
Sermon Notes  St Mark's Anglican Church 
South Hurstville 

Pentecost 18 
8 October 2006 

Preacher 
The Reverend Chris Albany 

Rector 
Readings: Genesis 2.18-24; Psalm 8; Hebrews 1.1-4, 2.5-12; Mark 10.2-16 

Discipleship and politics 
The prominent federal Labor frontbencher Kevin Rudd has issued a clarion call for Christians and 
the churches to take a bigger role in national politics. 

As reported in Monday’s Sydney Morning Herald in a 5000-word essay in October's issue of The 
Monthly, a magazine of politics and the arts, he calls on the churches to take a more active role in 
politics, to "fearlessly speak truth to the state".  

His essay celebrates the life of his hero, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German Lutheran pastor and 
theologian. While the Lutheran Church yielded to Hitler, Bonhoeffer stood firm. He was hanged by 
the SS three weeks before the end of the war for complicity in the plot to assassinate Hitler. Mr 
Rudd agrees with Bonhoeffer's precept that "obedience to God's will may be a religious experience 
but it is not an ethical one until it issues in actions that can be socially valued". 

As Mr Rudd put it yesterday: "It's an uncompromising message … that Christian ethics, unless 
applied to the concrete social challenges of the day, is meaningless. "It's not OK to go to church on 
Sunday and be unconcerned about social justice on Monday." 

Mr Rudd, - writes in his essay how this principle should be applied to Australian politics. 

"I argue that a core, continuing principle shaping this engagement should be that Christianity, 
consistent with Bonhoeffer's critique in the '30s, must always take the side of the marginalised, the 
vulnerable and the oppressed." 

Those of us who focus on God’s grace and love and acceptance sometimes make the mistake of 
suggesting that Christianity makes little or no demands upon us. Mr Rudd’s comments are a timely 
reminder that that is not the case. Bonhoeffer in his writings such as his treatise on the Sermon on 
The Mount “The Cost of Discipleship” spells this out most powerfully. A cost that he paid with his 
life.  

John in his first letter tells us that God’s commandments are not burdensome, and at one level he is 
right for as Jesus spells out in the Gospels the commandments can be distilled to just one; “To love 
one another as I have loved you!” Sounds simple, but what sounds simple can in practice be very 
difficult. There are 2 key questions. 

What does it mean to love one another? And who is the “one another” we are commanded to love? 

The case can be made out for “one another” to be all embracing. One only has to think of the 
parable of the Good Samaritan to conclude that it applies to anyone who has need regardless of 
race, creed, social status etc.  

There is as well, a particular emphasis in scripture on the “one another” referring to those within the 
community of faith. Jesus says “by this will others know that you are my disciples if you have love 
one for another”. It is the quality of our relationships, of our care and support for each other within 
the Christian community that will be the sign or mark of our discipleship. Indeed such love can be a 
powerful witness to the world and attract others into the community of faith and relationship with 
God. That is the whole basis of Need Oriented Evangelism our NCD focus this year. The opposite 
is also true. One of the greatest turnoffs for people, one of the greatest stumbling blocks to 
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membership of the church is lack of love between Christians. Conflict/disunity is death not just in 
politics! We are called to love one another. 

What does it mean to love an other? 

During the past week I was looking through a notebook of my father’s (who was a priest), which 
contains quotes of things which captured his attention in the latter part of his life – scripture verses, 
poems, bits from books etc. One of these excerpts particularly caught my eye and to me says 
something about an answer to that question, “What does it mean to love?” and I quote: 

The Bishop of Edinburgh, preaching after the Dunblane tragedy said; “When I was a young 
minister I once had to take a funeral of a young child outside Glasgow. The young father 
insisted on carrying the little white coffin himself and we placed it in the grave and stood 
around and I spoke words into the wind. On the way back I tried to comfort the mother with 
some clumsy words and she taught me the best lesson I have ever learned and which I shall 
never forget. “I want to feel the pain.” She said, “I have to, it is all I have left of my son.” I 
learnt then that we must never try to take away the pain of death (or one might add of any loss, 
or hurt) either by false comfort or easy explanation…we mustn’t take it away and we shouldn’t 
try, but we can share it. We can walk beside them, but best to walk in silence. 

