
Sermon for the eighteenth Sunday after Trinity (Sunday 30th September 2018) - Mike Fox 

Psalm 19:7-14 God’s Glory in Creation and the Law 
Mark 9:38-50  Another Exorcist; Temptations to Sin 

“Why, Papa?”; a question from my four-year old grandson.  So, I respond and say why.  
The question bounces back: “Why, Papa?”.  My answer was clearly inadequate.  He’s 
very persistent – a few more responses and the “Why, Papa?” keeps returning, and it’s a 
very good question.  What does he want?  Perhaps what I’m saying is not good enough; 
perhaps I need to make it simpler; if only he would let me know somehow what he wants 
to hear … young children are perceptive, more perceptive than we sometimes give them 
credit for.  We need to persevere; we might learn something … “out of the mouths of 
babes and sucklings” comes strength [Psalm 8:2], praise [Matthew 21:16] and eventually, 
by popular usage, wisdom. 

“Why, Papa?”; let’s turn to Psalm 19.  It’s a marvellous 
psalm and it’s written in two parts.  The first six verses 
speak gloriously of the created order, the world, the 
universe, that we live in.  You probably know that, earlier 
this year, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby, 
joined other church leaders in encouraging the churches to 
participate in the Season of Creation. The annual 
celebration of prayer and action to protect the environment 
emerged from a proclamation by the Ecumenical Patriarch 
Dimitrios I in 1989. He called on Orthodox Christians to 
observe 1st September each year as a day of prayer for 
creation.  Many churches across the world from different 
traditions began celebrating a Season of Creation between 
that date and 4th October – the feast of St Francis of Assisi.  
We have been exploring this at our 11:15 family service all 
month.  

This is what psalm 19 says: 
1. The heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his 
handiwork – inspiration there for one of the choruses in Haydn’s Creation.  Wherever 
you look, you can see the work of the creator.  One of the aspects of creation that 
speaks to me of the God who made it all is the consistency of what we are discovering 
about the world we live in. 

2. Day to day pours forth speech, and night to night declares knowledge – there really 
is no time in which the created order does not express itself to those who would listen.  
We can ignore it of course, but that doesn’t stop it being there.  

3. There is no speech, nor are there words; their voice is not heard; 

4. yet their voice goes out through all the earth and their words to the end of the world 
– we hear what we want to hear and the words give meaning to everything around us; 
the scientist observes what there is, and records it so that he can refer back to his 
observation.  He, or she of course, then proposes how things work.  The more we 
observe and check out our hypothesis, the closer we get to understanding it all.  



Stephen Hawking spent his whole life seeking the universal set of 
equations that would define the whole of what we see, for then, he 
said provocatively, we would know the mind of God (see, his brief 
history of time).  The psalm goes on to express the source of our life 
here:  In the heavens he has set a tent for the sun,  

5. which comes out like a bridegroom from his wedding canopy, and 
like a strong man runs its course with joy. 
6. Its rising is from the end of the heavens and its circuit to the end of 
them;  

   and nothing is hidden from its heat – without the sun, life would not have had the 
means to get started, or to be sustained.  Are we unique in the universe, or are there 
life forms elsewhere, possibly well in advance of our own – we don’t know … 

However much we advance, there is always more to discover, but our knowledge only 
ever answers the what? and the how?, never the why?  That is why psalm 19 goes on to 
speak about the law of the Lord.  “The law of the Lord is perfect and revives the soul …” 
and all that we heard in our first reading … and I have come to use  a slight variation of 
the last verse as I start my sermons: “let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my 
heart be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, my strength and my redeemer.”  Without the 
inspiration that comes from above, we struggle to find the meaning that we all seek. 

“Why, Papa?”; one of the mysteries that is worth hanging on to is the deep and personal 
relationship that we can have with God.  We can’t really define God at all and people 
think of him on the spectrum between the transcendent God who is All-mighty and All-
powerful, the Creator of all that we experience around us, and the immanent God who 
walks with Adam in the cool of the evening and is his best friend.  How amazing that we 
can approach him in that way!  What a privilege to know him as a colleague and be 
trusted to do his work in the world today!  Why does God enable this to be?  My answer 
would have to be that we are all physical beings and we work in a particular way (this we 
can explore and begin to understand), but we also have a spiritual self that has the ability 
to link up with the Spirit that breathes upon the waters in the Genesis story and brings life 
into existence.  We are made in the image of God and therefore we can communicate and 
respond to his every urge.  We can only build up a relationship with this Spirit, this 
Breath, this Knowledge through submission and inviting the source of our being to 
explain why we are here. 

Anything that denies us this relationship, the gospel of Mark 
says, should be discarded, especially if we put a stumbling-
block in front of one of these little ones.  “Why, Papa?” 
demands a response and not just, “go and ask Nanny”!  If 
your hand … if your foot … if your eye causes you to 
stumble … get rid of it – it is taking you in the wrong 
direction.  “Go and be salted with fire”, says Mark – the salt 
is the spirit, the source of life, and we need it to be fired up to 
proclaim the why? to the world, especially to our four-year 
old grandson. 

Let me just refer you briefly to a book by Viktor Frankl entitled “Man’s search for 
Meaning”.  Frankl was an Austrian and, along with many, many Jews, was imprisoned in 



several German concentration camps, including Auschwitz and 
two other camps associated with Dachau.  He worked as a 
physician in the camps trying to improve fellow prisoners’ 
mental health, and it was there that he developed some of his 
therapeutic techniques that he practised in a clinic after the war.  
Frankl believed that people are primarily driven by a "striving to 
find meaning in their lives," and that it is this sense of meaning 
that enables people to overcome painful experiences.  He 
famously said: “Those who have a 'why' to live, can bear with 
almost any 'how'.”  Our silhouette friends knew the why they 
went to war; they were the unlucky ones and didn’t return.  They 
couldn’t put up with the how they imagined life would be if we 

allowed evil to flourish; it fired up their lives and has enabled us who are left to live more 
in peace. 

There’s another quote that you may wish to ponder, from the psychoanalyst Carl Jung.  
He was being interviewed by John Freeman in 1959 on the BBC’s “Face to face” 
program and, when asked: “do you now believe in God”, Jung answered very simply, 
perhaps a bit too simply: “I don’t need to believe … I know.”  Jung had established for 
himself the answer to the why? of life and, whilst fully acknowledging the great mystery 
of God, he had convinced himself of the existence of God, of the possibility to converse 
with him and of the purpose for his life.  

Perhaps we too can move beyond the what and the how of life towards the why …  

... in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, AMEN 


