
   Borg suggested that ‘the heart’ is the Biblical image 
for our deepest self. The hard heart is insensitive, it 
does not know the sacred, has no sense of awe and it 
lacks compassion. Whilst it was promised that the New 
Covenant would be written on the heart (Jer 31.31-34), 
self-justifying religion can harden or close the heart. 
This contrasts with what Borg terms ‘The dream of 
God’: a social and political vision of a world of justice 
and peace in which human beings do not hurt or 
destroy, oppress, or exploit one another. 
   To my mind, the essence of Christianity is 
compassion, and it is reflected in two of Jesus 
parables. The first is The Prodigal Son which reveals 
the depth of God the Father’s compassion for us. The 
second is The Good Samaritan, who models the 
compassion which we should have for our neighbours 
near and far. So important is the theme of 
compassion, Borg suggests that the central lines of 
The Lord’s Prayer would be more accurately translated 
‘Grant us your compassion as we show compassion 
for others.’ 
   May the God of compassion be with us in this week 
ahead and in the rest of our lives and help us to be 
compassionate towards others who share the world in 
which we live. Amen 
 
HYMN: StF 277 My song is love unknown, 
 
PRAYERS OF CONCERN 
May it not be long, Lord. May it not be long before the 
world we pray for and the world we inhabit are one. 
May it not be long before the domination of wealth 
over want, white over black, man over woman, the 
privileged over the poor are facts of history, not facts 
of life. May it not be long. 
May it not be long, Lord, before the earth no longer 
suffers through human selfishness, so that the valleys 
can sing again, the meadows laugh and barren places 
burst into bloom. May it not be long. 
May it not be long, Lord, before economic power 
comes only with accountability, and money and 
taxation are wedded to just purposes. May it not be 
long. 
May it not be long, Lord, before the countries which 
the West once evangelised show us the larger Christ 
we have yet to encounter. May it not be long. 
May it not be long, Lord, before we vacate the safe 
refuges of pessimism and cynicism, and find wells of 

hope deeper than shallow pools of optimism May it 
not be long 
May it not be long, Lord, before we feel ourselves 
directly addressed by your voice as those first disciples 
did, who heard you summon the strangest of people to 
the greatest of callings. May it not be long 
May it not be long, Lord. And to enable that day to 
come soon, raise up for us prophets who will give us 
new sight for better seeing. Raise up for us prophets 
who will increase our altruism and diminish our greed. 
Raise up for us prophets who will spell out that God 
has no favourite race nor heaven a favoured language. 
Raise up for us prophets who, in their own person, will 
bridge the gaps through which too many fall. Raise up 
for us prophets who will make clear for our day the 
truths Jesus said in his, and who will speak with the 
urgency of those who have glimpsed the coming of the 
Lord. 
And if you will not raise up for us prophets, then 
raise up in us that holy restlessness to get your 
work done and your people saved, for Jesus' sake. 
Amen. 
God, hear our prayer and make us willing agents of 
your gracious purposes, in Jesus' name. Amen 
 
THE LORD’S PRAYER 
 
HYMN: StF 345 And can it be that I should gain 
 
CLOSING RESPONSES: 
Now may God who gives seed to the sower and corn 
to the reaper, give to us all that we need to produce a 
good harvest. 
May god make us fertile in faith, hope and love, 
and take us out with joy and lead us on in peace, 
as signs of the fruitfulness of heaven. Amen 
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OPENING RESPONSES 
In the beginning, before time, before people, before the 
world began, God was. Here and now, among us, 
beside us, clearer than air, closer than breathing, God 
is. In all that is to come, when we have turned to dust 
and human knowledge has been completed, God will 
be. Not despairing of earth, but delighting in it, not 
condemning the world, but redeeming it through Jesus 
Christ, by the power of the Holy Spirit, God was, God 
is, God will be. 
 
HYMN: StF: 152  This is the day, this is the day . 
 
PRAYER 
Holy and gracious God, we live in a world of wonder, 
conceived by your divine imagination. The universe is 
your creation born out of love and generosity. Hallowed 
be your name, Hallowed be your name. 
Through centuries of thought and searching, through 
law and wisdom, insight and experience, your will and 
purpose were gradually glimpsed until, in Jesus, all that 
was hidden was revealed, and you let earth be touched 
by heaven. Hallowed be your name. Hallowed be your 
name. In the beauty of the earth, in the silence of our 
hearts, in the community of your church, in all works of 
grace and kindness, in forgiving from the heart and in 
worship from the soul, your Spirit confirms the truth by 
which we live..Hallowed be your name. Hallowed be 
your name. 
If, knowing this, we have failed to love you, our Maker, 
been hesitant to follow your Son, and suspected the 
power of your Spirit, Lord, have mercy. Lord, have 
mercy 



If we have desired comfort more than devotion, if we 
have satisfied our wants more than we have served 
your will, if we have worshipped a lesser god and gone 
for an easier gospel, Christ, have mercy. Christ, have 
mercy. 
If, in the face of your openness, we have privatised our 
wealth, limited our company to those like us, restricted 
our conversation to matters of no consequence, and in 
all this compromised our integrity and lost faith in our 
faith, Lord, have mercy. Lord, have mercy. 
If we have desired comfort more than devotion, if we 
have satisfied our wants more than we have served 
your will, if we have worshipped a lesser god and gone 
for an easier gospel, Christ, have mercy. Christ, have 
mercy. 
If, in the face of your openness, we have privatised our 
wealth, limited our company to those like us, restricted 
our conversation to matters of no consequence, and in 
all this compromised our integrity and lost faith in our 
faith, Lord, have mercy. Lord, have mercy. 
Forgive us, O God, but not to ease our consciences 
until we feel penitent again. Forgive us, so that we 
may have no defence against your will; and then make 
us friends of your purpose and worthy companions of 
Jesus, in whose name we pray. Amen. 
 
