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| wonder. Does anyone here this morning remember their baptism? Many of us
were very young; our parents and godparents made promises for us. We can renew
them through Confirmation, but it does beg the question: what right do others have
to make such serious promises for us?

This morning we’re remembering the baptism of Christ, so let’s compare it with our
own. Heading your service sheets is the Theophany icon, theophany meaning an
appearance of God to humankind. It represents the moment when God's voice is
heard saying “This is my own dear Son with whom | am pleased.” You might notice
the Holy Spirit descending as a dove. Christ’s halo, in the form of a cross, is inscribed
with three letters O Q N, "He Who Is”. Today’s psalm magnificently described God’s
power and glory, and these letters, 0 Qv, reflect that power. They also reflect God’s
words to Moses “/ am who | am”. The crowds standing on the banks of the Jordan
qguestioned John. Was he God’s Messiah? But he tells them clearly: “one who is
more powerful than | will come, the straps of whose sandals | am not worthy to
untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. (Luke 3.16). Now they know
for certain: this is that greater person.

So here’s the first difference between Jesus’ baptism and our own. Clearly the child
is not being revealed as the Son of God. Instead, we believe baptism bears witness
to God’s choice in opening a way to himself through Jesus Christ and through the
gracious presence of the Holy Spirit. We believe that through the parents, who
make the promises, God is choosing children to be nurtured in a Christian family



and, when old enough, come to faith themselves. Like the Roman Catholic and
Orthodox churches, our church recognises baptism as a sacrament. In this
morning’s reading from the Acts of the Apostles we see Peter and John in Samaria
baptizing for the first time. “When they arrived, they prayed for the new believers
there that they might receive the Holy Spirit, because the Holy Spirit had not yet
come on any of them; they had simply been baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.
Then Peter and John placed their hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit.”
We believe that this sacrament has been passed down through the ages through
the priestly laying on of hands.

But here’s another clear difference between our baptisms and that of Jesus: Unlike
today’s priests, more than happy to welcome people into the Church, John felt
reluctant to baptize Jesus. He thought that he was unworthy. Yet Jesus replied: “Let
it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfil all righteousness”. (Matthew 3.15).
After that, he says nothing: there’s no need — this is his revelation as God’s Messiah.
But in our case, whether it was ourselves or our parents who spoke, questions were
posed and promises were made.

Do you turn away from sin? | do.

Do you reject evil? 1do.

Do you turn to Christ as Saviour? |do.
Do you trust in him as Lord? |do.

“I baptize you with water for repentance” said John the Baptist, but at our baptism
we don’t simply repent of sins or turn away from evil; we make affirmations. We
positively turn towards Christ as our Saviour. We put our full trust in him as our
Lord. And that’s why we celebrate his baptism. For us, Jesus isn’t simply another
great prophet. We recognise and profess him to be the Christ.

In their different ways everyone in the Christmas story learned that the child Jesus
was precious to God, sometimes from angels, at others by the prompting of the
Holy Spirit, through strange dreams, or their learning and a guiding star. All these
foretold his greatness, but at this Theophany, for the first time, God’s own voice
announces “This is my Son, whom | love; with him | am well pleased.” (Matthew
3.17)



The preface to our church’s liturgy for baptism reads: “Baptism marks the beginning
of a journey with God which continues for the rest of our lives ... a joyful moment
when we rejoice in what God has done for us in Christ, making serious promises
and declaring the faith. So what exactly has been promised?

Look again at the icon. It’s clearly divided into three different sections, the two
banks of the Jordan and, the centre, where Christ descends into Jordan’s waters.
The two banks rise into mountains representing the heavenly and the earthly
worlds. Christ spans the divide. Now lower down, on the left bank, what’s that axe
doing there, lying at the foot of a withered tree? Perhaps you remember John’s
words to the Pharisees and Sadducces just before Jesus’ baptism: “You brood of
vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? Produce fruit in keeping
with repentance. And do not think you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as
our father. ..... The axe is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does
not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire. (Matthew 3.7-10)

Our baptismal promises declare our desire to turn from a life without God to one
which is lived for God through Jesus Christ. We are ‘born again’ (John 3:3) because
we intentionally turn to a life in God, knowing that our lives fall short of what they
should be, and that Jesus Christ is the one from whom we receive forgiveness and
new life in God’s Spirit. Baptism is a challenging symbol of Christian discipleship.

John’s closing words in today’s Gospel are these: “His winnowing fork is in his hand
to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn, but he will burn
up the chaff with unquenchable fire!” It’s not fashionable these days to talk about
the consequences of leading a sinful life, but from the very beginning, at the heart
of John’s preaching lay a clear message: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at
hand”. (Matthew 3.2). After John’s imprisonment, yet before he has even called
his first disciples, we hear Jesus using exactly the same words: “Repent, for the
kingdom of heaven is at hand.” (Matthew 4.17)

These words sound so very dramatic. We may feel we’re not up to theatrical
turnarounds. Can we imagine ourselves suddenly donning a hair shirt or cutting
ourselves off from our normal way of life? But are John and Christ actually asking
for that? We know in our hearts how much sin hurts, how it can burn us up like a



fire. Repentance, in the Greek, metanoia, quite literally means turning around and
looking and going the other way. It’s hard to see the Kingdom of God if you're facing
the wrong way! We’re asked to face Christ’s way, the way of love. Sometimes it can
be costly — not simply in terms of money of course, though we are called to share
what we can. It's emotionally costly to back down when we know we’re in the
wrong, to stop ourselves from saying a harmful word when we’ve been crossed, to
try to see Christ in the face of the person we really don’t like at all.

Christ does not want us to wallow in guilt; he comes to bring healing and wholeness
to our lives. But first we need to recognise where we’ve fallen short. At the
beginning of our service before the Confession, we heard these words:

Because God was merciful,

he saved us through the water of rebirth

and the renewing power of the Holy Spirit.

But through sin we have fallen away from our baptism.

Let us return to the Lord and renew our faith in his promises

by confessing our sins in penitence. (Titus 3.5)

In his Epiphany message, our bishop writes:

“The audacious claim of the gospels is that, in Christ, God himself enters the human
situation. Through the birth, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, humanity is
given a new start with God. We can be healed from the radically damaging effects
of sin and ultimately liberated from death into eternal life with our Creator”.

If our faith is feeling a little dusty, this time of New Year resolutions is a wonderful
opportunity to revisit the meaning of our baptism. A time to pick ourselves up, dust

ourselves off and start all over again. Metanoia — turning to face Christ’s Way.

Amen.
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The rhythm of the Church seasons is both comforting and dizzying. The journey
from Christmas to Epiphany to Candlemas unfolds rapidly, leaving us breathless.
One moment, we are gazing at a swaddled infant; the next, a twelve-year-old
boy is lost in the Temple. Soon after, we encounter magi bearing gifts, a young
family fleeing to Egypt, and a mother pondering all these things in her heart.
Today, we stand by the banks of the Jordan river, witnessing the baptism of
Jesus: the promised child stepping into his promise.

As we stand here, perhaps feeling a bit uncertain, we wonder how to reconcile
the open heavens and the descending dove with our modern, rational minds,
which often struggle with the symbolic. Meanwhile, the Eastern Churches
celebrate the baptism of Jesus with grandeur and song, proclaiming: ‘Today the
Lord comes to be baptized, so that humankind may be lifted up; today the one
who never has to bow inclines himself before his servant so that he may release
our chains; today we have acquired the kingdom of heaven: indeed, the kingdom
of heaven that has no end.” ! This moment marks, indeed, the ‘official
revelation of Jesus as the Son of God to the world by God the Father. Where the
Eastern tradition dwells in mystery and wonder, the Western mind often seeks
to analyse and explain.

Just weeks ago, we heard the opening chapter of this story: John the Baptist
preaching repentance and judgment at the Jordan, instructing the people on
how to live out their conversion. ‘That Jesus should come and be baptised by
John is surely cause for amazement. To think of the infinite river that gladdens

1 Orthodox Liturgy for the Feast of the Baptism of the Lord

1



the city of God being bathed in a poor little stream!’? For the early Church, this
was not only remarkable but also perplexing. The Messiah placing himself under
the tutelage of John? God’s incarnate Son receiving a baptism of repentance?
Aligning himself with sinners? And why did God the Father choose this moment
to part the heavens and declare his Son beloved?

“Today the Lord comes to be baptized, so that humankind may be lifted up...”

It is truly extraordinary that Jesus begins his public ministry by identifying with
‘all the people,” as Luke describes them—the broken, the hurting, and the
hopeful who had gathered at the Jordan. Jesus’ first public act is one of
alignment: a radical, humble joining with humanity. His first step is toward us.
In his baptism, Jesus declares that God’s abundant mercy is available directly
and immediately to everyone. We are thus invited into a story of identity,
transformation, and calling — not only of who Jesus is, but also of who we are.

When Jesus was baptised, in the Jordan, he heard the words: “You are my
beloved Son; with you | am well pleased.” Jesus, the elder brother, the ‘firstborn
among many brothers [and sisters],’”3 received this assurance from the Father.
In our own baptism, we too are told: “You are my son, you are my daughter.”
What is true of Jesus, the eldest Son, is in some measure true for all of God’s
children. To hear these words—'You are my beloved, in whom | am well
pleased’” — is astonishing. How can such words be meant for us?

The Church has not always echoed this message. Too often, we have heard
instead that we are unacceptable, sinful, outsiders, shameful, condemned. But
this is not the story of our baptism. Paul affirms it with conviction: ‘We are
children of God ... and therefore heirs of God, joint heirs with Christ.” 4

These words are almost too beautiful to believe. This is why they need to be
attested to in a rite that engraves them in our memory. How can we know we
are daughters and sons of God if no one tells us? How can we believe it we don't
receive evidence of it? Our baptism attests to it. Our baptism affixes its seal, so
that from now on, the one who is baptised can no longer ignore God’s word,
which has the power to transform their life. If | am the Father's most beloved

2 Hippolytus of Rome
3 Romans 8.29
4 Romans 8.16-17



daughter or son, then ‘whom shall | fear?’> There will be anguish, temptations,
and tribulations, but of whom shall | be afraid?

