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All Saints’ Marseille
Sermon
Sunday, 2" February 2020

Presentation of Christ in the Temple

(Candlemas)

Year A: Malachi 3.1-5; Hebrews 2.14-18; Luke 2.22-40

May | speak in the name of the living God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

| wonder if you have ever experienced a moment when something so beautiful
happened that if you had only lived for that moment, it would somehow have
been enough, for it showed you all the beauty, all the depth and all the

significance that life holds.

Today is Candlemas, the day on which the Church recalls the presentation of
Christ in the Temple. For Simeon, seeing the infant Jesus brought by his parents
to be presented to God was such a moment. He took the baby in his arms and
recognised him for who he was: ‘a light to lighten the Gentiles and the glory of
God’s people, Isracl’. And that was enough for him — there was nothing more
that he wanted now. A moment which revealed the significance of everything,
and not just for Simeon but also for the entire world. His words are an echo from
the prophet Isaiah (49.6), where it says of the figure known as the ‘suffering
servant’ with whom Jesus is often identified: ‘I will give you as a light to the
nations, that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth.” All peoples will

be brought home to God, their creator.
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The temple was the centre of everything in first century Jerusalem — worship,
politics and national life. Above all, it was the place where the people of Israel
had been given to understand that God had promised he would live among them.
The prophet Malachi had foretold it, as we heard in our Old Testament reading
this morning: ‘the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple’,
ushering in a new age of justice for the poor and the stranger. Like the Kingdom
of Heaven that Jesus went on to describe. And when Simeon saw the young

couple with their child, somehow he knew that the moment had arrived.

One thing that may seem puzzling to us is how Simeon and Anna both knew who
he was. So many young children must have been brought to the temple in those
days, and they had been waiting a long time. Yet when they saw Mary and Joseph
with the child Jesus, they knew. They knew it through their expectant waiting,
the lives of prayer they had led. Luke emphasises how attuned Simeon was to
the movement of the Holy Spirit: ‘the Holy Spirit rested on him’; ‘It had been
revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen
the Lord’s Messiah’. And ‘guided by the Spirit’, he comes into the temple just at
the right moment. As Jesus would later say in the Beatitudes, ‘Blessed are the

pure in heart, for they will see God.’

There are different layers to this story, which is rich in meaning. By focusing on
the temple and its traditions, Luke — writing for a largely Gentile audience — was
keen to emphasise the continuity of the Christian story with Judaism.
Remembering this is as important to us now as it was at the time Luke was writing
his account. The failure of the Church at times to recognise its deep roots in

Judaism has, tragically, resulted in a collusion with the many persecutions
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suffered by the Jewish people through the centuries. We do well to recall this in

the week we have been keeping Holocaust Memorial Day.

Another layer of this story concerns the role of ritual in human wellbeing. As
humans we create rituals around the seasons of the year, and around the seasons
of life: birth, coming of age, marrying, dying. They are ways of expressing our
gratitude for the mystery of life and our reverence for the creator on whom we
depend. In the scene in the temple, in accordance with their tradition, Mary and
Joseph bring their firstborn to be dedicated to God, his mother welcomed back
into the community after the birth, in reverence and thanksgiving for the miracle
of new life. The circumcision of Jesus is in response to the covenant of Abraham,
an acknowledgement that he is descended from Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the
people formed by God, from Moses, who led them out of bondage, and from

David, the people awaiting a new Messiah.

Our Eucharist is one of the rituals of the church, in which we come to the Lord’s
table, bringing offerings in the bread and the cup, symbols of life, of what sustains
us. We dedicate these gifts of God to the God who has formed us, who has led
us out of bondage, we remember the Messiah who sacrificed himself for us, but
who has been raised and who comes to meet us here. And so we put aside our
cares, our preoccupations, as we remember that we are part of a bigger story, and

that there is a God on whom we depend, who gives us life and gives it abundantly.

In declaring that the child Jesus was the light of the nations, Simeon’s words gave
rise to the other name for this feast: Candlemas, the day on which traditionally
all the church’s candles for the year were blessed. People also used to bring

candles from their homes to be blessed — we must remember that it was once the
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only source of light —and in the evening they would place them in their windows.
As was often the case, the Christian festival drew partly on pre-Christian practice,
when Candlemas was the festival of light, marking the mid-point of winter. In
terms of the church’s year, we are forty days from Christmas and it is not long
before we will begin the forty days of Lent. So it’s a turning point, in more ways

than one.

