Sermon





Sunday 18 October 2015
Lessons
Job 38: 1 – 7

Hebrews 5: 1 – 10
St Mark 10: 35 – 45

Prayer of Illumination

Let us pray.

Holy God, calm us, that we may be present to Your Presence.   Take away all distractions, all thoughts of this world that would occupy us, that we may be at one with You:  You in us and we in You.   Amen.

The Bible is a book, a collection of writings, about real life; its concern is your life and mine.   Within its pages, writers of different eras wrestle with what it means to be human and it articulates an evolving appreciation of the Divine.   Religion is not to be equated with heady doctrines and doctrinal disputes or, worse, with an overarching narrative of judgment, condemnation and ethical purity.   Religion, the spiritual life, is about our maturation as people:  how we grow inside, how we are made whole and where we find the pathways that will lift us and spiritually nourish and fulfill us.   The poet, W B Yeats, said, ‘It takes more courage to examine the dark corners of your own soul than it does for a soldier to fight on a battlefield.’   Perhaps that is to overstate the case, but our dark corners can be very dark indeed.
In the 21st century, many of the barriers to faith are of the Church’s own making:  its failure to re-imagine theology in light of scientific discoveries, its institutional paternalism and its ethical conservatism.   Orthodox Christians see the Church as a hospital, a home, offering medicine for the body and the soul; a place of welcome and healing.   The concept of Church as hospital, in which as pilgrims we walk with others into the Mystery of God, is for me what it means to be humble, to live the spiritual life, and to be the servant of others.   The journey of faith is all to do with our inner maturation, inner transformation.      
The psychiatrist and psychotherapist, Carl Jung, spoke of the two halves of life.    In the first half, we spend our time building a sense of identity, establishing our name in the world, creating and telling ourselves stories of our value and importance, and working for security - putting our trust in things we believe will protect us.   It is natural and right that we do these things but, if that is everything, if that is all we have, that is what the Franciscan Richard Rohr calls ‘the false self.’   It is the shallow ego, the destructive self.   

For most people, life will throw at us stresses and challenges which we never imagined would come our way.   Often it is through failure, shame or significant loss that we discover, we learn, that what this world offers us is of very little help; that our investment in this world and the things of this world are nothing, and that we are broken, alone and helpless.   Rohr says that the positive image of ourselves, the true self, lies at a much deeper level within us.   In the Gospels, we read of metanoia, of conversion, of repentance:  this means an inner turning around, facing the other way, and looking inwards to find that which we need, and that which this world cannot give us.   St Augustine said, ‘God is more intimate to me than I am to myself.’   The Master of Mystics, Eckhart, said, ‘Between God and the soul there is no distance’ and the 16th century mystic, Catherine of Genoa, said, ‘My deepest me is God.’   Jesus spoke of oneness with the Father, ‘the Father in Me and I in You’, and of our oneness with them.   
Speaking of the words of Jesus, Richard Rohr says, ‘The second half of life is about learning to recognise, honour, and love this voice and this indwelling Presence’, letting ourselves go into the hands of God, to trust in the Mystery and letting our soul be carried by the Sacred, in the present, through all things, and for all eternity.   We are not to explain the numinous, the intimacy of the Holy, but rest in it; let its peace calm us.   Benignus O’Rourke says:


We no longer wear ourselves out trying to find God,



or trying to gain his approval.   Instead, we wait for



him in silence and peace.   We listen, and in the silence



we hear his gentle invitation to that quiet place



wherein he waits for us.

Where hear this sentiment in the psalmist, who wrote:




O Lord, my heart is not proud




nor haughty my eyes.




I have not gone after things too great




nor marvels beyond me.




Truly I have set my soul




in silence and peace.




As a child in its mother’s arms




even so my soul.

St Augustine, perhaps the greatest of the Church Fathers, wrote of the ‘innermost shrine of your deepest self.’   Seeking a quiet place of solitude, Augustine withdrew inviting God to whisper words of truth in his heart.   He said, ‘I shall not turn aside until you gather all that I am into that holy place of peace, rescuing me from the world where I am broken and deformed and giving me new form and new strength.’   At its best, prayer is not verbal intensity, but peacefulness, silence and resting in the Presence.