In baptism, God conveys to us our identity as beloved children, so cherished that
God would go to any length to communicate that love, even to the point of dying
on the cross. In atime when understanding who we are has become increasingly
complex, baptism offers clarity: our true identity is found in knowing whose we
are. We are God’s beloved children.

Living as God’s beloved requires courage to accept this identity, especially when
the world tells us otherwise. The freedom bestowed upon us in baptism is vast
and generous. Yet this love does not impose; it does not coerce. It descends
quietly, like a dove, speaking in a gentle voice we are free to heed or ignore.

This assurance — that God delights in us not because our lives are flawless, but
because we are God’s children even in the midst of murky waters — brings
peace and freedom. To embrace Christ’s baptism is to embrace the truth that
we, beloved daughters and sons, are one. Baptism binds us to all of humanity,
making us kin, with responsibilities toward one another that we too often fail to
honour. It calls us into radical solidarity, not separateness. Through baptism,
we are freed to touch, accept, and love all that is broken within and around us,
precisely because we are always and already God’s beloved.

There is one baptism, one common hope for all of us. What greater reason for
hope than this: Jesus stands with us at the water’s edge, willing to immerse
himself in shame, scandal, and pain so that we might hear the only Voice that
will tell us who we are: God’s beloved children. Even in the darkest waters, we
are God’s own.

“Today the Lord comes to be baptized, so that humankind may be lifted up...”

For the baptism of Jesus, when he was made one with us, and for our baptism,
when we were made one with him and one another, God’s name be praised.

Amen.

5 Psalm 27.1
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Last year Garry and | were invited to our nephew’s wedding in
Oxfordshire, a happy occasion when two families got together to
celebrate the love and commitment being made by our young
relatives. He was marrying a girl from Azerbaijan, so it was also a
meeting of two cultures, and an international event in many ways. A
warm and sunny day, a lovely old church, everyone dressed up in their
best outfits, and even our hairy little sheepdog was made welcome as
it was too warm to leave her out in the car. She sat in the front with us
and caused great hilarity when she woke up with a start as the
newlyweds were given a round of applause after their vows, and
barked at the top of her not inconsiderable voice to join in. Afterwards
we all adjourned to a restaurant for the speeches, toasts, a meal, drinks
and later on, dancing to celebrate.

A happy day, and a new family beginning.

Weddings have always had great significance, the uniting of two
families, a new start to a new family. In Jesus’s time, a wedding could
last a week, with processions, and it must have seemed like endless
celebrations. | marvel at the social staying power of our French friends
who sail through a long lunch, into boules in the afternoon, then start
all over again with more apéros and food in the evening. | can’t imagine



a whole week of that! Just planning the Christmas celebrations for
family and friends leaves me needing a week off afterwards.

The hosting of a wedding then would have involved huge preparations
and expense. It was a village event, with everyone invited and also
people from neighbouring villages. Much social status was at stake, to
ensure it all went smoothly and there was enough food and wine every
day. So to run out of wine would be a disaster — the family would face
embarrassment, shame and social disgrace and be talked about for
years afterwards in the village.

We don’t know what linked Jesus and his mother Mary to the wedding
at Cana, but they were both there. It’s the first time that Mary is
mentioned in John’s gospel and not by name — only referred to as
Jesus’s mother. The next time he mentions her is at the foot of the cross
at the crucifixion. He places her at the beginning and end of Jesus’s
ministry, as the instigator of the first miracle or sign and faithfully
supporting him as he performs the ultimate miracle on the cross.

She clearly knows that her son is no ordinary man — she has no doubt
that he can fix the problem which has arisen when the wine runs out.
He on the other hand seems reluctant to get involved, telling her it’s
not her problem or his. It’s not yet his time, he says. Which seems
rather a strange thing to say — he’s a carpenter, not a wine supplier so
no-one would expect him to do anything about it anyway. But his
mother, as mothers so often do, knows him better than anyone and
knows he has compassion for others — and clearly also knows that he
will save the day for their hosts.

The stone water jars that he told the servants to fill up with water were
used for the ceremonial religious washing rites. They were huge, each



holding 20 to 30 gallons or 90 to 130 litres when filled up to the top. To
have all that water turn into wine was a huge gift to the family and
guests at that wedding — 600 litres of the best wine. It was a blessing
from God.

On first sight this miracle may seem a bit frivolous —how wonderful yes
— especially for the guests — but this first indication that Jesus was no
ordinary man has much deeper significance too.

It’s a happy, joyous occasion. The coming of Christ the Messiah is also
a happy, joyous occasion. He has already begun his ministry — he’s
there with his disciples, but so far, his ministry hasn’t revealed anything
out of the ordinary. The water is transfigured — as our lives were to be
transfigured by the coming of Christ. But it happened because Mary
told the servants to do whatever Jesus told them to do. They obeyed —
and a miracle happened. | find it reassuring that Christ took pity on his
hosts and all the wedding guests and made the wedding something to
remember. He recognised their need and dealt with it in an extreme
and generous way.

This is the first glimpse we have of heaven and earth meeting, of Jesus
as an extraordinary person in the midst of very ordinary people. Life
would become serious and challenging for him and all his friends and
family, but on this day, he came to the rescue and transformed what
could have been a disastrous start to a young couple’s life together into
a joyous day. The water jars that were used for Jewish purification rites
are symbolic of what God is now doing — he’s using something old to
bring in a new thing, bringing purification to Israel and the whole world
in @ new and unexpected way. This miracle shows us the effect that
Jesus can have on our lives in every aspect. He took something very
ordinary, water, and transformed it into the finest wine — as one wine



critic put it recently “Along with firelight and song, wine is humanity’s
oldest friend”.

John describes seven miracles in his Gospel and the six which come
later we might think are more significant than the one at the wedding
that we’re looking at today — the feeding of the 5000, or the three
healings — of the official’s son, the crippled man, and the blind man;
or walking on water; and finally, the raising of Lazarus from the dead.
All extraordinary. But his transforming of the water into wine was
chosen by John to be the first miracle in his Gospel, and for good
reason. John is using his Gospel to prove that Jesus was indeed the
Messiah, God’s Son, who had the power to transform anything into
something bigger and better beyond our imagination. If he could do
that with water, imaging what he could do with people.

But we should always remember that he can work miracles through us
too, providing we listen to him and do as he asks. Mary knew that —
and Mum always knows best!
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A wedding is never an ordinary day. For the couple, their families, and
their guests is a day for celebration, abundance, joy, and the beginning
of new life - whether it is a grand royal event or a modest village
gathering, like the one at Cana. It is a day when even mundane details
can acquire unforeseen proportions and significance. A wedding is
possibly our metaphor for things ultimately turning out well. Or is this
idea merely fairy-tale philosophy and Hollywood fantasy?

Regardless of how one feels about weddings and stories surrounding
them, we can agree that this is a remarkable episode. In this Epiphany
season, it sheds light on who Jesus is and what he is about to do in the
world. Still, it is striking that John places such emphasis on this event,
calling it ‘the first of Jesus’ signs’. Why did Jesus do it? Running out of
wine at a wedding banquet, while a breach of hospitality and a
potential source of embarrassment and shame for the hosts, hardly
constitutes a matter of life and death. It is a social inconvenience, not
a moral or existential emergency. How does creating an extravagant
amount of wine at a village wedding — approximately 600 litres - align
with acts like raising the dead, feeding the hungry, walking through
locked doors to show the scars on his hands, feet and side, and
proclaiming victory over death? Unlike healing lepers or saving a
woman accused of adultery from stoning, this act lacks an obvious



ethical or moral dimension. Some might even find it troubling, as it
could be misconstrued as encouraging excess. So, what does this “sign”
signify?

In Scripture, marriage and wedding feasts frequently symbolise God’s
salvation and participation in his Kingdom. Today’s reading from Isaiah
likens the return of the exiled people to a wedding, celebrating the joy
of God’s people as akin to that of a bride and bridegroom. Jesus himself
often used wedding imagery in his teaching, in some of his best-known
parables: invitations to a wedding ignored by some; a guest improperly
attired; wise and foolish bridesmaids, some prepared for the arrival of
the bridegroom and some not. When questioned about fasting, Jesus
likened his presence among his followers to a bridegroom’s presence
at a wedding - a time for joy, not mourning. These teachings
foreshadowed a deeper fulfilment. Here, at the start of his public
ministry, John's Gospel announces Jesus as reinterpreting and fulfilling
God’s promises. Jesus will proclaim the arrival of the Kingdom of God,
where scarcity is replaced by abundance, shame by joy.

God’s nature is not to provide merely enough. As Paul writes, God is
able ‘to accomplish abundantly far more than we can ask or imagine’?.
God is a God of overflow whose purpose is, in Jesus’ own words, ‘that
we may have life: life in all its fullness’.?

Shouldn’t this challenge us to respond generously to human need
today, trusting that God can transform even our modest efforts into
something extraordinary, bringing the Kingdom closer to fruition?

! Ephesians 3.20
2 John 10.10



Interestingly, John’s Gospel omits the story of Jesus’ Transfiguration —
the moment when some of his disciples (John being one of them) were
given a glimpse of God’s glory radiating through Jesus. In this Gospel,
before God’s glory is revealed fully in the crucifixion and resurrection
of Jesus, it is already present here at the wedding in Cana.

It is glory manifested in the midst of human concerns: in preparations,
expectations, disappointments, embarrassment, and joy. In the
ordinariness of life, Christ’s presence is to be found. Here, in the
poverty of our nature we are to see the riches of God’s grace, as the
collect prayer so beautifully puts it this morning.

In the waters of our human frailty, we can encounter God’s grace; in
our failures, we taste the wine of Christ’s presence. Glory, it seems,
often appears in unexpected ways — made known through love,
service, community, and grace.