A candle flame is particularly suitable as a symbol for the Christ-child presented
in the temple. It is a source of light, but one that is vulnerable. One thinks it
might easily be extinguished, but instead it sheds a huge amount of light around
it, though only by being consumed. The vocation to be and to carry the light
requires a willingness also to embrace darkness. Simeon perceived this too:
thirty-three years before Jesus hung on the Cross, Simeon warns Mary of the pain
which is to come, a sword that will pierce her soul. Jesus’s adult life will embody
the very struggle between light and darkness. And here in church, with the joy
of Christmas still fresh in our minds, in the short liturgy we will use at the end of
our service, the focus of our imagination will move from the crib (which we will
take down after this service) to the Cross. What Simeon discerned was that
although the climax of the story might involve pain, it would nonetheless be a
source of light to the whole world. We will light candles to remind ourselves that
we must share that light with our world, in our time, and that the world needs it

as much now as it has always done.

Christ today still offers himself to be consumed, yet the darkness never
overcomes the light. And we are sent to carry that light with us, to carry it out
from here, however costly it may sometimes be. As we heard in the Letter to the

Hebrews, ‘because he himself was tested by what he suffered, he is able to help
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those who are being tested’. Carrying the light is the Christian vocation. And it

makes all the difference in the world.

Amen.
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The Oratoire, Aix-en-Provence

Sunday, 1t March — First Sunday of Lent

Sermon preached by Christine Portman, Reader

“Give us grace to discipline ourselves in obedience to your Spirit; and, as you know our weakness, so
may we know your power to save”. The 40 days of Lent have begun and, as today’s Collect reminds
us, just as Jesus was led into the wilderness by the Holy Spirit, we’re being offered a special time for
spiritual reflection.

Self-discipline, denying ourselves some of the many comforts we’ve grown used to, is not easy. But
going without something we take for granted can give us heightened self-awareness, and the space
to think and pray more about the meaning of our faith. If in Lent we make time to reflect on our
relationship with God, we enrich our understanding of Easter.

| don’t know how you mark these 40 days. As children, the house rule was no sweets, we had to forgo

the regular Friday bag of chocolates from Aunty Gladys & - but as | got older the emphasis changed.
Lent became less about cutting out certain things and more about trying to do something positive:
joining in Lent courses, thinking about the meaning of the Christian faith, being more disciplined about
daily prayer.

The Ash Wednesday readings offer a good compass for the days ahead. In Psalm 51 the man is acutely
aware of his failures before God, but he doesn’t dwell on that negativity. Instead, knowing that God
desires ‘truth in the inward being’, he asks ‘for a new and right spirit within me’. Jesus too urges us to
take a positive approach to fasting and prayer:

“whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces so as to show
others that they are fasting. Truly | tell you, they have received their reward. But when you fast, put
oil on your head and wash your face, so that your fasting may be seen not by others but by your Father
who is in secret;

So as we begin Lent, these words from Pope Francis may be helpful. For every fast he suggests a
positive reaction:

Fast from hurting words, and say kind words
Fast from sadness and be filled with gratitude
Fast from anger and be filled with patience
Fast from pessimism and be filled with hope
Fast from worries and have trust in God

Fast from complaints and contemplate simplicity
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Fast from pressures and be prayerful

Fast from bitterness and fill your heart with joy
Fast from selfishness and be compassionate
Fast from grudges and be reconciled

Fast from words and be silent so that you can listen.

So let’s listen again to a familiar story: the temptation in the Garden. Notice the subtle psychology
that the serpent uses with Eve. First he creates desire: ‘Did God say, “You shall not eat from any tree
in the garden”? He knows she’ll think she’s smarter than the serpent and just have to contradict him!

Once he has her off guard, he can offer ‘friendly’ information about the forbidden tree: ‘You will not
die; for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing
good and evil.” Far from being a loving Father, God has lied to you Eve: | can show you a better way
to live.

