
Do you speak Christian? 

Today’s Extra Reading is a poem called Interview by Sydney 
Carter  

Where have you been all day?  

Fishing with question marks.  

The fish I caught are piled up in the basket.  

What I seek is deeper than the water. 

 

Where have you been all night?  

Travelling past the flesh, beyond the bone,  

until I came to nothing. Back again I travel in the morning.  

 

So what do you believe in?  

Nothing fixed or final  

all the while I travel a miracle.  

I doubt, and yet   

I walk upon the water.  

 

That is impossible  

I know it is.  

Improbability is all you can expect.  

The natural is supernatural.  

 

Where are you going next?  

Like you, I ask that question.  

I can only travel with the music.  

I am full of curiosity.  

A young man appeared at my door one afternoon when I was 
in Stromness and said that he was on "a prayer walk" to learn 



about the spiritual state of the town. He wanted to know what 
I, as parish minister, thought was the "spiritual state" of the 
town.  

It wasn't language I was comfortable with, but I said that I 
thought the spiritual state of the town was pretty good.  

"You mean there is a hunger for the things of God?" he asked. 
I replied that I thought there was, but I was quite sure people 
wouldn’t put it like that. I wouldn't put it like that. 

 It was a brief conversation. I had appeared at the door 
wearing an apron and with a wooden spoon in my hand – I 
was cooking, and there was something on the stove.  A week 
latter, I got a message from complaining that I apparently 
thought my cooking was more important than his question.  
That was me put in my place! 

So, as I say, it was a brief conversation. He never really 
explained what he meant by "a prayer walk", nor how he 
would judge the "spiritual state" of the town, nor what he 
meant by "the things of God". I’m pretty sure that he and I 
would mean quite different things by all these phrases. 

As I see it, any serious concern for life and the living of it can 
be described as "a hunger for the things of God". I don't know 
that I can explain this adequately, on the one hand, to people 
who reject any hint of the religious or the spiritual or, on the 
other hand, to many who are religious. At the same time, 
many people who never go near a church service have the kind 
of concern that I might be willing to describe as "a hunger for 
the things of God" but they would express their concern in 
quite a different way. 

 Religious language plays with words because religious 
experience, religious truth, cannot be pinned down into words 
that convey information or issue instructions.  It needs 
language that has wings. 

I wonder, however, if our Christian language is always “a 
language that has wings”.  Is it not nowadays very often a 
dead language: repeating traditional phrases that may once 



have had wings but which, through constant repetition, have 
lost their wings and become earthbound?   

The American writer Marcus Borg has written a book called 

“Speaking Christian”.  In his introduction, he writes, Big 
words like salvation, saved, sacrifice, redeemer, redemption, 
righteousness, repentance, mercy, sin, forgiveness, born again, 
second coming, God, Jesus and Bible, and collections of words 
like the creeds, the Lord’s Prayer and liturgies have acquired 
meanings that are serious distortions of their biblical and 
traditional meanings. 

I know exactly what he means.  Every single example he gives 
has caused me problems, not only in my preaching but also in 
face-to-face conversation.  He has written a whole book about 
the subject and I can only touch on it this morning. 

I have, in fact, spoken about quite a few of the words and 
phrases he mentions. Obviously, I talk about God and Jesus 
all the time: I have several times tried to explore exactly how 
we see God, I have reflected on the teaching of Jesus in the 
Sermon on the Mount, in the parables, and in various isolated 
sayings.   

I am reminded of a true story I have told before.  In my last 
full-time parish, we had a young man on student attachment 
one summer.  After the first time he preached, Barbara was 
walking home from the church with Morag, one of the elders. 
Barbara asked her what she had thought of the young man’s 
sermon.  “Too much God and Christ”, said Morag, 
dismissively. 

It might seem a strange comment; but it illustrates the theme 
of this morning’s reflection.  He had indeed mentioned God 
and Christ a great deal in his sermon.  He had, however, said 
nothing significant about either God or Christ.  It was as if 
mentioning them was enough 

On the other hand, I was once taken to task by a women who 
had the courage to stand up in church and challenge me, 
saying, “Why have you just preached a whole sermon without 
ever mentioning the name of Jesus?”  Mentioning the name of 



Jesus is not, however, any guarantee that you’re saying 
anything useful about Jesus, or his teachings. 