This quiet sign at Cana owes much to Mary’s role. Amid celebration and
distraction, she perceives the need and persists despite Jesus’ initial
reluctance: ‘They have no wine.” She didn’t tell him what she wanted
done. Instead, she communicated her trust in Jesus’ loving, generous
nature, and invited the servants to practice the obedience that makes
faith possible: ‘Do whatever he tells you.” Mary acts as a catalyst,
turning potential into action: ‘Do whatever he tells you.” Seeking to
know what Jesus Christ asks of us - this is the essence of discipleship.

In this Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, Mary offers a model of
intercessory prayer that can unite us, regardless of our theological
differences about her role. We can emulate her example by presenting

) U

the world’s needs to God: ‘They have no food,” “They have no justice,

‘They have no home, ‘They have no one to care for them’. And we



must also acknowledge, ‘There is no unity among us as Christians;
there is only division.” Or even: ‘There is no love’.

Mary simply presented the need and waited with expectant faith,
preparing for the moment when Christ will act.

No matter how insurmountable or hopeless the situation, we can
approach God with honesty and persistence — even in moments of
celebration, as those this Week of Prayer will provide. We can join
together in anticipation, ready to participate in the new life that God
makes available now.

Our divisions as Christians, though painful, have the potential to
humble us and make us more attuned to the quiet workings of grace.
As the Church is increasingly silenced in the world, may it grow more
open to the Spirit of unity that moves where it wills.

At the Last Supper, Jesus prayed: ‘May they all be one3 It is our
faithfulness and response which may be exactly what God requires to
make possible the signs needed in our own day. There is an abundant
future of blessing and glory that Christ makes possible. So our
response, like that at Cana, can be to do together whatever he tells us.

Amen.

3John 17.21
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Last week Donald Trump was inaugurated as 47" President of the United States.
Predictably, the day had a polarising effect. His supporters cheered wildly, while
his critics spoke of a looming dread. It is interesting to place alongside the
events in Washington our readings for today, set by the Lectionary. They too

record words that had a polarising effect.

Our Old Testament and Gospel readings both describe defining moments when
an old text and its interpretation together created a new order of religion.
Around 500 BC, Ezra and his colleagues read out the Jewish Law and explained
it to their hearers, creating a new form of Judaism for the time that followed the
return from exile in Babylon. Jesus read from the prophet Isaiah in Nazareth,
setting the stage not only for his own ministry but also, to some degree, for his
followers ever since. Both were dramatic moments: the first involved reading
the Law to a community and defining them as God’s people in a new way; the
second involved reading prophecy which spoke of future blessing and declaring
that it was happening already. Ezra’s message provoked both weeping and

celebrating. Jesus’s sermon provoked both antagonism and loyalty.



Our Gospel reading ends at the moment Jesus announces that Isaiah’s prophecy
is being fulfilled. But the story goes on. His words were initially well received,
but when the people began to express scepticism of how a carpenter’s son could
say such things, Jesus compared their unbelief to the difficulties encountered by
the prophets Elijah and Elisha, who found more faith among strangers than in
the communities to which they had been called. At this pointin the Gospel story
the mood changes. The congregation turn on Jesus and, in a foreshadowing of

the Passion, take him up to the brow of a hill to throw him off.

Commentators have speculated about the reasons for the abrupt change of
mood in the Nazareth congregation. Some note that Jesus doesn’t exactly quote
chapter 61 of Isaiah, but leaves some sentences out and imports one from
another chapter — changes that emphasise how his mission will focus on the
hospitality of God to everyone, a gospel of acceptance and inclusion. Other
commentators note the economic implications of Jesus’s call for a ‘year of the
Lord’s favour’, a year of Jubilee in which debts would be forgiven and
confiscated land restored — if implemented literally, it would have disrupted the
local economy. As his message is absorbed, initial approval turns to rejection
and violence, as it will again in the final dramatic week in Jerusalem. Whatever
the reasons for the mood change, this brief scene sets the pattern for Jesus’s

future ministry.

Paul’s exposition of the unity of Christ’s body, in his first letter to the church in
Corinth, is a good reading for us at the end of the Week of Prayer for Christian
Unity. In Marseille, Aix and the Luberon, we have enjoyed sharing our faith with
our Christian neighbours, as friendships and understandings have deepened.
Yet if Paul’s Letter were read out before the more usual mutually suspicious

Christian groupings of our time — not least within the Church of England itself —



would we weep in sorrow at our failure to live by it, or rejoice at the recognition
of our real identity and mutual belonging? It is something to reflect on. Paul
urges the Corinthians to learn to think of themselves as one entity, one body,
whose life and health depend on co-operation and connection. We cannot

pretend this is a lesson we have learned, in church or politics.

Which brings us back to President Trump and the polarising impact of his
inauguration. All three of our readings are about the importance of community,
justice and compassion. None of those were apparent in the President’s speech
and actions on Monday. One of the most disturbing things about his method —
by no means unique to him - is his use of scapegoating to gain support for his

views.

You will have heard me speak before about scapegoating. By this mechanism,
our uncomfortable feelings about ourselves, such an envy or guilt, are displaced
and projected onto another more vulnerable person or group. It works like this.
| feel bad about myself, so | pick on someone who is demonstrably ‘worse’ than
me, and then | feel better because | am not as bad as them. Scapegoating also
works to overcome my sense of powerlessness in the face of circumstances in
my life that cause me unhappiness. | can say that it’s all ‘their’ fault, whoever

‘they’ are.

In Western societies, we seem to be in the grip of an epidemic of scapegoating.
Mostly it is those who are ‘different’ who are scapegoated - those of different
nationality, ethnicity, social status or sexual identity. Across the Western world,
politicians are trying to outdo one another in being toughest on immigration.
For surely it is the immigrants who are to blame for everything. And if not them,
then perhaps the LGBTI+ community, against whom new laws are being passed

in different countries to authorise discrimination. Those were two of the groups



targeted by Trump on the first day of his new presidency. They were also two
groups mentioned in a sermon which the Bishop of Washington, Marion Budde,
gave at the service in the National Cathedral which followed the inauguration.
She asked the President to show mercy on the groups he had singled out. In
media reports that followed the service, while the President was dismissive of
Bishop Budde, there was a degree of awe at her willingness to speak truth to

power.

Scapegoating needs to be called out. Not just in others, but also — especially - in
ourselves. Tomorrow is designated by the United Nations as International
Holocaust Remembrance Day, when the terrible consequences of this way of
thinking are recalled. 27% January is the anniversary of the day on which
Auschwitz was liberated in 1945. Last week one of the last living French
witnesses to have survived Auschwitz died. We must continue to learn from

their testimony.

The British Jewish author Gillian Rose, a respected philosophical voice of the last
century, wrote powerfully about the Holocaust. She also criticised films like
Schindler’s List (which was shown again last week on French TV) because they
place the viewer in the role of innocent bystander or remote judge. Such works,
she wrote, seek to absolve us of our own complicity in the world’s evils. Gillian
Rose argued instead for a ‘solidarity of the shaken’ - those who are acutely
aware not only of the sins of the world but also of our collusion with them.
Unfashionably perhaps, she concludes that the way to avoid such complicity is
the path of prayer, where we are confronted by a depth before which we must
be contemplative, the mystery of God. The infinite Love that has the ultimate

power to dissolve hatred and extremism in all its forms. | would like to suggest



that this is how we might begin responding to the pronouncements of the 47t

President of the United States.

Meanwhile we should be shaken that extremist views — including racism,
antisemitism and homophobia - are once again gaining credence across the
democratic world. It is not OK to express such views, and it is not OK to be

bystanders. Holocaust Memorial Day reminds us of that. So does the Gospel.

None of us is innocent of complicity in the evils of the world. But we do have it
in us to challenge injustice and prejudice wherever we find it. In the name of

the one who lived and died and rose again to restore our humanity, Jesus Christ.

Amen.
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Reflection

There are moments in our lives when our senses awaken, when we perceive more deeply,
when we glimpse a reality larger than ourselves, opening us to a fuller life. These are
moments of encounter, when divinity and our humanity touch. That is what we celebrate
today on the Feast of the Presentation of our Lord in the Temple, Candlemas.

In the Orthodox and Oriental traditions, it is called the Feast of the Encounter - the meeting
of Jesus with his people, represented in the Temple by Simeon and Anna. These two elders
are bearers of Israel’s long-held hopes, stretching back to the promise made to Abraham: “In
you will all the nations of the earth be blessed”!. This promise was never meant for
Abraham’s descendants alone. It was a gift for all humankind, an invitation into the boundless
love of God.

Among the many righteous and devout people of their generation, what set Simeon and Anna
apart? What prepared them to recognise that “the Lord whom they sought, has suddenly
come to his Temple”?? It was a lifetime of patient, hopeful, trust-filled waiting for the
consolation and redemption of their people. Could they serve as models for us today?

1 Genesis 22.18
2 Malachi 3.1



We all know what it is to wait — to wait for life to change, for grief to subside, for prayers to
be answered, for joy to return. We wait for forgiveness and reconciliation, for clarity, for
purpose, for healing, for new beginnings.

“Good things come to those who wait”, the saying goes. Yet waiting is difficult. Even more so
in an age of instant communication, same-day delivery, and high-speed travel, when
everything around us fuels impatience. The relentless pace of life, the demands of
technology, the pressure of constant obligations — waiting feels like an affliction. We devise
strategies to endure it, seeking to avoid the frustration, resentment and uncertainty that so
often accompany delay.

Yet the very foundation of the Christian life is built on waiting. Endurance, steadfastness,
hope, trust, faith — they all imply waiting. From the beginning, waiting for God has defined
humankind’s relationship with the divine. Abraham was promised that he would be the
father of a great nation, yet that promise was fulfilled long after his death. The Hebrews
wandered the wilderness for forty years before entering the Promised Land. Later, they
endured seventy years in exile in Babylon before returning to Jerusalem. And the last
prophetic voice of the Old Testament, Malachi from whose book we read today - regarded in
the Eastern Churches as the ‘seal of the prophets’ - spoke some four centuries before Christ’s
birth. Four hundred years of prophetic silence.

By the time Jesus was born, many of his people felt the weight of waiting as absence. The
God, who had once seemed so near, now felt distant. They surely echoed the psalmist’s cry:
“How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever? How long will you hide your face from me?”3.
Once a window, the heavens seemed to have become an impenetrable wall.

