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Sermon                           Sunday 30 June 2019 

 

 

Lessons  2 Kings 2: 1 – 2, 6 – 14  Galatians 5: 1, 13 – 25 

    St Luke 9: 51 – 62 

 

 

Prayer of Illumination 

 

Bless our meditations, O God.   Shape and nurture our spiritual intuition and imagination.   

Open our hearts that we may enjoy life in all its fullness.   Amen. 

 

 

 

One of the many reasons that I enjoy reading Scripture is that the 

stories are imaginative, profound and immensely engaging.   Our Old 

Testament lesson, from the Tanakh, the Hebrew Bible, is the 

ascension of Elijah.   Within these few verses, a picture is painted of 

the prophet crossing the River Jordan in the shadow of Mount Nebo.   

It was at Mount Nebo that Moses had died.   At the Jordan, Elijah 

struck the river with his mantle, his cloak, and the flowing waters 

parted; Elijah together with Elisha and fifty other prophets crossed on 

dry land.   Once in the Promised Land, Elijah was taken by the 

LORD, in a chariot of fire and horses of fire; in a whirlwind, he 

ascended into heaven.   When Elijah had vanished from sight, Elisha 

picked up Elijah’s mantle from the ground, struck the waters of the 

Jordan with it and, like Elijah before him, crossed on dry land.    
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As Christians, we are familiar with the ascension of Jesus.   With His 

disciples looking on, Jesus was lifted up and a cloud took Him out of 

their sight.   Besides Jesus, we may remember that, in one of the 

earliest chapters of the Book of Genesis, Enoch is taken by God.   A 

character from the antediluvian period, between the Fall and the 

flood, Enoch who walked with God ascended into heaven.   At the 

time of the Jewish exile, the Babylonians also had legends telling of 

favoured individuals ascending to heaven, at least one of whom flew  

on an eagle.    

 

The Bible is bursting with mythos and mystery, with multi-layered 

stories that require our imaginative and informed engagement.   

Poetry is the only language religion speaks.   One of the core reasons 

why the churches have struggled and diminished over the last century 

is because theology and biblical interpretation have not kept sufficient 

pace with a changing worldview.   With each passing decade, the 

churches have found themselves increasingly defenceless against 

secular and seemingly rational attacks.    
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This week I had privilege of taking part in an interfaith panel 

discussion at a city secondary school.   Twenty or so S6 pupils fired 

questions at the panel with speakers representing Sikhism, 

Humanism, Judaism, Buddhism and Christianity.   There was a good 

and vigorous debate between the Humanist speaker and myself.   The 

Humanist speaker, who said he represented the rational and evidence-

based perspective, began by claiming that in Britain crime was 

highest during the Victorian period, a most dogmatic and religious 

period in our history, but had now fallen to the lowest level because 

we are a secular country.   The simplicity of the argument was 

striking.    

 

Later, the Humanist speaker compared people who suffer from 

schizophrenia with those in Bible stories who claimed to hear the 

voice of God.   He told the S6 pupils that science had shown this.   In 

truth, science shows no such thing and the content heard by a patient 

suffering from schizophrenia is a world away from the genre of 

Biblical writing.   Finally, the Humanist speaker told the pupils that 

Christians believe in demons, that there is no evidence to support the 
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efficacy of prayers (of praying for our latest wish) and nor is there 

evidence for the existence of a supernatural god!   These terms, 

demons, prayers and supernatural god, were thrown around carelessly.   

I did, on occasion, feel the need to heckle!    

 

It was a privilege to serve on the panel and the debate was fun!   It 

does concern me, however, that such a distorted interpretation of 

Christianity could easily have gone unchallenged.   There is a 

dedicated team of Humanist speakers who visit schools, both primary 

and secondary.   From my perspective, it is relatively easy to counter 

the arguments put forward by Humanists but I fear that they get away 

with promoting their uninformed, distorted perspective because the 

churches have, to a large extent, vacated the public square.    

