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I wonder if you saw it.  On the shortest day, just after sunset, through a sea mist 

high above the city, the conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn.  This astronomical 

event, sometimes referred to as the ‘great conjunction’, looks like a star of 

unusual brightness.  Although it happens every twenty years, the one in 

December was closest to the earth for four hundred years and the closest 

observable conjunction for eight hundred years.  The Renaissance astronomer 

Kepler thought it possible that the Star of Bethlehem might have been a sighting 

of the ‘great conjunction’.   

 

Whatever the origin of the Star of Bethlehem, it was unusual enough to cause 

the Magi to set out on their journey.  We don’t know much about the wise men.  

St Matthew tells us they were from the East – Persia or Arabia – and they were 

apparently astronomers.  Since medieval times the tradition still celebrated with 

enthusiasm in Spain and Latin America identified them with the kings which the 

Old Testament prophets had foretold would come and pay homage to Israel 

when its fortunes were restored – as in our reading from Isaiah this morning, 

with its reference to kings coming ‘to the brightness of your dawn’ and the 

wealth of nations being offered in gifts of gold and frankincense.   
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At one level, the Magi represent the homage paid to the infant Jesus by 

strangers.  As such, they represent us.  Like us, for all their wisdom, they also 

travel uncertainly to the manger, in contrast to the shepherds who were given 

direct instructions on Christmas night from a host of angels.  These visitors are 

more hesitant, less sure of themselves.  They know that something compelling 

is there that needs to be discovered, but they find it difficult to know exactly 

where to look.  I suspect that one reason why the Magi have such enduring 

appeal is not only who they are but what they do.  What they do is to show a set 

of responses that are very human, the practice of which is beneficial to us.   

The Magi begin by responding to mystery.  They allow the star to get under their 

skin and set out to see where it leads them.  Responding to mystery, to the 

sacred, to the intuition of a dimension other than ourselves, is an important part 

of what makes us understand our place in the universe and become attuned to 

the sense of a God of love at the heart of it all.  We all experience it – the 

experience of beauty, of transcendence, what has been called ‘the beyond in 

the midst’.  But how often do we explore it?  It’s the first thing the Magi did.   

The next thing the Magi do is to persevere.  They pursue their road across 

inhospitable terrain and don’t give up until they reach their goal.  In doing so 

they expose themselves to risk.  Not only the dangerous journey they embark 

upon, but also the risk represented by Herod.  They use their powers of 

intelligence to calculate the path of the star, make the not unreasonable 

assumption that the obvious place to ask about the new born king is in a royal 

palace, and encounter a tyrant of the first order.  The perceived threat which 

the new born Christ-child represented to Herod meant that, in the Magi’s search 
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for him, Herod’s spotlight is turned on them also.  And his fury at being tricked 

by them has devastating results for the persecution of children in Bethlehem.   

When they find the child, at the end of their long search, the Magi are overjoyed, 

and they kneel down and worship him.  This brings us to the heart of their 

significance.  It is their moment of Epiphany.   

An epiphany is a moment when an important truth becomes clear – a moment 

of revelation.  In the light of it we are able to understand our past and our future 

in a different way.  For the Magi it is their encounter with the Word made flesh.  

An epiphany harnesses the capacity which is fundamental to our way of 

perceiving things:  the capacity for wonder.   

It is vital for us to pause, in the busyness of our lives, and allow ourselves to be 

captivated by wonder.  Children are good at it, and Jesus pointed out that unless 

we are able to receive the gifts of God like children, we will miss the significance 

of the Kingdom.  Our capacity for wonder helps us to pay attention to God.  The 

Old Testament also teaches the importance of this.  Moses saw the bush burning 

in the wilderness and it proved to be an encounter with God.  The priest-poet 

R S Thomas wrote of the importance of this reflex for our lives, in his poem The 

Bright Field:   

‘Life is not hurrying 
on to a receding future, nor hankering after 
an imagined past. It is the turning 
aside like Moses to the miracle 
of the lit bush, to a brightness 
that seemed as transitory as your youth 
once, but is the eternity that awaits you.’ 

The Magi’s response to their moment of epiphany is one which throughout 

history men and women have had:  the response of worship.  Aware of the 

cosmic significance of what they have seen – and cosmology was, after all, their 
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speciality – aware that they were encountering the very love of God incarnate, 

and that it was for the whole world, including them - they are ‘overwhelmed 

with joy’, and they kneel down, and pay homage.   

Worship helps us to live thankfully, which in turn helps us to live positively.  It 

also helps us to live outwards, away from our own concerns and preoccupations, 

more attuned to the needs of others.  It’s the dynamic of the two great 

commandments which Christ bequeathed to us, that we are to love God with all 

our heart, soul, mind and strength and to love our neighbours as ourselves.   

The final response of the Magi is to offer their gifts – gold for royalty, 

frankincense for holiness, and myrrh for the self-sacrifice of the one they have 

come to worship.  As Christina Rossetti’s carol In the Bleak Midwinter asks:  what 

can we give him?  On the face of it, we have nothing to offer God, for all that we 

have we have received from God.  Yet as a child does to a parent who has given 

a gift, the thing we can do is express our joy.  And we can live thankfully, 

thoughtfully, kindly on this earth.  Christ offers us a gateway of thanksgiving in 

the gift of himself in the Eucharist, to which our own response is thanks and 

praise.  The response of the Magi was to worship.  And it must be ours too.  For 

the mystery of the Incarnation is that we may approach God knowing we are 

called, loved, wanted.  As St John puts it, ‘to all who received him, who believed 

in his name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born, not of 

blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God’.  (John 1.12-

13.)   

