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Vibrant	Faith	
Isaiah	40:21–31;	Psalm	147:1–11;		
1	Corinthians	9:16–23;	Mark	1:29–39	
	
One	of	my	roles	as	our	 locum	priest	 in	 this	 interim	time	 is	 to	help	us	
think	about	who	we	are	as	a	parish,	and	what	we	are	on	about,	what	
we	are	here	for,	what	we	believe,	what	we	do,	what	we	have	to	share	
with	 others.	 And	 in	 this	 I’m	 simply	 coming	 in	 on	 what	 Nic	 and	 our	
Parish	Council	have	been	doing	already	 towards	putting	 together	our	
Mission	Action	Plan.	We	had	another	meeting	only	 last	Tuesday	with	
Don	Owers	 from	the	Diocese	 to	progress	 that,	 and	 there	are	a	 couple	
more	meetings	this	week	to	take	it	further.	
	
Four	key	things	are	emerging	in	our	Mission	Action	Plan.	I’m	going	to	
speak	on	each	of	these	over	the	coming	weeks.	And	the	first	one	today,	
that	everything	else	flows	from,	is:	Vibrant	Faith.	
	
And	the	first	thing	we	need	to	say	if	we’re	talking	about	vibrant	faith	is	
that,	as	a	parish,	our	faith	is	in	God.	As	a	church,	we	are	first	of	all	God-
people.	We	are	a	group	of	people	 in	 the	community	 for	whom	God	 is	
important	in	our	lives.	So	let’s	talk	about	our	faith	in	God.	
	
Who	is	the	God	in	whom	we	put	our	faith?	The	first	reading	today	from	
the	prophet	Isaiah	lets	us	know	in	no	uncertain	terms:	

	
It	is	he	who	sits	above	the	circle	of	the	earth,	
	 and	its	inhabitants	are	like	grasshoppers;	
who	stretches	out	the	heavens	like	a	curtain,	
	 and	spreads	them	like	a	tent	to	live	in	(Isa.	40:22).	
	

How	 does	 that	 make	 us	 feel—a	 bit	 small,	 by	 comparison?	 God	 is	
without	equal,	and	incomparable:	

	
To	whom	then	will	you	compare	me,	
or	who	is	my	equal?	says	the	Holy	One	(Isa.	40:25).	
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For	God	is	the	Creator	of	the	universe—the	one	from	whom	all	things	
come—not	 only	 that,	 but	 the	 one	 who	 sustains	 everything	 in	 being	
every	moment.	Isaiah	goes	on	to	say:	

	
Lift	up	your	eyes	on	high	and	see:	
	 Who	created	these?	[the	stars	and	the	planets]	
He	who	brings	out	their	host	and	numbers	them,	
	 calling	them	all	by	name;	
because	he	is	great	in	strength,	
	 mighty	in	power,	
	 not	one	is	missing	(Isa.	40:26).	
	

How	many	 stars	 are	 there?	 I	 read	 this	 week:	 ‘recent	 science	.	.	.	now	
gives	us	a	picture	of	the	observable	universe	as	containing	something	
like	 two	 trillion	 galaxies	 [that’s	 galaxies,	 each	 galaxy	 made	 up	 of	
millions	of	stars],	and	as	expanding	and	growing	in	complexity	from	its	
origin13.8	billion	years	ago.’1	How	does	that	make	us	feel?	
	
An	older	member	of	another	parish	came	to	me	once	and	said,	‘I	don’t	
think	I	can	believe	in	God.	When	I	hear	how	vast	the	universe	is,	over	
aeons	of	time,	it	makes	me	feel	like	a	short-lived	microbe	on	a	speck	of	
dust—why	would	the	Almighty	be	interested	in	me?’	That’s	one	way	of	
reacting,	and	we	can	understand	why	someone	would	think	that	way.	
	
What	might	be	another	way	of	responding?	Well,	the	bigger	and	more	
wondrous	the	universe	is,	the	greater	our	appreciation	might	be	of	the	
one	from	whom	it	has	come,	who	holds	it	all	together.	Especially	when	
we	hear	Isaiah	saying	that	God	takes	a	personal	interest	in	each	of	the	
heavenly	 bodies:	 ‘He	.	.	.	brings	 out	 their	 host	 and	 numbers	 them,	
calling	them	all	by	name’.	That’s	very	personal,	and	relational.	
	
