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Sermon                 Sunday 15 November 2020 

 

Lesson   1 Thessalonians 5: 1 – 11 

 

In his first Letter to the Thessalonians, the apostle Paul described the followers 

of Jesus as ‘Children of light, children of day’.   The man from Tarsus said that 

the disciples of Christ must keep sober:  ‘armed with the breastplate of faith, 

and love, and the hope of salvation for a helmet’.   Stirring, emotive 

sentiments, surely?   In the poetry of the battlefield, Paul reassured the 

Christian community in Thessalonica that their faith in Jesus, together with 

their hope and love, was the rock, the solid foundation, of their lives.   Once 

the capital of the Roman province of Macedonia, Thessalonica was home to 

one of the earliest centres of Christian witness.   Scholars suggest that Paul’s 

First Letter to the Thessalonians is the oldest piece of writing in the New 

Testament.    

 

Paul understood that, in some sense, daily life can be a battle.   It can be a 

battle of ideas, emotions and conflicting interests.   It can be a battle to remain 

sane and composed, loving rather than hurtful, and generous and 

compassionate rather than mean and unkind.   At its best, a living, nurtured 

faith in Jesus of Nazareth can be spiritually uplifting, nourishing and fruitful.   

In the midst of life’s many complexities, faith can ground us; root us in 

something deeper, more permanent than this ever-changing world.   

 

Over the past couple of weeks, we have been caught up in the drama and 

tension of the American presidential elections.   It seems – now –that the 

Democrat, Joe Biden, has won.   Together with the new Vice-President, 

Kamala Harris, we do not know to what extent they will prove to be successful 
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and good for the US and the world; for peace, security, trade and climate 

change.   Time will tell.   What is most striking about them – for me – is their 

religious faith.   Joe Biden will be only the second Catholic to hold the office 

of US president.   Everywhere he goes, Biden carries a rosary in his pocket, 

one that belonged to his son, Beau, who died in 2015.   In his victory speech on 

Saturday, Biden quoted from the Book of Ecclesiastes.   He said, ‘The Bible 

tells us that to everything there is a season – a time to build, a time to reap, a 

time to sow.   And a time to heal.   This is the time to heal America’.   

Ministers of the Church need always to be careful never to publicly endorse 

particular politicians; politicians are people like everyone else and one needs to 

be cautious about blanket endorsement.   My purpose today is to draw attention 

to Biden’s Christian faith.   Two weeks ago, he said: 

 

My Catholic faith drilled into me a core truth – that every  

person on earth is equal in rights and dignity, because we  

are all beloved children of God. 

 

As president, Biden said, ‘My faith will continue to serve me as my anchor’.   

In 1980, when Pope John Paul II visited the United States, his longest meeting 

was with 37 year old Biden, then a US Senator.   Over the years, Biden has 

faced personal tragedies in his life.   In 1972, his first wife and daughter were 

killed in a car crash and in 2015 his son, Beau, died of cancer.   In the UK, in 

our culture, politicians are extremely reticent about mentioning their faith, but 

not so in America. 

 

The new Vice-President, Kamala Harris, is a Baptist with a Hindu background 

and a Jewish husband.   Harris says that her faith journey began when she was 
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a little girl.   On Sundays her mother would dress her and her sister, and take 

them to church in Oakland, California.   It was there she formed her earliest 

memories of the Bible.   She said that she learned that faith is a verb:  ‘we must 

live it, show it, in action’.   Her mother, who had been an immigrant from 

India, would take her on trips to Hindu temples.  She shares in the traditions 

and celebrations of Judaism with her Jewish husband.   Harris says: 

 

 The God I have always believed in is a loving God, a God 

 who asks us to serve others and speak up for others, especially 

 those who are not wealthy or powerful and cannot speak 

 for themselves.   I can trace my belief in the importance of 

 public service back to learning the Parable of the Good 

 Samaritan and other biblical teachings…. 

 

Who knows how the next US administration will fair, but faith will be part of 

the daily life of its leaders.  

 

One of the spiritual leaders who has been important for me on my journey over 

the last twenty years or so is the former Chief Rabbi in Britain, the late (Lord) 

Jonathan Sacks.   Of his own spiritual journey, Sacks said that he first found 

God ‘as a mystery’.   Lauded by successive prime ministers, Sacks was a 

towering spiritual intellect.   His many books are accessible and insightful.   He 

said that, ‘If the religious voice has one thing to say above all others it is that 

each of us counts’.    

 

Sacks confessed that he was notoriously bad at names:  ‘I see familiar people 

and forget what they are called’.   He liked the line in the Psalms which reads, 
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‘[God] counts the number of the stars and calls them of each by name’.   To 

use a name is to recognise the unique significance of a person or thing.   The 

former Chief Rabbi said that ‘the dazzling assertion at the heart of the Hebrew 

Bible is that God ‘turns his face toward us’, knowing, loving and challenging 

each one of us in our singularity.   The relationship is intensely personal.   In 

the Bible, using names, God said to Moses, ‘I am the God of Abraham, Isaac 

and Jacob’.   When Jesus spoke of God to the Sadducees, He did so as the God 

of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.   We will miss the wisdom of Jonathan Sacks. 

 

The priest, David Adam, who served as Rector of Holy Island, Lindisfarne, 

died earlier this year.   He was another whose faith in Jesus and spiritual 

writing have helped me on my journey.   Before entering the priesthood, David 

worked in a coal mine in Northumbria.   He said the darkness of the mine was 

the most awe-inspiring thing.   It was so black, he said, that when you turned 

out your lamp you could not see your hand in front of your face.   On one 

occasion, while working on his own, he accidently knocked his lamp hard 

against a stone and it went out.   Standing in total darkness with moving 

machinery nearby, he dared not move.   It would have been easy to panic or 

scream, but he knew fellow workers would arrive soon.   He waited for what 

seemed like an age, probably no more than five minutes.   Finally, other miners 

arrived and helped him with another lamp.   Not long after this incident, at 

New Year, David heard the poetic words of Minnie Louise Haskins: 

 

  

 I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year,  

 ‘Give me a light that I may tread safely into the  

 unknown’.   And he replied, ‘Go out into the darkness 
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 and put your hand into the hand of God.   That shall be 

 to you better than light and safer than a known way’. 

 

David said, ‘I wanted to discover a light that would shine in the darkness of the 

world – something or someone that would give me a better vision, in a world 

where the light seemed to be growing dim’.    

 

In his Letter to the Thessalonians, Paul encouraged them in their faith, love and 

hope.   They drew strength from the breastplate of his faith and he did from 

theirs.   Let me close with the prayer of Dag Hammarskjöld, the former 

Secretary General of the United Nations, and Christian mystic: 

 

  Give us pure hearts, that we may see you; 

  Humble hearts, that we may hear you; 

  Hearts of love, that we may serve you; 

Hearts of faith, that we may abide in you. 

 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


