7 December 2008 – Advent II



Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns:
81
“Come,   thou long expected Jesus”



88
“The holly and the ivy”


823
“Ye choirs of new Jerusalem”



608
“Here, O my Lord, I see thee face to face”
264
“Jesus, the name high over all”
________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Isaiah 40: 6-11
Mark 1: 1-8
A HEAVEN OF HELL, A HELL OF HEAVEN
We must sometimes think that we are living in the gloomiest and most worrying times that ever existed.  The accumulation of newspaper headlines and television images might persuade us that we are living APOCOLYPSE NOW.  We only have to consider for a moment:
· the collapse of capitalism;

· the activities of global terrorists;

· the threat of global warming

for us to jump to the conclusion that civilisation as we know it is poised over a deep abyss.

But we should avoid such lazy thinking.  We’ve been here before.  My mother lived through the 1930’s.  The Stock Market had collapsed in 1929.  The Great Depression followed with its soup kitchens and, massive unemployment and hunger marches.  Totalitarianism (of the left and of the right) rose up and soon there was the mighty conflagration of the Second World War.  That was a pretty potent combination of factors too.

And John Milton could have painted a similar scene from his day.  The nation had been wracked by a long and costly Civil War.  This was followed by the beheading of King Charles I which was followed by a period known, euphemistically as it turned out, as the Commonwealth.  Soon Oliver Cromwell was proving to be as despotic as any king and when Charles II was returned to the throne in 1662, the whole project was shown to have failed.  But soon London was engulfed in flame and almost totally destroyed. The Fire of London was followed almost at once by a devastating plague.  This was a doomsday scenario indeed.
It was at this time that John Milton published Paradise Lost.  This was a true “tract for his times”.  Who can doubt that the Civil War in heaven which saw Satan and his rebellious angels cast out and down into hell was a barely disguised reflection of post- Commonwealth England?  Let me quote Ann Beer whose biography of John Milton was published to coincide with this anniversary occasion:

“Milton shows, clinically, how systems of government descend into tyranny, how belief in God turns into idolatry….[with] humanity oppressed under a series of tyrannical rulers worshipping false gods…. as the Archangel Michael says: ‘Tyranny must be’.”
Milton’s way of showing the true nature and extent of the crisis facing his nation, the true colours of the danger that threatened it, was to spearhead his argument through the character and manoeuvrings of Satan.  Many critics have suggested that Satan is the real hero of Paradise Lost; William Blake went as far as to accuse Milton of falling in love with Satan and joining the Devil’s party.  I don’t think so.  To my mind, Milton shows breathtaking courage in showing us just how winsome, heroic, fascinating, admirable, eye-catching, inspirational Satan can be.  And he does this to illustrate the true depth of the problem posed by evil.

The common note in today’s lessons form Isaiah and Mark is the promise that God will send his messenger, someone crying in the wilderness, calling people to their senses, injecting hope into people’s despair, announcing the end of all their misery.
· “Make a way for the Lord,” he declaims;

· your waiting is over;

· your suffering is done;

· take comfort;

· rejoice.

What a message for a people languishing in exile, their economy ruined, their culture wrecked, their community broken up.  What a message!  And what a messenger!
The trouble is that, in grim times, this isn’t the only kind of messenger who comes along.  When things are in chaos, strange creatures creep out of crevasses.  The Gospel talks of them – prophets of doom and false messiahs who, like vermin, thrive on the rotting carcass of the body politic and who know how to exploit people’s misfortunes to their own advantage.  In our own day, we’re surrounded by charlatans, providers of cheap thrills, greedy and wicked people, loan sharks and the like.  They abound in times like these.  Parasites all of them.  But they arrive on the scene in seductive guise, they promise an end to our wretchedness, a panacea for our ills.  And it can be (forgive the pun) the very devil of a job to distinguish the bringer of Good News from the quack.  Our misery makes us gullible, weakens our defences, and like sheep (again and again) we go astray.

John Milton knew this.  He’d seen it happen.  He’d worked within the government of Oliver Cromwell and had turned his hand to politics.  He’d seen good men crumble and bad men thrive.  So he gave his development of the character of Satan in Paradise Lost the whole works.  Cast down from heaven with hordes of fallen angels, he contemplates the scene that’s facing him.  Was there ever a more brilliant picture of hell than this one?


