7 June 2009
- Trinity Sunday 



Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
_______________________________________________________________
Hymns: 
335
“Lord of the boundless curves of space”



3
“Father in heaven”


258
“Jesu, thou joy of loving hearts”
552
“Lord of all hopefulness, Lord of all joy”
______________________________________________________________

Readings:
Romans 8: 12-17


John 3: 10-17
“BORN TO BE FREE”
Last week we celebrated the Day of Pentecost and Jennifer gave us a magisterial disquisition about the coming of the Holy Spirit and the place of Pentecost in both the Jewish and Christian scheme of things.  It was very enlightening.

My most vivid memory of Pentecost at Wesley’s Chapel was an event which occurred more than ten years ago.  I asked the congregation to identify a favourite passage of scripture.  Various suggestions were shouted from around the Sanctuary.  In the end, it was John 3: 17 which, once announced, attracted a consensus of everybody present that day.  This was the verse we all liked the best: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son so that whoever believes in him should not perish but have everlasting life”.  It was at that point that the fun really began.  I asked if anyone in Church that morning could recite the verse we’d chosen as our favourite in a language other than English.  A number of hands went up and we heard this astonishing statement about the love of God in languages that came from every corner of the globe.  Its familiar cadences were uttered in Fijian and Tongan, the noble languages of Japan and the Philippines, both languages of war-torn Sri Lanka; we heard it in Arabic and Greek.  Then we moved into the great continent of Africa and thrilled to the sound of Swahili and Fante and Setswanae.  South Africa gave us this abiding biblical truth in two of its languages - Xhosa and Afrikaans – the languages of the oppressed and oppressor respectively in days of apartheid.  We heard the message in French, not from France but from Haiti; in Spanish, not from Spain but from Argentina; in English not from England but from America (where they have their own particular spin on our ancient tongue).  I felt obliged to put in my own little effort and so the language of the bards, the oldest language in Europe, contributed to the linguistic harmony of that day: 

“Do, carodd Duw y byd gymaint  
nes iddo roi ei unig Fab,

er mwyn i bob un sy’n credu ynddo ef

beidio â mynd i ddistriw

ond cael bywyd tragwyddol.”
That will always be our great “Pentecostal moment” in my memory.  We were not linguistic experts, but we could each of us hear as if in our own native language.
This experience is part of what John the Evangelist described as “the second birth”.  We need to think hard about what it means to be “born again”.  The phrase is familiar enough.  But I fear it’s been commandeered by some Christians as if it belongs uniquely to them.  Since those Christians are of an ultra-conservative kind, I want the phrase released back into the common currency of Christian discourse.  So let’s look at afresh this morning.
One of my heroes is Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778).  He prepared the way intellectually in pre-revolutionary France for the great upheavals that were to happen after his death.  He got so near the bone that sometimes he was obliged to take refuge in neighbouring Switzerland.  He wrote a classical treatise called The Social Contract whose opening phrase deserves universal recognition: “Man is born free but everywhere he is in chains”.

