Sunday March 1st 2009 





First Sunday in Lent
I felt as if I'd drawn the short straw.

I love Saint Mark's gospel, I really do. But not on the first Sunday in Lent! Just think of the way the other two synoptic gospels treat the encounter of Jesus with the Devil in the wilderness (Matthew 4: 1-11 and Luke 4: 1-12). They're full of dramatic intensity and offer a ready-made structure for any preacher. There are three temptations and this lends itself readily to a three-point "classical" sermon. Turning stones into bread, the contemplation of power and resorting to a religion based on signs and wonders - all have such topicality and it wouldn't take much wit or imagination to throw critical light on our contemporary world where the poor are often given stones rather than bread to eat, where the drive for naked power turns otherwise decent people into tyrants or tycoons, and where a religion that exists in a parallel universe satisfies itself with exceptional acts of healing or paranormal happenings. Such a sermon could lob a verbal grenade or two at corrupt regimes in Africa (or anywhere else) and even fire a few bazookas at the banking industry - those institutions which used to announce themselves as our faithful and listening friends but which are now the easiest and cheapest targets for anyone with a grudge or two to get off their chest. All this would flow from the stories in Luke and Matthew. And the preacher's narrative could be spiced and seasoned with allusions of a literary kind, especially Christopher Marlowe's Dr Faustus and that notorious pact made with Mephistopheles. Oh yes. A cocktail to end all cocktails. To shake and to stir. Mind-boggling stuff, drama to end all drama.
Instead of which, what does Saint Mark give us? A mere two verses. Here they are Gust in case anyone missed them earlier): "The Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. He was in the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels waited on him." There it is. Now, preacher man, make what you can of that!
This time in the wilderness, a time of testing, is clearly important. But not in and for itself. The danger with the grander versions of Luke and Matthew is that they can prove distracting. Here are tales full of sound and fury, charged with cathartic energy, show-stoppers capable of holding (and holding on to) the attention. What Saint Mark succeeds in doing in his staccato way is to show how the temptation event sets up the public ministry of Jesus. And Mark wants to cut straight to the action, the real action. In a mere thirteen verses, Mark gets John the Baptist in (and out of) the script. He also sees to Jesus's baptism and acknowledges the temptations in the wilderness. All in thirteen verses. And you get the feeling that it's for a purpose. Now, you think, the real story can begin.

One of my favourite African American poets is Langston Hughes. And one of his most memorable poems - lyrical, accessible and profound all at once - is this one:

Because my mouth is wide with laughter,

And my throat is deep with song,

You do not think I suffer after

I have held my pain so long?

Because my mouth is wide with laughter,

You do not hear my inner cry?

Because my feet are gay with dancing,

You do not know I die?
By allowing the other person to fulfil our insatiable need for stereotypes, by concentrating on the laughing, the singing and the dancing, we miss the clues to his humanity. By fixing our gaze on what's happening we miss what's really going on.

So Mark may be doing us a service by moving us with the minimum of fuss into the public ministry of Jesus. Here again, however, we should note the hurried pace: "Jesus came to Galilee proclaiming the good news of God, and saying - 'The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent and believe in the good news.'" We are to imagine Jesus, in top physical and psychological condition, ready to embark on the campaign trail, ready to announce some good news, that the time has come to invite people to enter the kingdom of God.

It's getting harder and harder to enter anyone's kingdom (or republic) these days. Phil and Sally Blackwell have just entered the United Kingdom. They'll have filled in forms, had fingerprints taken, had their irises photographed, faced surly immigration officials- all before they took their first tentative steps on British soil. And if it's difficult for Caucasian white people to do this, you must imagine the potential extra obstacles standing in the way of other ethnic groups. Most of my pastoral work is done with people whose immigration status is under question. The agony and the heartache seem unending. People hide behind multiple identities, some live in the shadows, they have to stand in desultory lines as they report in to the authorities, they are ripped off by cowboy lawyers, they fall in love and want to stay, they fall ill and want to stay, they are tagged, detained, treated like dirt, they are humiliated again and again, they are bundled onto planes and taken away once and for all. I deal daily with the flotsam and jetsam of human society. Just before coming away, in a parliamentary debate on a law to "tidy up" our immigration procedures, I pleaded once again for officials (and members of the general public) never to forget that, in all these complex matters, they are dealing with human beings, living and breathing human beings who, if you pinch them shout, if you cut them bleed, if you tickle them why they're likely to laugh.

We do something to diminish our own humanity if we diminish the humanity of others. Let there be no disputing this simple truth.

So, if this is what it takes to get into the United Kingdom, how wonderful to recognize what seem to be the open and welcoming arms of Jesus beckoning all who will listen to enter the Kingdom of God.

