15 March 2009





Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns:
653
“God is here! As we his people”



182
“We sing the praise of him who died”


559
“What a friend we have in Jesus”



552
“Lord of all hopefulness”
________________________________________________________________
Readings:
1 Corinthians 1:18-25


John 2: 13-22
ENOUGH IS ENOUGH
It’s the Sunday School anniversary in a tiny Methodist chapel in South Wales.  Imagine a skinny, scraggy lad aged 15 or 16 standing up to recite a poem.  He’s done this for several years but the difference this time is – he’s chosen his own poem.  In previous years he’d been given doggerel. Let me give you one example:



I would like to be a tall lighthouse lamp,

Or a searchlight shining far,
Or a something thumping awful (I’d forgotten the words at this point)

Or the headlamp of a car.
See what I mean?  Doggerel.  But here I was, preparing for my O-Level English Literature exam, and I wanted to show off my new knowledge.  So I’d chosen a poem by George Herbert, a 17th century metaphysical poet, called “The Collar”.

This was a poem that fitted my mood.  I was a teenager who’d only ever lived in the village.  But I was becoming increasingly aware of a bigger world and wanting to know more about it.  I had all the teenagers’ angst, impatience, superfluity of energy.  All that is reflected in the opening lines of Herbert’s poem:


I struck the board, and cried: no more!
I will abroad.

What?  Shall I ever sigh and pine?

My lines and life are free; free as the road,

Loose as the wind, as large as store…

Away; take heed:

I will abroad.

Here I was just beginning to dream of a world bigger than the Welsh village that had cradled me.  I was remembering all this as I read the gospel passage set for this morning.  It made me wonder whether Jesus got to the point where he too became impatient with the constraints of home.  It’s not too fanciful a picture to paint.  Those who’d known him as a lad seemed to go on thinking of him as a boy, forever infantilised in their minds.  They’d certainly murmured amongst themselves: “Isn’t this Mary’s son?  Isn’t this the carpenter’s boy?  Aren’t his brothers and sisters still with us?  Who on earth does he think he is with his airs and graces?  Why does he speak to us in this way?  And Jesus certainly knew that a prophet could do very little in his home town.  We could certainly imagine him ready to fly the nest.
In the second chapter of John’s gospel, Jesus attends a wedding feast in a neighbouring village.  Everyone was having a merry time when, the ultimate party-pooper, the wine ran out.  Mary turned to her son Jesus and there was an exchange that every mother who has a son will recognise.  She didn’t dare put the question directly in case he snaps her head off: “The wine’s run out,” she said, though he must have been just as aware of that as anyone else.  “So what?” he replied, “what do you expect me to do about it?”  Then, of course, he did very much about it.  He replenished the stock at a stroke, and the singing and dancing went on into the night.  The impatience of Jesus, his readiness to move onto a wider stage, to leave the wraps of home, are only too apparent.  Did he “strike the board and cry: enough!” Did he sigh, “I will abroad”?  Did he imagine to himself that his lines and life were “free, free as the road, loose as the wind, as large as store”?  Whether he did or not, in the twinkling of an eye, the evangelist has moved the action with little or no warning from a small stage to a large one.  The village-bound Jesus is no longer in Galilee but in Jerusalem, no longer at a family party but at a national feast.  The transposition of scenes is as alarming and radical as it is unexpected.
How would he fare?

What would his agenda be? 

How would he take forward his emerging sense of his mission?

No juxtaposition could frame this question in a more radical way.  He’s gone from the particular to the general, from the local to the national, from the domestic to the public.  And what do we find?  Almost at once, he found himself in a situation that drove him to anger.
The business activity, the buying and selling of animals and other goods, the currency exchange – all this had just about squeezed out the meaning of the festival of Passover.  It would have been to Jesus what the commercialisation of Christmas is to a modern Christian.  The message gets lost in the routines and the preparations, the buying and the selling, which precedes it.  Jesus was fed up.  Something in him seemed to snap.  He “made a whip”.  Let’s pause on this detail.  He didn’t pick up a whip which he’d seen somewhere near him.  He deliberately and intentionally made himself a whip which he then proceeded to use.  He drove the animals out of the temple area before turning his attention to the money-changers.  He turned over their tables.  He arraigned the hawkers and the pedlars and the tradesmen.

