27th June 2010





Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns: 
726
“God of all power, and truth, and grace”


138
“Seek ye first the kingdom of God”


708
“Believe not those who say”


242
“Mine eyes have seen the glory”

_______________________________________________________________
Readings:
Galatians 5: 1, 2, 13-15 & 22-25

Luke 9: 51-62
“DON’T LOOK BACK”
I’m about to embark on a series of Thursday talks about atheism and the claims  of non-believers.  Some well known people are very open and present in their criticisms of faith.  They allege:
· that believers deceive themselves;

· that God is a human invention;

· that religion is a destructive force.

Two of the most powerful books to put this case make their point crystal clear by their titles.  Richard Dawkins, echoing Sigmund Freud, deals with what he calls “The God Delusion”.  Christopher Hitchens (it’s worth saying that he is a former pupil of The Leys School with which we are intimately related), meanwhile, tells us that “God is not great”, before adding a subtitle for good measure, a strap line that tells us “How Religion Poisons Everything”.
Perhaps at this point you’d expect me to offer a rebuttal of the charges laid at the door of religion.  I could indeed mount a case for the prosecution but, this morning, I want rather to tell you why these authors make me uncomfortable.  It’s because, wait for it!, they’re so often right in the criticisms they advance.  Religion and the organisers of religion have again and again made fools of themselves, they’ve made huge blunders, they’ve inflicted untold damage on the world around them.

Religion can’t be airbrushed out of human life just because of the mistakes that have been made in its name.  We have to admit, that even when those mistakes have been monumental.  Nor, of course, can science be got rid of just because some of its findings have been used to inflict huge damage on human society and even the planet we live on.

But we do need to remind ourselves just how it comes about that religion generates such a proliferation of unfortunate consequences – intended or unintended.

In trying to understand this and in order to begin to form an answer to our question, we’d do well to look carefully at this morning’s passage from St Luke’s gospel.
Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem – to meet his fate.  His friends tried, at one point along his route, to get him a night’s rest but the Samaritans who owned the lodging house simply didn’t want a Jew on way to Jerusalem.  It would be too complicated with all those dietary requirements and the like.  To say nothing of the ancient hostilities between Samaritans and Jews.  So they turned him down.

James and John who are called elsewhere in the Gospel “Sons of thunder”, members of Jesus’s inner group, his kitchen cabinet, were furious when they heard this.  They ranted and they raved and they said to Jesus (to Jesus!): “Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them?”

What on earth led them to ask such a question?  Who of all people should have known just how incompatible this would have been with everything Jesus stood for?  It was at odds with his teaching and his character alike.  James and John (who elsewhere are described quarrelling for the best position in Jesus’s kingdom) seem to have got possessive about Jesus and the Jesus programme.  They worry about the PR, they take this refusal personally, they want to turn the momentum of Jesus’s campaign to account.

In a word, two of the closest disciples of Jesus are turning the simple and transparent goodness of their Lord into the murky stuff of politics and the struggle for power.  In all honesty, it’s not very edifying.
If that’s what was happening at the time of Jesus and among the closest of the companions of Jesus you can see how the seeds of ambition, lust-for-power and self-justification were sown alongside the seeds of mercy, pity, peace and love which are the cardinal qualities of the teaching and the appeal of Jesus.  He himself had given a parable describing how wheat and weeds can be sown indistinguishably together in a field so that only at harvest time can any attempt be made to separate them one from the other.

Jesus is horrified by the malevolence and shallow thinking of his friends.  It’s no wonder that, as scripture puts it, “he turned and rebuked them”.

There’s a poem by William Blake, a local bard, which describes all this extremely well.  It’s called “The Sick Rose” and it goes thus:




 O Rose!  Thou art sick!



The invisible worm,




That flies in the night,




In the howling storm,




Has found out thy bed




Of crimson joy;




And his dark secret love




Does thy life destroy.
Christians must remember at all times the beauty, clarity and purity of the message they’ve heard and with which they’ve been entrusted.  We are followers, as this morning’s lesson reminds us, of one:

· who had no home to call his own;

· who put his mission above everything else;

· who made himself available to all.

