Sunday March 8th 2009 




Second Sunday in Lent

What a stars and stripes kind of week we've had. Temperatures have ranged from several degrees below zero right through to the low sixties, enough variety to please hard-nosed Eskimos and thin-blooded Londoners alike. Then there was last Sunday's snow and last night's thunder and lightning - all adding up to the unavoidable conclusion that Chicago really does weather.
This was a week that ended with a very curious incident. Margaret and I went into a restaurant that specialized in shrimp only to find that we became objects of curiosity almost at once. A nice young man ("My name's Dave and I'll be serving you today") was crouched at our table telling us the meaning of all the Forrest Gump symbols through which we could call him and secure our order. He refused to believe that we didn't have a clue who or what Forrest Gump is or was. He was simply incredulous and I thought at one time he was going to call all his colleagues to look at us pair of oddities. All we wanted was the shrimp! That's how the week ended; it began with an incident that left me incredulous, this time at the ravings and rantings of someone I would have taken for a stand-up comedian but for the fact that everyone seemed to be taking his open-shirted, broad-chested rough talk with the utmost seriousness. Just who is this man to command such attention, I wondered? How could anyone give five seconds serious thought to someone who, just weeks after the American people spoke so decisively at the polls, declared brazenly to all and sundry: "I want Barack Obama to fail?" Isn't that in the same league as "God damn America"? Or worse? Why would anyone want to credit such a man with one ounce of decency or common sense, much less take him as a serious political commentator? Or perhaps this was the mysterious Forrest Gump?
Well, that was the week that was. And it's a week that's taken us more deeply into the season of Lent, a journey that will end with us standing round the foot of the cross, in the presence of that mysterium tremens, that moment of excruciating agony where the very meaning of life hangs in the balance. We have the advantage of hindsight, of course; we know how things turned out. For the moment, however, we must suspend all that and put ourselves in the position of Jesus and his disciples as they came to terms with the inevitability of the cross as a future event. It still lay ahead of them and Jesus wanted to educate his unwitting friends in the rough realities which would shape his (and their) ends. In the three middle chapters of Saint Mark's gospel Jesus describes the manner of his death not in terms of a ''wondrous cross" where love and sorrow would flow mingled down or as  place where thorns would compose "so rich a crown~~. Like the roll of an executioner’s drum the impending tragedy is announced with almost mathematical precision in chapter 8 verse 31, in chapter 9 verse 31 and in chapter 10 verse 34. The disciples protest, they're totally bemused, they didn't really think they'd signed up for this kind of adventure but now, with increasing certainty, they see what they're in for. It's going to be grim and we can only sympathize with them.
Especially when Jesus tells them that they too, if they truly want to follow him, must deny themselves and take up a cross of their own. That all sounds pretty demanding - a bit more than our latter day Lenten acts of self-denial where chocolate or cigarettes, meat or wine, represent the sum total of our little martyrdoms. However worthy or demanding, none of these amount to a cross do they? So does the word of Jesus to his friends have any carry-over sense for us in the 218tcentury? Let's think about that for a moment.
When we try to work out the meaning of that little phrase "self-denial" we often concentrate on the "denial" part of it when, possibly, we should give equal attention to the "self'. What we are asked to deny are those features or characteristics of our own making which too often end up tying us into their own logic or even imprisoning us within their own dynamic. We shape and fashion our lives and then find ourselves (in the words of Shakespeare) "cabined, cribbed and confirmed" by the very things we've put in place. We become prisoners of ourselves.
Margaret and I count Maya Angelou among our dear friends; we're very proud of that fact. One of her best-loved poems, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, describes the difference between a free bird 'and one that lives out its existence in captivity:

The free bird leaps on the back of the wind

And floats downstream till the current ends

And dips his wings in the orange sun rays

And dares to claim the sky.

But a bird that stalks down his narrow cage

Can seldom see through his bars of rage;

His wings are clipped and his feet are tied,

So he opens his throat to sing.

The caged bird sings with fearful trill

Of the things unknown but longed for still,

And his tune is heard on the distant hill,

For the caged bird sings of freedom.

