
Sermon preached at Scots 
15 December 2013 !
Readings: Isaiah 35: 1–10 
  Matthew 11: 2–10 !
“Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are 
cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.” 

We have seen an outpouring of celebration for the life and work of Nelson Mandela this week. Yes 
there has been grief but mostly there has been a recognition that his life had run its course and 
while he has been a great leader, it is his more immediate family who are in mourning. There has 
been a mystique about the man, his ability to forgive, his ability to not hold on to anger and bitter-
ness, his humility. Shortly after he finished his term as President of South Africa he attended a rally 
in London as one of the few public events he took part in after stepping down. That rally addressed 
global poverty where he said “Massive poverty and obscene inequality are such terrible scourges of 
our times… poverty is not natural. It is man-made and it can be overcome and eradicated by the ac-
tions of human beings. And overcoming poverty is not a gesture of charity. It is an act of justice.” 

These are strong words and need to be spoken again and again. It seems particularly appropriate this 
week with the release of yet another report on Child Poverty in New Zealand. One of the things it 
highlights is that “there is little hard evidence that poor people, as a group, are much worse than rich 
people in their capacity to manage their finances. The primary problem is that some parents simply 
don’t have enough income to provide adequately for their children. While many parents who fall 
into this category are wholly dependent on welfare benefits, many others are in part-time or full-
time work.” The existence of poverty in New Zealand signifies that what ever else we may think we 
are, we are a society building on injustice. 

Mandela’s message is no different to that of Pope Francis who in his first exhortation to the Church 
has a section on the global economy, where he writes: “No to an economy of exclusion… No to the new 
idolatry of money… No to a financial system which rules rather than serves… [and] No to the inequality 
which spawns violence.”  These are paralleled in the text which was used to base the song we just sang. 
It is often posited that that is just the way it naturally is, that everyone has the opportunity to share 
in the nation’s wealth, but there is now a clear path that shows the more wealth is produced, the 
more it is locked up by the top 1% of our society, and once locked away it is no longer available for 
use by anyone else. 

Today’s readings also are related to the traditional naming of the third candle of Advent, that of 
“Joy.” What does the word “Joy” mean in a world of suffering, inequity, war and terrorism? How can 
God’s reign be seen as an invitation to joy for the weak and vulnerable of our world? The song of 
Mary has always had this context even if it has never always been understood in such a way. Joy with 
justice could sum up the song in three short words, but joy of late has become too caught up in the 
elusive search for happiness and confused with shallow emotional pietism. !
Sometimes joy is shown as a distant hope awaiting us after death, and historically this joy has often 
been inspiring and sustaining for the exploited and poor, for the suffering and the grieving. How-
ever, sometimes this promise of joy has also been used to excuse injustice in this world. Joy is rather 
related to experience the fullness of life within God, a fullness we as a community of faith seek to 
live out. All the readings for today offer the invitation to find fullness of life in the commonwealth 
of God. God’s grace and love cover and protect those who seek God’s reign, and God guides them – 
provides a ‘way’ for their journey – bringing them joy and gladness as they live in the abundance of 



the divine love. The journey, though, is not easy, even though it is protected. It is a journey requiring 
patience, and in which the poor, the needy, the vulnerable and the weak are to be served and protec-
ted – for these are the marks of God’s reign, both in those God ‘chooses’ like Mary, and in the Mes-
siah God’s people seek to follow. !
Joy must be embraced, then, as both a goal for us to work for – the quest for a ‘home’ for all people, 
and for peace and equity to flood our world -  and a characteristic of those who do this Christ-fol-
lowing work. God’s reign is seen in the way God’s people find joy in whatever circumstances they 
face, and it is seen as they spread joy around them through healing, uplifting, and proclaiming Good 
News.  

So perhaps we need to ask for ourselves and our community where are the places of greatest grief 
and hopelessness in our community are? Yes there are our individual griefs and troubles, but the vis-
ion of God’s joy for all is far wider than just the sum of the consolation of each individual. It is also 
about how we as a community live together, supporting one another, encouraging one another, chal-
lenging each other while looking with the eyes of God upon the pain in our neighbourhood. In see-
ing that, we can ask what are the sources of this pain, and in what ways do we, perhaps inadvertently, 
contribute? Or perhaps a different approach is to explore what ways we have allowed a future hope 
to “let us off the hook” of bringing joy to those in need?  

As we wait, in Advent, for the coming of the One who brings joy and Good News, do we allow this 
hope to inspire us and empower us to Gospel action? That may mean simply addressing areas of 
complacency and neglect in your community – cleaning up rubbish dumps and fixing broken win-
dows wherever you may find them. It may mean refusing to buy into the suspicion and scepticism of 
the times, and committing to hope and compassion. It may mean speaking out against the politics 
and religion of fear and slander that so easily become the loudest voices in our world. Last week I 
identified that we could easily be a voice in the wilderness and that is not a comfortable place to be. 
“You know, there’s old Alistair, that faded hippy still banging on about the need to look after the 
poor and needy. Why doesn’t he stick to keeping the church pure and holy!” – Except when you read 
the gospels and take the teachings of Jesus, Jesus says a lot more about money and the poor than he 
ever does about sex or how to be a great leader. 

It is also in small ways we can become those who make this world ‘homely’ even for the most vul-
nerable, simple hospitality given without anything expected in return. Or, where we speak prophet-
ically against any power that would seek to control through fear, grief and corruption. In the way we 
live, speak and interact we can be “counter-cultural” demonstrating that joy can be known in this 
world without oppressing, bombing or ignoring others, and without buying into rampant consumer-
ism or the need to prove we can achieve something of great significance. 

The finish of Jesus’ instructions to John’s disciples are to tell that the poor have the good news 
brought to them. That is the sign that the kingdom has come into their midst. Two millennia on and 
things haven’t changed all that much. The poor still need the good news brought to them, and we 
are the bringers. Last week we finished singing There’s a light upon the mountains and the third 
verse has the following lines “he is calling for his angels to build up the gates of day: but his angels 
here are human, not the shining hosts above, for the drum-beats of his army are the heart-beats of 
our love.” We are part of the project of God’s love, and our love is the demonstration of our active 
participation in that project. 

The Word of Jesus is among us 

Hear that Word 