By taking the serpent’s word, what is Eve doing here? She’s doubting the goodness and the wisdom
of God. This is the sin of pride: she relishes the idea of herself and Adam as God’s equals. The more
we feel in control, the less important God becomes. The tree of the knowledge of good and evil is so
seductive because she imagines it will make them independent - but in fact, she’s fallen for a lie.
Thinking herself strong, in reality she’s a victim.

As St. Paul explains, when Jesus resisted temptation, his obedience was a far more powerful act than
the disobedience of Adam and Eve. “For if the many died through the one man’s trespass, much more,
surely, have the grace of God and the free gift in the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ”. There is
tremendous strength in his obedience: he shows us the way back to life with God. He faces the same
test as Adam and Eve, but he shows us it’s possible to overcome the temptation.

| read an excellent commentary on this by Sarah Heaner Lancaster. She says: ‘Sin assumes we are
independent of God, and so it takes us out of relationship with God.” St Paul talks about the death
which came into the world with Adam’s sin. This death “exposes the limits of our independence and
the falseness of devotion to things of our own creation”.

Jesus is physically starving in the desert whilst Adam and Eve have everything they need in their little
Eden. But it’s Jesus who, in his need, remains fully conscious of his dependence on God. The devil
flatters him by calling him, rightly, the Son of God - but Jesus replies Man cannot live by bread alone.

Giving up something we’re used to during Lent can put us outside our comfort zone and sharpen our
sense of what is really important. Yet for every giving up, every abstention, there is, as Pope Francis
suggests, a mirror image - a possibility of positive response. Giving up hurting words will create space
for kindness to blossom. Fasting from pessimism will open up a way to hope. Listening carefully to
the Lenten scriptures can allow them to speak to us more clearly in the here and now.

Looking at the Genesis reading for today, | was really struck by what our disobedience has done to our
world. | read it and heard Joni Mitchell’s song: “They paved paradise and put up a parking lot.” The
Garden of Eden speaks to me today about what we’ve done to our paradise. We constantly hanker
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after better things, to manage the world around us to our personal advantage. Have we actually
created an improved paradise? We're starting to understand how so many very clever inventions that
make life easy and more exciting are having uncomfortable consequences - not just for us but for all
life with whom we share our world.

As Pope Francis’ words show, one of the most positive things we can incorporate into our Lent
meditations is to think about how we can make a personal difference by changing our behaviour. So
if we’re concerned about the effects of plastics, let’s not be consumed by pessimism. Rather, take
some positive action: stop buying water or milk in plastic bottles. If we're worried about the negative
impact of travelling, we might resolve to drive and fly less, buy more locally, buy fewer products from
the other side of the world. Some people will say simple actions like these are a pointless drop in the
ocean. That those who try to make a difference are just doing it to feel less guilty. But don’t give in
to this kind of pessimism: individuals start a general change of attitude. Positive action can become
infectious - and a road back to a more hopeful world. As the Genesis verses say: “The Lord God took
the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it.” Perhaps one way of returning to
obedience may be to take seriously our role as keepers of this world for the generations who follow
us.

Adam and Eve thought that God had lied to them when he said: “of the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.” The times we are living
through show us that God was simply speaking the truth to them: the consequences of turning away
from His way are both spiritual and material death.

This week, completely out of the blue, | found a wonderful gift in my postbox. If anyone here is
responsible for it, and | have my suspicions @), | sincerely thank you - because in the true sense of the
word, it’s a lovely gift: a collection called Love Poems from God .

So I'll end by quoting from one of the poets, Hafiz - a 14th century mystic poet from Persia:
“God said, ‘l am made whole by your life. Each soul, each soul completes me.”

Let’s use this Lent as a time of repentance and reflection, and of positive reconnecting with the love
that created us. Accepting these weeks as a God-given time to bring ourselves back into that loving
wholeness by whom, with whom and in whom we have our being.

Amen
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All Saints’ Marseille
Sermon
Sunday, 1%t March 2020
First Sunday of Lent

Year A: Genesis 2.15-17; 3.1-7; Romans 5.12-19; Matthew 4.1-11

May | speak in the name of the living God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

I once had dinner with someone I didn’t know well, who half way through the
meal said: ‘Complete this sentence: everything would have been different if...’
It was an intriguing question. We all have moments in our lives when our world
turns, and our future moves in one direction rather than another, for better or for

worse. | wonder what your moments have been.

