Sermon at Norham Church and on Zoom 
The First Sunday after Trinity, 22nd June 2025


Galatians 3.23-29; Luke 8.26-39


The Bible readings we’ve just heard were the ones set for today, rather than chosen with the Norham Flower Festival in mind.  And you might be thinking, So what connection is there, between those Bible readings, and a Flower Festival commemorating VE Day and VJ Day?

Well, in the first reading, St Paul said,

There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.

This reminds me of a verse of a hymn:

In Christ all races meet,
their ancient feuds forgetting,
the whole round world complete,
from sunrise to its setting:
when Christ is throned as Lord,
lands shall forsake their fear,
to ploughshare beat the sword,
to pruning-hook the spear.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  ‘Christ is the world’s true light’, by G. W. Briggs (1875-1959).] 


We need to be careful here.  Paul is not saying, I don’t think, that Jew and Greek, male and female, are all exactly the same.  God delights in diversity, as is only too evident from the story of Creation in the first chapter of Genesis.  In Christ, there is unity in diversity.  Unity is not the same as uniformity, or conformity.

To try to impose uniformity, or conformity, on everyone and everything, is an authoritarian, or totalitarian, tendency.  And those who fought in Europe and the Far East during the Second World War were taking a stand against authoritarianism, and totalitarianism.

So the phrases, ‘All of you are one in Christ Jesus,’ and ‘When Christ is throned as Lord,’ are not an injunction to convert the world to the Christian faith.  I delight when people come to faith in Christ, and grow in the knowledge and love of God, but I have no problem with people finding another way.  The Kingdom of God is bigger than the Church, and God, it seems to me, is in all things and all people, whether they realise it or not.  I agree with the Quaker worldview here, ‘There is that of God in everyone.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://quaker.org/the-inner-light/. ] 


To my mind, Christ is already Lord of all the world.  But, unlike the Roman emperors, who ‘made a wasteland, and called it peace,’[footnoteRef:3] Christ is not an authoritarian Lord, who imposes peace; he’s a loving Lord, who cultivates peace.  (And I use the word ‘cultivates’ deliberately.) [3:  https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Tacitus. ] 


There is a tendency, even in the Church of England, to assume that, somehow or other, everyone has to be made a disciple of Christ.[footnoteRef:4] This sounds to me like a Christian form of totalitarianism!  But look at what happened in today’s Gospel: [4:  The injunction in Matthew 28.19, ‘Go … and make disciples of all nations’, surely refers to the universal scope of Jesus’s mission.  It is not necessarily an injunction to convert the entire population of the world.] 


The man from whom the demons had gone begged that he might [stay] with [Jesus]; but Jesus sent him away, saying, 39‘Return to your home, and declare how much God has done for you.’ 

God in Jesus, it seems to me, calls some people to follow him, but not everyone.  God in Jesus, it seems to me, does not simply want to make more Christians; he wants to make people more human.

In his earthly ministry, Jesus healed many people, most of whom did not become disciples.  Jesus healed the Gerasene demoniac, so that when ‘people came out to see what had happened, … they found the man … in his right mind.’

That’s an interesting phrase, ‘In his right mind’.  It provides a link, it seems to me, to today’s Open Gardens, and the Norham Flower Festival.  I am reminded of a chorus from a children’s worship song:

The world is a garden you made,
And you are the one who planted the seed,
The world is a garden you made,
A life for our food, life for our joy, 
Life we could kill with our selfish greed.

When it comes to the climate crisis, the human race as a whole is, you might say, not in its right mind.  We know what needs to be done to mitigate the worst effects of climate heating, and yet we don’t do it.  Our collective attitude to the natural world is like someone in a tree, sawing through the branch on which they are sitting!

I rather suspect that the rising tide of authoritarianism in the world today, and the increasing threat of climate catastrophe, are somehow linked.  In order to respond to the climate emergency, we need to reject the zero sum game approach to national politics and international relations, and find ways of working together for the common good.

So what are we to do, what can we do, here in Norham?  Well, I would say that we’re already doing it.  ‘It is better to light a candle than to curse the darkness.’  And, in the words of another children’s worship song, ‘In this world of darkness, we must shine, you in your small corner, and I in mine.’  

In this small corner of the world, the Norham Flower Festival has brought people together, from inside and outside the regular congregation, to plan and create the wonderful displays that we see here today.  ‘It is better to light a candle than to curse the darkness.’  And it is better to grow a flower, and create a thing of beauty, in a flower display or garden, than to curse the forces of death and destruction.

Not for nothing did God put Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden ‘to till it and keep it.’  And not for nothing did Jesus die and rise to new life in a garden.  Resurrection is re-creation, and, whether we realise it or not, growing flowers, and creating things of beauty, are small acts of defiance, and symbols of hope.

*

And, as a postscript to my sermon, you might like to know that the location of the main door of Norham Church is identified by the following what3words: 

practical.florists.indeed.  

What could be more appropriate?