 

I suspect that part of the reason why the churches have done so is 

because their theology and biblical interpretation are inadequate; in 

other words, many Christians struggle to believe what they have been 

taught.   The churches, including the Church of Scotland, will not 

renew itself until its theology has been renewed and its ministers are 
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sufficiently fluent in the science narrative, personal spirituality, and 

renewed biblical interpretation.   Read literally, the story of Elijah, the 

parting of the Jordan, the chariot of fire, the horses of fire, and the 

very concept of heaven up there in the clouds, is enough to make 

anyone an atheist! 

 

In her new book, The Lost Art of Scripture, the outstanding author 

Karen Armstrong explains the Jewish concept of Midrash.   

Armstrong says that Jewish interpretation of the Torah and other 

writings keeps God’s written word open:  God’s word is infinite and 

cannot be confined to a single interpretation; interpretation evolves 

and adapts over time.   There is a story told of one second century 

rabbi who, when studying the Torah, was caught up in a nimbus of 

flame.   He had been creating a chain that linked together passages of 

Scripture that had no connection in their original context.   The rabbi 

wrote: 

 

 I was only linking the words with one another and then 

 with the words of the Prophets, and the Prophets with the  

 Writings, and the words rejoiced, as when they were 

 delivered at Sinai, and they were sweet as at their original 
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 utterance. 

 

Armstrong goes on to say that this weaving together of texts to 

imaginatively explore new meanings and to find new meaning for life 

in each successive generation and differing contexts is precisely what 

the writers of the Gospels did.   Along with other scholars, Armstrong 

suggests that the details of Jesus death will have been unknown to the 

disciples because they fled.   She suggests that, along with thousands 

of others, Jesus will have been dispatched without trial and crucified 

with ‘a casual brutality that is hard for us to imagine’.   The Gospel 

accounts of His death are theology; they are a weaving together of 

texts by the Jesus community to find meaning in a post-temple, post-

Jesus world.   For me, this is the sort of honesty in theology and 

biblical interpretation that will strengthen the hand of the church, not 

weaken it.   However much I might want the Gospels to be 

biographies of Jesus, they are not; they reflect the theology of the 

church at that time in those circumstances.    
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We need to listen to Scripture and Christian classics with the ear of 

the heart, with an open mind, and ready to re-imagine, reconnect with 

the Sacred in our context.   In our Gospel lesson today, Jesus rebuked 

His disciples for suggesting that they might command fire to come 

down from heaven and consume those who oppose them.   Is not this 

story a theological step-forward from the mythology of the Elijah 

story?   Elijah had called down fire to consume his enemies.   As a 

Christian community, shaped and informed by other communities, it 

is legitimate to draw from the past all that is useful and meaningful 

today but, with respect, leave to the side biblical theology that no 

longer speaks to us.    

 

In that hard saying of Jesus, ‘Let the dead bury their own dead’, these 

words might imply a hardness of heart we don’t expect from Jesus.   

In truth, burying one’s dead was an act of the highest piety; it is 

difficult then to understand how Jesus would complain about that.   

But, does Jesus mean those who are physically dead or was He 

speaking about spiritual death?   He was speaking about the life of the 

Spirit:  we are to follow Him.   In doing so, we are to forego 
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selfishness and self-obsession with a wider view; a life lived for 

others, of self-denial, and of emptying ourselves of ourselves.    

 

Those wonderful lists penned by St Paul, of the vices or the fruits of 

the Spirit, are pretty accurate.   Instead of jealousy, anger, quarrels, 

factions, envy and so on, the fruits of peace, patience, kindness, 

generosity and the rest are what it means to follow Christ, to belong to 

Christ.   At its best, meditation is not the absence of sound but the 

absence of self.   In prayer, the question is not so much is God 

listening but are we listening?   Words such as ‘heaven’ and 

‘supernatural’ are loaded and easily misconstrued; I would rather we 

spoke of the Transcendent, the Mystery, the Absolute or One who 

holds all things, who is in all things.    

 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