And so the Magi offer us a set of responses that can be life-changing:  they open 

themselves to the sacred, they persevere in their pursuit of it, they take risks in 

their quest for it, they give thanks when they encounter it and are moved to 
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worship, and finally they offer in response the finest gifts of which they are 

capable.   

There is one more thing the Magi did.  They leave for their own country by 

another road.  The thing about our encounter with this child is that it changes 

us.  We are not the same when we leave.  We are spurred by each of our 

encounters with Christ, to go out and be different from how we came in.  We 

will fail, as we always do.  But we won’t be the same.  For we have caught a 

vision of what is possible, of a life lived for others and for God, which will not let 

us go.  And that, as we stand on the threshold of a new year – most especially 

this one, with its many challenges - is a source of hope.   

The twentieth century mystic Thomas Merton wrote this:   

 

‘You do not need to know precisely what is happening, or exactly where 

it is all going.  What you need is to recognise the possibilities and 

challenges offered by the present moment, and to embrace them with 

courage, faith and hope.’ 

 

That’s what the Magi did.  May we, through the grace of God, do the same in 

the weeks and months ahead.   

 

Amen.   
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When I saw that I was due to preach today on the baptism of Christ, my first 

thought was to look forward to it, for it is such a beautiful story.  As Jesus 

emerges from the water, he feels the touch of the Spirit and hears words from 

heaven that are among the most beautiful any person will ever hear: ‘You are 

my child.  I love you.  You delight me.’  Preaching on baptism is usually an 

opportunity to deliver an upbeat message about our faith in the trinitarian God.   

 

But I began to feel a bit uneasy about preaching today, for two reasons.  First, in 

recent years the atmosphere of a typical Church of England baptism service has 

become increasingly happy and clappy, at the same time as the language used 

in the service has become more sombre, referring more to sin and evil and death 

than in earlier versions (though this is actually a reconnection with the language 

of the early Church).  This apparent mismatch can create a tension between 

what is apparently going on and what is being said.  Sometimes when I take a 

non-churchgoing family through the responses, I sense their unease grow at 

what they might be getting their child into, when they thought this was going to 

be a happy occasion with all the family there and nice photos afterwards.   
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Secondly, I don’t think any of us is feeling particularly upbeat at the moment.  

The news from the UK about the new variant of the coronavirus is anything but 

upbeat.  It is downright scary.  From a number of conversations I have had with 

friends there this week, it seems that even those who have felt mentally resilient 

for the last year are struggling.  Within our chaplaincy the list of families affected 

by this crisis, directly or indirectly, grows ever longer.  (You will have noticed that 

the number of people for whom we are praying by name on Sundays has trebled 

over the last few weeks.)  It doesn’t feel as though there’s much to be happy or 

clappy about this morning.   

 

And yet baptism is fundamental to our Christian faith.  It is so foundational that 

you can only do it once.  Even if you wish to change denominations, you can’t 

get baptised again.  It’s that basic to our identity.  Happy and sombre?  Clappy 

and scary?  What, we might ask, is going on?   

 

If we look at Mark’s account of Jesus’s baptism, there is actually a tension there 

already.  In the words used - ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well 

pleased’ - Mark’s original hearers would have picked up two separate scriptural 

references.  ‘You are my Son’ is from verse 7 of Psalm 2, words which were part 

of the coronation ritual for a Judean king.  But this is combined with the words: 

‘With you I am well pleased’, which are from Isaiah 42.1, introducing the Servant 

of the Lord – the one who would establish justice, bring captives out from the 

dungeons, but who would also suffer terribly.  So there is tension, even in that 

sentence.  This is a king, but also the Suffering Servant, the figure from the 

prophecy of Isaiah with whom Jesus closely identified.  We begin to see why 

tensions might also be felt within the liturgy of baptism.   
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While I was pondering these things, I came across a small book by Rowan 

Williams with the disarmingly simple title Being Christian.  In it he reflects on 

these tensions and shows that they are in fact a natural part of the Christian life.  

I found his reflections on baptism very helpful for the time we are living through, 

so I hope you will allow me to share them with you.   

 

Rowan Williams notes that the root of the word ‘baptism’ means simply ‘to dip’, 

to immerse something.  The Gospels record John baptising people by immersing 

them in the River Jordan.  But Jesus also uses the word ‘baptism’ to refer to the 

suffering and death that lie ahead of him (Mark 10.38).  He speaks in terms of 

being immersed in them, ‘swamped’ by them.  From the very beginning, 

‘baptism’ into the Christian community was associated with the idea of going 

down into the darkness of Jesus’s suffering and death, of being ‘swamped’ by 

the reality of what he endured.   