But we must be careful lest we think of God's Kingdom as some kind of unreal utopia, a dream world, an opiate, anything to take our minds off this world and its misery. That's how it was for the slaves in ante-bellum America. All who suffer on earth will enjoy a special place one day with God in heaven:

I got a robe, you got a robe

All O ' God's chillun got a robe

When I get to heab'n I'm goin ' to put on my robe

I'm goin’ to shout all ovah God's heab’n

Heab’n, Heab’n,

Everybody talkin' about heab’n ain't goin’ dere

Heab’n, Heab’n

I'm goin’ to shout all over God's heab’n
Some commentators suggest that the spirituals contain coded and hidden messages to slaves to help them find escape routes. On the whole, however, they seem to me to contain overt and obvious messages "on the surface" that are intended to hold out the kingdom of God as somewhere, over the rainbow, where one day they'll be able to lay down their burden and enjoy their true dignity in the presence of the Almighty himself.
That may be so. But it's not what Jesus is calling us to. This kingdom is "good news" and is to be embraced very much in the here and now. We are invited to cross a border, pass an entry point, slip by immigration officials without filling in a single form. Without leaving our everyday lives, without a suspicion of denying our daily responsibilities, we'll live out our days knowing that the ultimate authority for all of us is God himself. Everyday, in the British parliament, prayers are offered at the beginning that day's proceedings. I'm always impressed by the one that begins: "Almighty God, King of Kings, Lord of lords, the only ruler of princes. .. ...." It might just as easily read in an American context: "Almighty God, mightier than Presidents and Lord of all who hold power in the Executive, the Legislature and the Judiciary. .. ... "I suspect, President Obama would have very little trouble signing up for that one! So the Native/Hispanic/ African or Anglo American, the English/Welsh/Scottish or Irish Britisher, must envisage living out his or her earthly life both as a citizen of the land whose passport they carry and also of the land that requires no passport at all.
But just wait one moment. Isn't there some kind of restrictive access? What's this word "repent" all about? Don't people normally think of this little two-syllable beauty in a negative way? Beat your breast; chastise (even flagellate) yourself; show contrition; wear a heavy frown; form a poor image of yourself; fill up with guilt; hate yourself. Your sins will find you out. Repent.
Well that's certainly one way of looking at it. But the word is capable of an entirely different spin. With the whole concept of repentance, a word that of itself is quite neutral- it simply means "thinking again" or "turning around" - it's always going to be a matter of a glass half empty or a glass half full. And here, I have no doubt whatsoever, that it's the latter, the glass half full, that's being contemplated. How do I know that? Because Jesus doesn't only invite his hearers to repent, he urges them to repent and believe. So the movement is towards the good rather than away from the bad. You may say that the result is pretty much the same. Possibly. But I like to think of the Christian message inviting people to make a positive response to what is good and, thereby, to turn their back on their sins rather than turn away from sin in order to find something better.
We've all been reading a lot about Abraham Lincoln over this last month. I've just finished a fascinating volume comparing Lincoln with Frederick Douglass. Both loved Shakespeare. Both loved Byron. Most interestingly, both loved Aesop. So let's end with one of his fables. The sun and the wind had a quarrel as to which was the stronger. They chose to resolve their claims by testing their strength on an unsuspecting man walking across a field. They'd see who could get the coat of the man's back in the shortest time. The wind went in to bat first. He blew and he blew, his cheeks puffed up till they almost burst, he threw down a gale on the man walking down below. All this stranger did was take preventive measures. He buttoned up his coat, fastened it to the topmost button and held it tight about his person. Eventually, the wind gave in. It was the sun's turn. He smiled his beams down upon the man below who relaxed, unbuttoned his coat and regained his sense of well-being. The sun turned up the heat just a little and, 10and behold, the man, of his own accord, took his coat off and was more than happy to do so.
From the very outset of his ministry, Jesus announces good news. And the kingdom he opens up for us may, in these days of borderlands control and every tighter immigration policies, be the last to welcome the world's poor and disinherited, the unwanted and the unwashed, the stiff-necked and the broken-backed. We must remember that as we move through Lent and begin to recognize the price that was paid for this open-access kingdom into which we are so liberally invited. Citizens of America, inhabitants of Chicago, rejoice in your homeland, be proud of who you are. But remember that you also belong to another country, a realm whose king is God himself. And Jesus, today as much as in the days of his earthly life, is calling you to claim your heritage, to sense the proximity of something inherently good, and to turn towards that good. Repent and believe; add value to your lives; discover a new yardstick with which to measure what is meaningful, edifying and good. And do it now.
