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Sermon                          Sunday 14 June 2015 
 
 
Lessons  Ezekiel 17: 1 – 10  St Mark 4: 26 – 34 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
May we be alive to Your Spirit, Your Spirit within us, between us, around us, Your 
Spirit in the world.   In Jesus’ Name, we pray.   Amen. 
 
 

The prophet Ezekiel wrote: 
 

A great eagle, with great wings and long pinions, 
rich in plumage of many colours, 
came to Lebanon. 
He took the top of the cedar, 
broke off its topmost shoot; 
he carried it to a land of trade,  
set it in a city of merchants. 

 
To what events do these eloquent words of poetry refer?   What is the 

great eagle?   Why Lebanon?   And, why the cedar?   What does it 

mean to say that the cedar, the topmost shoot, was carried to a land 

of trade, a city of merchants?    

 

This ancient poetry refers to the dramatic, cataclysmic events of the 

sixth century BC, to events that occurred over 2500 years ago, events 

we know as the exile.   The entire land of Judah and the city of 

Jerusalem, together with the Temple, the ‘home’ of Yahweh, were 

invaded, conquered by the Babylonians.   In the poem, the great eagle 
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is the king of Babylon, who entered Israel from the north, from 

Lebanon, down a route to Jerusalem lined with royal, majestic cedars.   

This poetry of the ancients tells us that the king of Babylon took off 

the top of the cedar and carried it away.   In other words, the king of 

Babylon abducted the Jewish king and the leaders of Judah, the 

topmost shoot, and took them to the city of Babylon, where they 

would remain for 40 years.    

 

Among those taken prisoner was a young priest called Ezekiel.   

During the entire period of the exile, he inspired the people to remain 

true to their faith, their culture and way of life.   The psalmist wrote: 

 
  By the rivers of Babylon – 
  there we sat down and there we wept 
   when we remembered Zion…… 
  For there our captors asked is for songs, 
  and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, 
  ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’ 
 
  How could we sing the LORD’s song in a foreign land? 
 
The young priest, Ezekiel, believed that his nation would rise from 

the dead; he had a vision of dry bones rising to life.   He taught the 

people to hold fast to who they were.   The marks of their faith 

became ever more important:  strict Sabbath day observance, a 

kosher diet and male circumcision.   The defining marks were 
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indelibly set into the Jewish soul.   In the twentieth century, during 

the Holocaust, in concentration camps across Europe, Jews observed 

their days of fasting.   Though camp food was of poor quality and 

insufficient, the Jewish prisoners fasted and honoured Yahweh.   The 

prophet-priest, Ezekiel, believed in the resurrection of his nation.    

 

What is most telling about the poetry of the prophet is that its subject 

is real life:  the politics, economics and social and community aspects 

of a people.   The prophet is not slow to apportion blame for Israel’s 

current plight but, more than that, he asserts that God, the Holy at the 

heart of the cosmos, is a power greater than that of Babylon.   There 

will be a time when the cedars of Israel will produce boughs and bear 

fruit and every kind of bird will nest in the shade of its branches.   

Ezekiel’s faith and leadership are inspirational.    

 

In His parable of the mustard seed, Jesus picked up the image used by 

Ezekiel.   He said of the mustard seed: 

 
  When it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest  

of all shrubs, and puts forth large branches, so that the 
birds of the air can make nests in its shade. 

 
Scholars tell us that the phrase, ‘the birds of the air’, hints at a time of 

unity, when all peoples and nations will be as one in the kingdom of 
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God.   As with Ezekiel, so with Jesus, God is One, the Lord of all.   

Creation, the ‘Big Bang’, came into being through the Word of God, 

through the logos:  creation is the first incarnation.   God, the Sacred, 

the Absolute, is in and through all things.   Creation embodies the 

Divine.   The gospel of Jesus is our unity with the Sacred, unity with 

all people and unity with the earth beneath our feet, with creation 

itself.    

 

This week I had the privilege of attending a lecture given by John 

Shelby Spong, the controversial former Episcopal bishop of Newark.   

For a few moments, I had the pleasure of speaking to him.   There are 

aspects of what he preaches with which I disagree but, to my mind, 

he is a prophet of our day.   For me, and millions of others, he has 

split open the Scriptures, brought them alive, and helped us to see 

the liberating power of the Spirit within them.    

 

On Thursday this week, Spong began by reflecting on what we can 

discern from the New Testament about Jesus and His message.   He 

detailed the chronology of the writings in the New Testament.   As we 

know, the letters of Paul were written decades before the Gospels.   

There are numerous things about Jesus of Nazareth which Paul does 
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not mention.   For example, Paul never cites the parables of Jesus or 

any of the miracles.   Page after page of the Gospels is devoted to the 

Passion of Jesus, the death of Jesus, but none of that detail appears in 

Paul.   More than the story of His death, the Resurrection narratives, 

the empty tomb, the women, the angels, the stone, the walking, 

talking, eating Risen Christ never ‘appear’ in Paul’s letters.   Spong’s 

contention is that these later narratives or myths about Jesus that we 

find in the Gospels are the stories of the early Christian community.   