 

As the early Church began to reflect on this and to shape its liturgy, another set 

of associations developed.  The story of Jesus’s baptism, as told in the Gospels, 

tells of Jesus going down into the water of the Jordan, and when coming up out 

of it the Holy Spirit descends on him in the form of a dove, and a voice speaks 

from heaven.  The early Christians began to make connections with another 

story involving water and the Spirit, those words from the first chapter of 

Genesis which we heard this morning.  Water in the Bible is traditionally the 

symbol of chaos.  God’s Spirit hovers over it, and out of the chaos comes the 

world, and God says ‘this is good’.  What with the water and the Spirit and the 

voice, the early Christians began to associate baptism with the exact image that 

St Paul used for the Christian life: ‘new creation’.  Baptism came to be looked on 
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as a restoration of what it is to be truly human.  To be baptized was to recover 

the humanity God first intended – that we should live with such love and trust 

in him that we could be called God’s sons and daughters.   

 

Importantly, this is not about being exclusive or protected in some way.  The 

new humanity created around Jesus is not a humanity that is always going to be 

happy or successful or in control of things, but a humanity that can reach out its 

hand from the depths of chaos to be touched by the hand of God.  It means that, 

if you ask where you might expect to find the baptized, one answer is ‘in the 

neighbourhood of chaos’.  You will find Christian people near those places where 

humanity is most at risk, most in need.  You will find them in the neighbourhood 

of Jesus, and Jesus is invariably to be found near human confusion and suffering.   

 

Rowan Williams adds that you might also expect to find the baptized Christian 

near to, or in touch with, the chaos in their own life – because all of us have 

muddle inside us too - and baptism means not being afraid to look with honesty 

at that.  It means being with Jesus ‘in the depths’ – the depths of human need, 

including the depths of our own selves in their need – but also in the depths of 

God’s love; in the depths where the Spirit is re-creating human life as God 

intended it to be.   

 

All this seems to me very relevant for our time, a source of comfort for those 

not feeling at their most resilient at the moment, and a profound source of hope.  

As the author puts it: 

 

‘The person who has been baptized is not only in the middle of human 

suffering and muddle but also in the middle of the love and delight of the 
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Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  That surely is one of the most extraordinary 

mysteries of being Christian.  We are in the middle of two things that seem 

quite contradictory: in the middle of the heart of God, and in the middle 

of a world of threat, suffering, sin and pain.  And because Jesus has taken 

his stand right in the middle of those two realities, that is where we take 

ours.’   

 

So perhaps the time we are living through is not as unprecedented as we think.  

And that, instead of a sermon on baptism being difficult to preach or to hear at 

the moment because it is difficult to feel upbeat, we have been reminded that 

baptism is profoundly rooted in how things are.  And that, however much our 

instinct might be to seek refuge from suffering, it is actually where we are called 

to be.  For when we are called to be where Jesus is, we must let our defences 

down as we immerse ourselves into his life, death and resurrection.  And then, 

by grace, we will find that within the depths of human chaos we are 

strengthened by his Spirit as we take our stand with Jesus in his risks of love and 

solidarity.   

 

And that is why, as we come up out of the waters of baptism, we may hear the 

words that Jesus himself heard: ‘This is my son, my daughter.’  And know that 

we are part of a humanity that can reach out its hand from the depths of chaos, 

to be touched by the hand of God.   

 

Amen.   
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I think I only began to understand the significance of this story when someone 

pointed out to me how much came out of the water jars:  between 800 and 1200 

bottles of fine wine.  That was quite a lot to top up the supply at a village 

wedding.  The story comes right at the beginning of John’s account of Jesus’s 

ministry.  John calls it a ‘sign’, something that points beyond itself.  A revealing 

of the significance of Jesus, which is why it is set as a reading for the season of 

Epiphany.   

 

A village wedding is a happy event, but something has gone wrong.  They have 

run out of wine.  That would be embarrassing on any social occasion, but in a 

culture where shame and honour mattered much more than in our own, it 

would have been something of a disaster for the hosts.  It’s a story full of vivid 

human detail, not least the conversation between Jesus and his mother.  His 

words may sound rather harsh when translated into English: ‘Woman, what 

concern is that to you and to me?  My hour has not yet come.’  The word 

‘Woman’ is actually less harsh in the original Greek, and it can be spoken with 

tenderness – we think of the next time we hear it from Jesus’s lips, as he hangs 

on the cross: ‘Woman, behold your son.’  For that is the only other moment 
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when we meet Jesus’s mother in the Fourth Gospel.  And so Jesus’s words at the 

wedding of Cana already point ahead to the crucifixion, of which he says just 

before it takes place: ‘Father, the hour has come; glorify your Son’.  For John, 

the crucifixion is the ultimate moment when heaven and earth meet.  ‘Signs’ like 

the wedding at Cana point ahead to it.   

 

But for now we are in the wedding feast, and Jesus is speaking to his mother.  I 

like the snippets of conversation that we are given in the Gospels, for they offer 

us an insight into Jesus’s personality, his humanity.  Having known him for thirty 

years, his mother knows how to handle her son.  Even though he is protesting, 

she tells the servants, ‘Do whatever he tells you.’  She knows he will intervene 

to help, and she is right.  This brief exchange reminds us of the story Jesus 

himself tells in Matthew’s Gospel account, about two sons who are asked by 

their father to go and work in his vineyard.  One son says no, but later changes 

his mind and goes.  The other says yes but doesn’t go.  Jesus teaches that it is 

the first of the sons who does the will of his father.  One wonders if it was a 

pattern of response familiar to him.  It seems to have been familiar to his mother 

in the conversation at Cana.   

