
Sermon Notes  St Mark's Anglican Church 
South Hurstville 

2nd Sunday in Advent  
10 December 2006 

Preacher 
The Reverend Chris Albany 

Rector 
Readings:  Malachi 3.1-4;  Song of Zechariah;  Philemon 1.1-11;  Luke 3.1-6 
 

Discernment of God's Spirit 
 
Luke sets John's word in history, in a particular time and place. As John was firmly placed in his 
time and place, the reading situates us in our world.. The Good News came when Pontius Pilate was 
governor of Judea, Tiberius Caesar had been Emperor fifteen years, Herod was tetrarch/ruler of a 
fourth of Galilee, and Caiaphas was high priest [his father-in-law Annas still very influential, 
though retired, like Daddy George Bush today]. SO, in 2006, in the final year of George W Bush’s 
presidency when Dick Cheney was vice-president and Condi Rice the Secretary of State, Ehud 
Olmert the PM of Israel, John Howard prime minister of Australia, Joseph Ratzinger the Pope, 
Rowan Williams is Archbishop of Canterbury, a man waits quietly in the wilderness, asking that we 
change, and that we then change the world so that Christ can safely come back and all will see the 
salvation of God.  Luke situates Jesus’ appearance ‘smack-dab-in-the-middle’ of human history. His 
transforming ministry reaches across every dimension of time, past, present and future, and brings 
God’s presence to bear upon every aspect of our experience.  The word of God did not come to any 
of the leaders named in this passage – the emperor, governor, ruler or high priest – rather it came to 
John, an outsider of the religious and political institutions and powers of the day.  The specificity 
can be startling and wrench us out of our place and into a place where things can begin to change.  
The Word of God comes into specific places through specific people to specific people.  It usually 
begins with someone prophetic, someone who is a voice for someone else and who proclaims the 
earth is being transformed.   
 
This week we have seen prophetic action from a priest in this diocese, Keith Mascord as reported in 
a SMH article yesterday. He has written an open letter to the Standing Committee of Synod – a call 
for more open, compassionate, loving, humble diocese with acceptance of difference and diversity. 
Prophetic call – response has been significant, Keith tells me he has had over 100 messages of 
support–  his letter goes to Standing Committee tomorrow – what will be Standing Committee's 
response?  Do please pray about it. 
 
John proclaims that this world is about to change. We must, Gandhi stated, be the change that we 
want to see. 
 
The words of John which call for renewal and solidarity counter the words and messages we hear 
daily of being alert, fearful and deceitful.  The murdered archbishop, Oscar Romero once said, 
‘Christianity cannot be thought of except in terms of relationships with other persons, brothers and 
sisters in whom we make real the comradely love that we preach.’  These are the things that matter. 
In this context do we demand that our governments, organisations, churches and parishes do what 
they are intended to do, serve others, especially those in need of justice, those on the margins.  Does 
this demand include making economic choices, and setting political agendas where the destitute 
benefit?  Do our choices reflect behaviours where the basic necessities of the many come before the 
special attention of the few and their privileges?  Is our focus on the earth and the limited resources 
and what we bequeath our children and their children?  Whose way are we preparing in our lives, 
with our resources, our skills and gifts, and commitments?  Is it that of Christ?  Or, is it the way for 
continuing racism, continuing class oppression, continuing use/theft of our taxes to kill the world's 
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innocents and fund the military monster?  Continued over exploitation of natural resources and non-
renewable energy ( earth as quarry) leading to climate change and degradation of the environment. 
If so, we are preparing for death.  John the Baptist sings his refrain across the ages, and across the 
stage of our privileged world: "Prepare ye the way of the Lord." 
 
Paul in today’s epistle calls us to discernment. It means insight but connotes aesthetics, good taste, 
and recognising the good, the true and the beautiful.  What is it that makes us recognise that Pablo 
Picasso was a great artist?  What makes us recognize the hatred and violence in some religious 
leaders and others like Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela as saints?  What is it that makes some 
people able to recognize leadership qualities in William Dean that they did not see in his successor? 
Discernment.  Discernment is a gift which helps us appreciate God’s gifts and helps us to see not 
only into beauty, but also into goodness and truth.  It is like having a set of invisible antennae that 
twitch to inform us of the moving of God's spirit.  Without discernment, there will be little 
growth.  John’s word is prepare.  Paul’s word is discern.  Figure out what is going on around you, 
inside you, and in your world.  Figure out where God's Spirit is leading you. 
 
The setting has changed since the John was called in the desert – but not as much as it first seems.  
We too are in the wilderness, though we live in great cities and constantly rub shoulders with many 
people.  We live in the wilderness of isolation that Karl Rahner reminds us, has no center and is not 
a home for us.  We too must also confront the beasts in our wilderness:  beasts of aggression, war, 
violence, competition, greed, and the lust for more property, privilege and power.  We need to be 
signs that another way of living is possible where there are no hills, mountains, valleys or crooked 
roads to separate us from each other.  We are invited to enter into the dynamism of conversion, to 
change.  To change from within, believing in the basics, in love, which discerns what is perfect 
(Phil 1,10).  With the discernment and sensitivity of love we will hear the demands of the One who 
is coming, and we will go out to meet him full of the fruits of justice (1,11).  That renewal from 
within will show itself from without because “the mountains will be brought low, the valleys filled, 
the crooked will be made straight, and the rough ways smooth” John the Baptist expected 
something wonderful and new to happen, "in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar...."  
In this Advent of 2006 will we be part of the wonderful and new things God can and will do in this 
present moment but which God cannot do without us and our passionate commitment to justice and 
peace and care of the earth. 
 
_______________________________ 
 
With acknowledgement to material prepared by Claude Mostowick msc for the Second Sunday in Advent Year C, RCL. 
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