And yet, Simeon and Anna did not take God’s apparent absence as cause to turn away.
Instead, they held fast, their hearts inclined toward him, their prayers ascending to the One
they could neither see nor hear.

A writer once observed that only those who know how to wait will find that “the world
discloses its power of meaning” — that they become “sharers with God of a secret”. In an
unremarkable bundle wrapping the frail form of a child, the son of a poor couple, Simeon
and Anna saw God secretly at work. They saw more than an infant; they saw salvation, the
fulfillment of divine promise, the light of God’s glory, the peace that sets hearts free, the
fullness of their own lives. Waiting purifies the heart, making it humble, open, and ready.
Only the eyes of faith could recognise, in the fragile, small humanity of Jesus, the Saviour
announced by the angel°.

3 psalm 13.1
4 W. H. Vanstone, The Stature of Waiting
5 Luke 2,11



This child, like all children, is a living symbol of hope - a new beginning, a new life, a future
brimming with possibility. Looking back, this child is the fulfilment of God’s promises. Looking
forward, he is the hope of the world, a light in the darkness. This child is the God of newness
and surprises.

But what good is it to us if Simeon receives this child into his arms, yet we do not? What good
is it to us if Simeon and Anna’s eyes see salvation, yet we remain blind? What good is it to us
if Simeon is free to go in peace, yet our hearts remain restless?

The encounter in faith with God, present in the history of each human being, is not only for
Simeon and Anna. Itis for us. Deep within, this is what we long for. It is the desire that shapes
our lives: to hold the child, to see the salvation, to know the fulfillment of God’s promises in
our own lives, to be set free to go in peace.

This is my hope for all of us: That we may allow ourselves, like Simeon and Anna, to be led
by the desires of our hearts, moved by the Spirit. That we may have the eyes of faith to
recognise God at work in the unnoticed and the unexpected. That we may see God’s presence
in the small, the hidden, the ordinary. That we may have the courage to proclaim what we
see. That we may glimpse the light - so that we may become a light for others. So that, in the
words of the American Baptist pastor and civil rights leader Howard Thurman, the work of
Christmas - the work of God becoming flesh and dwelling among us - may begin:

“To find the lost,

To heal the broken,

To feed the hungry,

To release the prisoner,

To rebuild the nations,

To bring peace among people,
To make music in the heart.”®

Amen.

The Revd Roxana Tenea Teleman, Assistant Chaplain

8 Thurman, The Work of Christmas, in The Mood of Christmas and Other Celebrations
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Isaiah, Paul and Peter — a Hebrew prophet in the Temple built by Solomon; a
Pharisee, once a fierce persecutor of Christ’s followers, reflecting on becoming
a Christian convert; and a Galilean fisherman astonished by an abundant catch.
What do their stories, which we have just heard this morning, have in common?
A thread runs through them: each experiences an encounter with the divine, in
which they are called and commissioned.

Do we believe in the God of the encounter? When we read theophany stories in
Scripture - accounts of encounters with divine manifestations - we may feel
wary, wistful, or even envious. Surely, such experiences cannot happen to us.
Paul briefly alludes to his dramatic transformation in his first letter to the
Corinthians: ‘Last of all, [the Risen Christ] appeared to me’, The Acts of the
Apostles provide a more vivid account: Saul of Tarsus, a zealous Pharisee and
persecutor of Christians, sees a blinding light, and hears a divine voice’. This
encounter compels him to abandon his mission of persecution and become
himself a follower of Christ, later known as the apostle Paul. His story is a striking
reminder that no one is beyond the reach of God’s boundless grace.

Isaiah’s vision in the Temple is one of the most awe-inspiring moments in
Scripture. In the presence of a reality greater than anything he had ever
imagined; he is overwhelmed by reverence and adoration. The encounter with
the Wholly Other is a mysterium tremendum et fascinans® —a mystery that both
terrifies and fascinates, humbles and comforts, daunts and delights, drawing the
soul into its fullness.

Likewise, the fisherman Simon, later called Peter, brother of Andrew and
companion of James and John, experiences something that evokes in him a
reaction akin to Isaiah’s vision of glory. When Peter witnesses the immense
catch of fish, he is struck by the presence of holiness.

In the face of the divine manifestation, Isaiah, Paul and Peter each experience
profound unworthiness. Peter, overwhelmed by the abundant catch, falls at

7 Acts of the Apostles, 9.3-9
8 Rudolf Otto, The Idea Of The Holy



Jesus' knees and says, ‘Go away from me, Lord, for | am a sinful man.’ Paul,
reflecting on his conversion, confesses, ‘I am the least of the apostles, not fit to
be called an apostle.” And Isaiah, for all the intensity of his vision, cries out, “Woe
is me! I am lost, for | am a man of unclean lips.” These encounters are anything
but mild. When we hear lIsaiah, Paul, and Peter express their human frailty
before a transcendent God, we recognise a singular theme. Saint Augustine once
articulated it with both fear and comfort: ‘Where I’m terrified by what | am for
you, | am given comfort by what | am with you.”® To gaze upon God'’s holiness is
to become acutely aware of one’s shortcomings - yet God acts to bridge the gap
between divine perfection and human brokenness.

An angel purifies Isaiah’s lips with a burning coal. Then God speaks: ‘Whom shall
| send, and who will go for us?’ Isaiah now responds without hesitation: ‘Here
am |; send me!’ says Isaiah. Our frailty, failure, and inadequacy are not obstacles
to God's love. He does not require a perfect messenger for his message. A 19%"-
century Polish rabbi, the Kotzker Rebbe, known for his sharp and down-to-earth
teachings, once said: ‘Let your holiness be human — the holiness of those
moulded out of clay, not the holiness of angels, for God has plenty of angels.’
Though the chasm between divine transcendence and human limitation and
imperfection is vast, we can still offer ourselves to God, as Isaiah did: ‘Here am
I, send me.” Without hesitation or reserve, we can follow the example of Peter,
James, John, and their companions, who ‘brought their boats to shore, left
everything, and followed Jesus.” And like Paul, we may take joy in the truth: ‘By
the grace of God | am what | am.’

God often meets us in moments of failure, vulnerability and need. ‘We have
toiled all night long, but have caught nothing,” Peter laments. Yet God does not
leave us in desolation. He calls us beyond mere receptivity into sharing in his
mission —a work of healing, renewal, justice, peace and restoration.

Just as Christ chose to step into Peter’s boat, so does he too step into the boat
of our lives — even when we believe it to be empty. He enters our barrenness to
fill it with his presence, transforming our poverty into a channel for his mercy.
From our boat, Christ calls us to ‘put out into the deep water’ - to venture into
the depths of truth, repentance and action, into the deep, turbulent, and often
daunting waters of our lives, communities, cultures. He summons us to delve
deeper into our capacity for love — not only for those who are familiar or like us,
but for all. The abundant catch of fish signifies the vast embrace of God’s
kingdom, where all are gathered in love and dignity, regardless of race, status or
origin. If our faith - our journey with Christ — does not make us more generous,
hospitable, forgiving, and compassionate, then what, indeed, is its worth to us
and to the world?

9 Sermon 340, 292



From our boat, Christ calls us to step forth in faith and freedom, to surrender
our prejudices, to think and live with depth, to face our doubts and fears, and to
abandon ourselves to the inexhaustible depths of God’s abundant life.

To Isaiah's dread, to Paul's regrets and painful memories, to Simon Peter's fears,
and to our own deep insecurities, God whispers the same words Jesus spoke to
Peter: ‘Do not be afraid’. Then, with the psalmist, we may pray: ‘Though | walk
in the midst of trouble, [l trust that] the Lord shall make good his purpose for
me.’

May we, like Peter, take the leap of trust: ‘If you say so, | will’. If you say so, | will
try again. If you say so, | will be faithful to my calling. If you say so, | will venture
into the deep rather than linger on the shore. If you say so, | will cast my empty
net into the water and wait with hope for your kingdom to come.

For we can trust that after a night of struggle comes a morning of mercy and a
tomorrow of promise.

Amen.
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‘Be who God meant you to be and you will set the world on fire.” Those words
of the fourteenth century mystic, Catherine of Siena, opened a sermon given by
the former Bishop of London, Richard Chartres, at the wedding of the Prince and
Princess of Wales in 2011. They also offer a profound commentary on what the
word ‘vocation’ means.

When vicars speak of vocation, people sometimes assume they are talking only
about ministry in the church. | was once asked to give a talk to some school
leavers, and when | said that | was planning to talk to them about vocation, a
look of panic crossed the face of the person who had invited me. | reassured
them that | meant ‘vocation’ in the widest sense, of what people feel called to
do with their lives. We use ‘vocational guidance’ to mean helping people
discover what their gifts might best fit them for in the world of work.
Sometimes the activity is the last thing their loved ones might have wanted them
to do, but the pull of it is stronger. We might spare a thought for Zebedee, the
father of James and John. Would he have taken comfort from Catherine of
Siena’s words as he watched his sons walk away from the family business to a
life of risk and uncertainty, following an itinerant preacher with nowhere to call
home?

In Mark and Matthew’s accounts of the beginning of Jesus’s ministry, he simply

calls Simon and Andrew, James and John, and they follow him. Luke’s Gospel



interweaves the call of the first disciples with the story of the miraculous catch
of fish. In the Bible, miraculous harvests are signs of the coming kingdom of
God. John places the story of the catch of fish at the end of his Gospel, after the
resurrection. The fish are cooked and shared, and the mantle of ministry is
passed to Peter, despite his overwhelming sense of failure at having betrayed

Jesus after his arrest.

In Luke’s version, Peter’s sense of unworthiness is articulated from the outset.
Having been surprised by Jesus in the middle of a working day (God has a way
of interrupting us as we go about our ordinary lives), he at first protests that
they have fished all night and caught nothing. But something about this
stranger, whom he has observed over the previous days - preaching in the
synagogue at Capernaum, healing his mother-in-law, teaching from his own
borrowed boat — makes him comply with the request to ‘put out into the deep

water’ and let down the nets.