 

In addition to the human detail, this story is full of symbols, which John is keen 

for his hearers to pick up.  In the Old Testament, the messianic age was often 

referred to in terms of a wedding feast, of God ‘marrying’ his people in an 

eternal covenant.  The references to wedding feasts throughout the Gospels are 

about that restored relationship.  And at the end of the Book of the Revelation 

(which is part of the same tradition as the Fourth Gospel) heaven is referred to 

as the wedding feast of the Lamb, the final union of Christ and the community 

he had come to build, which we call the Church.  So the wedding at Cana points 
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forward too to the heavenly banquet when all will be gathered up into God, a 

foretaste of which we are promised each time we meet to celebrate the 

Eucharist.   

 

People have found all sorts of significance in the details of this Gospel story.  

There are six stone water jars - the number of incompleteness, in contrast to 

seven, the number of perfection.  The water jars were there to provide ritual 

purity for the wedding guests – water for washing their hands and their feet.  

The jars are a sign that God is doing a new thing from within the old.  Jesus often 

takes an existing religious practice and transforms into something new – the 

Passover feast becomes our Holy Communion.   

 

The amount of the wine which, following Jesus’s intervention, pours out of the 

water jars is superabundant, both in quality and quantity.  In the prophecies of 

the Old Testament, large quantities of wine are used to refer to the promised 

restoration of the people of God: ‘The mountains shall drip sweet wine, and all 

the hills shall flow with it’ (Amos 9.13).  John’s message is that, in the new 

relationship with God brought about by Jesus, restoration is already happening.   

And, as Christians, we cannot fail to hear the significance of the words with 

which the story begins: ‘on the third day’.  This is a story about the new 

relationship between God and humanity - the new covenant, the new union of 

God in Christ with his people, which begins with the Resurrection ‘on the third 

day’.   

Above all, this is a story about the difference that Jesus makes:  a story about 

transformation.  The water made wine is the change effected by his touch on 

our lives.  And it affects us both as individuals and when we gather together as 
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his Church.  This week is the Week of prayer for Christian unity, when despite 

our differences we focus on what unites us more than what divides us: one faith, 

one Church, one Lord.   

 

Christ helps each of us to become the person God meant us to be.  It’s what his 

ministry was about.  Turning the water of life into the wine of eternal life.  It’s 

important for us to remember this when we are under pressure, when we feel 

our resources are running dry.  Especially, perhaps, in a time of pandemic.   

 

A former Archbishop of Canterbury, Cosmo Gordon Lang, noted that the life of 

faith is about learning to make water into wine.  He wrote:   

‘At Cana the wine did not simply come: the water became it.  That is the 

divine method.  When Christ came, he did not come in a new order of 

being: he came in flesh, as a human being.  It was this real and actual 

human nature that he made divine.  We are to follow that divine method.  

We are to take the water of life as we find it, and convert it into wine.’1   

Writing a century later, Bishop John V Taylor expressed this insight in slightly 

different terms:   

 

‘If God is to be of any use to you or me, he has to be a God who stands 

gently alongside you, and says, ‘Where shall we go from here? What shall 

we make of it?’  You can’t undo what has made you what you are.  You 

can’t undo history.  But from this moment, with God you can look forward 

and say, ‘What shall we make of this?’  … It is good to remember that the 

child born at Bethlehem [, whose Epiphany we celebrate in this season,] 

                                                           
1 The Miracles of Jesus as the Way of Life (1901) 
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reminds us that God says, ‘Let’s take it from here, and whatever comes, 

let’s see what we can make of it.’2 

 

So as we look towards the future at this daunting time, let’s try thinking in those 

terms: ‘What are we going to make of this?’  And try saying to ourselves in reply:  

’We are going to make water into wine.’   

 

It’s the difference Christ made, and makes still.   

 

Amen.   

 

                                                           
2 The Easter God (2003) 
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The Lectionary, which sets out the readings for use in churches each Sunday, is 

sometimes surprising.  Just when the Church starts to sound bossy, saying 

'Christmas ends at Candlemas' and instructing us to take down the crib last 

week, the Lectionary unexpectedly gives us the Prologue to John's Gospel, the 

reading which many think of as the Christmas Gospel.  Yet here we are on the 

first Sunday of what the Church calls 'ordinary time'.  It might seem puzzlingi, 

but as we shall discover, there is never a wrong time to read the Prologue to 

John’s Gospel.   

I am indebted to Christine Portman for reminding me of a book which I had on 

my shelves, but which I had never actually read.  She mentioned it the other day 

in her online reflection about the wedding at Cana.  It is by Stephen Verney and 

the book is called Water into Wine.  It is an extended meditation on St John’s 

Gospel, matured (like good wine) over the course of many years’ reflection.  It 

is fairly heady stuff, and you might not want to drink it every day.  But once 

tasted, you will remember it.  Although it’s impossible to do justice to it in a few 

minutes, here is a taster.   



2 
 

Verney begins his book by recalling that in the Christian tradition St John is 

known as ‘the disciple whom Jesus loved’.  He writes: 

‘The good news which the disciple whom Jesus loved has to tell us is about 

that love which he himself had experienced.  It was a love which was so 

deeply human that he declared Jesus to be the first truly human being 

who has ever walked the earth, the pioneer of a new order of human 

society.  But at the same time he believed that the love which had touched 

his life was the energy which had created the universe and which keeps it 

in being’.   

