Epiphany

A sermon preached by Canon Brian Mountford 13.1.08

Epiphany is about seeing God

It is also about seeing God through signs and symbols

Revelation – star, baptism, changing water into wine, healing the sick
Ian Ramsey (the famous doubting Bishop of Durham in the 80’s – ‘What a miracle claims about the universe is that on some occasion the universe ‘comes alive’ in a personal sort of way.’ I.e. a penny dropping experience.
I have just been on a short break on Eurostar to Bruges. In the Groeninge Museum, there is a Hieronymus Bosch triptych of the ‘Last Judgement’, of 1494. I don’t think I have seen, as it were, a ‘live’ Bosch before; and certainly not at such close quarters as this museum allows. The scene is full of surreal jokes about torture, for example a rat with panniers slung over its back carries souls to the torment. These pictures within the picture are like illustrations in a children’s book of fairy tales, rather like the old woman who lived in a shoe, where small domestic things are made larger than life.
Bruges is only seven miles form the sea and having eaten a kettle of moules the night before, and felt that irrational fear that one of the shells might suddenly clamp round my fingers, causing a very nasty pain, I was amused by a cartoon in the painting in which an ivory handled kitchen knife opens a mussel and on the knife edge inside the mussel, on his stomach, lies a soul in hell, cut and bleeding and about to hacked from behind by one of hell’s torturers. 
I couldn’t say that I encountered God in Hieronymus Bosch, partly because I simply don’t believe that medieval concept of Last Judgement - bodies falling into the torture chamber of the underworld - but I do find something of God in the creativity and vision of the artist; Bosch thinking outside the box, not just painting what a hell taken literally might look like, but a cartoon of suffering - the ridiculous, but rather engaging domestication of hell, almost, you might say, the banality of evil.
John’s Gospel is less subtle, more blunt. In fact I always find this passage particularly irritating because instead of helping me see for myself, it sort of hits me over the head with ideas I’m just not ready for at this stage of the narrative. Oh look, says John the Baptist, here comes the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. How likely is that? Then Andrew, a simple fisherman, says to his brother, we have found the messiah. 

These are developed theological ideas that belongs chronologically to a much later time. 

What a contrast to Mark, who actually plays down the messiahship of Jesus, and Matthew and Luke, who ask us questions – who is this, what kind of person does this? Etc
One morning in our hotel room, I switched on the BBC World Service to hear, with some surprise, Vivienne Westwood extolling the improving virtues of reading and art galleries, and felt my heart strangely warmed that she approves what I am doing here in this beautiful city. But she’s right: it is a relief to be re-charging the brain, rather than the mobile phone. And the energy of imagination costs the environment nothing. Ms Westwood says that some of her clothes have been considered art and that people even display her clothes in their homes as ‘works of art’, but she’d rather see a pair of her shoes on someone’s feet than on the mantelpiece.

But where is your interface with God? And would it be helpful to think through the possibilities in order to increase as it were your spiritual vocabulary?

Revelation – what are you expecting to see? 
Not a transfiguration, I suspect, not an apocalyptic vision, although the contemporary film maker’s technique could do a good job of it. But how do you depict being, truth, love?
Revelation is necessarily reductionist – we can only know God through symbol and metaphor; we can only speak of God by analogy – that’s why faith, in a scientific age, can have a rough time. But it’s not unlike trying to understand the vastness of the universe in graspable concepts E.g. there are as many atoms in a glass of water as there are glasses of waters in the oceans of the world, or the amount of matter in the universe is the equivalent of three grains of sand in Salisbury cathedral. 
Yet, on the other hand, the imagination is expansionist. The imagination, when its working well, takes a painting like that of Hieronymous Bosch and uses it to explore a range of ideas – from amazement at the painter’s technique, to the beauty and vibrant colour of the picture, to the zany ideas, to the evident reverence for God, to recognition of seriousness, to the ability to express theological ideas of sin and redemption in easily grasped cartoons within the painting. 
Or writing love letters

Or reading the Brothers Karamazov

Or visiting the sick (to be compared with Jesus’ healing ministry) 

The religious imagination, which is an image factory, ought to branch off in all directions looking how to grow and expand.
O God,
in Christ you make all things new:
transform the poverty of our nature by the riches of your grace,
and in the renewal of our lives
make known your heavenly glory;
