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Call to Worship 

 

(Psalm 19v1-6) 

 

1 The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork. 

2 Day to day pours out speech, and night to night reveals knowledge.  

3 There is no speech, nor are there words, whose voice is not heard.  

4 Their voice goes out through all the earth, and their words to the end of the world.  

In them he has set a tent for the sun,  

5 which comes out like a bridegroom leaving his chamber,  

and, like a strong man, runs its course with joy.  

6 Its rising is from the end of the heavens, and its circuit to the end of them,  

and there is nothing hidden from its heat.  

 
 

Second verse of “Suzanne” by Leonard Cohen 

 

And Jesus was a sailor 

When he walked upon the water 

And he spent a long time watching 

From his lonely wooden tower 

And when he knew for certain 

Only drowning men could see him 

He said "All men will be sailors then 

Until the sea shall free them" 

But he himself was broken 

Long before the sky would open 

Forsaken, almost human 

He sank beneath your wisdom like a stone 

And you want to travel with him 

And you want to travel blind 

And you think maybe you'll trust him 

For he's touched your perfect body with his mind. 
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Love of music 
 

I don’t have any ability in music either to play an instrument or to read sheet music.  

Yet, music plays a very important part in my life. I would have music on all the time 

except that in these days, when I am spending a fair amount of time writing, I need 

the silence to stay focused so that I can find and compose words. But when I am 

walking or working or lying awake in bed, music is constantly playing in my mind. 

 

I have longed to do a sermon series on music. Perhaps that will happen sometime 

here at Tyrrell.  

 

Popular songs both reflect and influence our culture. They can have a powerful 

influence on thinking, on the emotions and so, on human behaviour. 

 

Think about the patriotic emotions people might feel when their national anthem is 

played. 

 

Personally, I can go through a range of emotions from repentant weeping to joyous 

celebration when I hear certain hymns and spiritual songs. 

 

When I’m on the road and listening to the radio, I dial into a Toronto station that 

plays the old favourites—the type of music my folks liked—music from the 40s and 

50s. I consider it to be “safe” music in the sense that the lyrics are mostly innocent and  

inoffensive. 

  

But there are some songs that drive me a bit buggy. I’ll give you one example that 

you’ll probably recognize. 

 

You’re nobody ‘til somebody loves you. You’re nobody ‘til somebody cares. 

 

Behind a nice melody, it is such a negative message. I would be depressed if I took 

that message to heart. Here’s the good news. God loves you and cares about you. 

You’re somebody for whom He sent His Son, Jesus, on a personal mission. There 

shouldn’t even be a suggestion that any person in this world is unloved. 

 

In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the 

propitiation for our sins. (1 John 4v10) 

 

You know, I believe that if I was the only lost sinner in the world, Jesus would still 

have carried out His mission on the cross of Calvary just for me. 
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A newer “Gospel” 

 

Turning our attention to the message for this Sunday morning, we’ll be looking at 

another song that presents something of the “good news” Gospel. 

 

There are four Gospel accounts about the time of Jesus on this earth. They deal 

mostly with the three years of public ministry leading to His crucifixion, death and 

resurrection. 

 

Aside from the books of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, there are other writings 

called “gospels” but they have not been accepted into our New Testament.  

[Grouped: apocryphal gospels, non-canonical gospels, Jewish-Christian gospels, agnostic gospels] 

 

Only those four were considered to be authoritative and inspired by the Holy Spirit. 

But, today, I will talk about the gospel according to Leonard Cohen. Are you familiar 

with that name? Leonard Cohen is a Canadian poet and songwriter. With a name like 

Cohen, you would know that he is Jewish. 

 

There is one very important thing that we, as Christians, often lose sight of. Jesus and 

the apostles and early disciples were all Jews. Many pictures that we grew up with in 

Sunday school and ones that are still used “Westernize” our Lord. They make him 

look like a white, Caucasian man with long, brown hair and a beard. He was a man. 

He almost certainly had a beard as was typical of Jewish teachers and rabbis. But His 

beard and His hair would probably be jet black and His complexion would be what is 

described as “olive.” 

 

There are no pictures of Jesus from His time, but we should try to visualize Him in 

ways that are true to His Jewish background and His activity as an itinerant Jewish 

rabbi. 

 

Introducing Leonard Cohen 
 

So here, I present you with the gospel according to Leonard Cohen. I don’t know 

what is the faith position of Leonard Cohen. Many Jews identify themselves 

according to their ethnicity but they do not hold to the Jewish faith. We have that in 

our society. A person might say that he’s a Christian but does not know what the 

Bible teaches about Jesus and does not actively follow our Lord or His teachings. 