In Jesus, the writer of the Fourth Gospel had come to know the very source of 

everything that exists, and the goal towards which everything is moving.  But his 

good news is even more than that.  Jesus called this energy of love ‘my Father’ 

and he opened up a way for us to know his Father as sons and daughters, and 

to become what we truly are, and to experience this love in our lives together.   

Before we explore this idea in more detail, how does John set about explaining 

Jesus’s significance?  Writing in the Jewish tradition, he had the difficult task of 

conveying to a largely Greek readership why this man’s story mattered.  Unlike 

the Jews, the Greeks had no expectation of a Messiah.  So to write in terms of 

that promise being fulfilled – as the Gospels of Matthew and Luke do - would 

not have meant much to them.  Instead, the author expressed the significance 

of Jesus’s birth in terms of the Word.   

The ‘Word’ was a concept common to both Jewish and Greek traditions.  In the 

Old Testament, the ‘word of God’ was God’s way of being active, calling creation 

into being.  Later the concept of the Word became associated with the Wisdom 

of God that brought the divine will to people’s hearts and minds.  We heard a 

passage from the ‘Wisdom tradition’ in our Old Testament reading this morning.  
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For the Greeks, the word (the Logos), was the principle of order under which the 

universe existed.  It also gave people knowledge of truth and the ability to judge 

between right and wrong.  Greeks were used to the idea that a greater reality 

lay behind this one – a world of ideal forms, glimpsed occasionally.  The question 

that intrigued them was how to gain greater access to that deeper reality.   

Ingeniously, the writer of the Prologue to the Fourth Gospel found a way of 

speaking about Christ’s birth that was equally striking in both cultures, Jewish 

and Greek (and so, by implication, for the whole world): ‘the Word became 

flesh.’  It was saying that the powerful, creative force which gives order to the 

universe and intelligence to human beings, was to be found in a person, and if 

we want to understand what this Word is like, we need look no further than 

Jesus of Nazareth.  For in his life, his teaching, his dying and rising, we will 

discover all that we need to know about God.   

The message of these opening words of the story of Jesus is that there is a 

pattern of Love which expresses itself in everything that comes to be.  From the 

beginning.  When Moses asks God for his name, the reply is ‘I AM’.  Stephen 

Verney writes:  

‘In the beginning when time began, I AM already was.  … The very being 

and glory of God is Love, and I AM is the to and fro of Love.  I AM is the 

Love leaping from the Father to the Son, and from the Son to the Father.  

This dialogue or dance of Love is the reality which underlies everything in 

the universe (‘all things came into being through’ [this]), the movement 

of Love which John saw in Jesus, and which is seeking to come alive in us.’   

‘And the Word became flesh and lived among us  …  full of grace and truth.’  In 

John’s telling of Jesus’s story, Verney notes the interplay of references to the 

human self (the I, the ego) and its encounter with the divine Love (the I AM, the 



4 
 

ego-eimi).  In Christ, human egocentricity – which makes for a pattern of society 

in which people compete with, manipulate and try to control one another - is 

transformed into a dynamic where the ruling principle is Love, where the pattern 

of society is one of compassion – people giving what they really are and 

accepting what others are, recognising their differences and sharing their 

vulnerability.   

Verney puts it like this: ‘In Jesus the timeless truth entered time, and I AM 

clothed itself in a human ego.  The two orders became a dialogue of Love, and 

as John and the disciples looked at the Son of Man letting go his human ego and 

receiving it back transformed, they saw the grace and the truth of I AM.  …  Grace 

means the free gift of himself which the Father is giving, … the gift of his Spirit 

springing out of human flesh.  They saw that Jesus lifted up on the cross was 

giving them that free gift, and that all who see and believe now have authority 

to let go and forgive and love one another.’   

Verney’s writing seems to me to capture the essence of what all three of our 

readings this morning are seeking to express in their different ways.  That we 

find in Jesus the fullest expression both of our humanity and of the divine energy 

which lies at the heart of things, and that to discover this is nothing less than 

life-giving.  As John writes at the end of his Gospel: ‘these [signs] are written so 

that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that 

through believing you may have life in his name.’  (John 20.31) 

The thing about the Incarnation is that it is endless, although revealed in a single 

life.  The risen Christ who first appeared to the disciples on Easter Day is present 

with us now and through eternity.  There is no end to Love, even though our 

circumstances change.  There is no end to possibility, even when we feel locked 

down.  God's purposes are endlessly renewing, endlessly creative, endlessly 
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forgiving, endlessly recreating.  There is no right time, and no wrong time, to 

read the Prologue to John’s Gospel.  There is no right time, and no wrong time, 

for the Spirit of Christ to be born in us.  Let it be now.  For where God is active, 

there is no such thing as 'ordinary' time.   

Amen.   

 

 

i  There is actually a simple explanation.  About forty years ago, when the Alternative Service 
Book was introduced, the Church of England decided to liven up ‘ordinary time’ by introducing 
themes for different Sundays.  The Second Sunday before Lent was designated Creation 
Sunday, with readings on the theme of creation.  But with the introduction of Common 
Worship twenty years ago that idea evaporated, so Creation Sunday isn’t mentioned any 
more.  The readings are still there, though without their explanatory label.   
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Poor old Peter.  Always getting it wrong.  When your best friend calls you ‘Satan’ 

you know you’re in trouble.  Only a minute ago Peter was telling Jesus that his 

friends had understood he was the Messiah.  What happened? 