In these stories, the community sought to encapsulate in poetic 

imagery, in the language of mythology, the message and essence of 

the spiritual giant, Jesus of Nazareth.   No history of the world could 

be written without explicit reference to the penniless carpenter from 

Nazareth; He has changed the history of the world.   The first 

disciples were blown away by Him, and it is no surprise that, with the 

passage of time, the Christian community came to believe that, 

somehow, mysteriously, God was in Christ. 

 

Let us listen to what Paul wrote about the Resurrection.   In the 

opening verses of Romans, the apostle appears to say that Jesus 

became the ‘Son of God’ at the resurrection.   In other words, Jesus 

was not co-eternal with the Father, the Second Person of the Trinity, 
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nor present with the Father before time began.   In other words, 

according to Church doctrine today, St. Paul is a heretic.   Rather than 

write stories about the Risen Christ, St Paul spoke of Christ being 

raised from the dead.   It is important we hear that phrase without 

the Gospel pictures.   St Paul spoke of being raised from the dead, of 

death having no dominion over Him and, crucially, ‘we too might 

walk in newness of life’.   For St Paul, Christ was not raised to the 

right hand of an external being who lives above the sky, but rather 

Christ is at one with the One, united with the Sacred, the Spirit of 

love, the ground of all being, the Holy at the heart of all things.   For 

Paul, being raised from the dead means entering newness of life, 

entering life shared intimately with God. 

 

In the Letter to the Colossians, written by a disciple of Paul, the 

author states: 

 
  Set your minds on things that are above, not on things 
  that are on earth, for you have died, and your life is 
  hidden with Christ in God.    
 
 
Paul is not talking about the physical bodily resurrection of Jesus, 

something external; he is talking about inner transformation.   In this 

life, set your minds on things above, for you have died, and now you are 
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raised with Christ.   The earliest Gospel, that of Mark, has no 

resurrection appearances.   The later Gospels use potent mythology 

to point to the Mystery of the faith.   For me, for example, the 

narrative of the empty tomb hints at encountering Christ in darkness, 

a place of spiritual emptiness.   It is not about an empty tomb.   The 

Risen Christ does not speak to demonstrate His larynx is functioning; 

there is far more to myth than that! 

 

As a Jew, when he wrote of being raised from the dead, Paul will have 

had in mind the three Old Testament figures who were raised from 

the dead:  Enoch, Moses and Elijah.   In Mark, Matthew and Luke, the 

story or myth of the Transfiguration makes explicit that Jesus joins 

Moses and Elijah, who are already raised from the dead.   In His 

argument with the Sadducees, Jesus said that Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob were already alive in God.   For Paul, being raised from the 

dead was about reaching a higher consciousness in this life, a greater 

awareness of the spiritual, a more tender sensitivity to the 

Transcendent.     

 

For Paul and the later Gospel writers, what is central to the message 

and essence of Jesus is that God’s love is universal.   Salvation, 
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healing, is open to all.   This is made abundantly clear in the Gospels:  

Jesus heals the daughter of a Syrophoenician Gentile woman and 

restores to life the daughter of a Gentile named Jairus.   In Mark’s 

Gospel, in chapter six, Jesus feeds a crowd of 5000 people with five 

loaves and two fish on the Jewish side of the lake while, in chapter 

eight, He feeds a crowd of 4000 people with seven loaves and a few 

fish on the Gentile side of the lake.   At the crucifixion, it is a Gentile 

soldier who declares Jesus to be a son of God.   In Jesus, the soldier 

saw the Divine.    

 

Paul and the Gospel writers tell us that Jesus of Nazareth saw the 

Divine in everyone.   He embraced everyone:  the rich young ruler, 

the Pharisee, the Samaritan, the outcasts disfigured by leprosy, 

women and children.   In his lecture, Spong drew attention to the first 

seventeen verses of Matthew:  the genealogy of Jesus.   Apart from 

Mary, only four women are mentioned.   Spong said, ‘One played the 

part of a prostitute, another was a prostitute, another committed 

adultery and the fourth was a Gentile.’   Articulating the gospel of 

Jesus, Matthew is making inclusion, acceptance and the love of God 

for all abundantly clear.   For Jesus, all religious rules are to serve 
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humanity:  ‘The Sabbath was made for humankind, and not 

humankind for the Sabbath.’    

 

Of the crucifixion, Spong writes: 

 
 This quality of the life of Jesus is more profoundly painted 
 in the story of his crucifixion than anywhere else.   Jesus was 
 betrayed and yet he loved his betrayer.   Jesus was denied and 
 he loved his denier.   Jesus was forsaken and yet he loved his 
 forsakers.   Jesus was judged worthy of being condemned,  
 mocked, persecuted and murdered and yet he loved those who 
 condemned, mocked, persecuted and killed him.   That is not 
 the picture of a broken human life, but of a whole life, a 
 complete life, of one who is free to give life away because that 
 one possesses life so fully. 
 
 
As we approach the Table of Jesus, we do so not as perfect people, 

but pilgrims who crave continual, daily, inner transformation.   We 

can say that we too see and hear God in Christ because His message 

and life manifested the most powerful acts of love and inclusion the 

world has ever encountered.   The Bread and Wine are tokens of 

God’s love, that Christ may be in us, and we in Him. 

 

Amen. 

 


