4th January 2009

Your New Year’s Honour

Readings:  Jeremiah 31.7-14

7 This is what the LORD says: 
       "Sing with joy for Jacob; 
       shout for the foremost of the nations. 
       Make your praises heard, and say, 
       'O LORD, save your people, 
       the remnant of Israel.' 

 8 See, I will bring them from the land of the north 
       and gather them from the ends of the earth. 
       Among them will be the blind and the lame, 
       expectant mothers and women in labor; 
       a great throng will return. 

 9 They will come with weeping; 
       they will pray as I bring them back. 
       I will lead them beside streams of water 
       on a level path where they will not stumble, 
       because I am Israel's father, 
       and Ephraim is my firstborn son. 

 10 "Hear the word of the LORD, O nations; 
       proclaim it in distant coastlands: 
       'He who scattered Israel will gather them 
       and will watch over his flock like a shepherd.' 

 11 For the LORD will ransom Jacob 
       and redeem them from the hand of those stronger than they. 

 12 They will come and shout for joy on the heights of Zion; 
       they will rejoice in the bounty of the LORD—
       the grain, the new wine and the oil, 
       the young of the flocks and herds. 
       They will be like a well-watered garden, 
       and they will sorrow no more. 

 13 Then maidens will dance and be glad, 
       young men and old as well. 
       I will turn their mourning into gladness; 
       I will give them comfort and joy instead of sorrow. 

 14 I will satisfy the priests with abundance, 
       and my people will be filled with my bounty," 
       declares the LORD.

John 1.10-18 

10He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. 11He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. 12Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God— 13children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God.  14The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.  15John testifies concerning him. He cries out, saying, "This was he of whom I said, 'He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.' " 16From the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another. 17For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. 18No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father's side, has made him known.

Sermon

As a man was driving along the M6, his phone rang.  When he answered, he heard his wife warn him urgently, 'Darling, I've just heard on the news that there's a car going the wrong way down the M6. Please be careful coming home!'  'I'm on the M6 right now,' he replied, 'and it's not just one car. There are hundreds of them!'

 

It's a newsworthy event when someone drives against the intended flow of traffic - perhaps even more so when that applies to life in general and not just driving.

 

In terms of the direction in which things are meant to flow (in terms of life cycles rather than motorway driving), it's a general truth in life that things start small, grow to a peak, and then decline.  This happens in nature with plants and animals - they're born or sprout up, grow to maturity, blossom and flower, and then die away.  But it's not just a biological thing - it happens in organizations and companies too.  Woolworths was founded, built up into a High Street institution, and has now faded away.  Dynasties, empires and kingdoms come and go.  Famous people, once unknown, fall back into obscurity every day - it's just the way of the world to follow this bell-shaped curve of growth and decline.

 

But whilst this pattern reflects much of the truth around us, it's not the whole truth, and it can be quite a deceptive truth.  Because it's what we observe all around, there's a danger that it's what we come to expect in everything.   It's why we rather undervalue children and the elderly (those who are either not yet up to it or too far past it to be worth anything) - and we even see it as our own destiny, to reach a peak of achieving and then forever be looking back to the time when we were once able...  It can be a sad sight to see people trying to hold on to past glories, youthful looks or dying fame.

 

I noticed that there has been some criticism of the New Year's honours list over the past few days - essentially complaining that some people haven't served for long enough for us to be sure they deserve the honours.  That comment has been levelled at sportsmen and women, and civil servants alike, but essentially it's saying that the middle bit of life is the all-important bit, that's the bit where all the glory is revealed.

 

But at this time of year, we're given a chance to look again at this pattern and see if we can't see something more hopeful - and St John is a big help here.  More than the other gospel writers, and certainly unlike the way of the world I've just outlined, John doesn't start with humble beginnings, the birth of Jesus, the point where he is most vulnerable and weak, and his humanity is most obvious - he starts right at the top, "In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was God.  We have seen his glory."