 

Mark doesn’t tell us what Peter said next, just that he ‘rebuked’ Jesus for 

warning them that his forthcoming confrontation with the authorities would 

end in suffering and death.  Peter was presumably saying this didn’t have to be: 

‘you’ll be all right, you are the Messiah, we will fight for you.’  But his words must 

have reminded Jesus of the tempter in the wilderness, inviting him to exercise 

the wrong sort of power.  Hence his severe reaction.   

 

There were many pressures on Jesus to do things differently.  All around him 

were minor insurrections against the occupying forces of the Roman Empire, 

notably by the Zealots, of whom Luke says that one of the twelve apostles, 

Simon, was a member.  So there’s a political dimension to the conversation with 

Peter.  Looked at from this point of view, ‘taking up your cross’ means not taking 

the course of action of the local political and religious authorities - not being 
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subservient to Rome.  Neither is it taking the Zealots’ way of violent insurrection.  

It is the non-violent path of active resistance and the creation of an alternative 

society within the apparent dominance of Rome.   

 

Non-violent resistance where people are oppressed is still the church’s vocation 

– forming an alternative community that is about reconciliation, about receiving 

the stranger as a gift.  Facing the consequences of standing for that alternative 

community and being prepared to suffer for it.  Martin Luther King called it ‘the 

beloved community’, and he was shot for proclaiming it.  Many modern martyrs 

who have given their lives for the Christian faith have done the same.  Like them, 

we will never know when we may be called upon to take up the cross.  We just 

hope we will never have to pay so high a price.   

 

This scene in the Gospel also tells us something about ourselves.  It’s partly 

about how we face up to reality.  In our Lent course, we are discussing Rowan 

Williams’s book of reflections on Faith, hope and love in a time of pandemic.  

Some of us have been admitting to ourselves and each other how difficult we 

have found facing up to reality in the pandemic – clinging to the thought it may 

be over soon.  The serial optimist Boris Johnson has just told the British people 

they can all go on holiday in June (or at least that’s what easyJet heard from his 

speech last week).  Last summer he said it would all be over by Christmas.  

There’s a degree of denial everywhere, including in ourselves.   

 

But in learning to face reality, in all aspects of our lives, we can begin to grow 

beyond denial and useless anger.  That’s another meaning of ‘taking up your 

cross’.  We are better placed to do something about the reality that faces us.  

What we do will differ, depending on the nature of the problem.  In a pandemic, 
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it means taking responsible action and learning to be patient.  With an addiction, 

it means accepting there is a problem and addressing it with appropriate help.  

In dealing with a dysfunctional relationship, it means having honest 

conversations, bringing things to a head or, if necessary, to an end.  But not 

avoiding the reality.   

 

What about ‘denying ourselves’?  Is that just about giving things up for Lent?  

Well, that’s never a bad thing if it helps us contemplate all that Jesus gave up for 

us.  But it’s a wider concept.  It’s about not making ourselves the centre of 

everything, but learning instead to see our lives in the wider context of God in 

Christ.  Realising there’s a bigger story than our own and leaving our 

preoccupations with self behind to live it.  Abraham did that literally, migrating 

in response to God’s prompting, trusting what sounded like incredible promises.  

In doing so, he became the ancestor of faith for all of us, as Paul recognised in 

his Letter to the Romans.  It’s about believing in promise and having faith, which 

in turn leads to hope.  Hope is what we need more than anything at the moment.   

 

And yet we find Jesus saying, ‘those who want to save their life will lose it’.  That 

doesn’t sound very hopeful.  But those words tell us something else about 

ourselves.  They ask us where we are investing our energies, our love, our 

resources.  Do we do so in things that are eternal, or things that are temporary?  

It is worth spending some time during Lent making an inventory of that for 

ourselves.  We might be surprised to find how simple God’s call upon us is.  The 

thing that is eternal is love, and everything else flows from that: the other ‘fruits 

of the Spirit’ that Paul lists elsewhere - joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control (Galatians 5.22-23) - and 

more.  If as individuals we can manage to focus on those qualities together, we 
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may end up as Martin Luther King’s ‘beloved community’, supporting one 

another through thick and thin.   

I was reminded of an example of this when choosing our Communion anthem 

today.  The composer, Richard Shephard, died last weekend after a long illness.  

Forty years ago he lived in Salisbury, where he sang in the cathedral choir.  My 

family were also living there at the time so I got to know him a little.  Shephard’s 

setting of Thomas Campion’s poem ‘Never weather beaten sail’ was written in 

response to tragedy.  A friend of his was diagnosed with an inoperable cancer 

and died not long afterwards, leaving a young family.  Her husband was one of 

Shephard’s colleagues.  The events drew the whole cathedral community 

together in love and concern, Christian community at its best.  Shephard was 

asked to write the anthem for her funeral, and it seems fitting to play it for him 

today.   

The words, written four hundred years ago, may seem surprisingly direct to our 

modern ears.  But if you have ever accompanied someone through a terminal 

illness, you may have heard or even felt a version of Campion’s prayer.  Yet when 

I heard Shephard’s setting again this week, what struck me most about it was 

how both words and music speak of a profound hope and trust in God.  They 

also offer a clue to how death might look from God’s end of the telescope.   