Those wedded to a sanitised and sentimentalised picture of Jesus do well to dwell on this particular incident in his early ministry.  It was as if he was screaming “enough is enough!  Stop turning my father’s house into a marketplace”.

And do we his followers recognise the “snapping points” where diplomacy, political correctness or pussyfooting around are no longer good enough to solve or to address a problem.  It’s comforting to see this happening in Jesus.  It happens often enough in me.
I remember reading a book called “Enough is Enough”.  It began with a study of some worrying factors:

· world population was growing fast;

· the growth of industrial capital was becoming unsustainable;

· environmental pollution would soon overwhelm us;

· the exhaustion of the world’s non-renewable resources of minerals, chemicals and fossil fuels would have dire effects;

· we were reaching the limit of the amount of food the earth could produce.

The conclusions drawn from this gloomy picture were haunting:
· soon we wouldn’t be able to feed ourselves;

· pollution would cause the collapse of the human life system by the end of the century.

Who wrote this  book?  It was a man called John Taylor, Bishop of Winchester.  Now we may feel we want to downplay a book written by a clergyman.  What can a cleric understand about economics or technology?  But hold on a moment.  John Taylor was reporting on a book that he had himself just read.  All these prognostications were the result of a study undertaken by scientists at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  So that’s alright then – a book written by scientists commands our respect!  So what ought we to be doing about all these worrying things that are being reported?  It’s not so much what we should be doing, it’s what should have been doing over the last 35 years.  For John Taylor’s book came out in 1975 and it’s my perception that we’ve done precious little since then.  We keep moving the goalposts.  We keep reminding ourselves how serious these problems are.  We set ourselves different target dates (2020 seems to be the current favourite).  But we seem pulverized by the size of the problem facing us, in denial that it’s really there.

John Taylor’s book was called “Enough is Enough”.  It was a cry from the heart.  It was a plea, an urgent plea, to change the way we do things.  It was the Bishop’s attempt to drive out the money-grubbers from the temple, the polluters, those philosophers who advocated unlimited growth in the marketplace.  It was what William Wordsworth called “a spontaneous overflow of powerful emotion”.  It was the author’s “snapping point”.

So how do we approach problems of this order, situations which drive us to the limit of our imagination or patience?  We remind ourselves of the criteria given by Jesus in this second chapter of John’s gospel.  Remember the astonishing remark he made that if the temple (which took 46 years to build) were destroyed, he would raise it up again “in three days”.  It’s as if he were saying: 

· our world view,
· our systems and our structures,

· our institutions and the rules and regulations which govern them,

· our values, 
· our behaviour,

· our deepest beliefs,

should be worked out as expressions of (or responses to) that three day period between Good Friday and Easter Sunday.  Those were the three days within which the temple would be raised up again.  What those days signify can raise up any wholesome notion of the kind of society we want live in.  Let’s just remind ourselves of what those three days were all about:

· self-sacrifice;

· self-discipline;

· the rule of love;

· hope against hope;

· the triumph of life over death.

These are building materials for a sustainable world.  This is the temple where we can worship God and enjoy him forever.  Without the clutter of materialism or the false goals of secularism.

I began by quoting the opening lines of George Herbert’s poem “The Collar”.  The ranting with which it begins, the determination to break out of the prison cell and take to the road soon subsides and gives way to an encounter with the person who is at the very heart of those three quiet days between Good Friday and Easter Sunday.  This is how the poem ends:



But as I raved and grew more fierce and wild,
At every word, 

Me thought I heard one calling, “child”,

And I replied, “my Lord”.

If we want to build a sustainable world, if we want to deal with our impatience and our fatigue at the way the world exists at present, we’re going to have to move towards incorporating the qualities that are part of the essential mind of Christ into the way we look at everything around us.  Only on that basis can we create a human project that is sustainable, wholesome, and truly God inspired.

Amen.
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