In	the	Bible,	the	grandeur	and	exaltedness	of	God	is	just	one	side	of	the	
picture.	One	of	the	Psalms	says:		

	
Who can be likened to the Lord our God: 

																																								 																					
1 	Denis	 Edwards.	 The	 Natural	 World	 and	 God:	 Theological	 Explorations	
(Hindmarsh	SA:	ATF	Press	Publishing,	2017),	vii.	
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in heaven or upon the earth [incomparable], 
who has his dwelling so high: 
yet condescends to look on things beneath	[including	us!](Psa.	113:5–6).	
	

That’s	relational.	That’s	personal.	And	look	at	what	God	does	when	God	
gets	down	here.	Later	in	the	prophecy	of	Isaiah:	

	
For	thus	says	the	high	and	lofty	one	
	 who	inhabits	eternity,	whose	name	is	Holy:	
I	dwell	in	the	high	and	holy	place,	
	 and	also	with	those	who	are	contrite	and	humble	in	spirit	
	

—those	 who	 feel	 they	 are	 nothing,	 or	 worse,	 and	 who	 maybe	 have	
good	reason	for	thinking	that—but	why	does	God	come	to	the	contrite	
and	humble?	

	
to	revive	the	spirit	of	the	humble,	
	 and	to	revive	the	heart	of	the	contrite	(Isa.	57:15)	
	

—to	lift	us	up!	God	does	not	think	of	us	as	microbes	on	a	speck	of	dust,	
or	 even	as	 ‘grasshoppers’.	 In	 another	of	 the	Psalms,	God	 calls	 human	
creatures	to	account	by	telling	them:	

	
I	say,	“You	are	gods,	
	 children	of	the	Most	High,	all	of	you	(Psa.	82:6).	
	

Once	when	the	authorities	accused	Jesus	of	making	himself	equal	with	
God	because	he	claimed	to	be	the	God’s	Son,	 Jesus	quoted	that	Psalm,	
so	 as	 to	 say,	 ‘Well,	 isn’t	 that	 what	 God	 calls	 you?’	 Children	 of	 God,	
alongside	God—human	beings,	made	in	the	image	and	likeness	of	God,	
as	God’s	own	family	of	grown-up	children?	I	have	argued	that	what	we	
come	from	must	be	at	 least	as	personal	as	we	are,	not	 less—probably	
much	more	so—to	be	able	to	bestow	on	us	the	wonderful	qualities	we	
see	in	humans	at	their	best.	
	
So	we	can’t	really	say	that	the	Almighty	wouldn’t	be	interested	in	us:	

	
Why	do	you	say,	O	Jacob,	
	 and	speak,	O	Israel,	
“My	way	is	hidden	from	the	LORD,	
	 and	my	right	is	disregarded	by	my	God”?	
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To	 call	 ourselves	 microbes	 on	 a	 speck	 of	 dust	 could	 be	 a	 bit	 of	 a	
copout—a	neat	way	of	avoiding	our	high	calling	and	responsibilities,	to	
be	 with	 God	 in	 all	 that	 God	 is	 doing	 and	 all	 that	 God	 is	 on	 about:	
holiness,	righteousness,	goodness,	truth,	and	love.		
	
There	is	something	else	that	can	try	to	drag	us	away	from	believing	in	
God,	 and	 that	 is	 the	 short-sighted	 secular	materialistic	 mindset	 with	
which	 we	 are	 surrounded.	 I	 know	 someone	 who	 went	 to	 be	 a	
missionary	in	Europe,	as	a	teacher	in	a	school	for	missionary	children.	
Europe	was	for	centuries	a	bastion	of	Christian	faith,	but	now	it	is	one	
of	 the	 most	 secular	 places	 on	 earth—very	 small	 proportion	 of	 the	
population	still	go	to	church—much	worse	than	Australia.	The	person	
served	there	for	seventeen	years,	which	is	a	good	stint,	but	by	the	end	
of	that	time	that	secular	mindset	had	perhaps	got	to	him,	and	he	had	to	
say	that	he	no	 longer	believed	 in	God,	and	he	had	the	 integrity	to	say	
that	meant	he	 could	no	 longer	 serve	as	a	missionary.	The	missionary	
society	 CMS	 was	 very	 understanding	 and	 supportive	 in	 helping	 him	
come	home.	
	