As ever with the Gospels, there are echoes of the Old Testament. The ‘waters
of the deep’ in Genesis are a metaphor for chaos, something that threatens
God’s purposes. Yet the result of confronting the chaos is an extraordinary
harvest of fish — a sign of the abundance of God’s coming reign. Then, following
a familiar pattern in the Bible, a miracle story becomes a call or commissioning.
The call of Moses at the burning bush. The call of the prophet Isaiah, which we

heard in our Old Testament reading.

At the sight of the miraculous catch, Simon Peter is overwhelmed by a sense of
proximity to the divine. Like Isaiah before him (‘l am a man of unclean lips’), he

protests his unworthiness (‘Go away from me, Lord, for | am a sinful man’). Paul,



writing to the early church community at Corinth, expresses a similar sense of
shame (‘I am unfit to be called an apostle’), aware that before his conversion he
had persecuted Christians for their faith. But for Isaiah, Paul and Peter, and
countless others since, it is at the very moment of painful self-knowledge that
the commission comes. ‘Do not be afraid’, says Jesus to Peter, ‘from now on
you will be catching people’. The prophet Jeremiah had used the image of
‘catching people’ to speak of those who served God’s purpose. (Jeremiah 16.16-
18.) Here, these young fishermen are invited to do the same. The pull of their
vocation is such that the boats, the fish and the mystified Zebedee are left on

the shore.

We see a pattern of call and response throughout the Bible. In what the
Christmas bidding prayer calls ‘the tale of the loving purposes of God’, we are
taught that somehow God needs our response to complete those purposes.
Isaiah, called to be the prophet who will warn Israel of impending disaster,
terrified of the responsibility, yet answering: ‘Here am |; send me.” Simon Peter,
taking on the mantle of ministry from Jesus: ‘Feed my sheep’. Next month we
will celebrate the greatest call and response of all, the Annunciation of our Lord
to his mother Mary. ‘Be it unto me according to your word.” Last week, at
Candlemas, we pondered on the enormous cost of her response, as Simeon

foretold how a sword would pierce her soul.

Vocation is about a sense of who we really are, what we are here to do. Mostly
it involves a series of responses rather than a single moment of decision. Being
open to God in our lives, trying to discern what our response should be to any

set of circumstances. Letting down our nets into the chaos of our times.



The times may feel unpromising or threatening, as they do now. | once read an
article by the late Bernard Levin, reflecting on the courage shown by a Dutch
couple who had decided to shelter a Jewish family in wartime Amsterdam. Their
initial decision exposed them to ever increasing risk. Yet, Levin noted, somehow
they found the courage to say to themselves: ‘We have said A. Now we must
say B.” | wonder if those fishermen found themselves thinking something
similar, as they walked with Jesus to Jerusalem, towards arrest, trial, execution
and death. A series of responses rather than a single moment of decision, as

their vocation unfolded. ‘We have said A. Now we must say B.’

Yet sometimes there are defining moments of vocation that change our lives
and the lives of those around us. In 2018, a gunman entered a village
supermarket near Carcassonne and took three hostages. Two were later
released, leaving one still held at gunpoint, a woman who worked as a cashier.
Arnaud Beltrame, the most senior police officer called to the scene, who had
recently been baptised as a Christian, offered to change places with her, thereby

saving her life. He lost his own in the shooting that followed.

At the end of this service, through Christ, we will offer our souls and bodies to
be a living sacrifice, asking God to send us out to live and work to his praise and
glory. We may never be called upon to do anything like as courageous as what
Arnaud Beltrame did. But we do each have a vocation. And if, by grace, we are
able to discover who God means us to be, it is not impossible that, as Catherine

of Siena observed, we may - each in our own small way - set the world on fire.

Amen.
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| wonder how you’re feeling this cold February morning? What seems like a long
winter has perhaps been made even gloomier by the daily news. Today’s Collect
has it about right when it talks about the unruly wills and passions of sinful
humanity! So | hope you found some comfort in today’s readings. They’re all so
full of hope and promise. A ‘Jeremiah’ is defined as a miserable pessimist, but
listen again to the prophet’s words:

Blessed are those who trust in the Lord,
whose trust is the Lord.
They shall be like a tree planted by water,
sending out its roots by the stream.
It shall not fear when heat comes,
and its leaves shall stay green;
in the year of drought it is not anxious,
and it does not cease to bear fruit.
Then we recited Psalm 1:
Blessed is the one
who does not walk in step with the wicked
or stand in the way that sinners take
or sit in the company of mockers,
but whose delight is in the law of the Lord,
and who meditates on his law day and night.
That person is like a tree planted by streams of water,
which yields its fruit in season
and whose leaf does not wither—
whatever they do prospers.
This reminded me straight away of words from Letters from Westerbork. From
this Nazi transit camp, Etty Hillesum wrote, “There is a really deep well inside
me. And in it dwells God”. In one of the darkest periods of recent human history,
Etty made an extraordinary spiritual journey of self-discovery. Her last written
words were found on a postcard thrown from a transport train. Although on her
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way to Auschwitz, they reveal her joy, thankfulness and confidence in God’s
goodness and ultimate power. She had found him, even as she travelled with
thousands of others to her death.

We’re notin those darkest places yet, but many people with knowledge of world
history are rightly disturbed by current trends. But we could take a longer view
by looking back into biblical history. Even a cursory glance through the Old
Testament might lead us to reflect, plus ¢a change. We see wars and hatred, a
profound failure to follow God’s laws. Over millenia, prophets cried out for
peace and justice, longing for a time when swords would be beaten into
ploughshares and God’s peace reign on earth.

We may be passing through difficult times, but today’s Collect points us in the
right direction. It acknowledges the constant change that many of us find
unsettling, but asks for God’s grace:

so to love what you command

and to desire what you promise,

that, among the many changes of this world,
our hearts may surely there be fixed

where true joys are to be found.

Jeremiah’s words and the psalm speak of this grace, experienced by those who
choose to delight ...in the law of the Lord. Their choice makes them truly blessed.
Sometimes we recognise how blessed we are - but for most of us, not always.
Things go wrong in our families or at work, we regret our actions or thoughts,
we weep for others or worry for humanity’s future and we can feel weighed
down by sorrow. God can feel far away. Of course, he’s still there — but we have
entered a place where it’s hard to feel his presence. It’s quite normal that
Christians often suffer in this world. We long for justice, for the coming of God’s
kingdom here and now, as in heaven, so it hurts when we see how humanity
continually falls short of the good God wills for us. At the end of Matthew
chapter 11, Jesus tells the crowd: Come to me, all you who are weary and
burdened, and | will give you rest. To find that rest, he adds, Take my yoke upon
you and learn from me, for | am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find
rest for your souls. ( (Matthew 11, 28-30).
In this morning’s gospel reading, looking at his disciples, he says:
“Blessed are you who are poor,

for yours is the kingdom of God.
Blessed are you who hunger now,

for you will be satisfied.
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Blessed are you who weep now,
for you will laugh.

Blessed are you when people hate you,
when they exclude you and insult you
and reject your name as evil,

because of the Son of Man.”

What do you hunger for, who do you weep for? Have you been excluded or
insulted for standing by what your faith compels you to say or do? Jesus never
promised an easy road. In a later chapter of Matthew he warns of the cost: “If
anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and
follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life
for my sake will find it”. Because the hurts we may experience are in fact
blessings. So, Jesus tells his disciples, it doesn’t matter if you have to face harsh
conditions, because come what may, your roots will continue to tap into the
living water which is the knowledge of the presence of God. In his presence we
won'’t fear when heat comes, our leaves will always be green.
But of course, we have free will. We can and do decide not to accept his grace,
not to love what he commands, not to desire what he promises, not to fix our
hearts where true joys are to be found. Aren’t Jeremiah’s words so true?
Cursed are those who trust in mere mortals
and make mere flesh their strength,
whose hearts turn away from the Lord.
They shall be like a shrub in the desert,
and shall not see when relief comes.
They shall live in the parched places of the wilderness,
in an uninhabited salt land.
It’s not that some cruel god is punishing them: they have simply so blinded
themselves that they can’t see when relief comes. They live in a hell made by
their own turning away from God.

Psalm 1 continues The heart is deceitful above all things. Etty Hillesum wrote
about experiencing the deep well inside her where she felt God’s presence
within her. But she went on to say: Sometimes | am there, too. But more often
stones and grit block the well, and God is buried beneath. Then he must be dug
out again”. She knew that the path back to God was through prayer. We should
thank God that we know that’s always an option. Whenever we recognise our
need to turn back to God, we are always forgiven, loved and free. The way back
home is always open: we have a Resurrection faith.
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This reminds me of the despondent disciples on the road to Emmaus as they
encounter the risen Lord. When he leaves, “They said to each other, “Weren’t
our hearts on fire when he spoke to us along the road and when he explained the
scriptures for us?” (Luke 24.32).

Writing to the Corinthians, Saint Paul insists that our faith in Christ’s
Resurrection is essential: if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are
still in your sins. Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ are lost. If only
for this life we have hope in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied. So in
this 1700t anniversary year of the Nicene Creed, we have a good opportunity to
think about what we’re declaring as we recite it. Today we might focus on what
we say about Christ’s death, Resurrection and the life of the world to come. This
chaplaincy will be following Bishop Robert’s suggestion and our online Lent
course will examine the creed. Lent leads us up to Easter, the high point of our
Christian year. As we celebrate Christ’s Resurrection, | wonder, what will it
mean for us all? Pondering what’s at the very heart of our faith will surely enrich
our Easter life. Let us pray again that, among the many changes of this world,
our hearts may surely there be fixed where true joys are to be found.

Amen.
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One of the beautiful things about the Gospel is the different perspectives we are
given of the teachings of Jesus from the four different authors — like a diamond
revealing its colours and depth as we turn it in the light.

