Sermon at Norham Church and on Zoom 
The Ninth Sunday after Trinity, 17th August 2025


Psalm 82; Hebrews 11.29-12.2


A verse from Psalm 82, today’s first Bible reading:

God has taken his place in the divine council;
   in the midst of the gods he holds judgement:

There is no clear consensus, so far as I know, about who exactly are the gods, with a small ‘g’, referred to in this Psalm.  For a monotheistic religion, there is, by definition, only one God, with a capital ‘G’.  One of my Bible commentaries suggests that the gods are the ‘powers that be’, the ‘world rulers of this present’ age.  And so what God says to the gods, he says to the political leaders, and the rich and powerful, of the world as we know it today.  God says to them, 

2 ‘How long will you judge unjustly
   and show partiality to the wicked?
3 Give justice to the weak and the orphan;
   maintain the right of the lowly and the destitute.
4 Rescue the weak and the needy;
   deliver them from the hand of the wicked.’

In today’s second Bible reading, we heard the author of the Letter to the Hebrews say,

By faith the people [of Israel] passed through the Red Sea as if it were dry land, but when the Egyptians attempted to do so they were drowned. 30By faith the walls of Jericho fell after they had been encircled for seven days.

I must confess that, these days, I find that the story of the Battle of Jericho, and similar stories from the Old Testament, make for uncomfortable reading, when I think about what is happening to the Palestinian people, in the West Bank, and in Gaza.  As a child, I grew up with stories of cowboys and Indians, in which the cowboys were the goodies, and the Indians were the baddies.  As I grew older, of course, I learnt that the Indians, or – properly speaking – the indigenous people, were not baddies per se.  

God does not choose one people over and against another people.  As we heard in Psalm 182, ‘all the nations belong to God.’  And, since all people are God’s people, I now feel conflicted, when I read about the fall of Jericho, and the slaughter of its inhabitants.

The author of the Letter to the Hebrews continues as follows:

What more should I say [of those] 33who through faith conquered kingdoms, … shut the mouths of lions, 34quenched raging fire, escaped the edge of the sword, … became mighty in war, put foreign armies to flight.

You might begin to think that those who have faith necessarily triumph over their enemies, and that misfortune or failure is a sign of not having faith, or not enough faith.  But the author goes on to say,

Others were tortured.  …  [They] suffered mocking and flogging.  …  They were killed by the sword; they … [were] destitute, persecuted, tormented.  …  They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground.

So faith in God is no guarantee of success, or freedom from harm.  What happens to us, or to other people, is no indication of God’s favour or displeasure.  If God is on anyone’s side, as we learnt from Psalm 182, and as we see in Christ on the cross, God is against the powers that be, when they ‘judge unjustly’, and God is on the side of the ‘lowly and destitute,’ the ‘weak and the needy.’

Last Friday we commemorated the 80th anniversary of Victory in Japan Day, with a special service beside the war memorial in Norham.  Part of the service included a reading from the memoirs of Govan Easton, who came from Norham, and was a Far East Prisoner of War.  He wrote as follows:

I was one of the fortunate ones.  …  I suffered and endured the toil, the beatings, the diseases.  …  My faith in human nature was tested, but endured, because of the many acts of kindness and caring I witnessed as men shared water, food, tobacco and above all ideas and thoughts of a future.

And, on the radio on Friday morning, I heard the author, Richard Flanagan, speak of his father as follows:

He returned [from the Death Railway] haunted by the experience.  …  Over the years, he slowly came to find in [his experience] an idea of goodness.  …  Over time, he began to not dwell on the violence and the horror, but remember the compassion, the goodness, the humanity, the way people helped each other to mutually survive.  …  

[bookmark: _GoBack][My father] was a curious man.  He placed utterly no import on material achievement or success.  What he valued was kindness and compassion and goodness.  He felt the measure of a good society was the capacity of the strongest to help the weakest.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Radio 4, at 8.32am on Fri 15th Aug 2025.] 


To which I can only say, Amen.
