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 Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns: 
636
“New every morning is the love”


138
“Seek ye first the kingdom of God”


514
“Sweet is the work, my God, my King”


522
“Dear Master, in whose life I see…”

722
“Who is on the Lord’s side”
________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Psalm 23

John 10: 22-31
“THE FATHER AND I ARE ONE”
I’ll be preaching later today in far away Exeter.  They’ve refurbished their premises at a cost of one million pounds and I’m to preach at the re-launch of a very exciting project.  I’ll preach my usual sermon – taking as my text the painted boards behind me here a Wesley’s Chapel, the injunction of Jesus that requires us to love God and to love our neighbour.  We’re reaching the end of an election campaign and have seen all our political parties put out their manifesto – making their promises and commitments to the public at large.  Every general election they have to publish a new manifesto.  Ours never changes.  It’s the same as ever: We’re to love God and love our neighbour.
Over the years, however, I’ve got more and more agitated by seven missing words.  The seven words that make me cross are these: “The Lord our God is one and …”  Before those two commandments are given, we’re reminded that we are monotheists, that our God is undivided and one.  The omission of these seven words from our painted boards is dreadful.  It’s what I want to address this morning.  It’s important to make this attempt because of our increasing engagement with people of other faiths, most of whom are totally mystified by our doctrine of God – three persons in one Godhead, Father, Son and Holy Spirit – it’s the devil of a job to persuade them that Christians haven’t divided God into three, or that they’ve invested three different understandings of God with human attributes, any of which would make us polytheists rather than monotheists.
The words of Jesus seem clear enough:

a) The works that I do in my Father’s name testify to me.  That must mean that Jesus is claiming that his authority, his identity, is easy to work out on the basis of his actions.  If we take a critical look at what he’s doing rather than resorting to abstract reasoning or propositional truth or syllogistic logic, then we can see clearly the hallmark of someone acting with authority.  There’s nothing fancy about this claim.  We merely have to look at what Jesus does and draw the necessary conclusions.  God is in him and works through him and it’s impossible to look at him without seeing the power and the authority of God in action.

b) What my Father has given me is greater than all else, and no-one can snatch it out of the Father’s hands.  The Father and I are one.  This would have made sense in a Semitic world (Jesus spoke Aramaic not Greek) but it became terrible difficult to spell out once the story spread into the Hellenic world.  The first 500 years of the Christian era were dominated by an intellectual struggle, laced with a little dose of thuggery and regional pride, politics and deliberate misunderstandings, before the Nicene Creed was formulated.  Yet even this was only partially successful.  It excluded from “orthodox” Christian fellowship more people than it included. 

The nature of the struggle was the definition of the Godhead which sought to unite the person of Jesus and the person of God in a way that diminished the value of neither yet made the role of each recognisable and distinct.  If only the Greek speaking world had stuck a bit more closely to the words of Jesus.  “The Father and I are one,” he said.  “I haven’t snatched anything from my Father’s hand; I’m not the prodigal son who’s run away with his father’s inheritance; look at me and you’ll see my Father in the fullest sense imaginable.”
1. But down the ages, the Church found this a very difficult matter to deal with.  There have been times when the Church has over-cooked the oneness of God.  

· There we were the puritans, many of whom are buried across the road in the Bunhill Fields cemetery, who were ejected from the Church of England during the religious struggles of the 17th century.  Many of them emigrated to the United States – the strength of Congregationalists and Presbyterians in New England is a testimony to their presence there at the very beginning of American history.  Indeed, they gave a shape and an ethos to the American tradition which was to hold fast until relatively recent times. 
They thought of God as a very distant being, taking little direct interest in the world he created.  Certainly, human beings couldn’t affect the way he’d made the world or worked out a scheme for the salvation of humankind.  This understanding of God was so severe that Christian thinking often tipped over into Unitarianism.  It was the perfect formula for the enterprise culture which was to develop in America.  People must depend upon themselves rather than others.  Belief in God did not involve a dependency on him.  His distant regard of human affairs left the field open for the thrusting and energetic application of the insights of capitalism which still power the American Dream.
· And then there were the followers of John Calvin.  According to his teaching, God calls all the shots.  He chooses members of the elect, he stands above our human messiness.  He predestines human beings for salvation or damnation.
The Wesley brothers fought this by tooth and nail.  It seemed to give no room for the exercise of human will.  It provided too narrow a spectrum of belief for those who sought to follow Christ.  It turned this morning’s text (“I and the Father are one”) on its head so that it came to mean: “I’m not one of you after all; I’m here to pronounce truths that emanate from my Father on high.” 

2. If there are moments when the Church has “over-cooked” the oneness of God there have been other times when it has under-played this notion.
· Pelagius, a Welsh heretic of the 5th century, had a scintillating and prolonged argument with St Augustine on these very issues.  Pelagius believed that human beings can indeed take important steps towards the shaping of their salvation, always in conjunction with God but with an astonishing degree of freedom to act.

· Jesusolatry was another way of underplaying the oneness of God various “Jesus movements” produced people who were comfortable with Jesus but uncomprehending about his claim to be one with his father.  A succession of apocalyptic enthusiasts, spirituals, flagellants, apostolic brethren, Anabaptists, radical pietists, independents, Quakers, revivalists, charismatics were soon upon the scene.  To say nothing of lone wolves, clowns and freaks.  Their devotion revealed a certain romanticism, irrationalism, and protest at the dry-as-dust forms of Christian spirituality on offer.

· And then there were the Pentecostalists, especially those who emphasised the gifts of the Spirit, such things as speaking in tongues or prophecy or ecstasy.  There’s nothing wrong with any of these characteristics.  But there is something wrong with claiming that, unless one possesses them, one is lacking the signs of authentic Christian faith.  I prefer instead to emphasise the fruits of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  All in all, some forms of Pentecostalism move the attention away from the oneness of God in favour of particular attributes of what is supposed to be an authentic Christian lifestyle.
· And then there was the idea of “community” which, in far too trivial a manner, supposed that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit were three individuals capable of living together as human beings would.  In an age like ours where relationships are under such pressure, it’s very understandable how comfortable and convenient this understanding of the Godhead might be.  But that can’t be a good enough reason for forming our understandings about God.

God is one and only one.  He’s chosen to reveal himself in Jesus in such a way that, looking at Jesus, we see God.  And he empowers us to live Jesus-like lives.  That is, we fulfil God’s will as followers of Jesus and by becoming more like him day by day.

Hans Kung (in his seminal work On being a Christian) puts it this way:


“Jesus Christ in person, with word, deed and faith, is:


Invitation (“you may”);



Appeal (“you should”);



Challenge (“you can”);


Basic model, therefore, of a new way of life, a new lifestyle, a new meaning
to life.

Now who could resist that?
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