 

So, Leonard Cohen might not even be a practicing Jew. Nonetheless, I am impressed 

about words from his poem and song entitled “ .” You’ve probably heard it on 

the radio in past years. It starts off with these words:  

 

Suzanne takes you down to her place near the river 

You can hear the boats go by 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apocryphal_gospels
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospels#Non-canonical_gospels
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish-Christian_gospels
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gnostic_gospels
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Apparently, Cohen was writing about a friend Suzanne Verdal. They would walk 

around Old Montreal past the church of Notre-Dame-de-Bon-Secours—a church 

where sailors were blessed before heading out to sea.  Well, the second verse of that 

song is the one I find most interesting. Here is how it goes: 

  

And Jesus was a sailor 

When he walked upon the water 

And he spent a long time watching 

From his lonely wooden tower 

And when he knew for certain 

Only drowning men could see him 

He said "All men will be sailors then 

Until the sea shall free them" 

But he himself was broken 

Long before the sky would open 

Forsaken, almost human 

He sank beneath your wisdom like a stone 

And you want to travel with him 

And you want to travel blind 

And you think maybe you'll trust him  

For he's touched your perfect body with his mind. 

 

There’s no reason for me to think that Leonard Cohen is a follower of Jesus Christ.  

I don’t know even if his life reflects anything of a Jewish faith. Yet, in that second 

verse of the song, Leonard Cohen has shown a remarkable appreciation for the 

person of Jesus. 

 

And Jesus was a sailor 

When he walked upon the water 

 

I don’t know that Jesus was a sailor in the same way that His closest disciples were 

fishermen and necessarily sailors as well.  

 

Today, we’ll call someone a sailor if they have enough money to buy a recreational 

craft that carries sails and moves under the power of the wind. We’ll also call 

someone a sailor if he works on a merchant ship or a naval vessel. 

 

There were occasions when Jesus was transported by boat across the Sea of Galilee. 

But this instance that Cohen has written about refers to the time recorded in John 6 

and in Matthew 14. Jesus has performed a miracle with the feeding of 5,000 men plus 

a good number of women and children who were there. He took a small amount of 

food (five loaves and two fish to be precise) and multiplied it to feed the great crowds 

that had gathered around Him on that day. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Suzanne_Verdal&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Montreal
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Notre-Dame-de-Bon-Secours_Chapel
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Following the events of that day, this is what John has recorded for us: 

 

When evening came, his disciples went down to the sea, got into a boat, and started across 

the sea to Capernaum. It was now dark, and Jesus had not yet come to them. The sea 

became rough because a strong wind was blowing. When they had rowed about three or 

four miles, they saw Jesus walking on the sea and coming near the boat, and they were 

frightened. But he said to them, “It is I; do not be afraid.” Then they were glad to take him 

into the boat, and immediately the boat was at the land to which they were going.  

(John 6v16-21) 

 

Jesus rejoins His disciples by walking on water. Where there is a miracle, we are 

challenged to believe that it actually happened as recorded. 

 

There are some who would try to explain away miracles. Cohen has written a line 

with a sense of belief that they actually can happen. Listen to his words: 

 

And Jesus was a sailor 

When he walked upon the water 

 

Cohen then skips to another most significant event in the life of Jesus. 

 

And he spent a long time watching 

From his lonely wooden tower 

 

I believe that this refers to the crucifixion of Jesus— his lonely wooden tower being the 

cross of Calvary. 

 

Jesus did spend a long time watching. Suspended by spikes, He looked down upon 

the apostle John and His own mother. There was a lot of agony on that day—physical 

agony, emotional agony, spiritual agony. I know from my own experience that when 

I am suffering from something, even if it is only a slight discomfort, time goes by so 

slowly. For Jesus, imagine how each minute might have seemed like an hour in time. 

 

And when he knew for certain 

Only drowning men could see him 

He said "All men will be sailors then 

Until the sea shall free them" 

 

Then, Cohen attributes words to Jesus that we don’t have in the Bible. He must have 

had some poetic reason for referring to all men as “sailors.” Perhaps it was the 

atmosphere as he walked through the waterfront area of Old Montreal. 
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Do you know that there are 23 references to the “sea” in the last book of the Bible—in 

the book of Revelation? There is this description of the end time judgment:  

 

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. From his presence earth 

and sky fled away, and no place was found for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, 

standing before the throne, and books were opened. Then another book was opened, 

which is the book of life. And the dead were judged by what was written in the books, 

according to what they had done. And the sea gave up the dead who were in it, Death  

and Hades gave up the dead who were in them, and they were judged, each one of them, 

according to what they had done. (Revelation 20v11-13) 

 

I wonder if Cohen had that in mind when he wrote, All men will be sailors then Until 

the sea shall free them. 

