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Pentecost is the time in the church when we celebrate the gift of the Spirit: the Spirit 

of God in the church, as we hear in our Gospel text this morning; the Spirit of God in 

nature, as we hear in the Psalm; the Spirit of God in the political order, as we hear in 

the Epistle. Paul speaks of ‘the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good’ (1 

Cor 12.7). 

 

In his Christmas message, the Anglican Archbishop of Melbourne, Philip Freier, 

writes: 

 

‘[The] Christmas message of God’s love and generosity [for all people] stands 

in stark contrast to one of the great problems of human nature, our tendency to 

tribalism … We see this in the so-called identity politics that seem to have 

swept up so many people in recent years.’ 

 

In a similar vein, in an Easter opinion piece in the Australian, Paul Kelly writes that: 

Christian tradition faces erosion in Australia from an array of forces — the 

failure of its churches and clerics, the march of secularism, and the rise of an 

alternative progressive morality. The new morality arises from neither dogma 

nor revelation. Its focus is diversity … self-expression and identity politics ... 

For much of its history, Australia, along with other Western nations, was a 

society that agreed on core values arising from Christian tradition and this was 

a unifying factor … But as the Christian tradition weakens and the progressive 

morality rises, our society is divided at its heart … 

 

According to Freier and Kelly, identity politics divides us. It is a politics that betrays 

the unity that is essential to the flourishing of human society everywhere.  

 

Traditionally, Western society, under the influence of Christianity, has sought to meet 

this political need for unity through the relationship between church and state—a 
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relationship that has sought to model itself, however imperfectly, on the unity 

between God and man, as observed in the one true revelation of God in Jesus Christ.  

 

Kelly observes that 

 

‘The Western secular democratic state was founded on a negotiated harmony 

between secularists and Christians … [The state and] the church co-existed in a 

tolerated and often fruitful settlement that facilitated a successful society. But 

this is now collapsing … Sociologists describe this phenomenon in terms of 

diversity and inclusion but miss its ideological essence—the crusade to liberate 

the individual from the Western tradition with its Christian influence.  

 

‘There will be no settlement or social harmony from the agendas of the new 

moralists,’ Kelly predicts, ‘just a fragmented society, the demise of the long narrative 

that has bound our communities together, a conflicted moral order and the fracturing 

of the church–state compact so vital to our success.’ 

 

The relative harmony enjoyed by western society, based on the revelation of God, 

based on a settlement between church and state, may be seen as one way in which 

God works to preserve his world of creatures. A manifestation of the Spirit, for the 

common good.  

 

It is important to remember, though, that the unity of church and state, of spiritual 

and secular, is a unity of distinction—a distinction grounded in our Christian 

awareness of the very great distinction between present and future. The world we 

experience in the present time is fleeting. We see only ‘through a glass, darkly’. The 

world exists now ‘only in part’. The political form of this Christian awareness—the 

separation of the spiritual and secular spheres—emerged uniquely from the history of 

Christian culture and its cultural influence.  
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We live in a perishable world, but the church points us to the imperishable. It points 

to the future, to our human destiny. The church exists as a pointer to this future hope, 

and as such, it is a community that can and should have a reconciling effect within 

the world. While the Church must not turn from its call to unity and reconciliation, 

however, it must also remember that all human ordering in the present time is entirely 

provisional, far distant from human destiny in the kingdom of God. 

 

This is not yet the kingdom of God. And the very existence of the church in the world 

is itself a sign of the brokenness of the worldly political order everywhere. It is a 

reminder to every individual citizen that the political order in which they presently 

live has no final authority over them. That their destiny exists elsewhere, in the future 

kingdom of God.  

 

Winston Churchill famously observed that ‘democracy is the worst form of 

government, except for all the others’. Not one of the political systems that humans 

have devised throughout history is failsafe; not one of them is permanent or reliable, 

whether monarchical, oligarchical or democratic. Christian awareness—of our future 

hope, of our destiny beyond the present, of the church as a sign in the world—

relativises and humanises every kind of worldly political order; it puts it in its place 

and reminds us that something better awaits us. Our present political leaders might 

acknowledge this or not. Where it is acknowledged, something approaching social 

harmony becomes more possible. Where it is not, the church as a sign will have to 

express itself in another way, in that of a fundamental criticism of that political order. 

Either way, the Spirit of God continues to work within the Church and the world, 

sustaining and guiding until that time when all human politics becomes redundant, 

and the world discovers what it is to live in true harmony with the one in whom all 

dreams are realised and all hopes fulfilled. That time when God himself will be ‘all in 

all’. 


