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A good friend of mine died last week. Archbishop Aghan Baliozian, primate of the Armenian 
Apostolic Church in Australia and New Zealand, suffered a heart attack at his home in 
Sydney last Saturday, at age 66. I’ve known Aghan well for more than 20 years. He and I 
were members together of the small planning group which birthed the National Council of 
Churches in Australia in 1994, and for 8 years from 1998 we shared a lot of time together as 
two of the three Australians on the Central Committee of the World Council of Churches. 

One of the beautiful things I’ll always remember about Aghan was the way in which he 
gradually became more and more Australian rather than Armenian. At the World Council of 
Churches Assembly in Harare in 1998, Aghan was the leader of the Armenian delegation. To 
the horror of his Armenian compatriots who were staying in a four and a half star hotel in 
central Harare, Aghan refused to stay with them. He told them, “the university hostel 
accommodation is good enough for my Australian mates, so it’s good enough for me”!

Aghan was strongly committed to the ecumenical movement, as is the Armenian church 
worldwide. He loved sharing together with other Christians from different traditions, 
celebrating our common faith and seeking to learn from each other. Like us Protestants, he 
rued the fact that the ecumenical movement has so far failed to bring all Christians together 
around the one Communion table, he grieved that as an Orthodox he could not share 
Communion with Protestants or Catholics. He loved and served the cause of Christian unity, 
he was delighted that churches across the world had reached the point of recognising each 
other’s baptisms as genuine Christian baptism, he’d share rooms with us in very modest 
university accommodation, he’d sit around late at night regaling us with stories of church life 
across the world, but when it came to sharing the sacrament of Holy Communion we were 
unable to get beyond the divisions stemming back over 1000 years in the Christian family. 

Who can gather ro0und the table, who’s allowed and who’s kept out, who is to be welcomed 
and who is to be shunned, what diversity is acceptable and what is not, are age-long 
questions for us people of faith. Today’s gospel reading neatly poses the question of 
acceptance or non-acceptance, of tolerance or non-tolerance. 

The apostle John is worried that someone who has not joined their group is casting out 
demons in Jesus’ name. Jesus responds with a remarkable openness and tolerance – “Do 
not stop him; for no-one who does a deed of power in my name will be able soon afterward 
to speak evil of me. Whoever is not against us is for us.”

Here’s a model of a most generous inclusiveness. The message is that you’re onside with 
Jesus unless you’ve somehow deliberately placed yourself offside. This message is 
confirmed elsewhere in the New Testament, for example in 1 Corinthians where Paul writes 
that all who can say “Jesus is Lord” do so by the Holy Spirit and are thus acceptable within 
the diversity and unity of the church. 

But then of course today’s gospel reading goes on with the other side of the question. We’re 
warned in no uncertain terms to make sure our openness and tolerance do not extend to 
acceptance of our sinfulness – better to be a one-handed, one-footed, one-eyed Christian 
than to be consigned to hell. Anyone who causes one of Jesus’ followers, his little ones, to 
falter in their faith will be better off drowning in the sea, says Jesus. Here are impossibly high 
standards, here are strongly marked boundary lines, here is judgment. 



In the church we always live with this tension. An inclusive church? Definitely. A church open 
to all? Definitely. A church which requires its leaders and members to toe a particular 
doctrinal line? Yes. A church which expects high standards of ethics and behaviour? Yes. 

This tension has always been part of the paradox of the gospel of Jesus Christ. It’s a gospel 
about joy in sacrifice, about riches in poverty, about forgiveness and judgment, about glory in 
humility, about life in death, where the last shall be first and the first last. And it’s a creative 
tension – as we luxuriate in the magnificent breadth of God’s grace on the one hand, and as 
we struggle with the demands of following the way of Jesus on the other, we find ourselves 
journeying with God’s Spirit, working out the tension creatively each day in whatever 
situation we face. 

The Old Testament book of Esther appears in our 3 year lectionary of Bible readings only 
once on this one Sunday. It’s an extraordinary tale, quite odd and unattractive, in which God 
is not mentioned once! But it gives us a vivid warning about the wrongness of exclusivism, 
racism and revenge. There’s the outright racism of Haman, the Persian king’s prime minister, 
who wants to destroy the Jews outright. His power accelerates the story towards an 
inevitable genocide, and only the intervention of the beautiful Jewish queen Esther can avert 
it. But the relief of deliverance is tainted dreadfully by revenge, as the Jews slaughter 75000 
in appalling pay-back for what might have been. 

The demonising of people never brings good – exclusivism, judgmentalism, self-righteous 
arrogance have no part in the ways of a gracious God whose way is the cross, who declares 
that whoever is not against him is for him. 

Rejoice then in the diversity of the Christian family and the human family. Up at St Aidan’s, 
the Indian Orthodox Church of Canberra joined together in worship yesterday, and a Tongan 
congregation of the Uniting Church regularly worships there. None of us is identical to 
anyone else. We have different backgrounds, different experiences, different gifts and 
abilities, different personalities, some different emphases in theological understanding and in 
our preferences as to how we worship and pray and how we organise our church life. But 
compared to what God has given to bind us together as his people, his family, compared to 
the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, these differences count for little. It’s a scandal that 
we cannot join in Communion with all our fellow-Christians, but nevertheless we are part of 
the one family. We are diverse, yet we are one. 

To the glory of God. Amen.