And it struck me that, globally, we are not doing enough of that at the moment 

in the face of this pandemic – holding on to the hope offered to us in God.  We 

are daily given reminders of the need to live cautiously, fearfully, to live locked-

in lives.  But where are we mentally investing our energies, our love and our 

resources?  In the things of eternity, or just the things of the next day?   

If we can find it in us to invest in the things of eternity, we will live more fruitfully 

through what can feel like fruit-less days.  When I put this anthem in the service 
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sheet, I initially thought it had nothing to do with the second Sunday in Lent.  I 

now suspect it has quite a lot to do with it.  For it’s about how we face death 

and, if we can trust that God is holding the other end of the telescope, how that 

in turn frees us to live the gospel now.  Living freely despite all the physical 

constraints we are under.  Risking everything in service of the values that last for 

ever, beyond the concerns of the day.  Setting our minds on divine things, not 

human things.  And, in doing so, learning to be free.   

Easter will teach us that all over again.  Preparation for Easter’s eternal promise 

is what this season of Lent is for.   

Amen.   
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I heard a story this week of a church that had been daubed with graffiti.  The 

writer had angrily written all over the front: ‘God is dead’.  Underneath, 

someone else had written, ‘Wait ……..  Happy Easter.’  It’s a good example of 

how to turn on its head a gesture designed to shock, by over-accepting it.   

 

Jesus’s gesture of ‘cleansing’ the Temple in our Gospel reading today was 

certainly designed to shock.  It’s often assumed his gesture was one of sudden 

anger, but it’s also possible that it was a planned prophetic gesture – at least, 

the Gospel writers understood its prophetic meaning when they looked back.  

Jesus knew well the power of the right gesture.  Riding into Jerusalem on a 

donkey.  Kneeling down to wash his disciples’ feet.  Breaking bread and sharing 

wine and instructing his friends to remember him when they did it.  He is 

remembered not only for his words, but also for his dramatic actions.   

 

The Temple was the centre of things in first century Jerusalem – worship, politics 

and national life.  Above all, it was the place where people understood that God 

had promised he would live among them.  By the first century, the Passover 

festival had evolved into a celebration that lasted a whole week, turning it from 
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a family ritual to a national pilgrimage centred on Jerusalem.  All were 

encouraged to make the journey to the newly expanded temple which Herod 

was constructing.  There was a temple tax, assessed on every Jewish family in 

order to maintain it.  Only temple currency was accepted to pay the tax – Roman 

coins, bearing the image of the emperor, were not allowed, but conveniently 

money changers were available around the Temple, at a less than generous rate 

of exchange.  Pilgrims also wished to offer animals for sacrifice at the Passover 

festival.  The animals had to be without blemish, so – conveniently again – it was 

possible to buy them on arrival rather than travel with them and risk them 

becoming blemished along the way.   

 

Into this busy scene, at the busiest time of the year, strode Jesus, denouncing 

the money changers, the animal sellers and all that they represented – 

challenging not only the temple economy but the whole sacrificial system.  

There is actually an echo of the prophet Zechariah in the words used, for the 

writer of the Gospel has Jesus saying:  ‘Stop making my Father’s house a market-

place!’  Zechariah had written:  ‘There shall no longer be any traders in the house 

of the Lord of hosts on that day’1 – that is, on the day when the Lord will come 

to a new and restored Jerusalem.  The implication is: the Lord has come, and the 

traders must go.   

 

John puts the scene of the ‘cleansing of the Temple’ at the beginning of his 

Gospel.  In the other three accounts it comes in the days leading up to the 

crucifixion.  But John is saying near the outset: ‘If you want to understand who 

this man was, you need to understand this gesture.’  Like the turning of water 

into wine, which the scene in the Temple comes immediately after.  Both these 

                                                           
1 Zechariah 14.21; 14.5.   
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actions are referred to as ‘signs’ - signs through which people would come to 

believe in Jesus’s significance.   

 

Ironically, the religious authorities, shocked by Jesus’s action, ask for just that - 

a ‘sign’, evidence of his authority to behave as he is doing.  There follows one of 

those oblique conversations in which Jesus says something, it is misunderstood 

by those challenging him, and it is only later that his disciples understand what 

he meant.  ‘Do you see this temple?  I can rebuild it in three days.’  The religious 

authorities take his words literally and are outraged.  But they remember the 

conversation, for (in the accounts of Matthew and Mark) this is exactly the 

charge brought against Jesus at his trial.  Yet John tells us that Jesus was instead 

speaking metaphorically, referring to his body.   

 

We should remember that, by the time the Gospels were written down, Herod’s 

Temple had been destroyed by Rome on the orders of the Emperor Nero.  John 

is urging his readers to see that the resurrected body of Jesus is now the place 

of encounter between God and humanity.  The presence of God in our midst is 

to be found not in a building, but in Christ himself and the community of his 

followers.   

 

The Church still has power to make an impression on society by its gestures.  