The atheist head teacher of the school where I was chaplain at 
the time told me of his experience.  His son, who had moved to 
London, had had a conversion experience and invited his 
father to go with him to the church he had joined.  Somewhat 
reluctantly, his father agreed.  He told me afterwards that the 
preacher had spoken for nearly half an hour, during which 
time he actually said nothing – or nothing he could get a 
handle on.  He had repeated a whole series of religious 
phrases about sin and salvation and repentance but without 
conveying any idea of what they actually meant. 

People do this all the time.  They think it is enough to repeat 
some pious phrase, perhaps from the Bible, but perhaps just 
sounding vaguely Biblical in tone, to show that they “speak 
Christian”.  Something unpleasant happens, for example, and 
someone will say, “Ah, well, it was God’s will” when there are 
plenty of passages in the Bible saying that it is not God’s will 
that anyone should suffer.  In the older western films someone 
seeking revenge will say, “Seems to me I heard that the Good 
Book says something about an eye for an eye” when in fact the 
original Biblical teaching was about limiting revenge to only 
one eye for one eye; what is more, Jesus quite specifically 
rejects this teaching when he calls on us to turn the other 
cheek.  There is a famous prayer attributed to Ignatius Loyola, 
founder of the Jesuits, which says “teach us, good Lord, to 
give and not to count the cost”.  “Count the cost” is indeed a 
phrase from the teaching of Jesus; but in fact, he says that it 
is wise to count the cost before embarking on any new 
enterprise. 

Was that young man who came to my door “speaking 
Christian” when he asked my opinion of “the spiritual state” of 
Stromness?  What might he have meant, what might we mean, 
by “a hunger for the things of God”?  It certainly sounds like 
religious language.  I entered it into the Google search engine 
on my computer, and was told that there were about – wait for 
it - 32,100,000 entries!  Needless to say, I didn’t attempt to 
look at them all.  The few I did glance at were all extracts from 



sermons denouncing the wicked ways of the world, and 
especially of the young.  I also tried to find “a hunger for the 
things of God” in a Biblical concordance, and couldn’t find it.   

What, of course, I knew without needing to look it up in a 
concordance, was “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst 
after righteousness” – which takes us right back to one of the 
words which, according to Marcus Borg, we misunderstand: 
righteousness.  What does it mean?  Well, of course, that 
question alone would take at least a whole sermon to answer, 
and that’s not my point this morning.  It’s just a clear example 
of the fact that religious language can’t be pinned down to a 
precise dictionary definition.   

When we go fishing with question marks, says Sydney Carter, 
we are unlikely to find anything fixed or final; and I think he’s 
right.  It’s not enough to sound vaguely religious, or even 
vaguely Biblical, to “speak Christian”. 

I think, in fact, that an obsessive desire to “speak Christian” 
can blind us to the challenge of “being Christian”. 

My parents were regular churchgoers all their lives.  My father 
was an elder and became Session Clerk.  He also became 
district organiser for Christian Aid.  I am in no doubt that my 
brother and sister and I had a Christian upbringing, that we 
were being brought up to live by the teachings of Jesus.  But it 
was never spoken about that way.  I am equally in no doubt 
that my father and mother both lived as committed Christians.  
But I never heard them say so – I never heard either of them 
say, “I am a committed Christian”.  Their commitment was not 
in what they said but in what they did.  They didn’t speak 
Christian, they lived Christian. 

That is why I felt able to tell that young man at my door that I 
though the spiritual state of Stromness was pretty good – and 
of course I would have said the same thing if he’d come to my 
door here in Dounby, or anywhere else.  That was why I felt 
able to say that there was a hunger for the things of God.  If I 
have understood that young man’s position correctly, he 
probably wouldn’t agree with me.  Most people in Orkney, like 
most people everywhere, do not go around announcing that 



they have a hunger for the things of God.  I doubt if they 
spend much time wondering about the spiritual state of their 
town.  They don’t “speak Christian”.  I am fairly sure, however, 
that the majority, including those who never enter this 
building, try to “live Christian”.  And that is what matters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


