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Some of you will know that I have been studying for an MA in Christianity and the Arts this year. I’ve spent most of 
the summer writing my dissertation, which is on the nineteenth century art critic, John Ruskin, and I’m glad to say 
that I finished it last week. While I was researching the dissertation I kept coming across fascinating Ruskin quotes. 
One of them, in which he reflects on some words from the traditional baptism service, particularly struck me. Rus-
kin says this: 

 

In the prayers which the Church dictates to her children, she tells them to fight against the world, the flesh, 
and the devil. Some day, perhaps, it may also occur to her as desirable to tell those children what she 
means by this. What is the world which they are to “fight with,” and how does it differ from the world 
which they are to “get on in”?  

 

He is posing the age-old and vital question of how Christians are to relate to the world in which we find ourselves. 
Our readings this morning are all about this issue. ‘Do not be conformed to this world,’ says St. Paul. What does he 
mean? I think he is saying that we are not mindlessly to follow the norms and values of the herd, not to behave just 
like everybody else because we want to fit in, not to opt for the easy and comfortable life or the path of least re-
sistance. Above all we should avoid looking at things through the eyes of the world. We need to keep our eyes 
open and keep asking hard questions. 

 

Again and again, it seems to me, we hear of tragic incidents which might have been prevented if people had 
opened their eyes and looked properly and asked questions, rather than just taking a superficial glance and making 
an easy judgment. The latest instance of this reported in the news this week is the case of Ian Watkins; his hideous 
crimes would have been stopped some four years earlier than they were if the South Wales Police had taken the 
complaints about him seriously instead of dismissing them because Watkins was a rock star and the witnesses 
against him were people on the edges of society.  

 

So, ‘Do not be conformed to this world’ - ‘but be transformed by the renewing of your minds so that you may dis-
cern…’ Paul is saying that if we are to be ‘in the world but not of it’ we need to have a new outlook, one that will 
enable us to see things for what they are – to tell the difference between what is good, healthy, and of God and 
what may appear to be good, healthy, and godly but in fact is anything but. And the reason we need transformed 
minds to do this is that it doesn’t come naturally. We talk about the wisdom of hindsight – if I’d known then what I 
know now – precisely because of our experience of getting things wrong, of not seeing things correctly when we 
are right in the middle of them. 

 

The Gospels help us here by telling the story of someone who repeatedly got it wrong but nevertheless came good 
– Simon Peter. In this morning’s Gospel reading Jesus asks the disciples who they think he is, and in a wonderful 
flash of inspiration Simon says that Jesus is the Messiah – the Christ. Many people thought that Jesus was a charla-
tan or mad or both; others recognised that he was something special and wondered if he was one of the old proph-
ets like Elijah or Jeremiah, or the recently beheaded John the Baptist come back to life. But Simon thinks much big-
ger than this; his imagination is expansive – it’s nearly big enough to do justice to Jesus. And Jesus is delighted with 
his answer which, he says has been revealed to Simon from heaven – it didn’t come naturally. In next week’s Gos-
pel we’re told that almost immediately Simon Peter loses this heavenly vision and reverts to seeing things through 
the eyes of the world. Jesus starts to talk about going to the cross and Peter won’t have it. Remember Jesus says 
"Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; for you are setting your mind not on divine things but on 
human things." – that is you’re seeing things with the eyes of the world. 

 

From a worldly point of view the Messiah should win a glorious military victory, not die a shameful death on a 
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cross; it’s only natural that Peter should object to such a notion. But this is because he’s not yet fully transformed 
by the renewing of his mind, and he has loads more mistakes yet to make. It’s a wonderful thing that Jesus had 
enough faith in human beings to build his church on someone who was frankly rather more rocky than rock-like. 
And in this, there’s hope for us all.  

 

So what does it mean to go against the grain, to swim against the tide, to have that new outlook that enables us to 
see things as they really are? I would suggest that it means seeing Jesus aright; seeing ourselves aright; seeing oth-
er Christians aright; and finally seeing the world aright.  

 

First: seeing Jesus. Like Peter in his moment of inspiration, we need to have an imagination that is big enough – 
almost - to see Jesus as he is, to, in the words of the letter to the Ephesians to comprehend…what is the breadth 
and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, Not to make him small 
or to try and fit him into boxes of our own making. As the hymn says: 

 

…we make His love too narrow 
By false limits of our own; 
And we magnify His strictness 
With a zeal He will not own. 

 

Second – seeing ourselves aright. Paul tells us not to think too highly of ourselves. That is to be humble. But he’s 
not inviting us to play a game of self-loathing. He doesn’t say ‘despise yourself’. Crucially, he says, ‘Look at yourself 
with sober judgment’ – something that again doesn’t come naturally because we are so inclined to flip between 
pride and low self-esteem. And why should we look at ourselves with sober judgment? Because the church and the 
world need us. We each have gifts and talents, however small – never mind what we got for our 11+, our GCSEs, or 
our A levels; and each of us can make a difference. In the words of Dolly Parton,   ‘And if you fail at first just keep on 
trying; For you are not a failure in God’s eyes.’ 

 

Once we realise this, the third form of looking becomes much easier. We are freed to look around and value other 
people for who they are. We don’t think, ‘Phew I’m not as fat as she is’ or ‘Oh no – he’s better musician than me’ or 
‘Yuck why are their kids so perfect?’ We can genuinely delight in others and rejoice in the fact that we can all play 
our part in a wider enterprise, that we all have our place in the community of faith – that we are all, in Paul’s words 
– members of Christ’s body.  

 

And finally, the world. Sometimes when we have plumbers or kitchen fitters or painters doing work on our house 
they bring a teenager with them to help out – maybe a son who is on his school holidays or who hasn’t yet found 
his own path through life. On these occasions I’ve got into the habit of saying to my husband – ‘that could be Jesus’ 
– the quiet lad in Joseph’s van. This kind of tells us just how big Simon Peter’s imagination had to be – to see the 
Saviour of the World in a Carpenter’s lad from Nazareth. And we are asked to look at the everyday world in this 
way too – to look for Jesus in all human beings: 

 

Christ plays in ten thousand places,  

Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his  

To the Father through the features of men’s faces.  

 

Those, perhaps excusably sexist, words were written by the Jesuit poet Gerard Manley Hopkins. They remind us 
that Christ is in the world. But we also need to remember something else about the world, and I am going to close 
with the remainder of the quote from John Ruskin, with which I began: 

 

What is the world which they are to “fight with,” and how does it differ from the world which they are to 
“get on in”? The explanation seems to me the more needful, because I do not, in the [Bible] find anything 
very distinct about fighting with the world. I find something about fighting with the rulers of its darkness, 
and something also about overcoming it; ...But I find it written very distinctly that God loved the world, and 
that Christ is the light of it. 