Today we heard Luke’s version of the Beatitudes, the teaching known by that
name because, in the Latin version of the Bible, each sentence began with the
words ‘beati sunt’. Most of us are more familiar with Matthew’s account of
these sayings of Jesus: ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom
of heaven’, ‘Blessed are those who hunger for justice, for they shall be satisfied’.
Matthew’s Beatitudes are part of what is known as the Sermon on the Mount,
when Jesus is portrayed like the new Moses, on top of a mountain between
heaven and earth, speaking directly to God. The equivalent in Luke’s Gospel is
known as the Sermon on the Plain, where Jesus is portrayed coming down from
the mountain where he has been praying, to a ‘level place’, coming among the
people who are in need. Luke the physician, preoccupied with the relief of
suffering.

Both Sermons are a description of life in the Kingdom of God, that vision of what
the creation will be like when God’s purposes are fulfilled. Hence each of the
Beatitudes offers a contrast between how things are and how they will be. For

the Gospel writers, the good news Jesus proclaimed was that the kingdom was
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already breaking in on the present, so people could begin to experience the
ultimate blessedness now.

We hear foretastes of it too in our Old Testament reading from the prophet
Jeremiah — ‘Blessed are those who trust in the Lord ... They shall be like a tree
planted by water’, and in the Psalm — ‘Blessed are they who have not walked in
the counsel of the wicked ... Like a tree planted by streams of water ... whatever
they do, it shall prosper’.

The differences between Matthew’s and Luke’s versions are a study in
perspective. If we are looking up at Jesus on the mountain, the Beatitudes seem
like a higher law, a covenant with a community to which we might aspire to
belong. We are invited to go up and see to the horizon — the possibilities of the
kingdom of God. If Jesus is down on our level, looking up at us because he is on
the ground tending to someone in need, the Beatitudes seem like a call to action
— what are we going to do about it? In Luke, those described as blessed are
simply poor and hungry. If Matthew things are more spiritualised — those who
are blessed are poor ‘in spirit’ or hungry ‘for justice’. Notice, too, that there are
only four Beatitudes in Luke, whereas Matthew has eight. There are no ‘pure in
heart’ on the Plain. This is the mess and grind of everyday living, in poverty and
pain.

From the outset of his Gospel Luke emphasises that in the Kingdom of Heaven
there will be a reversal of the world’s values, of power and wealth. The
Beatitudes continue the trajectory of Mary’s song of the Magnificat and Jesus
reading from the prophet Isaiah in the synagogue at Nazareth, announcing the
release of captives and the oppressed going free. Luke’s Beatitudes are not
about wanting to be godly. They are about a community of followers standing

with the dispossessed, the marginalised, the grieving. Practising the presence
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of Christ where the world is hurting. For Luke, faith begins with compassion and
care, not a system of belief.

Jesus is not saying that we need to be poor or hungry in order to be blessed. But
he is pointing out that the person most appreciative of a feast is the one who
was hungry. It's part of the mystery of being human that we only learn to
appreciate things fully when we lose them — health, resources, people we loved.
The Beatitudes point out that it’s when we feel our lack that we appreciate God’s
blessings more. It makes us live more gratefully, which is also to live more freely.
In Jesus’s proclamation of the Kingdom, the advantage belongs to those who
approach it with the greatest sense of need for its riches, undistracted by the
fleeting pleasures of the world.

The head of a college which runs courses on stress management training once
commented as follows: ‘People buy smart cars, big houses and all that, but they
don’t really have a life. They are so busy, so stressed, so guilty and so pressured.
They have no time to see their friends. They think they are rich. But if these
things are bought at the expense of social, natural and spiritual values, then I’'m
afraid | have to call that poverty.” That’s a pretty good 21t century translation
of Luke’s Beatitudes.

The comment also highlights that fact that ‘poverty’ in practice includes spiritual
poverty, of which there is a great deal around. It’s why we need Matthew’s take
on the Beatitudes as well. For it is when we glimpse something of the Kingdom
of Heaven that we are better able to put things into perspective.

The message of the Beatitudes is ultimately about where we put our trust. If we
trust in the power of God to renew and to comfort, if we believe that the
suffering of Christ ended not with the cross but with resurrection and new life,
then we will have something valuable to say (as Paul was emphasising to the

church in Corinth in our New Testament reading). The trouble is that the power
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of God is not something we instinctively recognise, unless we realise how
powerless we are ourselves. It is when we are ill, or poor, or hungry, that we
learn again how that trust works. It’s why Luke pairs his blessings with woes —
usually we haven’t needed to think about any of this, as we have had our
blessing from the things we chose to put our trust in. But when they are taken
away, things are different. And yet, curiously, it is often then that we find we
are closer to God than we felt before. The people of Israel discovered this, not
when they were living in the promised land but after they had lost it and were
exiled in Babylon. The Psalms are full of that realisation.

Luke’s radical vision, the turning upside down of a world order so that no one
will be left behind, is no less radical today. Jesus’s teaching continues to draw
us, as the Sermons on the Mount and Plain continue to challenge and inspire his
followers across the world. They remind us we are dealing with a God who is
not remote, but fully engaged in the mess and the muddle of our human lives.
A God who offers the vision of a world where the poor will be satisfied, the
hungry fed, the captives released and the broken restored, where all will be one
with Christ in the glory of God’s Kingdom.

The vision is ours to share. The message has been entrusted to us to give. And,
by grace, we will.

Amen.
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Our readings today all emphasise the power of God shown in creation. Genesis,
whilst it might conflict with modern day understanding of the immense
timescales inherent in how this beautiful planet of ours came into being, does
have important points to make to us. We may think we are masters of the
universe, but nature has her secrets and immense power which we don’t
understand and cannot control. We are helpless in the face of floods, wild fires,
avalanches and storms. We have very little idea of what lies beneath the waves
of our oceans — or even our soil - research is now showing that trees have an
underground communication and pastoral care system. They can alert their
neighbours to attacks from insects and birds, telling them to produce toxins,
channel nutrients to sick trees, and work together for the good of the forest.
Whales, the Bible’s Leviathans, sing to each other across vast distances. We are
still finding new species of plants and animals, whilst busy destroying those we

do know about.

One of the lessons from Genesis is that God, having created a beautiful fertile
Garden, placed the man that he had made into the garden to tend and watch
over it. As | know only too well, gardens don’t stand still, they are constantly
changing and need a lot of hard work to keep them looking good. And that was
the job God gave the man. Our French friends regard our garden with a mixture

of admiration and head shaking — they love the spectacle but are horrified by
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the amount of work involved. For us though, to be outside in the fresh air,
listening to the birds singing, nurturing plants so that they will reward us with
colour, beauty and scent, or good things to eat, is a real pleasure. Even at this
time of year, when it’s all about cutting back dead growth, weeding and hauling
wheelbarrows of manure to spread on my flower beds, | get an enormous
amount of satisfaction seeing order come from the mess left over from last year;
and from seeing the spring bulbs pushing through, catching the scent of the
winter honeysuckle, and seeing seeds germinate in the glasshouse. It’s also a
good reminder to me that | am just the caretaker — | don’t control the weather,
| can’t make a seed germinate or a bulb put up new leaves and buds. And Adam,

that first man, couldn’t either.

But he did have a very close and personal relationship with God. God brought
him the animals to name, giving him responsibility; the Garden was a holy
sanctuary where God walked with Adam, he talked to him directly and was
concerned that Adam had no helper that was just right for him. This God who
had created all things, was worried. That is so like a parent isn’t it — to worry
that your child is lonely and doesn’t have a partner? So God not only creates
woman to be at Adam’s side in his life and work, but also creates the first
marriage and binding covenant — he gives a bride to Adam, and Genesis explains
that this is why when a man marries, he leaves his parents and becomes one

with his wife.

So Adam and his wife are both custodians of the Garden for God — and their

descendants of this planet.

Our psalm today sings of how God made the mountains, quieted the raging

oceans, and continues to take care of the earth, watering it, making it rich and
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fertile (I'm still waiting for that particular miracle in our garden), sending rain,
and blessings of wonderful harvests and flocks of sheep. It’s a real song of praise
for God the Creator, and very respectful of the power inherent in all that God
does. With God doing all the hard work, it then begs the question what are we

doing as his custodians?

Why are we polluting our world with toxic gases, heating it to the point of no
return if we don’t get a grip right now, doing so much damage that fires rage
across hundreds of kilometres, chopping down or digging up the very plants
which give us our oxygen and enable us to breathe? The Amazon forest is
shrinking, peat stores dug up and carbon released, storms batter every part of
the world, fiercer and more frequent, glaciers and the Arctic are melting,
extreme heat is being endured in Canada of all places, grapes are being planted
in Scotland, islands are disappearing, homes flooded, farmland rendered useless
by floods or fire. From my tranquil garden | can see a band of pollution if | look
towards Marseille. What sort of gardeners are we? |s God happy with us? How

will he judge us? How will our children and grandchildren judge our generation?

It's tempting to see our Gospel reading as telling us not to worry, God will make
it all ok in the end. This short story about faith has an undercurrent of showing
just how powerful God is. The disciples are in a boat on the Sea of Galilee which
is surrounded by high hills so when the wind gets up it can really whistle through
creating dangerous storms. It wasn’t a tiny rowing boat, but it was in danger of
sinking. Some of the disciples on board were fishermen, sailors who knew these
waters and for them to panic then they really were in trouble. Whilst they are
dashing about bailing out and trying to save the boat and those in it, Jesus is
curled up having a well earnt nap. He’s been preaching and healing, and that

takes a lot of energy, even for the Son of God. | would love to know what the
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disciples were hoping for when they woke him up. Was it as a last resort, or to
make sure he was awake and could help in some way save the boat? Or for a
final blessing before they all drowned? What they got wasn’t what they
expected — they received a telling off for not having faith in him. He calmly
rebuked the waves and the wind, and the storm stopped. All was calm. Did he
then go back to sleep as in all in a day’s work? Leaving the disciples to work it
out for themselves as to what had just happened. Did they pinch themselves to
see if it hadn’t all been a horrible nightmare? Or did they suddenly grasp that
this was no ordinary man. This really was God in human form because no other
explanation would fit. Only God could have done this, only God has such power

over creation.

We humans can use the power of wind and waves, but we can’t control it. Garry
and | could only watch aghast as our newly installed and heavily weighted solar
panels gracefully blew flat on their faces in the Mistral. Nothing we could do
about it. A reminder of just how powerless we humans are in the face of the

natural world.