Those of us above a certain age will recall Pope John Paul II criss-crossing the 

globe and kneeling to kiss the tarmac of each country on his arrival.  It was a 

gesture of humility, thanksgiving and peace.  As a Polish priest, appointed while 

the Cold War was still in progress, he embodied non-violent resistance to the 

Soviet regime, and they couldn’t touch him.  A modern example of the power of 

gesture is taking the knee.  Five years ago, the American footballer Colin 
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Kaepernick refused to stand to sing the US National Anthem before a game, 

saying ‘I am not going to stand up to show pride in a flag for a country that 

oppresses black people and people of colour’.  Instead, he went down on one 

knee – a profound prophetic gesture now imitated all over the world.  Images 

speak louder than words.  Who will forget the protester who stood in front of a 

column of tanks leaving Tiananmen Square in 1989?  Or Alan Kurdi, aged four, 

on the beach of a Greek island – the tragic image of the migrations of the last 

decade?   

 

Out of all the dramatic images associated with Jesus, the Cross was the most 

shocking one of all, as Paul points out in his Letter to the church in Corinth which 

we heard in our Epistle today.  Nowadays we tend to focus on the pain of the 

crucifixion, but what Paul is referring to is the utter shame that it represented.  

A naked man (there would have been no loincloth) with no control over his limbs 

and body.  It was how slaves were executed, those considered lowest in society 

- as a spectacle to spread fear.  Yet Paul is saying that this is power and this is 

wisdom and this is God.  It’s one of the mysteries of the Christian faith how a 

shameful and undignified picture of agonising failure and powerlessness 

became one of the most powerful symbols in the world.   

Two thousand years later, last Wednesday a member of our online community 

gave our weekly Lent talk, ‘Why faith matters’.  She spoke of how, suddenly 

finding herself a refugee following a coup in her country of origin, she was 

sustained by the sign of the Cross through the long years it took her to be 

granted a right of residence in Europe and a place, finally, to call home again.   

 

Two thousand years later, our community of faith faces a challenge:  how do we 

witness to the sign of the Cross now?  Our Lent course is helping us explore what 
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it means to the body of Christ in these times of disruption, and our planning for 

the chaplaincy over the next few years will be an opportunity to open ourselves 

up to the possibilities.   

 

In doing that, we will find continuity through our Old Testament reading, in 

following the commandments of God which Jesus summarised in two sentences:  

love God with all your heart, mind, soul and strength, and love your neighbour 

as yourselves.  We live in a suffering world in need of healing, in need of the love 

Christ begged his followers to share.  The commandments were given to the 

people of Israel in the wilderness to teach them how to live well in community.  

Lent is a time of wilderness.  Let us use it well.   

 

Amen.   
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After those words (‘This is the Passion of the Lord’) the prayer book adds: ‘No 

response is made’.  So it may seem ironic that, at the place where language falls 

silent, the next word written in the prayer book is: ‘Sermon’.  How can anyone 

put into words what has just happened?  A parish priest once lamented to me 

the fact that his church offered tea and hot cross buns after the service on Good 

Friday.  All he wanted was to go away and be alone, in silence.   

 

What is it about this story that silences us?  And what is it about this story that 

is so compelling?  It is sometimes said of the Titanic disaster that one reason 

why its story is so often retold is that people in each generation wonder what 

they would have done if they had been there on that night.  I suspect that is one 

reason why the Passion narrative is still so compelling, two thousand years on.  

So much of human behaviour is laid bare.  The best and the worst.  Mary 

comforts, Judas betrays, Peter affirms then denies, Joseph seeks, Nicodemus 

follows in secret, Thomas doubts, Caiaphas abuses power, so does Herod, so 

does Pilate.  The disciples run away in fear.  Jesus is left alone.  All those involved 

in his death had choices.  Yet people talk of the domino effect of human 



2 
 

wrongdoing.  If you line up dominoes in a particular way and push one, the 

others all fall.  The same is true of human sinfulness.  We have seen it many 

times, for it is often the way human conflict starts.  The assassination of 

Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria in Sarajevo in 1914.  The shooting down of 

a plane carrying Rwandan President Juvenal Habyarimana in 1994.  Dominoes 

falling in a deadly acceleration of violence, apparently unstoppable.   

 

The last days of Jesus, which we have been following in our services each day 

this week, are of universal significance.  As the spiritual writer Erik Kolbell has 

noted, they contain all the themes of guilt and forgiveness, compassion and 

injustice, courage and cowardice, loyalty and betrayal, and the power of life to 

prevail over death – themes as old as civilisation yet as relevant today as they 

were when the Gospels were written.1  We cannot live our lives without them.  

One theme that runs through the whole Passion narrative is accountability.  

Everyone involved has agency, and yet we watch in awe and dread as the pieces 

fall into place, like dominoes.   

 

Another reason for the enduring fascination of the Cross is that it is the place 

where we learn who we are and who God is.  For the Cross reveals both the 

depth of our brokenness and the depth of divine love.  Jesus could have saved 

his life but gave it up, and there is no greater expression of love in the face of 

rejection than to die for those who have done the rejecting.  God is revealed as 

saying: ‘Even when you turn your back on me, I love you.  Even when you pierce 

my hands, I love you.  Even when you betray me, deny me, doubt me or abandon 

me, I love you.’  As the nails were driven in, Jesus said ‘Father, forgive.’  That 

forgiveness breaks the cycle of violence around him.  Christ is the domino that 

                                                           
1 Erik Kolbell, Were you there? (2005)   




