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SERMON for Pentecost 3 – June 21st, 2020. 

Suggested hymns: 
Processional:  TIS 598  Dear Father, Lord of humankind 
Gradual:  TIS 745  Seek ye first the kingdom of God 
Offertory:  TIS 464  Seek, o seek the Lord, while he is near 
Recessional:  TIS 690  Beauty for brokenness 

 

Readings:  Genesis 21: 8-21; Psalm 86: 1-10, 16-17; Romans 6: 1-11; Matthew 10: 24-39. 

Wow!  What another week of rich pickings we have in our readings!  Initially when I read 
today’s readings, I groaned and thought that these were more relevant to going into Advent, 
but the more I sat with the readings, the more they gave up their richness and profound 
teaching. 

In our world, which seems to be spinning out of control, whether from pandemic or the recent 
push for social justice in the “Black Lives Matter” campaign which, in some places, seems 
to have been highjacked by some looking for an excuse for anarchy and the spread of 
mayhem, I am again very grateful to be living where I do. 

Of course, living where we do, in this beautiful part of the world, and because we are so safe 
and secure here, perhaps we run the risk of complacency, and what is going on elsewhere 
doesn’t truly touch us.  For some there is the temptation to shut our ears … and our hearts 
… to what is happening beyond our immediate sphere of influence. 

One of the themes which seems to be “out there” at the moment, is fear.  Fear of violence, 
fear of disease, fear of financial instability, fear for the future, fear of the stranger in our 
midst. 

Having spent some time with my Star Wars addicted grandsons, I was reminded of a quote 
attributed to the wise Yoda, one of the Jedi knights, or good guys.  He says: 

“Fear is the path to the dark side.  Fear leads to anger.  Anger leads to hate.  Hate leads to 
suffering.” 1 

It is interesting that in today’s gospel reading, “fear” is mentioned four times.  Three times 
Jesus tells us not to fear and once, he tells us what we should be fearing. 

In the general course of things, there is nothing wrong with fear.  It is a normal human 
reaction that has served humankind well as a means of survival.  Our ‘fight-or-flight’ 
response is a hard-wired protection against that which might bring us harm.  This response 
only becomes problematic when it stays in place constantly instead of under a specific 
threat. 

I think “9/11” was a turning point in our history and since then successive governments, in 
this country and beyond, seem to have engendered a culture of fear and suspicion of anyone 
who is different - who is “not like us”. 

An e-friend commented: “I wish I could claim that I don't fear those who can kill the body but 
not the soul, as Matthew 10: verse 28 instructs. The reality is that I probably fear them more 
than those who can kill the soul - and yet, I'm not in any real physical danger, nor do I have 
any illness that is threatening my life.  I am far more in danger from those who would kill the 
soul with the soft seduction of a consumer society.” 2 

That soft seduction of the society in which we live is immense.  It is not until we are faced 
with the other that we realise just how blessed we really are.   

With blessing comes responsibility, and this is sharply brought out with the story of Abraham, 
his family problems, and in the tragic story of Hagar and Ishmael. 
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It is the story of an old lapse of faith which now catches up with Abraham and Sarah. Being 
old and without children, Sarah had proposed that Abraham produce a child with her 
Egyptian servant Hagar. Despite God’s promise, Abraham had done so.  As today’s reading 
begins, the resulting child, Ishmael, is playing with Isaac.  

What is it about us that assumes, when God has blessed us, that we are special, that we 
rule the roost, that we have the right and duty to protect our particular blessing to the 
detriment of others?  

We are blessed in order to be a blessing.  

But Sarah, blessed beyond imagination now in her bearing of a son, turns cruelly on the one 
who might threaten her favoured position. Even, though, according to the story, the whole 
thing was Sarah's idea in the first place. It all makes great drama, but pretty horrible reality. 

I don’t know how it is in your family; if you have brothers or sisters, but I know when I grew 
up (in a family of six) there were always fights and arguments between us children.  Well, 
that was surely what was happening here.  Ishmael, was probably teasing or tormenting 
young Isaac - how normal is that?!  As any mother wants to protect her child, Sarah wanted 
to protect Isaac and so managed to persuade Abraham to send Hagar and her child away.   

