20th February 2011 

The Big Society

Reading:

Matthew 5:38-48

On the mountain, Jesus continued to teach his disciples. 38‘You have heard that it was said, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” 39But I say to you, Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also; 40and if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; 41and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile. 42Give to everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you.
43You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbour and hate your enemy.” 44But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45so that you may be children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous. 46For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax-collectors do the same? 47And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? 48Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.’ 

Sermon

 
A very bald man, still quite young, took a seat in a very expensive hair salon. 'How can I help you?' asked the stylist. 'I'm so depressed at having lost all my air - especially at my age,' the chap said. 'I was thinking of a hair transplant, bit I'm told they're really painful, so I want to see what you can do. If you can make my hair look like yours without causing me any pain, I'll pay you £5,000.'  'That should be no problem,' said the stylist, as he quickly shaved all the hair off his own head.
 
I guess it was a gesture of solidarity with the bald man - but not one that he was expecting, or that could appreciate.  It wasn't really what he had in mind.
 
David Cameron has been getting a bit of stick lately for trying to get us all to buy into his vision for 'Big Society' - an idea that lots people feel still lacks any definition, despite many calls for the Prime Minister to elaborate, and is just a thin cover for the spending cuts being imposed.
 
But it's not that new an idea.  Almost exactly fifty years ago, J F Kennedy famously said, 'Ask not what your country can do for you - ask what you can do for your country.'  Perhaps he was talking about big society.
 
And then two thousand years before that, Jesus said, "Do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you. Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you. Be perfect."  Perhaps he was talking about big society.  In fact, perhaps we're just beginning to catch up with an idea God had a long, long time ago.
 
Some of the cynics, or realists, have said that this initiative is just to cover over the spending cuts that are being forced on us.  I don't know why people think they're so clever to have uncovered that, or why others try to deny it - surely that's the whole point of it.  Isn't God's idea of society (the one that we're just catching up with) that we all get involved a bit more, that we all give something back, that in times of hardship (such as we're in), we show some solidarity with the weak and the poor - though in a slightly more meaningful way than the hairdresser I mentioned earlier?
 
I heard a woman on the news last week saying that this big society stuff would never work because, 'people will never give something for nothing.'  But the whole point of it is to try and turn us all away from the selfishness that has created the current hardships and to look a little more appreciatively at what we already have - it's the stuff that Mary and Murray have been preaching about over the past couple of weeks.  And, as followers of Christ, this should be second nature to us.
 
This morning we have another instalment of Jesus' sermon on the mount, his manifesto for 'big society,' and it's about being both generous and stingy at the same time - not things that come easily to any of us, or at least, not in the right way.  It's easy to be generous with ill feelings, jealousy and anger, and it's easy to be stingy with our time, our money, our friendship and forgiveness - but we need to find another way of doing things.
 
First of all, being generous - with our time, patience, grace, peace and kindness.
"You have heard that it was said, 'Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.' But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also."
 
In almost every culture, a slap in the face is a serious insult (it's a phrase we still use) and a big debate in Jesus day was how to compensate someone when they were insulted.  The legal and religious authorities recognised that in any case that involved injury, the compensation sought had to take into account damage to property, pain inflicted, medical costs, loss of earnings, and insult.  It was easy to work out how to compensate for the loss of an ox or a donkey or a day's wages, but insults are much harder to measure.
 
When Jesus said, "But I tell you...", the Jews who were listening would not have heard him saying, 'If someone hits you once, let them hit you again',  (something unlikely to happen to us in Bures anyway).  They would have heard him addressing a much more likely scenario, he was saying, 'If you feel insulted, don't sue or try to get your own back, don't get upset, just walk away.'
 
The climate of the day (and it's not changed) was to seek redress, to seek what everyone else would have thought you deserved - but Jesus said, 'Don't get involved in that debate - be generous with humility, forgiveness and tolerance.'  Jesus was encouraging an attitude of service, grace, letting people have space, and generosity.  Big society, not big egos.
 
And then other side of the coin, being stingy - not with time and money or our compliments and support, but with our anger and hatred.  "You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbour and hate your enemy.' But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you."
 
It was once said of Thomas Cranmer (effectively one of the founders of the Church of England) that best way to make him your friend was really to upset him, such was his determination to love his enemies - if you hurt him, you were likely to become one of his best mates.  (Of course, I must quickly add here that I am no Thomas Cranmer, so don't think that being horrible to me will get you anywhere - except Anne, whose insults I value enormously.)
 
Jesus said, "If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that?"  There's no generosity or restraint in doing what comes easily and naturally to us all - being nice to nice people isn't very hard.
 
The Archbishop of Canterbury gave David Cameron's idea of 'Big Society' two and a half cheers.  I don't wish to go against my penultimate boss, but I'd give it three cheers.  Imagine a society where we just got on with each other, where we tried to help out and support, where we tried to live sufficiently within our means that we had enough spare to help those who have no means, where we walked away from arguments rather than tried so hard to have the last word.  We have been greatly blessed, and now it's time to do a bit of blessing ourselves.
 
Now, I've never looked on Donald Trump in a particularly favourable light, though I know almost nothing about him - but he never comes across that well.  Here's a true story involving him...
 
A man was driving down the road in his old pickup truck, somewhere in the United States, when he noticed a huge black stretch limo on the side of the road with the bonnet up.  He stopped to ask the driver if he could use some help.  The driver had no idea what the problem was and the man was able to take a look and fix it.  The limo started up immediately and began running smoothly - and the driver thanked the man and offered to pay him.  'Not necessary,' the man said. 'Just glad to help.'  He began walking back to his pickup when the rear window of the limo opened and a voice called out.  The man looked in the window and recognised the billionaire Donald Trump sitting in the back seat.  Trump also thanked him and offered to pay something.  And again, the man just said that he was happy to help.  Then he had a thought. 'Mr. Trump,' he said, 'My wife would be really tickled to get a bunch of flowers from you. Would you be able to do that?'  Donald Trump took his address and the next day a delivery van pulled up with a lovely bouquet of flowers addressed to the man's wife.  The note inside said something to effect of... 'Dear Mrs. Smith: You are lucky to have a husband who is such a caring and kind person. When I offered to pay him for his act of kindness he thought only of you. These flowers are for you. Signed, Donald Trump.' And then the P.S.... 'By the way, I have paid off your mortgage at the bank.'
 
Perhaps I need to rethink my opinion of Donald Trump, perhaps I need to rethink my opinions about lots of things - including how generous and how stingy I am.  And perhaps I need to take responsibility for my part in God's big society.
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