[A] dismal situation waste and wild:


A dungeon horrible, on all sides round



As one great furnace flamed, yet from those flames



No light, but rather darkness visible



Served only to discover sights of woe,



Regions of sorrow, doleful shades, where peace



And rest can never dwell, hope never comes



That comes to all; a torture without end



Still urges, and a fiery Deluge, fed



With ever-burning sulfur unconsumed:



Such place Eternal Justice had prepared



For these rebellious, here their prison ordained



In utter darkness, and their portion set



As far removed from God and light of heaven



As from the Centre thrice to the utmost Pole.



Oh!  How unlike the place from which they fell!

You’re telling me!  For all the gloom and misery facing him, however, Satan is soon determined to fight back.  As he puts it, “better to rule in hell than serve in heaven”.  His power-lust drives him on.



…. what though the field be lost?



All is not lost; the unconquerable will,



And study of revenge, immortal hate,



And courage never to submit or yield.
This is an extraordinary combination of attributes and seem to me to offer a complete psychological profile of terrorists of every age, including our own.


The mind is its own place and in itself



Can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven.
Satan’s speech is addressed to fallen angels.  They are licking their wounds, sorry for themselves; they’d prefer to remain in utter darkness to contemplate just how far they’ve fallen.  But Satan will have none of that.  His peroration closes with a call to arms:



Awake, arise, or be forever fallen!
The result of this appeal was electric.  This mighty Satan, displaying the same qualities as a Hitler or a Stalin or an Osama Bin Laden, rallies his forces into unremitting battle against God and goodness, against joy and justice.  Just picture the scene.  Those who had been so downcast were suddenly whipped into a rage, focussed on revenge.


He spake: and to confirm his words, out flew



Millions of flaming swords, drawn from the thighs



Of mighty Cherubim: the sudden blaze



Far round illumined hell.

Yesterday’s Daily Mail carried a piece on Karen Matthews, the mother and kidnapper of her daughter Shannon.  It’s a story we’ve been following with grim interest over the last few weeks.  Now she’s been convicted for her crime and a police officer called her “pure evil”.  The journalist who wrote the piece wished to take issue with that description.  She wrote: “to call Karen Matthews ‘pure evil’ would be to elevate her to something almost Satanic.”  That is, it would push this wicked woman into some kind of premier league of evil, where, she imagines, Satan belongs.  And, argued the writer, Karen Matthews is far too sad a figure, too blatantly downbeat and degraded a figure, to deserve such status.  Just imagine that!  Satan in a league of his own.  That’s certainly how Milton saw things.
In the narrative of Paradise Lost, Satan persuades his fellow fallen angels to let him undertake a mission of subversion against God all on his own.  And so he makes the extraordinary journey from hell to the newly created planet earth, still glowing in its Edenic and pristine beauty, to tempt Adam and Eve.  So all the extraordinary power and charisma of Satan got focussed down on that fateful and seductive moment where the Devil persuades those human creatures to rebel against God by eating the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  The whole of this action is brilliantly conceived and accomplished.
In Paradise Lost, the religious and political are inextricably linked.  To Milton’s mind, tyranny is always related to idolatry.  The good society is based on piety, freedom and peace not only with individuals but also in nations.  Good will only survive on the basis of free determination and within a providential frame.

This is what Satan subverts; this is how he brings “all our woe with loss of Eden”.

But Satan isn’t the only messenger.  There are also those who announce that our time of bondage is over, that our penalty has been paid, and who carry good news of peace and good will in the world.  For Christians, of course, Jesus is the fulfilment of that vision.  He is:
· the message;

· and the messenger.

It’s for his coming we wait; in our hearts, it’s for him that we prepare a way.

He will offer us a yardstick, a measuring rod of love and mercy, against which to judge the claims of

· the false messiahs;

· the prophets of doom;

· the claims of Satan.

However attractive he may seem to be, Satan will not be able to withstand any comparison with Jesus.

What John Milton shows us is just how “embedded” Satan is in human activity, how enticingly he whispers in our ears.  And also how desperately we need the gift of discernment to distinguish the seductive voice of the evil one from that of Lord and Saviour as we find our way forward.
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