3rd August 2008





Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns:
7
“Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty”



444
“As Jacob with travel was weary one day”



258
“Jesu, thou joy of loving hearts”



745
“O Thou who camest from above”

______________________________________________________________

Readings:
Genesis 32: 22-31
Romans 9: 1-5

Matthew 13: 53 - end
“GENEROSITY OF SPIRIT”
As we meet, the Lambeth Conference – the mammoth mustering of Primates, the mother of all assemblies – is drawing to its end.  From day one, any innocent observer would have thought that the 650 Bishops gathered in conclave were going to spend a fortnight discussing one question and  one alone.  Indeed, the nearly 200 Bishops who should have been present stayed away because of disagreements on that very subject.  This was, if reports were to be believed, the Big Issue and schism loomed – the grand ocean liner, HMS Anglicanic, was about to be struck by an iceberg, about to founder in the freezing waters of dissension and hostile disagreement.

Not only has this not happened, but a few remarkably good things did.  And one of them, only briefly reported in the secular press, was the appearance at the Conference of Dr Jonathan Sacks, the Chief Rabbi, who gave a resounding vote of confidence in the Church of England, a very warm-hearted and emotional tribute to Anglicans everywhere.  “You must hold together for the future,” he said, “for it’s your ability to hold together in a world driving us apart that is your unique contribution to the world with its landscape of division.  You are a wonderful Church”.
“The word ‘Christian’”, the Chief Rabbi said, “has for centuries struck fear into Jewish hearts”.  If there’s any truth in that statement, we must consider it to be amazing that he’d been invited (and had agreed) to address the Lambeth Conference.  But he didn’t speak on the Big Issue.  Accordingly, the secular press didn’t bother too much.  Shame on them!

St Paul would have applauded.  For all the success of his missionary endeavours, for all the new church plants he’d established around the Mediterranean world, for all those fresh expressions of Church and the eager acceptance of the gospel by gentile converts everywhere – he could never renounce or dismiss the role played by his fellow Jews.  For him, these new congregations of believers were like branches grafted onto the old Jewish tree.  They would draw their life and energy from the roots and the trunk of that tree.  And the fruit they’d bear would owe a great deal to the stock they were grafted to.  It’s certainly true that Paul was critical of those Jews who’d been “sluggish”, mechanistic in the way they’d applied the Law to their daily lives, and unimaginative in seeing that the response of the gentiles to the message Jesus might be suggesting a new way to understand the role of Judaism in the creation of a new and greater Israel.  If Jews were to be criticised for these failings, then so too would Christians if they fell into the same traps.  For Paul, Jesus was the Messiah, the fulfilment of Jewish hope and the saviour of greater humanity.
He yearned for his fellow-Israelites to respond positively to Jesus.  And he longed for his new converts to hold his fellow-Jews in warm affection – “for to them belong the adoption, the glory, the Covenants, the giving of the Law, the worship and the promises; to them belong the patriarchs, and from them, according to the flesh, comes the Messiah, who is over all.  God be blessed forever.  Amen”.

Tragically, of course, it turned out that it wasn’t only the people of Nazareth (as we heard in this morning’s gospel passage) but also the Jewish religious leadership in general who failed to respond to Jesus.  “Where does this man get his authority?  Isn’t he the carpenter’s son?”  They wondered how he dared to pretend to be wise or to perform deeds of power in the way he did.  They wondered even more how anyone dared make such outrageous claims on his behalf?  How could anyone, Paul included, suggest that Jesus reveals God in some mysterious way?  Quite simply it was preposterous!

And so the rift began.  And the Chief Rabbi’s appearance at the Lambeth Conference is just the latest piece of evidence that shows how, after centuries when Christians persecuted Jews and when mutual mistrust ran in the very bloodstreams of both communities, healing is at last beginning to take place.

I received in the post yesterday a copy of a piece of literature written for the Lambeth Conference.  It’s called Children of Zion: Jewish and Christian Perspectives on the Holy Land.  It’s written by a Jewish scholar Daniel R. Langton who’s a professor at Manchester University.  At the very outset, Langton explains the ambiguities that can easily exist over the use of the word “Israel”.  He argues that this is at the very basis of Jewish self-identification.  He puts forward three distinct ways in which the word Israel is used in Jewish contexts:

· the name itself which means “he wrestled with God”; am Yisrael, which means the people of God.  Alternative phrases are b’nei Yisrael (the children of Israel) or beit Yisrael (the house of Israel);
· then there is the use of the word to refer to the land flowing with milk and honey promised by God to his people.  Eretz Yisrael, “the Land of Israel”;
· Finally  there is the State of Israel, Medinat Yisrael founded, of course, as recently as 1948.

“These three concepts are very difficult for Christians to grasp,” argues Daniel Langton; “Christianity has no concept of bio-ethnic identity – there is ‘no Christian people’, ‘no Christian concept of the land’, ‘no Christian homeland’.  ‘
Yet these are core and central to Jewish identity, religious and secular.”