But the disciples’ reaction is only too common in the face of impending
catastrophe. All too often we leave it too late to ask for God’s help and
intervention, we muddle along relying on ourselves — it doesn’t occur to us that
whilst we don’t have the power to resolve a crisis, God does. Jesus told us just
to ask in his name and it will be granted. But to do that means keeping him fully
in mind and alongside us, not trusting in our own capabilities. If the ship is
sinking then only God can prevent it, regardless of how much bailing out we do.

Faith should be at the forefront of our minds, not a last resort.
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But we also need to keep in mind that in the words of St Teresa of Avila “Christ
has no hands, no feet on earth but yours. Yours are the eyes with which he looks
with compassion on this world. Christ has no body on earth but yours.” So we
do all need to do our bit in times of crisis —and to be better custodians of this

wonderful, beautiful planet on which we live, with God’s help and direction.

Amen.
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‘Christmas comes but once a year’, as the old saying goes. But in the Church’s
year the Transfiguration comes twice — once on the Sunday before Lent begins
(which is today), and again on 6™ August. An account of the Transfiguration
appears in three out of the four Gospels — Matthew, Mark and Luke. Why is the

event considered so important?

One word that resonates through the Transfiguration accounts is ‘glory’, and
one meaning of ‘glory’ is ‘revelation’. On the mountaintop, Peter, James and
John, Jesus’s closest friends, become aware of who he really is — both human
and divine, as we shall be exploring in our Lent course. John, the fourth
evangelist, who doesn’t include the Transfiguration scene, uses the word ‘glory’
in connection with the cross. It is through the cross, he suggests, that people
become aware of who Jesus really is. The former Archbishop of Canterbury,
Michael Ramsay, wrote that ‘God is Christlike, and in him is no un-Christlikeness
at all’. In other words, if we want to know what God is like, we have to look to
Jesus. And it is on the cross that we see the full significance of his self-
outpouring — the self-sacrificial love - that tells us so much about the nature of

God.



It is worth pausing to look at the language used by the Gospel writers to speak
of Jesus’s significance, as revealed at the Transfiguration, for the symbolism they

use is important.

When Moses and Elijah appear, we are being invited to remember that they
both went up a mountain, both brought messages that were rejected, and both
passed directly into the divine presence. We are being reminded that Moses
represents the Law and Elijah the prophets, but that Jesus is the beloved Son

who completes the Law and fulfils all that the prophets foretold.

What was unveiled through a cloud looks back to what was revealed through a
cloud in the waters of Jesus’s baptism: the glory shared by the Son with the
Father. What we have in both Jesus’s baptism and the Transfiguration is a
reference to the two primal elements of creation in Genesis: water and light.
What was signified through baptism in the primal element of water is now
unveiled by the Transfiguration in the primal element of light. As so often,
Scripture works as a sign language, drawing our attention to what is significant:
the sign of water, the sign of light and the sign of the cloud, which is water and

light together.

The Transfiguration is mediated through the sign language of light. Light comes
first and last in Scripture, as we move from the first creation of light in Genesis
to the light of the world in John’s Gospel, the light that shone in the darkness
and which the darkness did not overcome, to the light of Revelation that shines
at the centre of the heavenly city. Then we have the sign language of water. We

move from the water that was the first source of life to the water that generates



new life in baptism, to the streams that flow from the heavenly city. Lastly, the
sign of the cloud. We move from the cloud that went before the people as they
travelled to a new country, to the cloud that enveloped Moses as he received
the Law and entered the divine presence, to the cloud that revealed the divine

presence in the face of Jesus on the mountain.

Pascal wrote that what we understand of God from the powers of nature is small
in comparison with what is revealed in the face of Jesus Christ. In the sign

language of Scripture, the nature of God is revealed in that face.

So there is lot of symbolism at work in this passage, as the writers seek to convey
the full significance of what the three closest disciples had understood - Peter,
James and John, who before long will be alone with Jesus once more in the

Garden of Gethsemane.

Our Gospel reading also reminds us that we cannot stay on the mountaintop.
Christian discipleship means returning to the world’s struggles, carrying with us
the light we have seen. Like the disciples, we may seek security in spiritual highs
— Peter offers to build dwellings so that everyone can stay there - but true faith
means embracing both the beauty and the pain of life. Faith is not an escape

from suffering, but a way of living through it with hope.

So the disciples return to the valley, a reminder that God’s presence is not only
to be found in moments of revelation, but also in the messiness of everyday life.
And the most significant thing of all is that Jesus goes with them. He lays aside

his transfigured glory, the radiance fades from his face and he descends again to



the world of suffering, in a demonstration of the Incarnation — Emmanuel, God

with us.

What happens after our Gospel reading is that Jesus and the three disciples are
immediately plunged into the reality of human distress in the case of a child who
is not responding to attempts at healing. Jesus steps forward and heals the boy,
then begins the long walk to Jerusalem, where he will be confronted with the

worst that human beings can do.

As | said earlier, the other day on which the Transfiguration is remembered by
the Church is 6™ August. This year it will mark the eightieth anniversary of the
time when a radiance burned above Hiroshima three times brighter than the
sun, and every material substance, every created thing was changed —not in the
re-making but in an un-making of the creation. Forty years ago the late Bishop
John V Taylor wrote that on this anniversary we are confronted always with the
choice between two fires — the fires of nuclear destruction, or the fire of self-
sacrifice, burning love and renewal in the Holy Spirit. Given the geopolitical
shifts taking place at the moment, his observation seems to have particular

relevance again this year.

Yet the extraordinary thing about this faith of ours is that it bears witness to the
fact Jesus did go to the place of destruction, of un-making, on Calvary. He did
absorb the worst that humanity can do - and he transfigured it. His story ends
not in tragedy but in resurrection, and through it we are given the conviction
that suffering and death do not have the last word. If we have one thing that
we can say to the world as Christians, it is surely that. The Transfiguration we

celebrate today assures us of it, as it did to Jesus’s friends.



We will share in Christ’s sufferings through Lent and Holy Week, and we will
share in his resurrection at Easter. And we will share in all the joys and sorrows
of those we meet on the way. May those people, as Paul suggests in our New
Testament reading, somehow glimpse in us a reflection of Christ, as we travel

with them on the road.

Amen.
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A friend of mine who worked as a head teacher was once commiserating with
her successor about a difficulty that had arisen at the school following her
retirement. Afterwards she reflected: ‘The thing my successor hasn’t yet
understood is that a large part of the job involves thanking people for things
they haven’t done, and apologising for things that aren’t your fault!” When she
said this, | remember thinking how frequently we fail to say those too essential

words: sorry, and thank you. How often do we manage to say them to God?

Lent is, above all, a time for honesty. We know in our hearts how many things
we get wrong, and yet we find excuses for our failures. It’s a good time to
apologise for the things that are our fault. And to ask for God’s help and
guidance to do better. The sign we will receive in ash on our foreheads in a few
minutes is a reminder that ‘we are dust and to dust we shall return’. Our time
in this world is limited, and we must use it well. That is what Jesus offers us —
life in all its fullness: ‘I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly’
(John 10.10). But such fullness of life can only be appreciated properly once we
have learned to acknowledge our faults, in honesty and repentance. Learning

how to say sorry.



It's worth reminding ourselves of the meaning of ‘repentance’. Literally, it
means a turning around, or a change of heart. Determining to do things
differently from now on, even if we have failed so many times. Lentis notatime
for beating ourselves up. In my experience, those who come to churches are
often already in the grip of their fiercest critic - themselves. But the God we
have to do with is the God of the story of the prodigal child, who has barely had
time to utter the words of repentance before he finds himself enveloped in a

hug and tears of joy.

It's why | love tonight’s Gospel reading. If | could only take one Bible passage to
a desert island it would be this one. Faced with a gruesome scene of human
scapegoating, Jesus embodies the love of the Father of whom he speaks, whose

judgment is mercy and whose name is Love.

Our reading shows what happens when human sin meets God’s love. We live in
a society that is increasingly judgmental. By contrast, the Christian faith teaches
that God’s judgment is merciful. It’s because God loves the dust of the earth
that was made human, and wants each of us to be the people God knows we
can be - our lives not marred by sin, separated from Love. To be freed to love -
generously, unconditionally - and to live our lives in the light of that love, made

whole again.

Our reading shows an ugly moment of physical and verbal violence. The woman
has apparently been dragged by a group of men from her bedroom or someone
else’s. (Notice that the man she was with is absent.) She has been dragged

along to the most public of places to be shamed, the temple. She is forced to



stand before Jesus, a stranger whom she understands is somehow being asked
to seal her fate, threatened with death by stoning for what she has done. She
does not know it, but she is being used as bait to trap Jesus: ‘In the law Moses
commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say? They said this to
test him, so that they might have some charge to bring against him.” At which

point there is a long pause, while Jesus writes with his finger on the ground.

In that pause we, the hearers of her story, are faced with some uncomfortable
guestions. How often do we rush to be judgmental, especially when someone
else has been caught in an act that is wrong? How often do we run with the
crowd, relieved that someone else is in trouble? But which part of ourselves
would we not like to have dragged into the limelight for all to see? These are

some of the questions this story asks of us.

Jesus’s words silence the crowd, who begin to drift away. He sees them for who
they are. He sees us for who we are. We live in a blame culture. God does not.
In Jesus we encounter the true nature of God, reminded that God’s judgment is

matched by God’s mercy. Reminded, too, that we are all in need of that mercy.

‘Has no one condemned you?’ She said, ‘No one, sir.” And Jesus said, ‘Neither
do | condemn you. Go your way, and from now on do not sin again.” Hear those
words as you receive the sign of his forgiveness on your forehead. And
remember that this Gospel is about one who lived and died, loved and taught,
to reveal the truth of God’s inexhaustible love for each of his creatures, including
you and me. And that in the light of that love we are set free from the errors of

the past, free to live not just as we are, but as by God’s grace we shall be.



