Sunday September 20th 2009



          Morning Service
_____________________________________________________________

Hymns:

226:
Let earth and heaven agree




514:
Sweet is the work, my God, my King




693:
Father of Jesus Christ – my Lord




   1:
All people that on earth do dwell

Readings:

James 3: 13 – 4:3 and 7 – 8a  and  Mark 9:30-37
_____________________________________________________________

TRUE GREATNESS
Much of the Biblical world has changed and all that change has to be allowed for when anyone wants to interpret what the Bible says in our own day. Geography and culture, politics and history have had to be looked at again in the light of archaeological or other research. But there’s one area where very little seems to have changed, where two thousand years of human history seem to have made very little difference. What the Bible has to say about human nature seems as true and accurate now as it ever was. We’re going to see that in this morning’s sermon. It’s a case of:

Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose [the more things change the more 







they stay exactly as they were]

I offer that profound word on a day when our [British] political leaders embark on the Conference season – we have three weeks of “wisdom” to look forward to as our main political parties line themselves up for an impending General Election. 

Today, it’s the turn of our third party, the Liberal Democrats. Their leader Nick Clegg is set to announce savage spending cuts. If given power, he’ll seek to out-cut his rivals in the other parties.

As he huffs and puffs under the spotlight of the Conference stage, his troops are muttering with discontent. Cutting, they say, isn’t what our party is all about. He’s selling us short.

The leader makes his speeches. His followers have an agenda of their own.

Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.
Next week, it will be the Labour party’s turn. Prime Minister Gordon Brown, having learned to say the word “cut”, will begin to spell out where cuts will come.

Behind his back, trade unionists and ministers in spending departments like Health and Education will squirm and even shout if “front line services” are to be compromised.

The leader makes his speeches. His followers have their own agenda.

Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.
And finally, in two weeks time, Conservative leader David Cameron will have the last word. He can play all his aces and out-cut anyone he likes. And the signs are, he’s going to do just that.

Meanwhile, behind his back, there are those who’d go even further. One critic wants him to abandon his “green” policies urging him to remember his true colour is blue not green and that, if he doesn’t change tack, he’ll be yellow! 

The leader makes his speeches. His followers have their own agenda.

Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.
We heard this morning how Jesus stood before his followers and announced cuts – not cuts in public spending but in the currency of his own good self. He told his followers that it was his life that was going to be cut short, he was going to be killed.

Behind his back, his followers somehow didn’t understand. Indeed, they were living in cloud cuckoo land – in their eyes, Jesus was on a roll, it was only a matter of time, he’d soon have power, real power. People were coming over to him. They began jostling for positions in his administration, refusing to face facts or to hear what he was saying. They were in denial.

The leader makes his speeches. His followers have their own agenda.

Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.
There’s a paradox at the heart of all Christian truth claims. Power, real power, doesn’t flow (as conventional wisdom would have us believe) from the accumulation of strength, wealth, armed force, a command-structure or self-imposition. The example and the teaching of Jesus set all that way of thinking on its head. The Christian way argues that power, real power, flows from service, self-offering, self-sacrifice and self-control. That’s a hard one for us to swallow. We’re conditioned culturally and biologically to make our way in life by pushing others aside, by being stronger or wealthier than others, by holding our own. It’s the grip of evolution, the survival of the fittest, the law of the jungle. And, in Christian terms, we can spring clear of the determinism of our genes.
Power, in the Christian sense, is only available to those who are given it. It cannot be seized. Power, in this way of understanding it, gives a person the capacity to hold people’s attention, to inspire them with a vision, to offer an example and to win hearts and minds.

His is real power. It’s in the exercise of power in this sense that true leaders are made. And it’s leaders of this kind who carry their followers with them and display true greatness in doing so.

So here’s how it works. In a nutshell:
- “They’ll kill me,” he says.







- “For three days they’ll think they’ve 







won. That’s their logic.”







- “But then they’ll realise that they’re 







the ones who’ve lost.”







- “They’ll learn that killing me won’t 







have done the trick.”







- “Now they’ll see what real power is 







all about.”

And idea whose time has come is stronger than the mightiest army. And the idea that’s integral to the life, teaching and example of Jesus is that service is the key to building a worthwhile life and, indeed, for creating cohesive societies. According to this teaching, self-fulfilment lies at the end of a road marked self-sacrifice. The common good can only be built on the basis of caring for each other’s needs, building each other up, and always keeping the needs of others in view.
This idea isn’t a simple one. Nor does it follow the strict rules of logic. It will always be a case of “Suck it and see”, or solvitur ambulando, you must do it to prove it. 

All other models produce the rivalry, bickering, petty (and not-so-petty) jealousies referred to in this morning’s epistles. All other models have greasy poles to climb, lavish lifestyles to aim at. And they’re all doomed to fail.

Yesterday was the 300th anniversary of the birth of Samuel Johnson – a truly great man. Whoever tires of Johnson, tires of life. He’s known as the compiler of a great dictionary, the subject of a great biography and a literary critic sans pareil. But he deserves to be known also as a great human being, Mr Greatheart, a man who instinctively reached out to others. To support this claim, I can do no better than quote (at some length) the writing of my mentor Dr Gordon Rupp:

“Human misery moved him deeply, the human condition, the pain of being a man……It was the misery of a doleful countenance and misshapen body, of a shambling gait and uncontrollable limbs, the misery of poverty and hunger and debt. It bred the grim realism with which he watched hiss fellow human beings in the streets of London, late at might an din the small hours, hungry and wretched, sleeping on the balks of the shop fronts or huddled together for verminous warmth in the glass-houses, the tottering wrecks of humanity who stumbled past even the poor men’s cookshops of ‘Porridge Island’ off Charing Cross, and the premonitions of the families who would die next winter because of the drought, at which the fine ladies grumbled as the dust spoiled their complexions and ruined their dress.
This took him beyond the charity of a John Wesley. Johnson it was who love to leave pennies in the stiff fingers of little sleeping infants, Johnson who, finding a London drab diseased and dying in the Fleet Street gutter, wrapped her in his great coat, put her on his back, carried her home and tended her, and saw that she was nursed back to health……

He saw the men and women of the London streets with a Breughel-like perception, and cared for them with a Franciscan heart……

Through his character there ran a deep simplicity which is the hallmark of greatness and indeed of sanctity.”

And there I must rest my case.

True greatness lies in the capacity of a human being swept along by social and cultural forces to withstand those forces and to keep contact with the child in him/herself. Only be being far more ready to be vulnerable will we discover the secret of true power. And, as usual, we need look no further than Jesus as our role model.

May God give us self-knowledge enough to recognize these truths.

Amen.