It could easily be argued that we human beings have all the same characteristics as Maya Angelou's caged bird except that the place we languish in is of our own making. The values we live by, the fantasies with which we feed ourselves, the prejudices we nurture, the bitterness and the grudges we harbour, the criteria by which we judge success - all these could actually come to feel exactly like a confining cage. Perhaps that's what Jesus was afraid was happening to Peter when he blurted out his belief that Jesus was the Messiah, the redeemer, the one who would lead people out of the desert of subservience to the Romans into the long- promised Kingdom of God. Just as Moses had led his people into the Promised Land, a land flowing with milk and honey. Peter risked getting the wrong end of the stick. There would be no redemption without pain, no deliverance without sacrifice, no triumph without what would seem like defeat. So Jesus laid into Peter, calling him Satan for the shallowness of his thinking and his readiness to opt for self-deluding fantasy rather than honest realism. Go down that road and, again in Shakespeare's words, we could end up feeling like poor players who strut and fret our hour upon the stage, more and more convinced that our lives, though full of sound and fury, are doomed to end up signifying nothing. A moment will always arrive when we sense that our wings are clipped, our feet tied as we stalk across the narrow compass of our little worlds with rage filling our hearts. How did we get ourselves into this mess? How did we end up here?
So the command of Jesus to deny ourselves could well amount to an invitation to look again at the way we live and to examine carefully the codes and conventions which give shape to our daily existence. Seen in this light, Lent could be a rich time of reflexion on the meaning and direction of our lives, a time when we could do far worse than ask ourselves whether we still remember the songs of freedom. Or have things got so bad that we've forgotten them?

And if all this makes sense for individuals who seek to follow Christ, it could apply to groups of Christians, to churches also. Perhaps they should use Lent to take a radical look at themselves just in case they too have driven themselves into a comer, into prisons of their own making with all the dangers of forgetting the songs of freedom. The command to deny ourselves could be as well directed to communities of believers as to individual Christians. It's not a difficult case to establish.
Isn't there just too much evidence for us to ignore that the church presents itself too often as infallible, bureaucratized, bourgeois, tyrannical or fundamentalist? And too seldom as pastoral, caring, imaginative, joyous or inclusive? Doesn't this suggest a need to destroy the bars of those self-erected cages within which Christians allow themselves to be herded and organized?
For Roman Catholics who've lived through a disastrous half century since the Second Vatican Council, it surely needs a readiness to take a more nuanced view of sexuality and sexual behaviour, greater humility in the presence of fellow Christians from other denominations and a less centralized approach to church governance.
For Episcopalians, it must involve fewer tantrums, less washing of dirty linen in public, a more joyous affirmation of the role of women at all levels of the church's life and a greater commitment to reshape that broad coalition of interests and theological styles which represents the genius of historical Anglicanism.
For Methodists, it will demand a greater readiness to live with and rejoice in greater diversity, the stopping of the gadarene push towards the cliff of a confessing church, a calling to mind of the distinction made by John Wesley between opinions and beliefs so that people can agree to hold different opinions in good conscience even as they cling to each other to fight the battles of faith.

"Deny yourselves, take up your cross, and then (only then) follow me." A word for individual believers and for churches too. 
And if we can do this, if we can destroy the constructs of disbelief and the 'edifices of false belief, if we can remember that the bars of the cages that contain us have been broken asunder, break asunder he prison doors behind which we live our half-lives and shadowy existences, then, who knows, the King of Glory may come in and fill the place with light and reclaim our drooping souls and teach us once again the songs, those soaring son~, of freedom. Maya Angelou again:

Lift up your faces, you have a piercing need
For this bright morning dawning for you.

History, despite its wrenching pain

Cannot be unlived, but if faced

With courage, need not be lived again.
Let me end with a little confession. The gospel reading (Mark 8: 31-38) was the one set in the lectionary for today. But, as soon as I saw this, I ignored the set epistle in favour of the passage from Corinthians (II Cor.5 v16 to 6 v2). And there's a reason for that. These two passages will always belong together in my mind and heart. When the New Testament of the New English Bible was first published in 1961, I devoured it greedily. Until then, I'd only had the King James Bible and, whilst it had passages of soaring beauty that I wouldn't swap for anything, it also had verbal thickets and impenetrable jungles that defied all understanding. So this new translation set me on fire. And in this morning's passage from Mark's gospel I remember reading these words: "What does it profit a man if he should gain the whole world at –r the cost of his true self? What can he give to buy that self back again1" And, alongside this haunting, challenging, word stands the advice of Saint Paul to the Corinthians: "You have received the grace of God, do not let it go for nothing." These verses were the basis of my call to ministry. For you too, they might stimulate a readiness to step out of much that presently keeps you in thrall in order to lay hold on life so that it may be your joy and crown eternally. As Maya Angelou, yes her again, keeps on saying: "You're only getting one life honey; this ain't no rehearsal." So,

Here, on the pulse of this new day

May you have the grace to look up and out

And into your sister's eyes, and into

Your brother's face,

And say simply

Very simply

With hope-

Good morning.
And then rise up, and follow him, now and always.

Amen.