We have reflected on how to say sorry. How are we to say thank you? Lent s
about many things — giving up things we find pleasurable as we reflect on what
Christ gave up for us, taking time to contemplate the Gospel, alone or together,
and making a point of giving to causes that need our support (including, as our
reading from lIsaiah suggests, helping those who work to loose the bonds of
injustice, share bread with the hungry and care for those with nowhere to call
home). Lent is also about learning how to appreciate the things we have, not
minding about the things we lack. It is now commonplace to say that practising
gratitude makes people feel happier. Why don’t we try it during the weeks of
Lent? Writing down one thing each day for which we are grateful, then reading
the list back at Easter. It may surprise us what brings us joy, sometimes in quite

simple ways.

As | said earlier, above all it is about being honest about what we need to change
in order to live better in the world. Bringing ourselves back to God to be healed.
Remembering that we are dust, and to dust we shall return. Let us turn away
from sin and be faithful to Christ. And learn how to say sorry, and thank you,

from the depths of our hearts.

Amen.
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“Remember that you are dust, and to dust you will return.” These are the words
spoken on Ash Wednesday, as ashes are pressed onto foreheads. They open the
way to a bewildering paradox: we are God’s beloved, and yet we will return to
dust.

This is the same paradox Jesus faces in our Gospel reading. At his baptism -
which, in Luke’s account, has just taken place - Jesus hears these words: “You
are my Son, the Beloved; with you | am well pleased.”! This is the foundational
truth of his identity: he is God’s Son, cherished and precious. Yet when the Spirit
leads him into the wilderness, that truth is tested. Jesus must learn to
experience love in place of desolation. He must trust that he can be beloved
and famished, precious and insignificant, valued and vulnerable at once. He
must learn that to be beloved is not to be exempt from the reality of dust and
ashes.

The devil offers Jesus three chances to turn away from this lesson - three
temptations. But could they also serve as invitations for us, calling us to trust
God’s love even in the barren places of our own lives?

The first temptation targets Jesus’ hunger. “If you are the Son of God, command
this stone to become a loaf of bread.” The Tempter suggests that God’s beloved
should not suffer hunger, that unmet desire is an unnatural affliction. The devil
tempts Jesus to deny the reality of the incarnation, to take a shortcut to
satisfaction instead of waiting, instead of listening to his hunger and leaning into
God for lasting fulfilment.

1 Luke 3.22
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Many people give up something for Lent - chocolate, wine, television - hoping
to sit with their hungers and learn from them. But what is the hunger beneath
the hunger? Where is God when we are famished — not just for food, but for
friendship, meaning, a home, or family? To sit patiently with longing, with lack,
and still hold fast our identity as God’s beloved, is no easy task. And yet, we can
be loved and hungry at the same time. We can hope and hurt at the same time.
And we can trust that when God nourishes us it will never be manipulative.

The second temptation targets Jesus’ ego. The devil shows him “all the
kingdoms of the world” and promises him glory, authority - power. “It will all be
yours,” the Tempter says. The allure of fame, visibility, and recognition. The
suggestion that to be God’s child is to be exalted - admired, envied, never
insignificant.

This is a temptation that few, if any, politicians would resist: the offer of
authority and power in exchange for worshipping power itself — along with
greed, pride and arrogance.

Dutch priest and writer Henri Nouwen observed: “One of the greatest ironies of
the history of Christianity is that its leaders constantly gave in to the temptation
of power even though they continued to speak in the name of Jesus, who did
not cling to his divine power but emptied himself and became as we are.”?
Perhaps they grasped for power because, as Nouwen writes, “it seems easier to
be God than to love God, easier to control people than to love people, easier to
own life than to love life.”

Can we embrace Jesus’ understanding of significance - a significance rooted in
humility and surrender? Do we trust that our lives, as God’s beloved, can
flourish in quiet, hidden places? Authentic Christian power is found in
weakness. Jesus was lifted up — but he was lifted up on a cross.

The third temptation strikes at Jesus’s vulnerability. “[God] will command his
angels concerning you, to protect you,” the devil assures him. The implication
is clear: if we are God’s beloved, then surely God will shield us from harm -
physical and emotional, from frailty and disease, from accidents, from death
itself.

It is a seductive lie because it preys on our deepest fears about what it means to
be human in a broken world. We long to believe that our belovedness can

2 In the Name of Jesus
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become a fortress, that faith can grant us immunity from suffering. But the cross
teaches otherwise. It tells us that even God’s most precious children bleed,
ache, and die. We are loved in our vulnerability, not out of it.

The Gospel reminds us that Jesus did not choose the wilderness. The Spirit led
him there. Yet Jesus chose to stay. He stripped himself of every comfort that
might have dulled his sense of vulnerability, of dependence, every security that
could have shielded him from the call to surrender. He remained until the
wilderness had done its work.

We do not always choose our wilderness, either. We do not volunteer for
suffering, loss, uncertainty, or fear. Yet, the wilderness finds us. It arrives
unbidden and unwelcome —in the waiting room of a hospital, in the unravelling
of a cherished relationship, in the sudden weight of grief, in the silent grip of
anxiety. And yet, even here, God’s grace is at work. Even here, redemption is
possible — if we are willing to stay, to listen, and to pay attention.

As we enter this season of Lent, perhaps it is time to follow Jesus into the
wilderness — not for the sake of suffering, but to discover, even in the unknown,
the deepening love of God.

Lent can be a time to linger in the wilderness, to watch and listen, to look evil in
the face, to recognise its allure, to confess its appeal.

If those forty days in the wilderness were a time for Jesus to understand who he
was and how he would live out his calling, then this is what he chose: emptiness
over abundance, obscurity over honour, vulnerability over rescue.

Lent can be for us a time of choosing as well — a time to remember who we are
and whose we are. A time to embrace the full paradox of our humanity: human
and hungry; human and vulnerable; human and beloved.

May the God, who brings life even in the wilderness, grant us a holy and
meaningful Lent.

Amen.

12



ANGLICAN CHAPLAINCY OF ALL SAINTS’ MARSEILLE
WITH AIX-EN-PROVENCE AND THE LUBERON
Sermon
First Sunday in Lent — 9*" March 2025

Eglise du Sacré-Coeur, Oppéde

Jane Quarmby, Licensed Lay Minister

llI

can resist anything except temptation” wrote Oscar Wilde in Lady
Windermere’s Fan. We are all tempted by all manner of things during our lives.
It can be as minor as having started a bar of chocolate one has to finish the whole
thing, to get that wonderful sugar rush. Unfortunately what goes up must come
down and so does your sugar, leaving you worse off than before you had that

first yummy square.

Or temptation can have world reaching effects, when someone gets to be the
leader of their country. It can go well or it can end in war and general suffering.
We have only to look at President Putin’s actions in invading Ukraine, or
President Trump’s actions in cutting foreign aid, putting thousands of his own
people out of jobs and threatening his neighbours with annexation or trade
tariffs. Just because you have immense power does not mean you can play fast
and loose with other people’s lives, tempting though it is to let power go to your

head.

Jesus’s struggles with his own conscience and the way forward for him after his
baptism when God acknowledged his as his Son are in many ways a template for

us to follow. Heis at a crossroads in his ministry. He has been affirmed but what
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now? How does he go on with his ministry and the immense power he has been

given?

Luke’s account of this internal battle has echoes with Adam and Eve, and the

wanderings of Israel in the wilderness after escaping from Egypt.

Adam has been told not to eat the fruit of a particular tree, because if he does,
he will die. Adam probably doesn’t have any idea what dying means but
nevertheless, he knows not to eat that fruit. He has a whole world of other
things to eat, so there’s no need. But as the Old Testament has it, he and Eve
listened to the whispering of the serpent and gave in to temptation. The serpent
is @ metaphor for the devil, the tempter, and his success so early in the history
of mankind led to an unleashing of a Pandora’s Box of death, evil, violence, greed
and heartbreak, along with mortality and fear. All because one man gave in to

temptation.

The mention of 40 days in the wilderness recalls the 40 years of wandering in
the wilderness when the Israelites were led by Moses, putting down the
foundations of many of their laws and regulations. During these 40 years they
repeatedly lost faith in God, ignored Him in favour of making themselves idols

to worship and generally behaving as badly as they could, giving into temptation.

Which makes for a whole world of pressure for Jesus, the second Adam. He has
to discern what he is being called to do by God and what he is being tempted to
do by the thoughts being put into his head. He takes himself off into the
wilderness to discern his path. Many people feeling the call to ministry in
Christ’s church do the same —it’s life changing and such a choice requires silence

and solitude.
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So Jesus is alone in the countryside, where he can think without people
distracting him. He’s all too aware of the stories in scripture of the temptations
Adam and his forebears failed to overcome. But what of him? He has immense
power, he is the new Adam, he can do anything he likes. The first temptation
we hear about is about food. There’s not much to eat in the wilderness, but
Jesus could, if he wanted to, make bread out of a stone. One of the miracles he
performs later for a whole crowd of hungry people is to make a few loaves and
fish feed thousands. His first miracle we know about was to turn water into
wine. So he could use that power for himself now. But he doesn’t — hunger is
to be endured as he thinks, and pondering on the will of God is more important
— he quotes from scripture to himself. To still those annoying little whispers,
tempting him to take the easy path in his mind. And where are those

whisperings, those temptations coming from? Yes, from the devil himself.

If God really wanted Jesus to rule the world, as Gabriel had told Mary he would,
wasn’t there an easy way to just take over? The path which Jesus would
eventually choose wasn’t the obvious one — he chose humble service and an
agonising death, rather than the far more tempting one of following human
ways of dictatorship. And why test God by acting stupidly to force him into a
rescue? Again and again Jesus returns to what is written in scripture. He doesn’t
argue with that insistent little evil voice whispering in his ear, he goes straight
to scripture to indicate his path. That’s his final word in many ways — and the

huge difference between him and all the false prophets and kings before him.

To really fulfil God’s will, to rescue us from the morass of evil and death that
followed Adam’s capitulation to temptation, Jesus has to be very sure of what
to do. Those days on his own helped him to face up to all that lay ahead, to

choose the difficult path, to really sort out who he was and what he was being
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