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Discovering the Spirit of God in the Ordinary and in the Beyond 
Being honest with God and with ourselves is the theme of these three weeks thinking-time together 
as we seek to enter more deeply into prayer.  Within every person I believe there is a natural 
inclination to pray and reach out to God, the Divine or what is Beyond.  It is as we learn to be 
thankful and to appreciate life as a gift that our prayer becomes deeper and more real.  But adult, 
mature prayer also requires that we become starkly realistic, and not be expecting some “sugar-
daddy god” to intervene to fix things up for us.  When the basic attitude of our lives becomes one of 
thankfulness and joy in what is given, then things begin to change.   All is to be received as GIFT. 
 
In 2000 Prof David Tacey, Associate Professor of English and Psychoanalytic Studies at La Trobe 
University wrote an insightful book called ReEnchantment – The New Australian Spirituality.  Out 
of his experience of teaching courses to students eager to discuss questions of meaning and faith in 
a secular university, he tells how people are “seeking something more than the prevailing secular, 
competitive consumerist culture”.    The majority of the seekers do not turn to the churches. "What 
the churches offer is perceived as religious ideology, not as spirituality." Many are seeking God. 
They do not want prepackaged "answers", but sensitive companionship on the Way.   
 
As I look back over 47 years as a priest in Anglican Church I find myself strongly resonating with 
what David Tacey says: "We should have an instinctive fear of single answers, absolute dogmas 
and exclusive religious programmes. The church has to begin to insist on the plurality and 
diversity of the living Spirit." (p.200-1) 
 
Some of the responses of churches in this age of rapid change and falling numbers of church-
goers, appear to me to be going in the wrong direction. Attempts to be popular or to explain 
everything verbally end up as banal, babyish or bland - selling people short. 
 
Speaking of the future priorities for the church, David Tacey says (p.198), "I would suggest that 
rather than be 'modernised' in the sense that is synonymous with de-mystification, the people want 
the churches to be 'monasticised' - turned into local monasteries that teach reflection, prayer and 
meditation, offering a transformative, inward experience of the sacred.   To regain contact with 
youth culture, Western religion will first have to regain contact with its own mystical roots, 
paying particular attention to the Johannine Gospel and its arresting image of the Cosmic Christ". 
 
As I wrote in a short review for Anglicans Together Newsletter (March 2001)  David Tacey's 
approach will be strange to many in the Diocese of Sydney.  However I think he has a message for 
all theological positions. Our missionary imperative is to create places and communities in which 
all people may "Seek and Find".  
 
In the first reading for today we had a little known incident from the life of the Hebrew prophet 
Elisha.   It had been a time of desperate famine in the country.  The story just before what was read 
tells how one of the company scavenging for something to eat, got some gourds off a wild vine but 
they poisoned the soup.  Then a generous man came to give the prophet and his followers 20 barley 
loaves and some fresh grain still in the husk. 
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That story was read because it throws light on how we are to understand today's Gospel story of 
Jesus feeding the 5000 men with 5 barley loves and 2 fish.  A person filled with the Spirit of God, 
be it Elisha the prophet about 2800 years ago or Jesus from Nazareth about 1975 ago, releases 
people to share and be generous.  Wherever the Spirit of God is at work, there food will be shared.  
It is generosity of heart that changes situations. 
 
There are differing stories of Jesus feeding a multitude of people in each of the four Gospels in the 
Christian scriptures.  One of the points being made is that people in whom the Spirit of God is 
working, are those concerned that others have what is needed of for their lives:  water, food, shelter, 
medicines and care for wounded bodies, minds, and spirits. 
 
Elisha the Prophet, successor to Elijah the even better known Prophet, had seen to it that a 100 of 
his followers were fed in a time of famine.   Jesus brought about the feeding of many, many times 
more people.  In Mark’s Gospel we have two parallel stories: one of feeding 5000, another of 4000.  
The numbers are symbolic:  Jesus is the new Prophet of God giving the 'bread of life' to the Jewish 
people (symbolized by the figure 5000) and also to non-Jews, the 'Gentiles' – people of all the 
nations on earth (symbolized by 4000). 
 
It is sign of 'the Spirit of God at work', when the basic needs of people are being met.  But we 
should note that immediately after the story about feeding the people with food, Jesus abruptly left 
the crowd and withdrew to the hills alone.  He realised that in the crowd were some about to try to 
come and take him by force and make him king, to head up another nationalist rising against Rome.   
That would only foment more violence and brutal retaliation with hundreds crucified and left to rot 
of crosses around Galilee.  Jesus had seen that before.  It was not that sort of political power or 
following Jesus wanted. 
 
The story of Jesus being 'tested' or 'tempted' before he started out teaching has Jesus quoting from 
Deuteronomy (Deut.8:3).  

Human beings live not on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of God 
(Matth 4:4; Deut 8:3). 

There is more to life than material things.  And, Jesus’ message was for the hearts and minds not 
only of the crowd there in Galilee, but for the Jewish leaders, the Roman occupying forces, and 
people of all other races. 
 