PSALM 103 StF 823  
 
HYMN StF: 256 When I needed a neighbour were you 
there? 
 
FIRST READING Isaiah 58.9b-14. 
SECOND READING Hebrews 12. 18-29 
THIRD READING Luke 13.10-17 
 
HYMN: StF: 526 Lord of all hopefulness, Lord of all 
joy  
 
SERMON  
Today’s texts reveal a different, more compassionate 
God than the one of OT times, but there are some 
mixed messages. We hear about the untouchable God 
of Moses at Mount Sinai and the wholly 
compassionate God revealed by Luke’s account of 
Jesus’ last appearance in a synagogue?  
   In contrast to other images of God in the OT, the 
picture is of God wanting us to be compassionate to 
each other, to look out for each other, and also of him 

wanting the best for us. This is very evident in today’s 
Psalm. 
   The picture of a compassionate society is echoed in 
the findings of some very modern research. This 
revealed that countries with the narrowest difference 
between those with the highest and lowest incomes 
experience the greatest degree of happiness and 
mutual trust and the lowest level of crime and mental 
illness. In contrast, those with the biggest income 
difference tend to look out only for themselves and 
mistrust everyone else. It is interesting that the USA 
which has by far the widest high/low income 
differences spends more on prisons than it does on 
higher education. The God of Isaiah was wise indeed.      
   I have more mixed feelings about the extract from 
Hebrews. This reminds the Jewish Christians that the 
God of the early OT books was a formidable figure. 
However, it goes on to describe an upgraded version 
of the congenial Jerusalem promised by Isaiah, even 
though it ends with a threat, suggesting that the 
fearsome God of Moses is still lurking in the 
background. They were told that if they rejected Jesus’ 
message when he was on earth, they will be in far 
more trouble if they continue to do so now that he has 
been elevated to the right hand of God in heaven. The 
followers of Jesus were experiencing a hard time and 
it is likely that there had been some defections. It 
seems to me that the writer(s) of Hebrews, having 
dangled the carrot of the New Jerusalem were now 
wading in with the stick of consuming fire. This seems 
like an echo of the traditional OT God, not the 
compassionate Father revealed in our psalm and in 
Jesus’ ministry. 
   Our gospel reading clearly displays the compassion 
of Jesus’ ministry. This was probably the last time that 
Jesus attended a synagogue, when he noticed a 
woman with a chronic crippling disease. Breaking off 
from his teaching, he called her over and healed her; 
he saw a pressing need and responded to it. In 
contrast, the leader of the synagogue was indignant. 
Jesus rounded on him saying, ‘If it’s all right to look 
after the comfort needs of domestic animals on the 
Sabbath, is it not even more appropriate to respond to 
the needs of a suffering human, even if it is only a 
woman!’. Women being regarded as inferior in Jewish 
society, whilst animals were valuable. He was making 
a similar point in the parable of the Good Samaritan 
where he implicitly criticised the priest and Levite who 

prioritised religious observance over the life of a fellow 
human. The essence of Jesus compassion was that he 
always prioritised relief of other’s suffering over 
religious observance and preached that this was God’s 
will. 
   In the 21st century, I have become increasingly 
impressed by the writing of Marcus Borg who has 
provided me with new insights which I have found 
helpful in my preaching and my spiritual journey. One of 
these is the concept of God as the ‘More’; a dimension 
of reality beyond the material universe; a More which 
underpins all of the benign world religions: Christianity, 
Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism and others. 
Another of Borg’s ideas concerns the difference 
between the pre-Easter Jesus of history and the post-
Easter Jesus of early Christian belief.   
  The slim book ‘The God we never knew’ is more 
Borg’s personal testimony than a work of theology. He 
was born into a strict but loving Lutheran family in the 
USA. He describes the God he grew up with as 
doctrinal, moralistic, literalistic, exclusivistic and 
oriented towards an afterlife. For him the God ‘out 
there’ was all summed up in a verse which he quoted 
from the song ‘Santa Claus is coming to town’: 
He sees you when you’re sleeping 
He knows when you’re awake 
He knows when you’ve been bad or good 
So be good for goodness sake 
   The God of Borg’s childhood was interventionist, the 
Bible was a divine product, we were all sinful people 
redeemed by Jesus, faith in Jesus was the only way to 
salvation, we needed a strong, correct belief in the 
‘right’ things, heaven and hell were all important, it all 
boiled down to  ‘Believe now for the sake of heaven 
later’. 
   It proved a great culture shock for Borg when he left 
home for university. He experienced a collision of two 
world views; what he calls the evolutionary materialism 
of science versus the supernatural God ‘out there’ of 
his childhood. This leads him first to belief in a non-
intervening creator God-theologically referred to as 
Deism. In time, however, he came to see God as 
‘Being-Itself’ not a being; something which was part of 
but greater than everything else. He also came to see 
the Bible as cultural rather than factual.  
 