Our reading from Genesis is one of the best-known scenes in the Bible. In
theological circles it often prompts a discussion of the doctrine of original sin,
which may be interesting to theologians but tends not to trouble most people as
they go about their daily lives. Yet there is profound psychological and social
truth in the idea that so often we do not feel free. People often feel constrained
to do, and to be, less than they would wish, and we are all born into webs of
relationships, some of them damaging, that dictate our choices. What has been
called this ‘depressing little scene’ of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden plays
out over and over again through human history. ‘It wasn't me, it was her.” ‘It
wasn't my fault, it was that thing.” ‘I'm not responsible, it's because of what’s

been done to me.” ‘I was only obeying orders.’
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Yet we do have agency. We have choices. The psychologist Victor Frankl was
once asked how he had survived mentally while interned at Auschwitz during the
Second World War. He replied: ‘Between the stimulus and the response there is
a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our response lies
our growth and our freedom.” He was saying that it is possible to control our

reactions, even in extreme circumstances.

We have choices. We are capable of something better than we often manage —
capable of a response of compassion and generosity that is so beautiful that it’s
as if it comes from beyond us. Lifting us out of our self-absorption and
connecting us to one another and the creation in ways that can surprise those
around us, even ourselves. It’s the response of unconditional love. You see itin
times of crisis when people perform acts of goodness and generosity. You see it
when people place themselves in danger to save others. For Christians, it speaks

of the notion that we are ‘made in the image of God’.

Paul, in today’s passage from his Letter to the Romans, suggests that Adam’s
response in the Garden of Eden opens up the possibility of sin to all of us. Sadly,
we often use our choices selfishly and stupidly, as Adam did. More importantly,

though, Paul is saying that God in Christ is at work to give us back our freedom.

‘Between the stimulus and the response there is a space.” In his temptations in
the wilderness Jesus offers us guidance how to use that space well. Immediately
after his baptism, when he received the affirmation: ‘This is my Son, the Beloved,
with whom I am well pleased’, Jesus goes into the wilderness, 'led by the Spirit'.
Creating time and space to respond to the promptings of God. Working out what

it means for him to live into the promise he has discerned. To be tested.

Matthew's hearers would have understood the reference to the wilderness as a

place of testing. The ancient Israelites wandered in the wilderness for forty years

2
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before entering the promised land. In the Jewish mystic tradition, the number
forty is associated with preparation for transformative change. Moses went up
on Mount Sinai for forty days and forty nights. Jesus was in the wilderness,
fasting for forty days and forty nights. Like Moses, this is one through whom
God's purposes will be revealed. More than Moses, this is the one in whom they

will be embodied.
There is more than one way in which we can reflect on the temptations of Jesus.

One commentator has noted that what Jesus faced in the wilderness were the
temptations that would snap at his heels throughout his ministry - the temptation
to focus on earthly needs rather than their heavenly roots, the temptation to be
spectacular rather than consistent, the temptation to take short cuts rather than to
put God first in everything. The fact that he was having to deal with these
temptations throughout his life is illustrated in the battle he still had with them in

Gethsemane.!

Another way of reflecting on the temptations of Jesus is to notice that they are
also the temptations of illusion. If Jesus were to approach things in one way, he
would be giving in to illusion. If, however, he remains faithful to God, fixed on
God and trusting in God’s faithfulness, he will be truly God’s Son. The tempter
offers him prosperity, security and power - all the kingdoms of the world, even
though the tempter is in no position to deliver them. Jesus, in reply, mines the
wisdom of the Scriptures and asserts instead that everything comes from God, on
whom we wholly depend. When the tempter offers Jesus power in exchange for
worship, the tempter betrays his own desire. He longs to be God or, at least, to
have what he imagines God has, because the tempter is as taken in by his own

illusions as are Adam and Eve. The tempter lives in a world of illusions, longing

1 John Pritchard, Reflections for Sundays, Church House Publishing (2016), p 87.
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to be what he is not, hating what he sees as his own incompleteness, just as he
persuades Adam and Eve to hate theirs. Only Jesus is content to be what he is,
God’s beloved Son. In Romans, Paul writes of the destructive effect of living in
a world of illusions, and how what breaks through the web of deceit, what breaks
through the anxiety and determination to have what we think we deserve, is God’s
own self-gift. In the world of illusions there is nothing about giving yourself

away out of love. And so in Christ, Paul says, the illusions of sin come to an end.

