
“Testing times” a sermon preached at Knox Church Dunedin New Zealand by Kerry 
Enright on 6 March 2022.  The readings were Psalm 91:1-2, 9-16, Romans 10:8b-13 and 
Luke 4:1-13. 

 

It says something of our strange times that today’s readings, with their themes of 
wilderness and testing, seem more relevant than ever.  Wilderness – a place without 
familiar anchor points.  Wilderness - where the dependable is no longer dependable.  
Wilderness - unexplored territory where we are trying to work out what is going on, how to 
read the stars, in what direction to head.  Wilderness - where we feel vulnerable and 
bewildered and sometimes dismayed.  We thought we had relative peace in Europe until a 
week ago.  We thought people trusted the discipline of science until the pandemic arrived 
and science became suspect.  We thought New Zealanders respected advice from people 
with expertise until people became internet experts.  We thought people generally 
supported liberal democracy until there was violence on the forecourt of Parliament.  Our 
experience of wilderness. 

And the temptations echo in these times.  The first we could identify as social – turn this 
stone into bread – instantly meeting hunger, personal or social.   Then the political – power 
and control – I will give you authority over the kingdoms of the world.  Then the religious – 
the pinnacle of the temple, to prove decisively that God protects, that faith is compelling … 
throw yourself down and God will bear you up.  All of the temptations have what sound like 
worthy goals, but they all involve compromise, with promises of instant success and control 
and direct achievement.  The social, the political, the religious.  Our strange times involve 
all these elements.  I want to talk about the three elements in relation to the war in the 
Ukraine, what is happening in other parts of our world, and what is happening in New 
Zealand.  I want especially to note the place of religion because it is largely left out of New 
Zealand commentary.   

In Russia and the Ukraine as in many parts of the world, religion, culture and national 
identity are closely related.  Despite Communism, in these countries the Orthodox faith 
persisted.  In New Zealand, Orthodox Christianity is not very well known, yet world-wide it 
is the third largest of the three major strands of Christianity after Catholicism and 
Protestantism.  In the war between Russia and the Ukraine, for the first time in decades, 
two predominantly Orthodox Christian countries are fighting one another.  As Russian 
soldiers attack Ukrainians, in many cases Orthodox Christians are killing Orthodox 
Christians.  

There is a long history here.  Around 980, princes in what is today Ukraine were converted to 
Christianity by Orthodox Christians from Constantinople, now Istanbul. The area around Kyiv 
became the heart of Orthodoxy in the wider region for three centuries, and then moved to 
Moscow.  Both Ukrainians and Russians regard events around 980 as birthing their 
respective nations. Orthodox Christianity unified disparate, rival tribes into one people. 
From that time, Orthodox Christianity would shape the art, architecture, music, literature, 
and thinking of the Eastern Slavs. 



For centuries, Orthodox churches in Ukraine were under the general oversight of the 
Moscow Patriarchate, the centre of the Russian Orthodox Church.  In 1984, I was part of a 
New Zealand delegation to Eastern Europe. In Kyiv we were hosted by the Russian 
Orthodox Church and our host was Metropolitan Filaret of Kyiv.  After 1989 and the fall of 
Communism, there were splits in the Russian Orthodox Church, one involving Metropolitan 
Filaret.  New Orthodox churches were established.  Church and state are so closely related 
that when one of the new churches was established, the agreement was signed by both 
political and religious leaders.   

The split with Moscow led to a major divide in the Orthodox family of churches.  It 
happened because the Ecumenical Patriarch of Istanbul, treated as the spiritual leader of 
Orthodoxy, recognised the break-away church.  And as a result of that action, the Russian 
Orthodox Church broke relationships with much of the Orthodox family of churches.  It is 
said to be the most significant division in Orthodox Christianity for nearly a thousand years. 

That history is important because of how President Putin speaks about Russia’s identity. 
He’s committed to restoring the glories and geography of “Mother Russia”.  He asserts that 
Ukraine and Russia share one Orthodox identity.  He claims he wants to preserve “Christian 
civilization” against the secular decadence of the West.  For that, his alliance with the 
Russian Orthodox Church is essential.  It seems that he wants to see Moscow as the centre 
of an empire blessed by the Russian Orthodox Church.  The head of that Church, Patriarch 
Kirill, is close to President Putin.  He has spoken in support of Putin and what he is doing.  
By way of further background, it is reported that while Putin’s father was an atheist, his 
mother was a Christian. In the Communist era when faith was suppressed, Putin was 
baptised in secret.  It is said that every day he wears his baptismal cross around his neck. 

There is a trend here wider than Russia.  People who encounter the nationalism of Russian 
Orthodoxy, say it bears a strong resemblance to the white, masculine, militarised versions 
of evangelical faith in the United States.  Figures like Steve Bannon who used to work for 
President Trump, and voices of religious white nationalism look to Putin and other 
autocratic “Christian” leaders with admiration.  Through social media, their views are 
beginning to influence New Zealanders.  They have been among those spreading 
misinformation about the pandemic and mandates.  They have been promoting particular 
understandings of freedom and choice.  Some of the shocking language used to describe 
our government comes from this strand.  Some of the people who protested outside 
parliament referred to the information they received from these sources.   

A religious commentator in the United States, Wes Granberg-Michaelson, says this … “All 
this underscores the grave dangers of wedding the church to nationalistic power and 
perceived righteousness: The possibilities of faithful prophetic witness are repressed and 
eliminated. Nationalism becomes idolatry. Belonging to a global body of Christ that 
transcends national boundaries is destroyed. The possibility of the church acting within 
situations of conflict and war as a channel of peacemaking vanishes. And at times, the 
church even ends up blessing weapons of destruction.” 



 

For the follower of the non-violent prophet Jesus, war can never be the answer.  Are the 
sanctions now being imposed a form of such nonviolent resistance?  People have pointed 
out that the apartheid regime in South Africa was finally broken when economic boycotts 
and disinvestment became a part of the resistance to evil.  Can the Church look beyond 
nationality?  On Ash Wednesday, churches world-wide joined in prayer for peace.  But 
there is something here for us too.  As followers of Jesus at a time Christian nationalism is 
being promoted, we need to be astute, to take seriously the wisdom of the temptations.  
We need to stand against every attempt to use faith to support nationalism.  We need to be 
careful when faith is used to strengthen political power.   

Wars never win in the end.   The resurrection of Christ demonstrates how violence is all, 
ultimately, undone by the power of God’s love.  Acknowledging that we do live in a 
wilderness, when much is not clear, we can still hold to these convictions and find ways to 
express them.  This is especially so in New Zealand where religion rarely figures in 
discussions about Ukraine or the dismissing of science or the protests outside Parliament or 
the questioning of liberal democracy, and yet where faith has something to say as we can 
see in today’s gospel.  When religious language is being used to support harmful causes, it 
is not time for us to go quiet.  We can bring a long and rich theological tradition to bear on 
these issues, public theology for public issues.  These are testing times. 
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