Sermon 25th October 2009 





Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns:
             

 135   “Go, tell it on the mountain”
              

465   “We have a Gospel to proclaim”
            

136   “I heard the voice of Jesus say…”              

              

788   “Behold, the Servant of the Lord”
Readings: 

                  
Hebrews 7: 23 – 28
                   
 Mark 10: 46 – 52 
________________________________________________________________

ONCE AND FOR ALL
It seems that the BBC wants to bring back a number of the successful shows which drew large audiences during the 1970’s.  It’s their attempt to boost flagging ratings.  Shows like “Upstairs – Downstairs” are being mentioned.  

My mind started to wander when I heard this news.  Some of these shows have brought their own catch-words into the main stream of our vocabulary.  The evergreen Bruce Forsyth, has taught us all how to respond to his greeting “Nice to see you” with our own “to see you nice”.  And then there’s the favourite “‘Allo, ‘Allo” which had as one of its characters a policeman whose English was convoluted to say the least.  He would embark upon a weird story and preface his words with “Listen carefully, I will say this only once …………”  Again, the great British public could have closed out that sentence themselves – it has become part of our folk-lore.  

As it happens, the words “only once” are the theme of this morning’s sermon.
Let me dress our title in some theological garb.  The claim is made, and this is at the heart of the Christian message, that Christ has dealt, once and for all, 
with the question of human sin.  There is no need for him to repeat that work – 
it’s a done deal.  The power of sin (and lets throw in death for good measure) has been broken.   Once and for all.  Finito.
That’s the truth baldly stated.  It does, of course, need a bit of unpacking.  I’ve been watching “Master Chef” this week.  Whilst I feel totally unqualified to cook a single dish, I feel well-qualified when it comes to consuming the splendid items put mouth-wateringly before us on our television screens this week.  It seems that the art of being a good cook is to take familiar ingredients, and, by using them in unexpected ways, to release hidden flavours from them that stimulate and titillate the palate.  If that’s what a good cook does, then a good preacher should do the same with his materials.  We must take a little phrase like “Once and for all”, and see if we can release its hidden flavours.
1. Nothing can be added by repeating the act.  
What needed to be proved has been proved.  What needed to be done has been done.  That’s what the scripture says.  That’s the claim that’s made for the work of Christ accomplished on his cross.          

This week I got a letter from a man roughly my age who told me he’s about to make his fourth ascent of Mount Kilimanjaro.  Good for him, I thought.  But I’ll bet nothing will replace the pleasure he got the very first time he conquered Africa’s great mountain.  That was when his soul was filled with a sense of elation.  All further ascents will offer a tiny amount of pleasure in comparison to that first moment.
I remember sitting at dinner one day next to a man who turned out to be, wait for it, Roger Bannister!  He was the first man to break the four-minute barrier for running a mile.  I remember seeing in on the television in the 1950’s.  I don’t know how many four minute miles have been run since, but nothing will surpass the magic of that first one.

2.   Priests cannot ever repeat or match what is claimed in this astonishing 

statement.  
Let’s look at two situations where there may be some confusion on this point.
a) There was a “high-priestly” religion in Temple times.  
On the Day of Atonement, the priest entered the Holy of Holies to offer sacrifices first of all for his own sins and then for the sins of the people.  Once a year.  Every year.  Year in year out.  What is being suggested in this morning’s passage of scripture is a step change from that model.  Whatever has been done, the claim goes, it has been done “once and for all”.  No annual or constant repetition.  
 b)  There is still a “high-priestly” view around.  
 In certain church, we hear talk of “a sacrifice of the mass”.  When asked for

clarification, you may expect to be told that, on the Holy Altar, when the appropriately qualified person says the appropriately chosen words, a sacrifice is offered in Eucharistic worship.  There is sometimes confusion between those who say that this is a matter of “re-enacting” the sacrifice of Calvary – that is offering a dramatic reminder of the sacrifice of Christ 2000 years ago.  On the other hand, you may hear talk of “repeating” the sacrifice – as if, when bread and wine become the flesh and blood of Christ, the great sacrifice of Christ is offered again and again.  I want to suggest that there is a world of difference between those two words “re-enacting” and “repeating”.  There is no repeating of what happened at Calvary.  It happened and that’s that.  Whatever it was meant to achieve, has been achieved.  No amount of priestly activity is needed to add to (or subtract) from that significant act.    
3. The notion we are trying to establish here, whilst it has inspired and challenged scholars down the ages, is actually a disarmingly simple one.                                                                   

· Once a horse is broken in, however high-spirited it may  continue to be, it will never have to be broken in again;

· Once a child is potty-trained, even though there may be one slip up after another to deal with in the future, the child will never have to be trained again;
· Once you crack the art of riding a bike, of going around the  streets vertical on two wheels, even though there may be an  accident or two ahead of you, you can now claim to have                           mastered the art of cycling
I could multiply examples like this ad infinitum.  The truth I’m getting at is engrained in our experience and needs no special pleading.  And if these very ordinary and daily events are well-known to us, then their psychological (theological) equivalent is not much more difficult to prove.  That profound moment between “can’t do” and “can do” has been experienced by all of us; it’s the moment when what-has-never been-done gives way to what-will- never-have-to-be-done-again.  And that’s where we are with the work of Christ    .  

The power of sin and death has been broken.  It’s true that we, the beneficiaries of this work, will go on making a mess of things.  We will see what we need to see but, too often, go on behaving as if we were blind.  We’re all sinners and fall short of the glory of God.  

But at the level of ultimate trust, our default position, our bottom line, is this:

the apparently invincible enemies, Sin and Death, have been defeated.  It took love in its purest form to do this.  It took courage of the rarest order to accomplish this.  It took the total and utter commitment of a 33 year old who saw through to its bitter end work he had begun in faith.  All this is beyond anything we could ourselves do (though we see glimpses of it from time to time in a Nelson Mandela, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Mahatma Ghandi, Martin Luther King).

The deed has been done.  The enemy has been brought to his knees.  His power is broken.  And the message is clear:
     - Satan may huff;

      - Satan may puff

      - But Satan is on the ropes;

      - Hallelujah!  

      - ‘Cause he’ll never blow our house down.

So we must trust in the Lord ………… always.  If we have wandered from the Lord ………. even if we’ve wandered from him repeatedly …………. we must come back to him, again and again.  We must walk in his strength.  We must make him our hiding place, our rock, our friend.  We must put our hand in his.  We must feel the grip of his love.  Only thus will be sure of our victory.
He has, once and for all, accomplished that victory and we give him the glory.  Now and in eternity.  Amen.       