Letting go of illusions is hard. But when we encounter the gracious, self-giving
God whom Jesus knew so intimately as to call Abba, Father, then by wonderful
irony we find that we already are what we have longed to be: precious and made
in his image. We are not incomplete after all. We are whole. Freed from the

illusion of lack.?

As Christians, we already have what we need to find happiness in God’s creation.
We are adopted as God's children through our baptism. We are accepted, loved.
All God longs for is that we come back to him when we go astray. Some of you
will know the painting by Rembrandt called The Return of the Prodigal Son. If
you have never seen it, may | encourage you to Google it. It is a beautiful portrait
of forgiveness, a parent enfolding a child — a grown-up child — in arms of love
and compassion. It is a good image to keep beside us through Lent, a focus for
prayer and reflection as we contemplate it. This is the God we are dealing with -
running towards us, putting arms round us and saying: ‘It’s OK. I love you for

who you are, not who you think you ought to be.” Freed from the illusion of lack.

And so, like Jesus, our identity is challenged, and to a significant extent formed,

in times of difficulty. As Christians, we are blessed by our baptism with identity

2 Jane Williams, Lectionary Reflections, SPCK (2011), pp 44-45.
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as children of God. That identity asks of us who we really are. How do we live

it out, especially in times of difficulty? Perhaps that may help us in the time of
testing which all countries are now facing as a result of the Covid-19 epidemic.
How will we respond? With fearfulness, or with love, generosity and

compassion?

Lent is a good time, too, to reflect on what our temptations are, the things that
snap at our heels. How can we address them so that they lose their power over
us? How can we adjust our responses, staying closer to God and further from the
knee-jerk responses that cause damage, to ourselves and to others? These are
good questions to ask ourselves, as we prepare to witness again to Jesus
confronting the worst of which humanity is capable and yet prevailing over it,
revealing for all time and every place the unconquerable power of the love of
God.

Amen.



Chaplaincy of All Saints” Marseille
with Aix-en-Provence
and the Luberon

8 March 2020
2" Sunday in Lent
Nicodemus
All Saints Marseille

Sermon preached by Revd John Smith
| have brought this stool as | want to tell you a story. | want to tell you my story.
| really did want to see Jesus to find out for myself who He was.

He was making such an impact on our community, more than an impact | should say for only a few
weeks earlier he had stormed into the Temple with a whip of cords and driven out the oxen, sheep,
pigeons and goats; all the animals that people needed to make their various sacrifices. He also chased
out the money changers with the same whip, emptied their coin baskets and overturned their tables.
That in of itself was extraordinary but as he was chasing the money changers out of the temple he said
“Take these things away. Do not make my Father’s house a house of trade”. What He said struck me
more than what He did. Was He really claiming to be the Son of God as the gossipers were claiming in
the rumours they spread? When we questioned Him by whose authority He was doing these things,
He gave us an obscure answer about rebuilding the temple in three days even though it had taken
forty-six years to build it. Some of us thought He was a hooligan, some thought He was a comedian,
and others thought He was mad.

| really did want to see Jesus to find out for myself who He was.



| am comfortably off financially. | am a Pharisee and a member of the Sanhedrin, the supreme council
or court in Israel. We meet every day except feast days and Sabbaths to discuss and decide matters of
the Law. The Chief Priest presides over the Sanhedrin. | have studied the law many years and | am well
respected and considered to be a leader in the Sanhedrin. | did not tell anybody that | was going to
see Jesus. | chose to go and see Him after we had finished our business in the Sanhedrin for the day.
There were less people around as | wanted some extended time with him and | did not want to be
interrupted. Besides it was a cooler time of day.

