30th November 2008 – Advent I



Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns:
83
“Long ago, prophets knew”



88
“The holly and the ivy”


469
“Come, Holy Ghost, our hearts inspire”



245
“The Lord will come and not be slow”
85
“O come, O come, Immanuel
________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Isaiah 64: 1-9
Mark 13: 24-37
TOMORROW TO FRESH WOODS AND PASTURES NEW
December 9th 2008 marks the 400th anniversary of the birth of one of the greatest poets who ever lived – a local boy named John Milton.  He was born in Bread Street just behind St Paul’s Cathedral and lived much of his life on the streets that are within walking distance of Wesley’s Chapel.  He was buried in our parish church, St Giles Cripplegate, in 1674.  His ceaseless search for liberty both in Church and State, his readiness to embrace the dirty world of politics as well as breathe the Parnassian air of poetry, and his lofty (and lyrical) view of the nature and potential of human life, - gave him a unique role in the shaping of English culture and, indeed, of the English language.  When anyone attempts to say something of consequence about John Milton, he knows he’s in the presence of greatness.  He can only take (this morning I must do so myself) Milton’s own words and apply them to his task.  So, it’s my plan that “what in me is dark”, God will “illumine”; “what is low, he will raise and support;” so that I may communicate something of Milton’s great mind in this season of Advent and (especially this) “justify the ways of God to man”.

No poet offers better material for the traditional themes of Advent than Milton.  These days, we’ve “prettified” Advent and focussed on human interest stories relating to the people of God, the Old Testament prophets, John the Baptist and Mary the mother of Jesus.  The seasonal themes used to be Death, Judgement, Hell and Heaven – altogether stronger fare.  Our poet will give us a guiding hand through the more traditional material.  Wasn’t it good of Mr and Mrs Milton senior to give birth to their prodigy son at this time of the year?  As I set out on this journey, I must hope that my efforts will amount to more than mere self-indulgence as I struggle with scripture, the poet’s mind, and contemporary events, to offer a word in season, a word for all seasons.

The title of this sermon is taken from an early poem by Milton – an elegy for a young Cambridge scholar named Edward King who died tragically at sea.  The poet was thirty when he wrote Lycidas to commemorate this event and this is the piece that saw him begin to grapple with darker themes.  Until now, he’d played with his verse, he’d done nothing significant with his life – except read.  He was filling his mind with material that would serve his poetic purpose for the rest of his life.  But in 1638 he was unsure what to do with his future – the law, the court, the diplomatic corps – nothing had quite captivated him.  Now, the death of a young contemporary, stopped him in his tracks:




…. Lycidas is dead, dead ‘ere his prime,




Young Lycidas, and hath not left his peer:




Who would not sing for Lycidas?
But Milton doesn’t spend much time on Lycidas himself whom he considers to be safe in heaven.  It’s the world he has left behind him that Milton looks at – a world that worries him deeply.  St Peter accepts Lycidas into the heavenly realms but condemns the “blind-mouthed churchmen” of his time whose authoritarianism, ritualism and lack of pastoral care were leading to a situation where:




The hungry sheep look up and are not fed,




But swollen with wind, and the rank mist they draw,




Rot inwardly and foul contagion spread.
Religion had taken its eye off the ball and, in its name and by its hand, confusion and corruption and catastrophe lie at the door.
“Wake up!” is Milton’s cry, “keep awake!”

It seems to be universally acknowledged that well-being, prosperity and success make people flabby, lazy and vulnerable.  So Milton’s plea that his contemporaries remain on their guard is a timeless one.  Indeed, he merely echoes a note that’s been sounded since time began.

For the prophet Isaiah, living in the sixth century before Christ, the smug certainties of being a chosen people, a favoured nation, had been challenged by military defeat at the hands of the Babylonians and, worse still, by the forced exile of so many of his people.  “Why didn’t you do something about it God?” was the frequently heard complaint.  It’s as if God had seen them wandering from their vocation, turning their noses up at his principles and the tenets of his law, and refused to interfere to rescue them from the error of their own ways:




We all became like something unclean



And all our righteous deeds were like a filthy rag;




We have withered like leaves




And our iniquities carry us away like the wind.




