11th April 2010





 Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns: 
196
“I know that my Redeemer lives”


187
“Away with the gloom, away with the doubt”


215
“Amazing grace!”


202
“Low in the grave he lay”

________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Acts 5: 32-35

John 20: 24-31
“A MATTER OF CONSCIENCE?”
We sometimes hear or read about someone taking out an injunction in order to stop someone giving the fresh air of publicity to some scandal or secret that might titillate public interest.  Newspapers are forbidden to discuss the England football captain’s misdemeanours or a leading politician’s indiscretions.  It’s all a bit futile of course, because such stories will inevitably break cover one day – some sooner rather than later.
More insidious is the report of a notorious Sunday newspaper, some of whose reporters were strongly suspected of phone-tapping in their efforts to reveal the salacious details of the private life of some celebrity or another, paying considerable amounts of money to the victims in return for their silence.  Thus, their own nefarious activities never became the subject of a criminal investigation.

As I thought of today’s sermon, I found my self thinking that the religious authorities in Jerusalem would have been very tempted to resort either to an injunction or a gagging agreement when faced with Peter at his vituperative best.  Peter may have been a pusillanimous, puny supporter of his friend Jesus in the hours leading to his death.  But now, fired by his recent encounters with the risen Jesus, there’s no stopping him.  He proves to be a very combative opponent.

“You are forbidden to teach in the name of that upstart”, they barked.  “Get stuffed,” Peter replied (or words to that effect).  “We’ve got to do what we’ve got to do, we’re going to say what we’re going to say…. you thought you’d finished him off, dealt with him once and for all, but you didn’t.  We’ve met him.  And we’re going to trumpet that fact abroad.  So tough!  It’s God’s imperative we obey and if that runs counter to your wishes or orders then, I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do about it.”

This was a position adopted by the great reformer Martin Luther some 1500 years later under similar pressure to keep stumm, he said famously to his opponents “here I stand, I can do no other”.
The religious authorities interrogating Peter would certainly have liked to have had the possibilities of taking out an injunction or securing Peter’s silence even if it came at a price.

The successor of Peter, Pope Benedict XVI, is under great pressure just now.  Ironically, it’s because he’s suspected of keeping things under wraps – even suppressing the truth.  We could only imagine what Peter might have said to that!  We must hope that the whole mess can be cleared up quickly so that normal life can carry on again – both for the victims of abuse and also for the honest endeavours of all those decent and sensible people hard at work in the Roman Catholic Church.  The Pope is coming to Britain in September and we don’t want that cloud hanging around his head.

The highlight of his visit will not be his meeting with the Queen or the huge public rallies in football stadiums but the beatification of John Henry Newman, a 19th century luminary, in Birmingham.  Newman was the hero of the young Joseph Ratzinger (now Pope Benedict XVI).  He was the precursor of the Vatican Council which took place seventy years after his death.  “Newman’s Council” they called it.  He lived too soon, his thinking was too advanced for his own age.  It was he who said: “Here below, to live is to change, and to be perfect is to have changed often.”  These words were uttered as the 19th century Roman Catholic Church was moving into something like rigor mortis at the time of the first Vatican Council.  Its motto seems to be “semper eadem” – always the same.  That was the Council which formulated the doctrine of the infallibility of the Pope.  Newman didn’t think much of that.  He wrote that he would drink a toast “to conscience first and to the Pope afterwards.”
“Conscience doth make cowards of us all” said Hamlet when weighing up whether “to be or not to be”.  But Peter wasn’t Hamlet.  Nor apparently was John Henry Newman.  The truth will out.  The truth must prevail.

All this is astonishing in view of just how recently Peter had denied his association with Jesus.  And he, like Thomas, had needed the same evidence to open his eyes to the presence of the risen Jesus.  All the disciples (not only Thomas) were honest doubters.  They all needed clear proof that it was indeed Jesus standing before them before they committed themselves to his ongoing cause.  After all, they’d seen him die, they’d heard his cries of agony, they’d taken his dead body down from the cross and they’d buried it.  No wonder they needed reassurance that this was indeed Jesus standing before them.

Once they received that assurance there was no stopping them.  No princes or potentates, no danger or fear, no things present or things to come, could dim their spirits, diminish their resolve, shut their mouths, or separate them from the love of God revealed in the risen Christ standing before them.

The question we’re left with is precisely the one hinted at in the scripture.  How do we believe (or give expression to) the claims of our religion without putting our finger on his wounds or our hands into his side?  We don’t have the physical presence of Jesus in front of us to help us with our uncertainties.
Perhaps we can learn from John Henry Newman’s younger brother Francis on this point.  He was an honest doubter.  All around him, in an age of great uncertainty for religious people, he saw his contemporaries heading either towards an infallible Church or towards and infallible Bible.  Insecure people require certainty.  But Francis Newman resisted such a temptation.  Instead, he directed his energies towards his fellow men and women.  “More than ever,” he said in 1889 as he neared death, “I see that our best work for God is to work for God’s creatures”.  Here, of course, he was echoing the scripture: “How can we say that we love God if we hate our neighbour?  If we cannot love our neighbour whom we see how can we say that we love God whom we don’t see?”

And love God’s creatures is exactly what Francis Newman did.  He seemed to sense in the hurt of humankind, in the wounds of a broken humanity, the proof he needed to go on doing the work which Jesus commanded us to do.  He espoused a wide variety of causes – women’s suffrage, the reform of a penal system, advocacy of an armed peace-federation of the United Nations in an effort to stop wars breaking out, the fight against the horrors of poverty, the struggle for better housing for poor people, and (supremely) the need for better drains.  I find this man who wanted a more satisfying way of dealing with human waste much more convincing as a proof of the risen presence of Jesus in our contemporary world than all the fine doctrine or lofty religious utterances you could think of.
We can indeed see the wounds of Jesus in the body of our broken humanity.  And having seen them, we should see Jesus in them, the risen Jesus who wants to make all things new.  The cries of men and women should stir our conscience to respond positively to the love of God shown us in Jesus Christ.

If we can gain this perspective on what’s happening around us, then (like Peter) no-one will be able to shut us up.  No injunction or gagging order will succeed in silencing the message of God’s love and the good news of his kingdom from breaking out in all corners of the earth.

We ask for his strength and understanding as we work out our own personal response to the Easter message.

Amen
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