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I was speaking to someone last week whose remote 

control key fob for their car had malfunctioned:  it had 

bust and wasn’t working.  And this person was saying 

how amazingly quickly you just become accustomed to 

the convenience to zapping your car as you walk 

towards it and then just jump straight in.  It seems a 

remarkable privation actually to have to use a key and 

manually unlock the door before you get in. 

 

Because these days you can get remote controls for 

everything:  televisions, hi-fis, garden gates, garage 

doors.  And now you can apps for your phone so you 

can control your central heating, your lighting, your 

computer printer; and you don’t even need to be 

anywhere near your home to do it.  It seems there’s no 

limit to what you can do by remote control . . . except 

you can’t be healed by remote control. 

 

And if, when we hear this morning’s Gospel reading 

from St.Luke’s gospel proclaimed, we imagine that it’s 

story about an arrogant Roman leader, sitting at home, 

trying to manipulate some oik of an itinerant 

provincial healer-man into healing his son, by remote 

control without even having to get up out of his 

armchair, we’re not hearing the story right.  The whole 

reason that the centurion doesn’t come to meet Jesus 

in person to ask him to heal his son, but sent some 

Jewish leaders to ask for him, is precisely because he 

has profound respect for Jesus’ authority.  That’s why 

there’s all that stuff in the story about the authority the 

centurion has over the soldiers who serve under him. 

 

This centurion may be a representative of imperialist 

occupation, but he has deep respect for the people 

amongst whom he is posted.  He knows that Jews like 

Jesus have strict codes about purity and ritual 

cleanliness.  He knows that it would be an insensitive 

insult to pollute the holy Jewish leader for a gentile – a 

non-Jew – to barge in on him and to start presuming 
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to speak to him.  So when the centurion recruits other 

Jews to speak to the holy Jewish healer-man on his 

behalf, he is showing great humility.  He’s not trying to 

get the heling done by remote control.  He is showing 

deference to the authority that Jesus has. 

 

There’s something rather counter-intuitive about 

recommending that we should show deference to the 

authority of Jesus.  The great evangelistic cry that it is 

my duty to pound out of the pulpit Sunday by Sunday 

is that the relationship we are invited to have with God 

through Jesus is a personal relationship.  God is more 

than God almighty, creator of heaven and earth.  He is 

more than a remote divinity.  He is certainly not 

somebody to be feared.  He’s not an angry old man in 

the sky who must be placated on pain of him inflicting 

on us eternal punishment. 

 

The good news is that, in Jesus, God shares his life 

with us.  He is alongside us and in solidarity with us.  

Jesus is someone to whom we can relate.  He bridges 

the credibility gap that contemporary atheists fall 

down – because with Jesus it’s not a question of being 

convinced by God and deciding to believe in him:  it’s 

about being in relationship with him. 

 

But, there is all the difference in the world between 

inviting people to have a personal relationship with 

God through Jesus, and saying Jesus is my mate and 

encouraging an over-familiar chumminess with Jesus.  

Yes, in being born as one of us Jesus united his 

divinity with our humanity.  But the other side of the 

coin is that he united our humanity with his divinity.  

And that is awesome.  It commands respect.  And it 

commands reverence.  That is why we attend to our 

worship with care; and nothing but the finest is worthy 

of God, whether in terms of music making or flower 

arranging or the fabric of the church buildings. 

 

And note this:  that evangelistic cry is open to all of us, 

no matter who we are; no matter where we have been; 

and no matter what we’ve done.  That’s the other thing 
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about the centurion in the story that might not be 

immediately obvious to us.  Yes, he’s a big wig who has 

all these people serving under him, answerable to his 

authority.  But he’s a gentile.  He knows that, 

according to the rules, he’s not worthy to approach 

Jesus.  But Jesus tears up the rules.  Jesus commends 

him for his faith.  He says “Not even in Israel have I 

found such faith.” 

 

Faithfulness and Christ-likeness isn’t always found 

where you would most expect to find it.  In Jesus day, 

2000 years ago in Jewish Palestine, you would have 

expected to find it in the religiously observant Jews 

who earnestly tried to keep all God’s laws and 

diligently performed all the religious ritual.  You 

certainly wouldn’t have expected to find faith 

commended by Christ in the agent of a ruthlessly 

oppressive military occupation.  But that is precisely 

where we see this exemplar of the faith into which 

Christ draws us. 

 

And on the one hand that’s all very liberating.  Scratch 

beneath the surface and we know that we’re a rag bag 

of broken misfits, the lot of us.  But Christ takes us, he 

shares his body with us and binds us into a community 

that is transformed; into a community that can make a 

real difference; into a community that can proclaim 

that the Kingdom of God is at hand; that is equipped 

to recognise God’s activity in the world, to name it and 

to join in with it in order to reassert human dignity, 

establish justice and honour the integrity of God’s 

creation. 

 

But on the other hand, there’s a real sting in the tail 

too.  Because we have already self-identified as the 

people who have chosen to walk through that door this 

morning.  And we may, at various times, recite the 

prayer that we do not presume to come to God’s table 

admits of the all too human possibility of 

presumptuousness.  The challenge of this story is a 

challenge to that presumptuousness. 

Amen. 