Israel, Jacob’s new name, is core and central to today’s reading from the Old Testament.  This is the man (or is it the people living in the land, or is it the State?) who has wrestled with God.  He’s left with a limp – a perpetual reminder that God is greater than Israel in any of its meanings.  The limp indicates that, however brave a fight Jacob put up, it was God (and will always be God) who prevailed.  It’s not enough, as the scripture puts it, for “the Israelites to avoid eating the sinew that is on the hollow of the thigh because Jacob had been struck on that sinew”.  That’s to turn what ought to be a daily reminder of human frailty and fallibility and imperfection into a mere food regulation or a minor devotional observance.  It’s to ritualise away a symbol of the humility which all religious believers should maintain at all times.

I’ve reread the whole of the story Esau and Jacob – the twin sons of Isaac and Rebekah.  What a tale it is!  Jacob/Israel certainly doesn’t come out of it smelling of roses.  He was the second born but cheated his brother Esau of his heritage.  He’d lied to his blind and aged father in order to gain the blessing intended for Esau.  He even tried to wrest a blessing from God in the incident recorded in this morning’s lesson.  He built his whole fortune on these dubious foundations.

History, so they say, is the story of kings and conquerors – of those who win.  And in this particular struggle it’s Israel who wins.  Esau is soon airbrushed out of the narrative like a character from a soap opera.  But it’s worth taking a good, hard look at the story of Esau, especially in these days of inter-faith dialogue.

Isaac instructed his son Jacob/Israel to go to Paddan-Aram to his mother’s father Bethuel.  There he was to look for a wife.  Isaac didn’t want his son “to marry out”, to find a wife from a non-Hebrew background.  “Don’t marry a Canaanite”, he’d instructed his son.  It’s from this journey to his mother’s family that we owe the story of Leah and Rachel who both, over a stretch of time, became Jacob’s wives.
Compare Esau.  He had already married out!  But when he understood how important it was to take a Hebrew wife (his mother complained about the ways and wails of Esau’s Hittite wives) he went to his father’s family, to Ishmael, Isaac’s half-brother.  Ishmael was Abraham’s first born, born before Isaac.  It’s to Ishmael, son of Hagar and Abraham that Muslims look to make good their claim to be “children of Abraham”.   And Esau married a daughter of Ishmael, a woman named Mahalath.
So these twin brothers gave birth to twelve sons.  On both sides, that of Jacob/Israel and Esau, the children they fathered could claim direct descent from Abraham.  In Esau’s case, as we’ve just seen, some of his children could claim their descent through Ishmael too.  How Rebekah’s words have resonated down the centuries!  In the light of the convoluted history of the Middle East, these words make eerie reading:



Two nations are in your womb,


 
Two peoples’ going their own way from birth.



One will be stronger than the other;



The elder will be servant of the younger.

And so it has been ever since.  Esau was squeezed onto poorer land which became known as Edom though in our own day it’s known as Jordan.  And Jacob/ Israel occupied the promised land and began the extraordinary story that linked him with a people, a land and, eventually, a State.

We began with the Chief Rabbi.  Let’s end with him too.  Dr Jonathan Sacks recently wrote a book called The Dignity of Difference.  In it he makes some extraordinary statements that seem to ring true with the thrust of this morning’s thinking.  They are the remarks of a Jewish leader who doesn’t forget Jacob’s limp.  Take the following:

God is only partially comprehended by any faith; he is my God and also your God.  He is on my side but also on your side.  He exists not only in my faith but also in yours.
Even the briefest reflection on these words reveals them to be profoundly challenging.  There is a true humility coursing through them and a reminder that no-one who acts in obedience to God should ever pretend to be on a par with God.  Just listen to the Chief Rabbi again:

God is universal, religions are particular.  Religion is the translation of God into a particular language and thus into the life of a group, a nation, a community of faith.  In the course of history, God has spoken to mankind in many languages: through Judaism to Jews, Christianity to Christians, Islam to Muslims.  Only such a God is truly transcendental – greater not only than the natural universe but also than the spiritual universe articulated in any single faith, any specific language of human sensibility… only such a world view could reconcile the particularity of cultures with the universality of the human condition.
Now there’s generosity of spirit for you.  Alas, it was too good to be true.  Some of the big-wigs in Dr Sacks’s world couldn’t bear their leader to be identified with such statements.  He was ordered to re-write the chapter containing these offending passages which were then expunged.  Those who put this pressure on the Chief Rabbi had clearly forgotten Jacob’s limp.  None of us is greater than God.  None of us on a par with him.

We come for Communion this morning.  Bread and wine, tokens of the love of Christ, point us inexorably to one who refused to snatch at equality with God, who emptied himself, who accepted the form of a slave.  And it’s out of that self-abasement that any claim to wisdom or meaning or ultimate purpose comes.  That’s both a message to be preached and a life to be lived.  God help those of us present this morning to do just that.  And also those attending the Lambeth Conference who are soon to be winging their way home again.
Amen.
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