 

The image of sinking and drowning is an image of being lost in desperate circumstances. 

 

We just sang the lines: I was sinking deep in sin, far from the peaceful shore, Very deeply 

stained within, sinking to rise no more.  

 

I believe that Cohen is stating something that can be borne out by observation when 

he wrote, Only drowning men could see him. 

 

Granted, young boys and girls can come to faith in Christ through kinder and more 

peaceful circumstances but when people grow into their adult years, often they will 

turn their backs on God and seek meaning in the things of this earth. 

 

People who feel self-content are not likely to turn to Jesus for their salvation.  

They need to be saved but their precarious spiritual condition is being masked by a 

false sense of security. 

 

Throughout the Bible, you will see people turning to God for their salvation when 

they came upon hard circumstances and then realized that they needed to be rescued—

and rescued from more than their physical circumstances. 

 

Cohen continues:   

 

But he himself was broken 

Long before the sky would open 

Forsaken, almost human 

He sank beneath your wisdom like a stone 
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The testimony of Scripture is that the sky above the place of crucifixion went dark 

from nine in the morning until noon and then Jesus cried out to God the Father. 

 

Interesting that Cohen refers to Jesus as “almost human.” Our belief is that Jesus was 

fully human AND fully divine. Jesus could have escaped the cross but He was 

committed to fulfilling the Father’s plan. In a moment when He bore our sins in His 

human body, Jesus called out “Father why have you forsaken me?” The resurrection 

would prove that Jesus was not actually forsaken but He experienced the weight of 

our sin and separation from God. 

 

Forsaken, almost human 

He sank beneath your wisdom like a stone 

 

The Apostle Paul—who was also a Jew—wrote:  

 

For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved 

it is the power of God. . . Where is the one who is wise?  . . . Has not God made foolish 

the wisdom of the world? For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God 

through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who 

believe. . . For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is 

stronger than men. (1 Corinthians 1v18, 20-21, 25) 

 

Paul was saying that to the natural mind, the cross does not make sense. How can 

there be a victory and salvation through the death of an innocent one? In simple 

logical terms, it doesn’t float. But then, a miracle like walking on water doesn’t make 

sense either. What God does is not bound by natural laws or logic. And so, we must 

come to know Christ through the mystery of faith. 

 

And you want to travel with him 

And you want to travel blind 

And you think maybe you'll trust him 

For he's touched your perfect body with his mind. 

 

The twelve disciples travelled with Jesus and learned from Him. Do we have that 

same desire to travel with Him and learn from Him? 

 

And you want to travel blind 

 

The disciples traveled blind in the sense that every day with Jesus had uncertainty 

and challenges. We come to Jesus in faith and follow Him in faith. 
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And you think maybe you'll trust him 

 

At one point, as some disciples left Jesus, He “said to the Twelve, “Do you want to go 

away as well?” and Simon Peter—remember he was also one who dared to get out of 

the boat and walked on the water for a short while— Peter answered Him, “Lord, to 

whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life, and we have believed, and have 

come to know, that you are the Holy One of God.” (John 6v67-69) 

 

Have you trusted this Jesus? Do you want to travel with Him every day? 

 

As I began this message, I expressed uncertainty about Leonard Cohen’s faith in 

Jesus. Nonetheless, I’m impressed by what Cohen seems to understand and the way 

that he has put it to song. 

 

Our understanding about Jesus has to come first from the words of the Bible.  

Other things help to stimulate our thinking and devotion. 

 

That is one point. The Bible is the word of God and is our authority for faith and life. 

A proper understanding of Scripture guides us into an understanding of other things. 

I find that Cohen’s words in the second verse of this song stimulate my thinking 

about Jesus and my devotion to him. 

 

A second point has to do with my calling this 

 That’s a bit playful. When we talk about “the gospel,” we tend to think about 

the four Gospel accounts—Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. Those are precious 

accounts of the life of our Lord. But the word “gospel” means “good news.” Leonard 

Cohen’s poetic reflections about Jesus convey some of the good news about who He 

was and what He did. 

 

Out of my own life, I can share good news about Jesus. If you are a follower of Jesus, 

then you should have some good news to share about how He has touched your life, 

your heart, your mind and your body. 

 

Life with Jesus should be generating “good news” or a “gospel” testimony about Him. 

And so, the question is:  

 

“What is He doing in your life that is the good news that you can share?” 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           