It	 got	 to	me	a	bit,	 because	 I	had	helped	him	 to	go	 in	 the	 first	place.	 I	
took	some	comfort	in	the	thought	of	the	largeness	of	God,	as	we	find	in	
Isaiah.	 I	 remember	 saying	 at	 the	 time,	 ‘Fortunately,	 God	 does	 not	
depend	 for	 God’s	 existence	 on	 whether	 we	 believe	 in	 God	 or	 not’—
God’s	much	 bigger	 than	 that,	 compared	with	 us	 and	 our	 tiny	minds.	
God	is	forever,	and	we	come	and	go.	Isaiah	was	saying	that	too:	God	

	
brings	princes	to	naught,	
	 and	makes	the	rulers	of	the	earth	as	nothing.	
Scarcely	are	they	planted,	scarcely	sown,	
	 scarcely	has	their	stem	taken	root	in	the	earth,	
when	he	blows	upon	them,	and	they	wither,	
	 and	the	tempest	carries	them	off	like	stubble.	(Isa.	40:23–24).	
	

I	 was	 in	 a	 group	 the	 other	 day	where	 one	 person	 had	 a	momentary	
lapse	 trying	 to	 think	 of	 the	 name	 of	 the	 last	 president	 of	 the	 United	
States—‘What’s	his	name	.	.	.	?’	We	said,	‘Trump?’	‘Yeah,	that’s	him’!	We	
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can	forget	so	soon.	Sometimes	it’s	just	as	well.	But	it’s	like	that,	isn’t	it?	
How	many	Prime	Ministers	of	Australia	have	we	seen	come	and	go?	
	
But	it	can	still	get	to	us.	A	couple	of	years	ago,	my	ministry	was	going	
well,	but	 I	was	experiencing	 the	recurring	 thought	 that	 ‘God	 is	not’—
fuelled	no	doubt	by	the	assumptions	underlying	the	pervasive	secular	
worldview	with	which	we	are	bombarded	every	day.	That	can	have	the	
effect	of	emptying	out	what	you	believe	and	say,	leaving	it	to	feel	like	a	
hollow	 shell.	 I	 recalled	 the	 many	 times	 when	 the	 reality	 of	 God	 had	
impacted	 me	 and	 moved	 me	 deeply.	 Staying	 with	 the	 Scriptures	
viewed	positively	 as	 a	whole.	 Keeping	 up	 daily	morning	 and	 evening	
prayer	 even	 if	 it	 seems	 just	 routine.	 Talking	with	 one	 or	 two	 others	
about	it	helped.	But	I	also	sensed	that	God	may	give	us	such	seasons	so	
that	 whatever	 has	 been	 inadequate	 or	 defective	 in	 our	 relationship	
with	God	so	far	can	be	redressed	and	improved.	I	was	reading	only	last	
week:	

	
People	 of	 great	 faith	 often	 suffer	 bouts	 of	 great	 doubt	 because	 they	 continue	 to	
grow	.	.	.	It	 seems	 a	 movement	 from	 certitude	 to	 doubt	 and	 through	 doubt	 to	
acceptance	 of	 life’s	 mystery	 is	 necessary	 in	 all	 encounters,	 intellectual	
breakthroughs,	and	relationships.	
 

Someone	who	had	been	through	such	a	time	wrote	this:	
	
a	great	emptiness	opened	up	where	 I	had	stored	all	my	spiritual	 treasures,	and	yet.	
And	yet	what?	And	yet	what	remained	when	everything	else	was	gone	was	more	real	
than	anything	I	could	have	imagined.2	
	

So	there	is	something	there	at	the	end	of	it	all,	that	we	can’t	get	away	
from,	 that	might	 be	 best	 described	 in	 these	 words	 from	 the	 book	 of	
Deuteronomy:	

	
The	eternal	God	is	your	dwelling	place,	
	 and	underneath	are	the	everlasting	arms	(Deut.	33:37	ESV).	
	

																																								 																					
2 	Richard	 Rohr,	 and	 Barbara	 Brown	 Taylor,	Learning	 to	 Walk	 in	 the	
Dark	(HarperOne:	 2014),	 145,	 146;	 https://email.cac.org,	 3	 and	 4	 February	
2021. 
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Again,	very	personal.	And	we	can	stay	and	continue	to	grow	in	that.	
	