When | met Him, | called him Rabbi for | truly saw Him as a teacher and a master. | told Him that He
could only do the things that He was doing and have the wisdom that He spoke with if that power had
come from God. His answer was most unexpected. He said “no one can see the kingdom of God unless
they are born from above”. Now | knew He did not mean that we have to be physically born again so
| asked Him, “can a person enter into his mother’s womb a second time?” in order to have him explain
more. He then said that “nobody could enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and
spirit for what is born of the flesh is of the flesh and what is born of the Spirit is spirit.” | must have
looked perplexed as | was perplexed and | asked “how can these things be?” to which Jesus said “are
you a teacher of Israel and yet you do not know these things?”

| fell silent as He said quite gently, that He had told us earthly things but we had not believed those
things so how were we ever likely to believe heavenly things? He went on to explain that just as our
patriarch Moses lifted up the bronze serpent on a pole in the wilderness to save the people from dying
when they were bitten by snakes, so the Son of Man must be lifted up so that whoever believes in
Him may have eternal life. Now unlike the Sadducees who are in the minority on the Sanhedrin, we
Pharisees believe in life after death. Jesus continued with the most striking words. “God so loved the
world that he gave His only begotten son that whoever believes in him may have eternal life”. And that
“God did not send his son into the world to condemn the world but that the world through him may be
saved. Those who believe in Him are not condemned but those that do not believe are condemned
already”.

This was all a great shock to me because | had kept the Ten Commandments and obeyed every aspect
of the law every day since a child. | came to Jesus thinking my future on this earth and the next was
secure but now Jesus was telling me that | am a condemned man and the only way to eternal life is
believing that Jesus is the Son of God. That left me lots to think about

The next time | had anything to do with Jesus was when the High Priests wanted to arrest him. They
sent the temple guards to get him but they listened to what Jesus was saying and were completely
captivated by Him. They returned without Jesus. This got the High Priests excited and a little angry but
I, being a student and respecter of the law, asked “Does our law condemn a man without first hearing
him to find out what he is doing?” As they could not answer my question without condemning
themselves, they tried to insult me by asking if | was from Galilee too.

Eventually things got so out of hand with this man Jesus that he was arrested and brought before the
Sanhedrin where he was found guilty of several offenses against our law. Jesus was handed over to
the Roman authorities who ordered his execution and he was crucified along with two rogues. My
friend Joseph who lived in Arimathea, originally a Levite city situated close to Mount Ephraim and the
birthplace of Samuel the last of the Hebrew judges, came to see me. He said that he had been to see
Pilate to ask if he could remove the body of Jesus from the cross. After Pilate had consulted the
centurion to see if Jesus was dead, he agreed and Joseph wanted help to remove the body. | thought
he was very brave so | decided | would help him. He also asked me to bring some myrrh and aloes to
embalm his body. | took as much as | could, over 30 kilograms, enough to embalm a king.



| can’t tell you what my feelings were as we removed the nails from the hands and feet of Jesus and
we bore the full weight of Jesus as we lowered him from the cross. At that moment | remembered
Jesus talking about the need for His body to be lifted up for people to have everlasting life. We carried
His body less than a hundred metres from Calvary to a new tomb that Joseph had prepared some time
ago. We wrapped the body of Jesus in strips of linen. As | looked at that very dead corpse | stopped
and wondered whether | would see him again in this life or the next.

Oh, | am sorry, | realise that | have told you all my story but | have not told you my name. | am
Nicodemus

There is a lot we do not know about Nicodemus. But what a shock he received. A man who came to
Jesus believing that he would enter the kingdom of God because he kept the Ten Commandments and
obeyed every point of the law, leaves Jesus as a condemned man. What Nicodemus had not realized
was that the law was a way of life for the redeemed not a way of salvation for the lost.

We are not told whether Nicodemus was convinced, whether he was convicted and whether he was
converted. In a way it does not matter whether Nicodemus was born again but it does matter very
much whether we are born again, whether we accept Jesus as our only means of salvation.

