6th June






Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns: 
7
“Holy, holy, holy Lord God Almighty”


684
“Now I have found the ground wherein”


258
“Jesu, thou joy of loving hearts”


462
“To God be the glory, great things he has done”

________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Psalm 5: 1-8

Luke 7: 11-17
“LOVED WITH AN EVERLASTING LOVE”
Let me begin by quoting the opening of a famous sonnet by William Wordsworth and one of my very favourite pieces of poetry:


Earth has not anything to show more fair;



Dull would he be of soul who could pass by



A sight so touching in its majesty.

This is Wordsworth’s description of London as seen from Westminster Bridge at the very first light of a new day.  He describes the hush that hung like a garment over the city, the calm as deep as anything that the countryside could produce, the river gliding “at his own sweet will”, the houses that seemed to be asleep, and the beating heart of London just for a moment, lying still.

Well, I stood on Westminster Bridge this week and tried to recapture the way the poet saw things.  It was difficult.  Perhaps I too should have got up at dawn.  While I was there, People were shuffling about, rushing towards whatever destination lay in wait for them; traffic was roaring, hooting, screeching past.  A siren wailed, and aeroplane droned, a bagpipe wheezed and mayhem reigned.  Perhaps things aren’t as wondrous now, or perhaps we’ve lost the art of seeing the wondrous in what happens around us.

Deadlines press in upon us, life is lived under constant pressure; our ears are stuffed with gadgets and gismos and it becomes difficult to avoid colliding with those around us.  In such a world, before we can say hey presto, we end up:
· seeing nothing;

· hearing nothing;

· sensing nothing.

And if that’s true for what’s wonderful around us, it’s equally true for what’s unfortunate.  Everywhere we go, every single day of our lives, at home or in our neighbourhoods or further afield, there are people suffering, struggling, enduring great pain, wracked with agony that’s mental as well as physical; they groan and they sigh at the futility of life.  And we somehow manage:

· to see nothing;

· to hear nothing;

· to sense nothing 

of their suffering or dejection.

Let me misquote Wordsworth at this point.  “Dull are we of soul since, again and again, we pass by so much possessed of majesty, we pass by so much shot through with misery.”  We’re always in too much of a hurry, our senses are dull, and we fail to find the beauty or the pain around us.  It would do us all good sometimes, in the words of Charles Wesley, to “stop, and gaze, and fall, and own” that there has never been love like the love of God shown to us in Christ.  When we manage to perceive that, then our eyes and ears will be opened to see and hear what we need to see and hear.

Jesus didn’t fall into the same trap.  However busy he was, thronged about the bustling crowd, faced with one crisis after another; even when he was beaten, mocked, whipped, hung out to die, - he was always alert to and aware of the other person in his vicinity.
This is the most amazing aspect of the character of Jesus and it’s on display in the story we’ve just heard from St Luke’s gospel – the story of the widow Nain and her son.

When people think about this particular incident in the life of Jesus, they tend to get fixated on whether and how Jesus raised this boy from death.  The miracles of Jesus seem somehow to be an offence to the rational mind of modern people.  So we end up asking questions like:

· How did Jesus walk on the water?
· How did he feed the five thousand?

· How did he turn water into wine?

· How did he raise this boy to life?

We can conjecture for all we’re worth but we’re never going to get to the bottom of this particular mystery.  Richard Dawkins and his ilk have got us on this one.  We cannot offer a scientific explanation, clarum et distinctum, for the miracles of Jesus.  They lie tantalisingly beyond the range of reason.
In any case, in this particular story, there’s a lot going on that we miss if we confine ourselves to the miraculous element of that’s only one part of it.  This is a story which sets Jesus in continuity and discontinuity with the Old Testament and with Jewish history.
a) Continuity:

The prophet Elijah [1 Kings 17.23] had similarly 
restored a dead son, alive, to his widowed mother.  So Jesus is being put directly in the line of the old prophets by his enactment of his deed as recounted here.  People shouldn’t miss that salient point.  It would certainly not be lost on a contemporary audience.
b) Discontinuity:

The law stated very clearly [Numbers  19.11] that 



“whoever touches a dead body is ritually unclean for 

seven days.”  Yet, for all the clarity of that injunction, Jesus is very clear – he sets the commandment aside. A situation of human need always overcomes the rigorous and literal application of the law.
And then there’s the supreme quality on display – compassion.  Here was Jesus in the presence of a large crowd.  Yet even though they were pressing in upon him, he noticed a woman weeping and he addressed himself to her need.

· he stopped;

· he engaged;
· he restored hope.

And yet he could have been hustled away by his security detachment, reminded of his punishing schedule, swept along by a crowd.  But he didn’t.  He was “moved with compassion”.

This brings us to an old friend.  The Greek word translated in this way is derived from the word for gut, stomach, innards.  There’s something extremely physical about the word.  Jesus sees someone in trouble and feels, actually feels, their pain.  It’s as if someone had kicked him in the solar plexus.  There are several words to describe this quality: fellow feeling, empathy, compassion.  But they all lack the physicality of the original.  When Jesus saw the widow of Nain weeping, his heart went out to her, his stomach turned over with her pain, it was as if someone had punched him in the gut.  All of these phrases get much nearer the original Greek than “filled with pity” or “moved with compassion”.

Perhaps something like this happened to many of us over the course of this last week.  When we heard of all those people who died in Cumbria – a man cutting his hedge, a woman carrying her shopping, a man riding his bike, another standing at a taxi rank.  They were all killed in a moment, victims of wanton and indiscriminate gunfire.  Behind the twelve people killed lies the wreckage of the lives of all those whose loved ones were snatched away in this peremptory manner.  Our hearts went out to them.  We felt sick at the randomness of it all.
A follower of Jesus cannot be indifferent to the pain of others.

There’s no place within the Christian economy for “compassion fatigue”.

I was doing a little work on my new book just this morning.  The pages I was looking at included, amongst other things, a reference to a Roman Catholic priest named Jean-Marie Vincent.  I remember him well.  His signature in our address book still evokes a powerful memory.  He stayed with us in the early 1990’s.  He was a gentle man.  I can still see the large and ugly scar down the side of his face – incurred whilst driving a car out of the clutches of a gang of thieves intent on murdering him and his passengers.  He was a tireless worker for his fellow Haitians and was greatly loved for his efforts.  I can readily misquote William Wordsworth to describe the pleasure of having him as our guest:


My heart leapt up when I beheld



Such beauty in our midst.
But just four days after leaving us, back in Haiti, he was mown down by a stream of bullets as he left church following the Sunday evening mass.  In the twinkling of an eye, the light of his life was extinguished.

News of his death hit me hard when I heard it.  And the waves of shock and sadness of that loss still engulf me from time to time.



My heart is stirred when I behold



Such suffering at our door.
This one man made me aware of the beauty of human character and the triumph of the human will.  And his loss was painful to bear.
As I end I must urge all of us to stay awake to the suffering of other people.  To be alert to the needs of others, and to keep watching for those signs of the beauty and love that surround us lavishly on all hands.  That is the source of the energy and sympathy we need to engage with the needs of the world us.

God help us.  Amen.
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