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Sunday 27th October 2019 
Cathedral, Grahamstown 
Choral Evensong 5 p.m. 

BIBLE SUNDAY 

 Ps 136, 137 Ecclesiasticus 18:19-33  
Luke 10:25-37  

THE GIFT OF THE SCRIPTURES 
 
“O give thanks to the Lord for he is good; and his mercy endures for 
ever” (Ps 136:1). 
 
“By the waters of Babylon we sat down and wept, when we 
remembered Zion” (Ps 137:1) 
 
If you have a careful look at the pulpit here in the Cathedral, you will 
see four figures carved there: a winged man or angel; a winged lion; 
a winged ox; an eagle: the four symbols of the four gospels. Matthew 
– the man; Mark – the lion; Luke – the ox; John – the eagle; based on 
the four living creatures (Ezek1:10; Rev 4:7) which surround the 
throne of God. Some describe these as the four faces of God – and 
perhaps this is a good description of the four Gospels. 
 
Today is Bible Sunday. The word Bible is based on the Latin Biblia, 
which means book. The Bible is actually a collection of books: three 
main divisions - Old Testament; New Testament; Apocrypha; and 
within each of these sections are more books. OT – 39; NT – 27.  
 
The Apocrypha is a bit more complicated. The word means 
“hidden”, “secret”, “obscure”. It is a series of books, written between 
200 BC and 100 AD. There is no complete agreement as to whether 
they should be part of the Bible, the canon. They are of questionable 
value to the church. So there is debate about certain sections. Some 
churches include parts of the Apocrypha and exclude others. Not all 
editions of our Bibles contain it. Our lectionary includes it, as we 
heard tonight, with the reading from Ecclesiasticus (not the same as 
Ecclesiastes). Our catechism tells us that the Apocrypha is “a 
collection of additional books written by people of the Old Covenant, 
and used in the Christian Church”. Article VI of the 39 Articles says 
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that the Apocrypha may be used for instruction in life and matters, 
but not for the establishment of doctrine.  
 
As Anglicans, together with other historic churches, we read the 
Bible in a daily and weekly pattern known as the lectionary. A 
lectionary is a list of scripture readings appointed for Christian 
worship on any given day or occasion. Over the year, the lectionary 
takes us on a wonderful journey of discovery. Each day’s readings 
offers new insights, themes, ideas, thoughts, prayers, prophecy, 
challenge, rebuke, story, teaching. 
  
Our readings tonight give us this wonderful mixture to chew over: 
the thanksgiving and lament of the two psalms; the wisdom of 
Ecclesiasticus; the Great Commandment and the well-known story of 
the Good Samaritan.  
 
Much of scripture is written as an answer to the question: How are 
we to live? How are we to survive? How should we conduct 
ourselves? How are we to find meaning and a way forward in our 
confused and fragile world?  
 
Wisdom literature tells us: “Before you speak, learn; and before you 
fall ill, take care of your health…Do not follow your base desires… 
Do not revel in great luxury, or you may become impoverished by its 
expense…” (Ecclus 18:19, 30-32). Common sense, wisdom, living a 
careful, godly life. 
 
But then a similar question is asked in the gospel reading, by the 
lawyer: What must I do to inherit eternal life?  
 
Eternal life is life after death. It is also a present possession, life here 
and now (Jn 5:24).  
 
The question of the lawyer to Jesus: what is the path to eternal life? 
Life after death? To salvation? The path to fulfilment? To peace? To 
find meaning and hope in the midst of chaos and terror and despair?  
How are we to live?  
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Jesus’ response: how do you read the commandments? “Love the 
Lord your God… and your neighbour as yourself” (Lk 10:27). But 
the lawyer, wishing to justify himself, asked “who is my neighbour?” 
And Jesus tells the parable of the Good Samaritan, and ends with a 
question: “Who do you think was a neighbour to the man who fell 
among robbers?” The lawyer answered, “The one who showed 
mercy.” Jesus replied, “Go and do likewise.” 
 
Love for God, for our neighbour, being a neighbour to those in need. 
Eternal life is living a life of compassion. Showing mercy. Being 
people of love. Loving God with all that we are. 
 
There is that rather wonderful Facebook group, #Imstaying which 
has become so popular amongst many. So many wonderful stories of 
love, compassion, help given, people moving out beyond boundaries, 
caring, making a difference. A new narrative of hope and care and 
love, particularly across race, to challenge the narrative of hatred and 
suspicion and racism. People loving their neighbour. Finding eternal 
life. Finding a way to live that makes sense. 
 
And there is also the more challenging group, Conversations for a 
Just South Africa, which is also attracting a lot of attention, 
discussion, questioning, but is also about how do we love our 
neighbour? How do we put right what has been so wrong? How do 
we be good neighbours to one another? 
 
The Bible guides us. It can be used as a weapon; it can be misused or 
wrongly understood; it has been used to justify slavery, patriarchy, 
abuse, greed, power, unquestioning obedience, cruelty, genocide. But 
it also points us to the source of life; it contains words, prayers, 
stories; its words are an invitation to holiness, mystery, encounter 
with God. We read it to hear the word of the Lord to us. We read and 
hear it with attention and with reverence.  
 
Some of us have seen the matric artwork presented at the Grantleigh 
School, KZN, that has been doing the rounds on social media. What 
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the artist was trying to do, we are told, is to demonstrate “organised 
religion’s preoccupation with making money and its exploitation of 
those with blind faith”. The art work contains a series of pictures and 
animals, with pages of the Bible torn up to provide a surround. I 
found it to be in poor taste, and quite disturbing. And the social 
media commentary has become an opportunity for people to attack 
the church, and to attack the Christian faith, arguing that freedom of 
speech gives the artist the right to do what has been done. There has 
been an outpouring of anger and even hatred towards Christianity, 
from some quarters. And it raises questions about freedom of speech. 
What topics are off-limits? We think of the reaction some years back 
to the painting “The Spear”; or the anger and violence in France, 
following the cartoon of the prophet Mohammed.  
 
Is the reaction of some Christians simply making things worse? Is the 
artist giving a message that we need to hear? Is it true that organised 
religion is preoccupied with making money? Is that true?  
 
Or is this persecution for what we believe? Should we simply turn 
the other cheek? Should we stand up? How do we react? Not, I hope, 
by burning the school or threatening violence. But perhaps by 
pointing out the double standards that are at play in society, that 
allows and even encourages critique and attack on things we hold 
dear, things of value, holy things, in the name of free speech.  
 
So today on Bible Sunday we give thanks for the gift of the Bible, 
the Holy Scriptures. Let’s read it, savour it, ponder it, treasure it. Its 
words point us to find eternal life. Through these pages, we draw 
closer to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. What a gift we 
have received. Let’s treasure it, and not abuse or ignore it. 
 
 
 
© The Very Reverend Dr Andrew Hunter  
Dean of Grahamstown 
October 2019 
 