We enter this world unencumbered.  We’ve not yet had time to make any of our mistakes.  It’s as if we’re writing our life story on a blank piece of paper.  We’re born free.
But soon we begin to build prisons for ourselves; we find ourselves encaged, caught up in “systems”, hiding behind identities we’ve forged for ourselves.  In one way or another, our own psychology or social structures around us succeed in enclosing us, stifling us, keeping us within carefully controlled bounds.  It’s the experience as Shakespeare put it, of being “cabined, cribbed, confined”.
Just think of your ministerial team.  I’m sure you imagine that we work only on Sundays!  What on earth do we do with the rest of our week, you may be wondering.  Let me tell you what takes up a huge part of our time.  We have to monitor the “health and safety” provisions of our Church.  Have we taken all reasonable precautions to ensure that no accidents occur or that people’s safety is not put unnecessarily at risk?  Then we have an increasingly detailed “Safeguarding Policy” that lays out its own ground rules for providing a secure environment for out children and anyone else who might be vulnerable.  The 2006 Charities Act has laid out a requirement for the Governance of institutions like this that will lead us to restructure our committees radically – bringing on people with very specific skills to monitor financial and other goals, and to assess the identifiable risks attendant upon our daily operation.  We have Grievance Policy that runs to dozens of pages, an Employment Policy  to ensure that we are equal opportunities employers, and a Disaster Policy to ensure both the care of our premises and its artefacts and also compliance with the instructions of the emergency services in the event of something terrible happening in the streets around us.
For someone who came into the ministry thinking that he wanted simply to preach the gospel, the liberating good news of Jesus Christ, it can be quite frustrating to find oneself preoccupied with the dictates of all these bodies which when all is said and done, probably don’t leave us very much safer or better protected, but certainly offer us all the ammunition we need to defend ourselves in the event of our being sued and brought into the courts.  Sometimes all this feels like to a prison we find ourselves in.
That’s not the only kind of prison of course.  Sometimes our Christian denominations, Churches themselves, can be claustrophobic and self-contained.  Our ethnic and cultural groupings can protect us from exposure to people unlike ourselves.  Gender can be a defining issue too – feminists, who’ve given us so much wisdom and challenged us to reshape our thinking in this area, can themselves end up as prisoners to their own ideology.  In the realm of class, the rich man in his castle can find that his strong fortress is also his prison whilst the poor man at the gate can discover himself carrying chips on his shoulder that prevent him from flourishing.  The British National Party has succeeded in the European elections in wining two seats.  Various kinds of nationalism have subsumed the intellectual and spiritual energy of thousands.  And education itself can have a downside – “the old boy network” is a phrase that speaks of exclusive and club-like associations of alumni of various educational institutions.
All these prisons.  Prisons of the mind, socially defined prisons that prevent us from developing our full potential.  We may be born free but we soon find those freedoms curtailed.  And we find that so many of us allow ourselves to define our lives out of our fears and even our prejudices.  We lose our way, we lose our love of life, we lose our freedom.  The phenomenon of “the mid-life crisis” is often a last spluttering cry against all that, a last effort to start all over again.

I love the poem of Maya Angelou which distinguishes between the life of a bird that flies free against the life of a bird that’s kept in a cage.

A free bird leaps




But a bird that stalks

on the back of the wind



down his narrow cage

and floats downstream



can seldom see through

till the current ends




his bars of rage

and dips his wing




his wings are clipped and 

in the orange sun rays



his feet are tied

and dares to claim the sky.



so he opens his throat to sing.

The cage bird sings

with a fearful trill

of things unknown

but longed for still

and his tune is heard

on the distant hill

for the caged bird

sings of freedom.

“The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it; but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes; so it is with the Spirit.”  And we’re invited to be free birds on the back of that wind, the wind of the Holy Spirit, the wind that blows where it chooses.  There’s no question of a prison here.  We were born to be free.  But we need a new birth in order to experience that freedom.
· Some of us are happy with our caricatures, our stereotypes, our pre-determined roles.  We settle for them.  We’re resigned on the matter.

· Some of us rage, rage, against the dying of the light.  We shake and rattle our prison bars.  We cry to the heavens about the injustice of it all.  But we remain prisoners.
· Other sing the songs of freedom, often in churches, in a soul-dulling and futile effort to create a feel-good ethos that can be so delusional.  This is religion as opiate, palliative, placebo; this religion as escapism.
· Yet others find a way to break out of their prisons.  They sense the Spirit’s presence coursing through life.  They open themselves to its activity.  They let it fill their soul.  And, lo and behold, this Spirit that blows where it wills, breaks them, melts them, moulds them, fills them.

We were born free.  We so easily lose our freedom.  Yet God’s spirit, as much today as ever, can blow the scales from our eyes, pull the stops from our ears, break the chains of our servitude, and open the door to freedom.

This last week the President of the United States of America made a speech in Cairo University.  It was a brilliant and memorable effort, noble and uplifting, life-affirming.  It reminded me of that speech by Martin Luther King, the speech he made in Washington in 1963.  The words we associate with King’s speech are these: “I have a dream”.  But I can’t rid my mind of that other phrase, the crescendo to which the speech rose: “Free at last,” he pronounced, “free at last.  O praise the Lord because we’re free at last”.
Emancipation is God’s supreme gift to us all.  That’s the meaning of the second birth.  And that’s what’s offered to us this very day.  May God help us to be receptive to the gift he wants to offer us.  Amen.

PAGE  