We are called to share the journey with each other, (as we will sing in our next Hymn) to feel or 
suffer with one another. And indeed that is the meaning of the word that perhaps best exemplifies 
love – compassion. Com = with and passio = suffer. So compassion = to suffer with. Jesus in the 
Gospels in a passage that is often rendered, “Be ye perfect as your Father in Heaven is perfect,” 
says according to more recent translations “Be ye compassionate as your Father in Heaven is 
compassionate.”  If we are to suffer with one another, share the journey with each other then we 
need to know each other and be prepared to reach out. All too often the failure to love is not 
because of the things we do but the things we fail to do. We fail to notice when someone is hurting 
or if we notice we fail to communicate that we have noticed. 

The most common reason I have heard for people dropping out of active involvement in the life of 
the church is the lack of support and care at times of crisis, be that illness or otherwise. At the very 
time when people have needed the support of their faith community it has been lacking. It is a story 
I have heard over and over again, as a hospital chaplain and in every parish I have worked in 
including this one. It is not because people don’t care – sometimes it is because they aren’t aware of 
the need (and many of us are good at putting on a brave front) – sometimes it is because they know 
that the clergy are providing support and fail to appreciate that people need to know that they matter 
to other members of the community too- sometimes it is because we feel diffident about 
“interfering” in another person’s life uninvited. We fear our approach might be 
misunderstood/rejected, that we might be told, “Mind your own business.” It only takes one or two 
such rebuffs for most of us to be wary about trying again and yet we mustn’t let such rebuffs stop 
our caring, our reaching out. This is illustrated powerfully by the following story from and essay on 
Compassion by Henri Nouwen. 

Once there was a very old man who used to meditate early every morning under a large tree on 
the bank of the Ganges River in India. One morning, having finished his meditation, the old man 
opened his eyes and saw a scorpion floating helplessly in the strong current of the river. As the 
scorpion was pulled closer to the tree, it got caught in the long tree roots that branched out far 
into the river. The scorpion struggled frantically to free itself but got further and further 
entangled in the complex network of the tree roots. When the old man saw this, he immediately 
stretched himself onto the extended roots and reached out to rescue the drowning scorpion. But 
as soon as he touched it, the animal jerked and stung him wildly. Instinctively the man withdrew 
his hand, but then, after having regained his balance, he once again stretched himself out along 
the roots to save the agonized scorpion. But every time the old man came within reach, the 
scorpion stung him so badly with its poisonous tail that his hands became swollen and bloody 
and his face distorted by pain. At that moment a passer-by saw the old man stretched out on the 
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roots struggling with the scorpion and shouted: "Hey, stupid old man What’s wrong with you? 
Only a fool risks his 1ife for the sake of an ugly, useless creature. Don’t you know that you may 
kill yourself to save that ungrateful anima1?" Slowly the old man turned his head, and looking 
calmly in the stranger's eyes, he said: "Friend, because it is the nature of the scorpion to sting, 
why should I give up my own nature to save?" Well, that's the question: Why should we give up 
our nature to be compassionate even when we get stung in a biting stinging world?  

The story about the old man and the scorpion holds out a great challenge to our society in which 
we are made to believe that mutua1 struggle dominates the process of human development. It 
challenges us to show that to embrace is more human than to reject, that to kiss is more human 
than to bite, to behold more human than to stare, to be friends more human than  to be rivals, to 
make peace more human than to make war -in short, that compassion is more human than strife.  

Our God given nature is to care, to reach out, to support, comfort; to be compassionate. We need to 
find ways to do that that don’t take away from others autonomy and integrity as persons. To do so 
persistently, constantly, uninvitedly even at the risk of rebuttal and being thought of as interfering. 
It is better to err by being thought of as interfering than as indifferent and uncaring. Can I encourage 
you to be attentive to the life of this community and society at large.  If you notice  someone is not 
here for a week or 2 give them a call. Ask are you OK? I have missed you. There is an old adage 
that needs to be adopted by all communities: “Pastoral Care of all is the responsibility of all!” Yes I 
have particular responsibility in that area as your priest and pastor – I am happy to accept that- but I 
won’t always get it right. My failures in this area won’t be half as disastrous if the whole 
community is living out Jesus call to love – to be compassionate as God is compassionate. 

In addition we need to be reaching out beyond this community, into the wider community to take up 
Kevin Rudd and Bonhoeffer’s challenge to be involved in addressing the needs and righting the 
wrongs and injustices of society as a whole. Remembering that all people are our brother and sister 
for all are made in the image of God, we need to mean what we will sing in a few minutes – brother 
sister let me serve you, let me be as Christ to you.  
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