We are living in troubled times.   A new “dark ages” of relentless tribal wars and paralysing 
epidemics could be upon us.   Never has there been so much knowledge available, never such 
incredible new technologies, never such opportunities to develop proper use of water and 
preventing further damage to the environment,  never such possibilities for removing hunger, 
poverty, disease, slavery of the under-classes in horrific dangerous mines, the slavery of child 
soldiers, the slavery of women and children in sexual exploitation and prostitution;  never such a 
chance of reversing the insidious widening gulf between those more-than-rich in this world’s goods 
and the rest of the human race.  But how little wisdom there is in public life!  Few politicians have 
the wisdom to walk away from the crowd as Jesus did. 

 
The churches, claiming to follow Jesus Christ, often seem little better.  Just now many churches and 
Christians seem to have abdicated the big world out there, to engage in endless discussion of the 
perceived problem of the place of homosexuals in the Church.  It was good this week to hear a 
woman who is the new Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church in America (on the ABC Radio 
National’s “Religion Report”, Wed 26 July).    
Katherine Jeffers Schori:  It's interesting to note that the last three Lambeth Conferences [of all 
the diocesan Bishops of the Anglican Communion] have affirmed a desire to listen to the 
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experience of gay and lesbian people, and it's also quite clear that that's not happened in a terribly 
constructive way around the communion.  My sense is that when people do begin to encounter other 
human beings who have a homosexual orientation, they begin to experience human beings fully as 
complex as heterosexual human beings, who are seeking to live faithful lives in the way in which 
they've been created.  There is a real opportunity to encounter other human beings ….   there is a 
sense that those listening opportunities have not been taken up.  

Stephen Crittenden:  Why do you think homosexuality is the issue? … 

Katherine Jefferts Schori:  Well it's an issue in some parts of the mainline churches, and I would 
note that it is far more an issue that concerns men than it concerns women.    Women tend to be far 
more interested in discovering whether or not their children will be fed, whether their children have 
access to adequate schooling and medical care, whether their families can make their way in the 
world in constructive and whole ways.  

Stephen Crittenden: Are you suggesting it ought not to be an issue?  

Katherine Jefferts Schori:  I think we are being distracted from the central part of our mission 
which is far more about feeding the hungry and healing the ill and seeking the betterment of 
existence for all people around the globe. 

At end of the radio interview Bp Katherine said this:  

Katherine Jefferts Schori:  I think Isaiah in all its richness holds up visions of what creation is 
meant to be, how we are meant to live in a society of Shalom.  [CHN:  ie a Hebrew word with 
complex meanings:  peace, healing, wholeness, justice, welfare, wellbeing].  

I'm very fond of the 61st Chapter of Isaiah, where it talks about the hungry being fed and the ill 
being healed and the blind finding their sight and the prisoners released. In the 25th chapter of 
Isaiah when it talks about the heavenly banquet, the banquet set on the side of a hill with rich food 
and well aged wine, strained clear, I think those are both images of how we are meant to live on this 
earth.  

Stephen Crittenden: I have to ask you about your recent comment which raised hackles I'm sure 
you're aware, all around the world, about Jesus as mother.  

Katherine Jefferts Schori:  Well anyone who knows the tradition knows that it's a very popular 
image in mediaeval mysticism. A former Archbishop of Canterbury, 11th century Anselm of 
Canterbury goes on at great length about 'Jesus, our mother'. It's a favourite image of Julian of 
Norwich and Bernard of Clairvaux, and countless others. It's a metaphor, as all language about God 
is a metaphor, and I used it in that sermon in intentional ways because it fitted the text.  

Stephen Crittenden:  Some people saw it as a deliberate provocation, that particularly at this 
moment when events and ideas in the Anglican Church are so fraught.  

Katherine Jefferts Schori:  Well perhaps it's a reminder of the breadth of our tradition, and I 
certainly didn't intend it as provocation. I was simply preaching the gospel as I saw it that day.  

Stephen Crittenden:  I guess we should just dwell on it a little bit more because it's not an idea we 
hear very often. What is it a metaphor for, Jesus as mother?  

Katherine Jefferts Schori:  It's a metaphor for new creation. When we insist that the Christ event 
in the death and resurrection of Jesus brings a new possibility of life, a new kind of life to humanity, 
it is certainly akin to rebirth. When Jesus says to Nicodemus, “You must be born again from 
above”, what might he mean? I think it is a way of the gospel is saying that Jesus is a venue, an 
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event, an experience, and an instance in which life is renewed, in which every human being as 
access to new life.  

This thought from Presiding Bishop Katherine brings us back to the readings for today, which stress 
the inclusiveness of Jesus’ message. 

The writer of the Letter to the Ephesians said, “may Christ through his Spirit, enable you to grow 
firm in power with regard to your inner self, so that Christ may live in your hearts… that you will 
have the strength to grasp the breadth and the length, the height and the depth … so that knowing 
the love of Christ ... you may be filled with  the utter fullness of God.” 

“That we may grasp the breadth, length, height and depth of God’s love for us and for all…”   of 
every race, colour, language, class and gender, obvious sinner or apparently upright moral citizen.  
That must become our prayer.  We too easily jump to conclusions about other people and wipe them 
off.  As congregations we must absolutely stop excusing ourselves, judging others and complaining 
that people no longer come-to-church or send their children to Sunday School, etc, etc.       

In our attitude and approach to every other person, we need to be aware of the truth inscribed in 
the words over an arch in Carl Jung's house in Zurich, that  

Called or not called, God is always present. 
____________________________ 
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