And | would add one thing more. It took a while for Nicodemus to come out of the dark but God was
patient with him. When you give your life to Christ, God does not expect instant perfection. He looks
for steady growth. | don’t know when each of you came to know Christ but my question for you today
is: how well does your current level of spiritual growth match up to how long you have known Jesus?
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Eglise du Sacré-Coeur, Oppéde

Sermon
Sunday, 8" March 2020
Second Sunday of Lent

Year A: Genesis 12.1-4a; Romans 4.1-5, 13-17; John 3.1-17

May | speak in the name of the living God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

| wonder if any of you have ever been to lona, the island off the west coast of
Scotland where St Columba first brought the Christian faith from Ireland in the
sixth century. It’s the site of a medieval abbey which by the early 20" century
had fallen into ruin. Inthe 1930s, George Macleod, a Church of Scotland minister
working in a poor district of Glasgow, had the idea of rebuilding lona Abbey,
offering activity to people from the city who were unemployed, working
alongside students and other volunteers. The movement became the lona

Community, now an international ecumenical body.

The island is a beautiful place, with an atmosphere that’s special. It has both an
ancient sense of the sacred and a modern, radical ethic. It offers both deep peace
and a sense of challenge. George Macleod called lona a ‘thin’ place, where the
division between the spiritual and the material, the things of heaven and earth,

feels very thin.

| have a particular affection for lona, for | went there around fifteen years ago
when my sense of vocation to be ordained was becoming increasingly insistent

and | needed time and space to decide whether or not to approach the church
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about it. I took the journey from London, and having set off before dawn arrived
in the evening to find there was a late-night Eucharist in the Abbey. | walked in,
giving thanks for the fact that | now had four uninterrupted days to think about
vocation, weighing up the pros and cons of taking a step that might result in a
radical alteration to my life. The service was beautiful and still, the thinness of
the place tangible. When the time came to go up for Communion, | waited for a
space at the altar rail, whereupon a man got up from it, turned round and walked
towards me. He was wearing a Nike sweatshirt. In that moment | saw the answer
| had travelled so far to find, and I didn’t have to wait four days. The shirt said:
‘Just do it.’

The symbol of the lona Community is a wild goose, which is how the ancient
Celts saw the Holy Spirit. It’s a contrast to the more tranquil dove usually found
in Christian symbolism. The Celts perceived how the Holy Spirit has a tendency
to disrupt and surprise, moving our lives in unexpected ways like the actions of a
wild goose. Those actions are not unlike the characteristics of the Spirit to which

Jesus refers in our Gospel reading this morning: ‘It blows where it chooses.’

In our reading we encounter Nicodemus, a Pharisee and member of the
Sanhedrin, the highest governing religious body. He comes to Jesus by night, as
he is fearful about being seen with him. Yet there is something about the teacher
from Nazareth that attracts him. The older man wants to understand his teaching,
but he is held back by his own traditional and literalist thinking. John’s reference
to ‘night’ is not just about secrecy. In his Gospel there is constant interplay
between light and darkness. Night, for the writer, is the place of confusion and
doubt. Jesus talks to Nicodemus almost playfully, teasing him into broadening
and deepening his understanding: ‘Are you a teacher and don’t understand these

things?’ Jesus also plays on the double meaning of a word that in both Greek and
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Hebrew means ‘wind’ as well as ‘spirit’. He encourages Nicodemus to see that

an encounter with the Spirit of God is life enhancing, unpredictable, exhilarating.

There’s another play on words when Jesus refers to being born ‘from above’. The
phrase in Greek can also mean being born ‘again’. Nicodemus lights on the
second meaning: ‘How can anyone be born after having grown old?’ But Jesus
refers to the other meaning, ‘from above’. This highlights another pair of
contrasts in John’s Gospel, between earthly and heavenly things. We are being
shown that if we become open to the creative power of the Spirit of God,
everything changes. It is mysterious — like the wind, we don’t know where it
comes from. Yet most of us can recall moments in our lives when we have
experienced a sense of something heavenly, of transcendence — a sense that there
Is a dimension to existence of which we are not often aware but which, when we
encounter it, feels like something we can trust. The poet Wordsworth called it:

‘A presence that disturbs me with the joy

Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime

Of something far more deeply interfused,

Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,

And the round ocean and the living air,

And the blue sky, and in the mind of man:

A motion and a spirit, that impels

All thinking things, all objects of all thought,
And rolls through all things.’!

John’s Gospel assures us that to be ‘born of the Spirit’ is to receive God’s gift of
eternal life, not just beyond death but a transformed mode of life now — life in the
dimension of the eternal. Paul, in his Letter to the Galatians, refers to the gifts of

the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness,

1 Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey
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gentleness, and self-control.> These are what follow, and what others can

experience in their dealings with us, if we allow the Spirit to work within us.

