferences are not 

the core of the Gospel of Jesus.    Whatever we may prefer has to be tested by a question similar to 

that put by Jesus to the big fisherman Peter in the last chapter of John (21:15), “Do you love me 

more than these?”     

 

Being a zealous Evangelical, a pious Puritan, a conservative Anglo-Catholic or a modernist Liberal, 

is ultimately irrelevant to the main game.  Out of love for God and others we have to provide 

opportunities for all people to worship and explore what it means to follow the Way of Jesus, in 

languages, life-styles, music and idioms to which they can relate.    No longer can one size fit all.    

 

This requires great sensitivity, listening and prayer, so that we do not lose touch with the wisdom 

and experience that has come from the past.  It begins with Jesus’ prayer (John 17: 20-21), “may 

they all be one.   As you Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world 

may believe that you have sent me.” 

 

The right question for us all to ask is:  Where do we see the Spirit of God that was active in Jesus at 

work today?    

 

Each person listening or reading this sermon later will have their own differing thoughts in answer 

to that question.   Allow me to share some of mine to stimulate discussion: 

 
� For me, I see God’s spirit working through Christianity and other religions, and in many individuals who 

claim not to be religious or say they are humanists, atheists or agnostics;  

 
� I see God’s spirit working in many church congregations and agencies, but also in other religious, 

secular and community organizations; 

 
� I see God’s spirit working in those who dedicate themselves to do dirty and risky jobs on behalf of 

others; 

 
� I see God’s spirit in meticulous research workers and those exploring dangerous situations that may 

yield important new knowledge;  

 
� I see God’s spirit at work among members of the Defence Forces, Peace-keepers, and those giving 

voluntary aid to those caught in disasters or forced into being refugees; 

 
� I see God’s spirit in a person giving a drink of water to one who thirsts or food to one who is hungry. 

 
Wherever lies, deceit, spin, and corruption are being uncovered and being replaced by truth and honesty, 

there I believe the Spirit of God is at work.  The Spirit of God is wherever genuine attempts are being 
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made to include rather than exclude people.  We note that Jesus had a reputation for befriending 

those who were marginalized or excluded from Jewish social life by religious laws, superstition or 

popular aversion:  lepers, epileptics, the crippled, prostitutes, aliens, foreigners and tax collectors 

who were hated because they collaborated with the Roman occupation forces.  

 

Jesus broke the outward ceremonial laws about the Sabbath, and went against convention by talking 

in public with women who were not related to him.  No doubt some with whom he consorted were 

homosexuals and lesbians.   But he is not recorded as condemning any of them.   

 

Let us allow the Spirit of God that was active in Jesus to guide us into all truth. 

 

Praise the restless, roving Spirit, 

breeze of Christ and breath of God, 

kindling faith and power to share it, 

quick to comfort, nudge, and prod! 

 

Culture’s heroes tempt and lure us, 

smashing wrong with righteous force, 

but the wounds of Christ can cure us, 

marking out a wiser course. 

 

Spirit, give us Christ’s persistence; 

raise us when our spirit cowers, 

freed for peaceful, firm, resistance 

to our world’s corrupted powers. 

 

Keep us hopeful and forgiving, 

loving when we disagree, 

by our liturgy and living 

hinting how the world will be.
v
 

 

So as we conclude this time of exploring, we pray:      

 

Spirit of God well up within us. 

Spirit of God spin the threads that connect us with others. 

Spirit of God move beyond us in waves to touch those we bring now and this week  

  into our mind’s eye and heart’s care. 

We breathe out towards all the Spirit of Christ our Lord and our God:  

  love, compassion, forgiveness, justice, mercy, wisdom, peace, and joy.  Amen. 
vi
 

 

________________________________ 

 

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  

 
                                                      
i
 based on a prayer of Jim cotter, OUT OF THE SILENCE… Prayer’s Daily Round  Cairns Publications 2006, 
p.25 www.cottercairns.co.uk  
ii
  Cardinal Walter Kasper, since 2001 President of the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Christian Unity, 

in article “The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity:   Origin and continuing Inspiration of the Ecumenical 
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Movement” (Jan 2008), published in A CENTURY OF PRAYER FOR CHRISTIAN UNITY ed. by Catherine E 
Clifford, publ. Wlm E Eerdmans, 2009 
iii
 Revd Dr Robert McFarlane, commentary on John 15:26-27,16:4b-15 in WITH LOVE TO THE WORLD  

U.C.A., Vol12, No7 Pentecost for 28 May 2009 wlwuca@bigpond.com   
iv
  Words & Music by Bob Dylan, 1963 

v
  Hymn:  words by Brian Wren, February 5th, 2000;  tune “Harcourt” by Brett M. McKern.  “For Clive and 

Ruth Harcourt Norton, to celebrate the continuing ministry of Clive Harcourt Norton on the occasion of his 
retirement from the parish of All Saints’, Hunters Hill, NSW, Australia.   (c) Copyright Hope Publishing 
Company, Carol Stream, IL 60188, USA.   May be used gratis in perpetuity by Clive and Ruth Harcourt 
Norton, and by the Parish of All Saints’, Hunters Hill, NSW, Australia in its worship and programmes.” 
vi
 Jim Cotter, ibid  section ‘In Solidarity’,  prayer #4  p497 