Even domestic demands, claims of family and friends, the need for physical comfort – none of these – could stand in his way.  He was on his way to Jerusalem where his destiny would be spelled out.  This was the city of peace but no peace would come until a great sacrifice had been made.

Turning the character and message of Jesus to satisfy our psychological, social, pathological and political needs would indeed destroy the life of the Rose.  And it would be the followers of Jesus who introduced the worm to the beauteous flower.  

The Methodist Conference meets this week and one issue seems set to become highly controversial.  Conference will discuss a report on Israel/Palestine.  It’s a report that attempts to be even-handed but which ends up being heavily critical of the State of Israel for its various and recent policies.  Coming in for criticism are such things as:

· the continuous and systematic building of settlements on occupied territory;

· the erection of the wall/barrier/fence which separates Palestinians from their Israeli neighbours and, indeed, from themselves;

· the blockade of Gaza which has gone on with such cruelty for so long;

· the military invasion of Gaza which saw thirteen hundred Palestinians killed against thirteen Israelis (the large majority of the Palestinians were civilians and innocent whilst all thirteen of the Israelis were soldiers engaged for such incidents);

· the attack on the flotilla that was heading for Gaza.
This report has roused the fury of the Jewish community in this country who blame it for being one-sided, inaccurate, compiled without adequate consultation.

I’ve been brought into this controversy by an old friend, a Jewish scholar, who thinks I can use my influence and powers of persuasion to affect the outcome of Wednesday’s debate.  I don’t think they know much about the Methodist Conference or about my relationship to it!

I owe a great deal to this Jewish friend who has been my guide and mentor as I’ve sought to understand the Jewish mind.  And I cherish also my memories of his father, now gone to glory (may he rest in peace) - a gentle, genial, generous rabbi, immensely learned and deeply spiritual, a man who gladly took me into his home as if I were his own son.

But I could not give even such a person much solace.  It’s hard to see where present policies being implemented by the Israeli government will end.  One thing’s clear to me, namely that one form of failure or another seems likely.  And it’s hard to imagine what satisfaction Israelis themselves will get from living in a land that has the characteristics of a fortress or even a prison.
If there’s any truth in the stories we are hearing that suggest that we’re not all that far from engaging with the Taliban in discussions about the future of Afghanistan; and if it’s possible for the sword of ancient enmity between Ian Paisley’s Democratic Unionist Party and Gerry Adams’ and Martin McGuinness’s  Sinn Fein to be beaten into the ploughshare of those beaming photographs and the power-sharing administration in Belfast, then we must surely hope and must certainly pray that one day (and soon) the Israeli leadership will find a way to talk with Hamas and Hezbollah.  Until they do, there will be no prospect of peace in the Holy Land.
It’s strange to think that the story we’ve heard this morning about Jesus occurred in pretty much the identical spot where so many of the contemporary problems and hatreds are playing themselves out.  Judaism is a religion centred on justice, fairness, obedience to God.  The Jews are a people who glory in their special status but who know in their hearts that that status is to be expressed in service to others as, a light to lighten the Gentiles, rather than in self-aggrandisement or self-protection.  The purity of essential Judaism has been corrupted.  The beauty of its rose has been destroyed by the worm that flies under cover of darkness.  The corruption of Judaism certainly owes a great deal to the inexcusable and continuous victimisation experienced by the Jews down the ages.  But, it has to be added, that their difficulties have become more complex and challenging through the short-sighted, vicious and arrogant policies of recent Israeli governments.

If we are to avoid having to plead guilty to the charges levelled against religion by Dawkins and Hitchens, then we have surely to rediscover and reclaim the gifts of the Spirit – love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  When religion rids itself of the disease-bearing and infectious parasite that eats at its very heart, then we may once again embrace a religion of love, live a life of peace, show mercy and forgiveness to friend and enemy alike, and welcome the alien and the stranger in to our midst as members of our extended family.
It’s by our fruits we shall be known.  And when those fruits ripen then we will have disarmed our critics in the most effective way of them all.

God help us in our Christian pilgrimage.  Amen.
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