A new Commandment

A sermon preached by Canon Brian Mountford 5 October 2008

The Ten Commandments - a code for living, born out of the nomadic period – hence all the stuff about not coveting your neighbour’s ox, ass, donkey, male or female slave etc. But basic natural law: no murder, no adultery, no stealing; and basic religious law – recognizing and honouring God

Jesus’ distillation of the commandments (Matt 22) when asked by a lawyer to identify the greatest commandment.
Jesus said to him, "'You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.' 

This is the greatest and first commandment.

And a second is like it: 'You shall love your neighbour as yourself.' 

On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets."
Distillation is good, because it identifies principle – love is the basis of the Judeo/Christian law, and it’s a love that looks beyond itself – to God and to others. It’s a law of awe and humility; a law based on a sense of one’s place in the order of things; and on what Shakespeare called ‘the milk of human kindness’. Since Western civilization has developed hand in hand with the Christian tradition, you might say that it’s the principle on which our culture, at its best, has been built.

Distillation is good in other areas too e.g. creeds. The more sub-clauses there are, the more there is to disagree upon. People often used to come up to me and complain that they couldn’t say the whole of the Nicene creed with a clear conscience and that they whispered some bits of its and shouted out other bits. With the simple Trinitarian creed I have had less complaint, and, when objection has been expressed, I think it’s been against not conforming to the Western catholic tradition. But of course, our Church of England Common Worship makes specific provision for a variety of declaration of faith. I think that with a simple, univocal creedal base we are freer to branch out, to mix metaphors, and explore the length and depth and height of God. 

But I am struck by one commandment today that we have paid little attention to lately. ‘You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth’. When I was a child, brought up in a non-conformist church, this commandment was very frequently wheeled out against the RC’s and their statuary, the very commandment that got Archbishop Laud into trouble for erecting a big statue of the Virgin and Child over our High Street porch - kind of rubbing the noses of the protestants in it. We spoke of graven image, which somehow sounded more sinful than mere idol. In my childhood the commandment was a justification for the simple, unadorned interior of our church; and my longing for stained glass windows was one of the factors that turned me Anglican. 

It was the idolatry theme that made me choose the gradual hymn (the additional verses, although verging on the sentimental, are part of Cowper’s original and express a spiritual nostalgia that I almost find attractive. 

Where is the blessedness I knew,
When first I saw the Lord?
Where is the soul-refreshing view
Of Jesus and His Word?

What peaceful hours I once enjoyed!
How sweet their memory still!
But they have left an aching void
The world can never fill.

Wonderfully eighteenth century, costume drama sort of verses…but the one I wanted is of course

The dearest idol I have known,
Whate’er that idol be
Help me to tear it from Thy throne,
And worship only Thee.

This last week we have been forced into recognising at long last that we have, as a society, been making an idol of wealth and growth - living on credit, committing that sin of our parents and grand parents 1962 ‘Live now pay later’ or living on the ‘never, never’. My mother used to be terribly against the never, never; those who lived through the second world war were taught never to borrow anything; only ever have what you could pay for. Never Neverland was of course Peter Pan’s dream world where people never grew up, were always children, never had to take responsibility. Escapism. And escapism has its seductions for our generation, threatened as we are by apocalyptic dangers: overpopulation, terrorism, including nuclear terrorism, environmental disaster, civil unrest and so on. Some people think that certain kinds of religion are no more than escapism, especially the religion that promises a good time in the future, but doesn’t face the intellectual and social challenges of the present. But I’m thinking more of grab what you can while you can individualism. Blow other people, is certainly escapism. It’s an escape from care, love, duty, human kindness, and morality.  But this time we’ve really got it all out of proportion with collapsing banks and panic in markets. 

It’s easy to scapegoat bankers, easy to want revenge, to see them strung up – and a few do deserve some sort of financial punishment rather than golden parachute – but our whole lifestyle is so implicated that we all take responsibility. The fault is not markets but morals.

What kind of society contains gangs that will kick a man to death (a banker as it happens) for going to the aid of a homeless couple being beaten up? And what kind of society contains shoppers and youths who will goad and taunt a seventeen year-old boy, who is depressed and wants to commit suicide, into jumping to his death?

We’re not immune from it ourselves here at SMV: we have one third of our assets in equity based investments, we want this building to have a makeover and we make the bland assumption that raising 4 million quid is ‘eminently doable’. 

So can churches initiate moral revival without seeming, arrogant, hypocritical, or holier than thou?  I think we can play our part. OK we don’t have a monopoly over morals, that’s for certain, but many people look to Christianity for a moral compass. (My ‘Christian Atheists’ wanted community, aesthetic lift and moral compass). 

And Christianity doesn’t stand alone amongst other religions either. Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sachs on radio:

‘What's wrong and unacceptable is the unbridled pursuit of short term gain at the expense of long term economic health, financial greed at the cost of moral responsibility. 

The shofar on Rosh Hashanah reminds us that what we possess we do not own; we merely hold it in trust from God; and what matters is how we use it for the benefit of others. 

Markets need morals. Trade needs responsibility. God's gifts must be for the benefit of all.’ 