Imagine Hagar's son, dying from thirst, lying under a bush in the desert. His mother, unable 
to watch him die, is some distance away, barely in sight.  Imagine Hagar’s fear.  

Is this what being blessed means? 

God, it turns out, is the one who delivers the oppressed.  It will be several generations before 
Abraham's children discover this when God delivers them from slavery in Egypt. Ironically, 
here it is Abraham's own family who cruelly oppress an Egyptian and her son. But 
oppression is oppression, no matter who does it and God is the one who delivers the 
oppressed. Hagar's son, though not the child of the promise to Abraham and Sarah, will 
himself become a great nation. 

"Should we continue in sin in order that grace may abound?"  St Paul asks.   

He teaches that our right place in the universe is the result of the grace of God, not of our 
own efforts.  So, shouldn't we continue to make no effort, so to speak?  If it is all about God's 
grace, shouldn't we keep giving God opportunities to exercise that saving grace? 

Paul answers his own rhetorical question by pointing out that we have died.  

Did you know that you died? Back when you were baptized?  

You were baptized into Christ's death; and raised with him to new life, not back to the old 
sinful life. When you die, Paul says, you are beyond the reach of sin, and beyond its earthly 
penalties. You are free from sin. Now, being raised with Christ, you have left that all behind.  

Did you realise that, or have you forgotten or it not registered for you?  

I don’t know whether you have ever had the experience of a book calling out to you?  Yes, 
I know it sounds bizarre, but there have been a few times in my life when I have been 
strongly drawn to buy and read a book, and that book has gone on to change my life, shape 
and sharpen my thinking, who I am. 

One such book has been Wm. Paul Young’s book The Shack.  I don’t know if you are familiar 
with the book, which came out in 2007 and then ten years later was made into a film? 

For those who don’t know the story, it is about a troubled family man, who has suffered 
abuse and tragedy, and at the depths of his despair, has a very unusual encounter with God. 

It is a story of redemption in the face of deep sadness, guilt and grief – a story of forgiveness 
and understanding the profound unconditional love of God. 

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Genesis+16:1-3&vnum=yes&version=nrsv
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I remember the real rollercoaster of emotions when I watched the movie – deep joy that they 
had portrayed the story so faithfully, tears at the tragedy, smiles and even laughter at the 
wonderful quirks in the story. But above all, there was also a deep joy and peace at the 
sense of reconnection with our wonderful God – yes, the unconditional love, but also the 
forgiveness and understanding God offers us, as well as a deeper appreciation of 
“judgement”. 

In the book, we are encouraged to look deeper into the motivations behind the behaviour of 
those we are tempted to judge and condemn, but above all to take on board our own 
“blessedness” before God. 

When we are blessed, we have the responsibility to become a blessing for others.  Jesus 
says, do not be afraid.  And while he also says he comes not to bring peace but a sword, I 
believe it is aimed more at those who sit back in their blessedness, in their complacency 
and do nothing but enjoy their blessed status, than those who devote their lives into being a 
blessing to others. 

While over the last few weeks, our Gospel readings have been about Jesus sending out his 
disciples, this week, we are called to be aware of the cost of that sending out. 

Living a life of faith can seem complicated and full of contradictions and paradoxes:  
- in living in a world of fear and danger, we are called to trust in God and live with faith; 
- in believing in a God who loves us unconditionally, so we are called to share ourselves 
with others, be compassionate and to love unconditionally; 
- by living in close relationship with others – family and friends – our journey of faith might 
sit difficultly with their expectations and demands and so causes friction; 
- in understanding our blessedness before God, we are called to be a blessing to others. 

Jesus says, do not be afraid.  He also says how important each one of us is to God.  God 
knows all the birds of the air, and yet we are so much dearer to him than that.  God cares 
for each one of us, as he continues to care for all of humankind whether we want to 
acknowledge God or not. 

So, as we emerge from the COVID lockdown, I encourage you seek a deeper, richer life, to 
live with faith not with fear, and as you have been blessed, live to be a blessing to others, in 
the name of our Triune God.  Amen. 

Revd Sally Buckley 
21 June 2020 
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