And	then,	of	course,	there	is	Jesus.	As	Christians	we	say:	‘If	you	want	to	
know	what	God	is	like,	look	at	Jesus!’	Isaiah	says	that	when	God	comes:	

	
He	gives	power	to	the	faint,	
	 and	strengthens	the	powerless	(Isa.	40:29)	
	

—makes	them	‘mount	up	with	wings	like	eagles’	(Isa.	40:31).	In	Psalm	
147	we	said,	‘He	heals	the	broken	in	spirit:	and	binds	up	their	wounds’.	
And	that’s	just	what	we	see	Jesus	doing	in	the	gospel	reading.	He	heals		
Simon	Peter’s	mother-in-law,	

	
And	he	cured	many	who	were	sick	with	various	diseases	(Mark	1:34).	
	

And	Jesus’	message	was,	 ‘The	time	is	fulfilled	and	the	kingdom	of	God	
has	come	near’!	 (Mark	1:14–15).	That	was	 the	 ‘good	news’	 that	 Jesus	
was	 calling	 people	 to	 turn	 to	 with	 vibrant	 faith—‘to	 repent	 and	
believe’:—‘the	high	and	lofty	one	who	inhabits	eternity,	whose	name	is	
Holy’,	has	come	down	to	be	with	the	‘things	beneath’—including	us!—
‘to	 revive	 the	 spirit	 of	 the	 humble,	 and	 to	 revive	 the	 heart	 of	 the	
contrite’,	to	lift	us	up	to	be	with	God	in	all	that	God	is	doing	and	all	that	
God	is	on	about:	holiness,	righteousness,	goodness,	truth,	and	love.	
	
And	that	is	what	drove	Jesus	on	in	his	ministry.	Jesus’	ministry	had	got	
off	 to	 a	 cracking	 start	 in	 Capernaum—he	 could	 have	 stayed	 on	 there	
and	made	the	most	of	it.	But	instead:	

	
In	the	morning,	while	 it	was	still	very	dark,	he	got	up	and	went	out	to	a	deserted	
place,	and	there	he	prayed	(Mark	1:35)	
	

—to	be	 in	direct	communion	with	his	heavenly	Father,	where	all	 this	
was	 coming	 from,	 to	 be	 able	 to	 keep	 it	 up.	 And	when	 Simon	 and	 his	
companions	 came	 hunting	 for	 him,	 to	 encourage	 him	 to	 get	 back	 to	
Capernaum	and	carry	on	the	good	work,	Jesus	answered:	

	
Let	us	go	on	 to	 the	neighboring	 towns,	 so	 that	 I	may	proclaim	the	message	 there	
also;	for	that	is	what	I	came	out	to	do	(Mark	1:38).	
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And	so	the	message	was	proclaimed	in	synagogues	right	across	Galilee,	
while	evil	powers	were	sent	packing.	For	the	same	reason	the	apostle	
Paul	would	do	anything	he	could	to	identify	in	love	with	the	people	to	
whom	 he	 came,	 to	 win	 people	 over	 to	 this	 good	 news	 of	 God	 being	
active	among	us	in	Jesus,	as	we	heard	in	the	New	Testament	reading.		
	
And	why	should	it	be	any	different	with	us?	For	this	is	our	faith:	‘for	us	
there	 is	one	God,	 the	Father,	 from	whom	are	all	 things	and	 for	whom	
we	exist,	and	one	Lord,	Jesus	Christ’	(1	Cor.	8:6),	in	whose	face	and	life	
we	see	the	very	glory	of	God	active	 in	our	midst	(see	2	Cor.	4:6),	and	
we	know	‘God’s	love	.	.	.	poured	into	our	hearts	through	the	Holy	Spirit	
who	has	been	given	to	us’	(Rom.	5:5)—personal,	relational.	‘This	is	our	
faith:	We	believe	in	one	God:	Father,	Son	and	Holy	Spirit’	(APBA	p.	78).	
And	why	 should	 our	 faith	 be	 any	 less	 vibrant	 than	 that	 practised	 by	
Jesus	or	Paul?	There	 is	nothing	 there	 that	we	need	 to	be	ashamed	of.	
Even	when	things	are	going	well,	and	we’re	comfortable	with	the	way	
things	are,	still	being	prepared	to	go	with	Jesus	out	to	the	neighbouring	
places	so	others	can	hear	and	turn	and	be	part	of	the	good	news	of	God	
active	in	our	midst,	or	with	Paul	to	become	all	we	can	to	everyone	that	
we	might	 ‘by	 all	means	 save	 some’	 (1	 Cor.	 9:22).	 Because	God’s	 love	
does	not	stop	with	us.	God	is	bigger	than	that.	The	love	of	the	high	and	
holy	one	is	for	all	that	God	has	made.	


