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25 October 2015 – 9am Wesley Service 
Sermon by Brad Opdyke 

Meeting peoples’ needs…. 

Good morning everyone! Isn’t Spring wonderful? Unlike David and Ockert, I have the luxury of 

not having to worry about giving a message every week and I can keep my eye out for something 

that strikes a chord with me over the months have between sermons.  Occasionally I get really 

lucky and the assigned readings actually have something to do with what I’ve decided to discuss 

that I’ve picked up off the ether.  Today is one of those days. My theme today is ‘meeting 

peoples’ needs’.  This is something both Jesus and his Church strive to do.  Over the past year we 

have been following Jesus life through Mark and have been confronted by example after 

example of where Jesus is granting peoples’ wishes.  If you need to be fed, here you go, if you are 

lame and want to walk… done, and in the case of today’s reading healing of the blind man.  In 

Mark 10 Jesus arrives in Jericho and is met by the blind beggar, Barimaeus, who asks to be 

healed and it is done.  Through these stories we get a glimpse of how crazy Jesus’s life had 

become.  Like modern celebrities, Jesus had very few places to hide, because once the word was 

out that this powerful healer was in the region, people would stop at nothing to find a way to get 

his attention and some relief from their ailments.  It is interesting to reflect on how often we are 

told Jesus seeks solitude to meditate and pray. 

The modern church, regardless of denomination, plays a similar role for people.  The church 

community, from the individual ministers to the organisation itself seeks to determine what its 

members’ desire and the needs of the wider community and they … and we as a church strive to 

meet those needs.  People have varying wishes can shop around for the Church that best suits 

them.  Now, I know it is not always that simple, obviously there are many places around the 

world where these options are very limited… but in the first world, you can shop around and any 

Church has to be sensitive to their parishioners needs and to those of the wider community … or 

its survival will be tested.  

This is where I get to share with you an issue that is testing Universities across the globe and it 

has to do with spirituality …believe it or not.  In the STEM, or Science, Technology, Engineering, 

and Mathematics, disciplines in which I am involved people tend to think of clean labs, white 

coats, and sharp edges… but spirituality? Not really.  But here is the rub, a large number of the 

best Universities in the world were set up with strong religious charters.  If you ever get a 

chance, go visit Cambridge in England. It is a beautiful mixture of a modern University, 

spectacular Churches and monastic architecture. Of course, hundreds of years ago, Theological 

study was just about the only game in town.  So why should Universities worry about the 

spiritual side of education today? Well I’ll get to that, but first I have to admit that this topic was 

sparked by a column written by David Brooks, who is one of those wonderful people who writes 

for the New York Times.  Universities today have become unabashedly secular over the course of 

the 20th century.  Mandatory religious rituals have been dropped from the curriculum. But the 

mission to shape a students’ spiritual, moral and ethical natures have not been lost at the best 

Liberal arts Universities around the world.  Though at many schools ‘Arts’ courses have gone by 

the wayside. 
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In the 19th and early 20th Century Universities evolved from institutions that catered to the 

upper classes with a course structure designed to produce well rounded Ladies and Gentlemen 

to more open institutions that cater to a wider swath of society and the pressure to provide 

targeted training for given jobs has intensified.  Call it the vocationalisation of the University 

systems both in Australia and abroad.  Parents and students have increased pressure on 

Universities to focus on the ‘job’ at the end of the degree and like the Theological Schools before 

them, the Art departments around the world have suffered.  This is a safe general statement, 

unfortunately… but on the bright side there are still elite Universities that still deliver 

nourishment for the soul and the competition to get into them is fierce. These very competitive 

schools know that if you get the best students, the really high achievers, they will get jobs no 

matter what they study, and they do.  In fact these Universities’ try to encourage the kind of ‘out 

of the box’ thinking that can be so important in triggering new innovations rather than the same 

old, same old…  

To quote David Brooks… “Universities are more professional and glittering than ever, but in some 

ways there is emptiness deep down.  Students are taught how to do things, but many are not 

forced to reflect on why they should do them or what we are here for.  They are given many 

career options, but they are on their own when it comes to developing criteria to determine 

which vocation would lead to the fullest life. 

But things are changing. On almost every campus faculty members and administrators are trying 

to stem the careerist tide and to widen the system’s narrow definition of achievement.  Institutes 

are popping up _ with interdisciplinary humanities programs and even meditation centers 

designed to cultivate the whole student: the emotional, spiritual and moral sides and not just the 

intellectual.” 

So what is an average Universities’ mission nowadays?  Like the Church, it is trying to meet 

peoples’ needs and many people who just want a vocation from their education will get that.  

But those that really want to soar will attend schools that allow students to explore spiritually, 

philosophically and technically and those students and parents that desire that outcome, will find 

those institutions.  

If we return to the Church in the context of meeting peoples’ needs one can also see how this 

can be taken too far.  One of my favourite ministers and Theologians from my Youth was William 

Sloan Coffin and he once said “The trouble with much so-called evangelism in American 

Christianity is that it begins with selfishness – come to Jesus and get your life fixed, your marriage 

healed, your kids made chaste – and I don’t see how you begin with such self-centred selfishness 

and end up with Jesus who said things like “you find your life by losing it” and “in giving you 

receive”.  So an essential part of today’s message is not only did Jesus reach out to ease the pain 

of those who asked for healing, but he also asked us to follow him on his Journey.  He asks us to 

be a disciple. His essential request is for people to follow him on his Journey and become givers 

rather than just takers. This is perhaps one of the difficult things about being truly Christian and 

potentially the most rewarding. 

So as I finish the message today I would like you all to reflect on how you think society, through 

institutions like the Church and Universities can guide young people to be less selfish, more 

giving and nurture the souls of all those involved. Thank you. 