There is no-one who invokes you by name




Or rouses himself to hold fast to you.
They refuse to rouse themselves.  They’ve gone to sleep on the job.  They’ve taken God for granted.  Smugness and complacency have eaten into their souls. Meanwhile their whole world has fallen apart.

As it was in the beginning………….






  …………. so too it was in the day of Jesus.  Shortly after his death, the Romans, fed up with their recalcitrant subjects, destroyed Judea, laid waste to Jerusalem, let loose a fearsome force that put an end to any notion of a Jewish homeland for thousands of years to come.  The Jewish leaders had been living in cloud-cuckoo-land  - they thought that by saying “yes sir, no sir, three bags full sir” to their Roman overlords, they could pull the wool over their rulers eyes’ and just get on with running their affairs with impunity.  Some saw this as fool-hardiness and self-deception.  They preferred to embrace a revolutionary course – as if a peasant’s pitchfork could do anything of consequence against a soldier’s Kalashnikov!  All this set the scene for social disintegration accompanied by untold suffering as the Romans laid waste the land which the Jews had lived in for centuries.

Oh that they’d stayed awake, kept up their guard, remained watchful for their own destiny.

When John Milton looked around him, he too saw the collapse of his contemporary society.  Wars of religion were ravaging the whole of Europe as the Hapsburg and Bourbon dynasties fought for mastery of the continent – a period of war which was only brought to its end with the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648.  A mere decade after the writing of Lycidas, England was to execute its King and embark on a Civil War that would shock the nation to its core.  It was a struggle in which Milton would play a full part.
In our own day, the collapse of the international financial order, the threat of global warming and the thriving of international terrorism all factors that give proper cause for alarm.  In respect of the first of these, we’re advised that spending our way out of the financial crisis will make the best economic sense.  I must say it seems oxymoronic (with an emphasis on the last three syllables of this word) to me.  I’ve always taken Mr Micawber’s advice.  When my finances are in difficulty, I try to get them back in shape by spending less!  We must keep our fingers crossed that we find a way through this financial chaos.  As for the other two great threats of our time, I seem to detect a note of denial and espy to the upturned backside of an ostrich whose head is firmly buried in the sand.  Faced with the facts of global warming and environmental disaster, we hear prominent voices saying “it’ll never happen”.  They write books and brush aside the arguments of science and seem unable to come to (or to hold) international agreements on sensible targets.  And when we turn our attention to international terrorism we get just as frightening a note of denial.  The finger of blame is always pointed away from oneself.  “It wasn’t me gov” “it was the Muslims that did it”.
Throughout these periods, from ancient times to modern, the capacity of people to delude themselves that all is well that nothing catastrophic will happen is only too apparent.  Yet the people sleep and are hard to rouse.  What a world we’re living in.
Image:
I’m watching television and the screen is full of images and reports of the dreadful and tragic happenings in Mumbai.  Whilst I shrink in horror from the sight of bloodshed and violence, the latest football scores and stock market prices are scrolling across the bottom of the my television screen.  Surreal?
Image:
The jobless, impecunious, homeless and suffering hordes of North America are breaking into a just-opened Walmart store in their frenzied attempts to get bargains for themselves.  They trampled over the dead and the injured who are the victims of their madness.
Keep awake!  Keep on your guard!  For the night is fleeing and day will soon be here.

· Isaiah saw:

· The holy cities laid waste

· Zion a wilderness

· Jerusalem desolate, in ruins.

· The evangelist saw:

· The abomination of desolation

· Untold suffering

· And he heard the strident claims of false prophets selling their wares.

· John Milton spoke of:

· That two-handed engine at the door [which]

Stand ready to smite once, and smite no more.

· Diggers, Levellers, Ranters coming out of the cracks and crevices of the ruins of contemporary society offering their opiates and palliatives and placebos.
All this makes Milton ready, it stirs his will, to move out of his extended adolescence into the mode of serious contemplation and the role of a major observer and commentator on his times.  He can no longer stay where he is.
Tomorrow to fresh woods and pastures new.

We’ll follow him into the darkness of his times and we’ll discover that it’s the same darkness that covers ours.
PAGE  