The reference to being born of ‘water and Spirit’ is a reference to Baptism, to
which members of the community for whom John was writing would come after
beginning their journey of faith. For our response to the Spirit of God, says John,
Is faith.

Nicodemus is still in the dark. Doubt is necessary for faith to grow, but
sometimes it can immobilise us. Christ calls us to step from doubt into belief —
from darkness to light - accepting his word and receiving his Spirit. As he puts
it: ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who
believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” The unconditional love
of God is for the world — inclusive, for all - a wild goose of an experience that

changes everything. And faith is our response to it.

Nicodemus often gets a bad press, as John deliberately contrasts his cautious
approach by night with Jesus’s next encounter, which takes place in broad
daylight. (This is with the woman at the well - a Samaritan, with no religious
credentials. In contrast to the religious leader, she immediately testifies of Jesus.)
Yet we must not condemn Nicodemus, because he appears twice more in John’s
account: once in the Council, defending Jesus’s right to a fair hearing, and once
near the end, when he and Joseph of Arimathea come to prepare Jesus’s body for
burial. So perhaps his journey, which began in darkness and doubt, does after all
end in faith. Like the writer of the Gospel, he has seen the logos, the creative
power of God, which was in the beginning and through which all things came

into being, made flesh in Jesus Christ.

2 Galatians 5.22-23
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Some of us are gathering in small groups during Lent to study the Beatitudes, the
sayings of Jesus which appear at the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount. We
are discovering how revolutionary they are. As baptised Christians, born of water
and the Spirit, we are called to live out the Beatitudes - to hunger and thirst for
justice, to be merciful, to be compassionate, and to live life as a gift. It can be
liberating, freeing us from self-absorption, turning us outwards so that we are
freed to love God with all our heart, mind, soul and strength and our neighbours
as ourselves. That is why fishermen left their nets on the beach for this
extraordinary teacher. For he placed before them a vision of freedom that is

nothing less than the kingdom of God.

It’s a good vision to hold onto in these troubled times, when we are having to
learn to live more provisionally because of the coronavirus epidemic. We cannot
plan or control things in the way we would like, for we do not know what we will
be allowed to do in a few weeks’ time. But we do have choices. God in Christ
gives us freedom, and that raises the question how we are to respond to things
like this. With fearfulness? Or with courage, compassion, generosity and love?
Perhaps, as Jesus teaches us, we should learn to allow the wind of the Spirit to
blow where it chooses, praying that we may receive and share its fruits. Follow
the wild goose in all its unpredictability, trusting in the Word made flesh who
lived among us, and in the one he called Abba, Father. Trusting in the Trinity of
Love who is the source of everything, the one God who is above us, beside us

and within us, and who will never let us go.

One more thing about lona. Some years after my visit I discovered that it’s also
a word in Hebrew (Jonah) which means ... a dove. It is a place where the Spirit
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of God can be felt. |1 recommend you go there. You never know what might

happen.

Amen.
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Last week we saw how the accounts of Jesus’s miracles operate on different
levels. We saw too how the miracle stories carry echoes of Old Testament
scriptural texts, meditating on how prophecies were being fulfilled, using
symbolism to apply in a present context truths understood from the past.
Matthew’s Gospel includes two miracles involving the sea: the one in which
Jesus is asleep in the boat with his disciples and, when woken by them in fear of
drowning, calms the wind and the waves; and the one today where he walks

towards them on the water and tells them not to be afraid.

In the Old Testament, the sea was a symbol of chaos and evil, over which the
Spirit of God moved at the beginning of creation. The prophets and psalmists,
writing at times of distress and persecution, would often recall what God had
done for his people in the past, asking him to show his power in the present.
Psalm 89, verse 8 states: ‘You rule the raging of the sea; when its waves rise, you
still them’; and in Psalm 77.19-20 we read: ‘Your way was through the sea, your
path through the mighty waters; yet your footprints were unseen. You led your
people like a flock by the hand of Moses and Aaron’. The writers recall not only
God ruling over the waters of chaos in creation, but also the Exodus in which his

people were led to freedom.