 

This whole story about Jesus only makes sense for St John if you understand that we don't start with a small, vulnerable baby, but with the all the glory of God in heaven.  It's from that 'high', that John then brings us down to earth;  Jesus' humanity becomes obvious in the everyday life and ministry that John portrays, in Jesus' frustrations, the joys and pains he endured, but that earthly life was not the beginning.  At the other end of the story, along with the other gospel writers, we see the glory once again in the resurrected Christ.

 

So whilst the world sees things starting from humble beginnings, building to a peak and then declining, the way of Christ goes in the opposite direction - starting in glory, coming down to earth and then returning to glory.

 

St Paul put it like this (Philippians 2:5-11): Christ Jesus, "being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing.  He humbled himself and became obedient to death."  But, "God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord."  And that's a much more exciting profile than the one offered by the world view.

 

I can't remember if I promised never to mention my sailing again, but if I did, hopefully you've forgotten.  At the beginning of our Atlantic crossing we had a fairly glorious departure from France with crowds waving, canons firing and helicopters overhead, bound for Brazil with a very clear purpose - to win the race.  We didn't know exactly what would happen from day to day, but having that overriding goal, that starting position, knowing where we were coming from, helped us to keep everything else in perspective.

 

I don't know what hopes and dreams you hold for 2009, but they ought to have something of the way of Christ about them.  Again St Paul urges us (Romans 12:2), "Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world."  We have been called to follow a different way from the one the world shows to everyone - and it's not a pattern of humble beginnings and sad endings with a bit of good news in between, but one that's full much better news for us all, one that's full of hope and glory.

 

Our starting point at the beginning of this New Year is this, "to all who received Jesus Christ, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God."  We all start this New Year with honours, we start full of the glory that comes with being a child of God - with God's purposes for us to fulfil.

 

The tail end of 2008 has left plenty of people with news of doom and gloom, people have been brought low through job losses, the readjustment of expectations and the prospect of unfulfillable hopes - but none of these things should make us lose sight of where we started from, the core purpose to which God has called us.  We have seen the glory of God in Christ Jesus, and have become his children - and St Paul says (Rom 8:17-18), "If we are children, then we are heirs that we may also share in his glory."  It might not look good at times, in the in-between times, but you wait - when you see the glory that will be revealed in us, it will be truly amazing.

 

I've said it often in the past, but the hope of heaven, the hope of the glory that Paul, John and other New Testament writers tell us about, makes all the difference.  When the world says you're worth nothing, does that alter your worth in God's sight?  When you can no longer do the things you once did, does that make you useless to God?  When the plans you had for your life don't materialise, does that mean God's plans have been thwarted?  When your self-esteem is low, does God agree with that image of you?  Do any of these things suddenly make you any less a child of God?

 

Another of the more memorable experiences was helming a yacht in the middle of the ocean on a cloudy night.  We never had any lights on deck, and so when there was no moon light and no stars to see, it really was very very black.  Sailing hard into nothingness was quite disconcerting at times - but at least I knew something of what lay ahead.  Of course I couldn't see what was immediately in front of us, but I knew from the charts that the world was round, not flat; that there was lots of clear water and that eventually we would find a very warm welcome in Brazil.  But I remember thinking about people like Christopher Columbus and trying to imagine how terrified some of his crew must have been, just plunging into the night without any idea whether they were going to see the next sunrise or, that very second, drop off the edge of the world into some dreadful abyss.

 

Having no hope for tomorrow can make today seem pretty bleak and scary - but (as St John says) the darkness has never overcome the light.  Knowing where we have come from and where we are going, knowing that we are heavenward bound, knowing that we are born of God and will one day see his glory, gives us a completely different perspective - it's the only way you can begin to see things as they really are.  No wonder St John insists, "grace and truth came through Jesus Christ."

 

We still value people by what or what they are at their peak - and that's often where we draw our own self-esteem from.  But in godly terms, this peak isn't the bit in the middle, where the world sees us at our best, it's the bit at the start and at the finish.

 

If you want 2009 to be filled with good news, then remember where you come from, remember where those around you come from, and remember the glory to which we have all been called and in which, one day, we will rest.
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