The Book of Job is easily one of my favourite books in Scripture.   There are a hundred ways to read the meditation, to gaze into the richness of the legend.   It is a book about life, human suffering and the nature of God.   Restating an ancient question, the philosopher, David Hume, asked:

Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able?   Then is he 

impotent.   Is he able, but not willing?  Then is he malevolent.   

Is he both able and willing?  Whence then is evil?

In the legend of Job, Job’s life is torn apart:  his wealth is lost, he mourns the death of his children, and he is plagued by disease and pain.   If the legend is to mean anything, we must not remain aloof from the sometimes intolerable and inescapable nature of suffering.   Speaking at a charity dinner for Child Bereavement UK, Prince William spoke of grief as ‘the most painful experience.’   In our experience, how do we make sense of suffering and death? 
Rohr speaks of our wounds, our dark corners, our sense of brokenness, as the secret hiding place of God.   At the centre of the Christian narrative is the cross, the image of a man, powerless, bleeding, in agony.   In one sense, God is the Creator and Sustainer of all, but the Christian understanding of God is profoundly shaped by the story of Jesus.   In Jesus, we do not see an all-powerful God who intervenes dramatically in human life and suffering.   Jesus is captured, questioned, tortured and killed by the Roman authorities.   The revelation that we see in Jesus’ death is not that of Divine anger being satisfied, a debt paid, but rather, that through the physical, emotional and spiritual agony and suffering of Jesus, God is present.   More than that, we see that God suffers in our human suffering.   One with us, God suffers with us.   The revelation at the heart of the Gospel is that God in Christ suffers in all suffering until all suffering ends.   Carl Jung said, ‘The whole world is God’s suffering.’   In the fourteenth century classic, the Cloud of Unknowing, the author said that, for all eternity, the eyes of God see all evil, suffering and death.   

Job does not learn anything about God that he does not already know.   In part, the closing chapters of the book remind us that God is mystery, far above human knowledge and understanding.   In part, the book celebrates Job’s integrity, his trust in his intuition, his spiritual insight:  he holds his ground against the religious wisdom of the day.   Like the story of Jesus, the legend of Job teaches us that God is present to us in our suffering; God sees and hears all, is bruised by every injury.   In our suffering, we may not be aware of God’s presence but, mindful of the legend, we are to open ourselves to the Transcendent, to God’s luminous darkness as we encounter our own dark night of the soul.
In the Book of Hebrews, Jesus is compared to Melchizedek, the High Priest of Abraham, the one who was able to feed and nourish Abraham in his suffering, the one who dealt gently with the wayward, who was tender to those who had fallen.   In Mark’s Gospel, Jesus bids His disciples let go of the trappings of this world, the lust for wealth, status and power, and become leaders, spiritual leaders, not like the Greeks or Romans, not even like the Jewish religious leaders, but as children of God, whose ultimate trust is in God, whose hearts are full of compassion, love, gentleness and humility.   
Some years ago, I told the story of the Cherokee who spoke to his grandson of the two wolves inside each of us:

One evening, an elderly

Cherokee brave told his

grandson about a battle that

goes on inside people.

He said ‘My son, the battle is

between two 'wolves' inside us all.

One is evil.  It is anger,

envy, jealousy, sorrow,

regret, greed, arrogance,

self-pity, guilt, resentment,

inferiority, lies, false pride,

superiority, and ego.

The other is good.

It is joy, peace love, hope serenity,

humility, kindness, benevolence,

empathy, generosity,

truth, compassion and faith.’
The grandson thought about

it for a minute and then asked

his grandfather:

‘Which wolf wins?’
The old Cherokee replied,

‘The one that you feed.’
Religion, the spiritual life, is about our maturation as people:  how we grow inside, how we are made whole and where we find the pathways that will lift us and spiritually nourish and fulfill us.   It is my experience that the more we saturate ourselves in the life and example of Jesus and the more we practise the presence, the stronger will be our faith, our love for the Sacred.   In turn, the greater will be our ability to let go the things of this world and the more we will trust in the strength of God, in the hands of God beneath us.   Even in the most terrible suffering, the deepest darkness, God is with us, within us, inseparable from us, part of us.
Amen.
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