Mine eyes have seen thy salvation
A sermon for Candlemas – Canon Brian Mountford
There are certain books that we repeatedly return to for inspiration and new light. 

If, like Desert Island discs, you take away the Bible and Shakespeare, amongst mine are: Philip Larkin’s collected works, Alan Bennett’s ‘Writing Home’, A book on the Parables by Joachim Jeremias, and Graham Swift’s Waterland – because it presents man as the story-telling animal - which I think is how we should understand the Judaeo/Christian tradition. 
Of course I could mention Middlemarch and The Rainbow, but I can see this could easily become a rather exposing exercise, since some of you will have Vergil, Aquinas and Emmanuel Kant as arrows in your quiver. 
However, one little known book that I often return to is Iris Murdoch’s the Sovereignty of Good - three essays on Plato and the philosophy of morality, art, beauty and the self. What emerges for me as the main point is (p93) that goodness is a ‘transcendent reality’, meaning that ‘virtue is the attempt to pierce the veil of selfish consciousness and join the world as it really is’. 

During Epiphany we’ve had a lot of talk about seeing God, and how God might be revealed, through art, beauty, relationship, nature and even remarkable news stories. Today we remember the old man, Simeon, in the Temple recognising in the infant Jesus the assurance of salvation/renewal/hope. But this experience of transcendence presents us with a theological puzzle:– are we glimpsing something ‘other’ and metaphysical, as George Steiner suggests in his Real Presences when he listens to music, or is it just a psychological and emotional experience, the common response to certain sense date hitting the brain?
I don’t think Iris Murdoch would use the language of neuro-science, but she is clear that the experience is entirely physical. She fears that the thought that we’re seeing God in such circumstances ‘is always a consoling dream projected by humans on an empty sky’. But while she doesn’t accept the idea of God to solve the dilemma, she does, nevertheless, quote St Paul’s advice to the Philippians - to contemplate whatever is true, honest, just, lovely and of good report - as a fine example of how to access the transcendent. 

From my own point of view, I’m content with a neuro-scientific explanation, but that doesn’t mean that there isn’t any further significance to such events and experiences. For example, I think we could legitimately say that in such a transcendent experience it is possible to have a sense of the eternal, because eternity is not a supernatural thing, but a part of the reality that we apprehend – a quality that could be said to stretch beyond our usual categories of time and space and usual limited human perceptions. 

I guess IM is making a similar point when she suggests that transcendence is peeling from the eyes the scales of self-centredness. Her idea of transcendence is, to a very large degree, moral; to do with value. She doesn’t pretend that there are real presences; her thought operates within the world we know. She writes: 

‘The appreciation of beauty in art or nature is not only…the easiest available spiritual exercise; it is also a completely adequate entry into …the good life, since it is the checking of selfishness in the interest of seeing the real.’

I interpret her view as this: that there is something beyond ordinary experience; a deeper meaning than at first appears on the surface, which can be seen through unselfish attention to the good. P56. Here’s what she says:
‘The chief enemy of excellence in morality (and also in art) is personal fantasy: the tissue of self-aggrandising and consoling wishes and dreams which prevents one from seeing what there is outside one. Rilke said of Cezanne that he did not paint ‘I like it’, he painted ‘There it is’. This is not easy and requires in art or morals a discipline. One might say here that art is an excellent analogy of morals, or indeed that it is in this respect a case of morals. We cease to be in order to attend to the existence of something else, a natural object, a person in need. We can see in mediocre art, where perhaps it is even more clearly seen than in mediocre conduct, the intrusion of fantasy, the assertion of self, the dimming of any reflection of the real world.’ 

These thoughts have occupied me during the epiphany season and seemed relevant when I read the news story about the vicar who has taken down the crucifix from outside his church because it is ‘putting people off’. Such an image of extreme violence outside a building that is trying to be welcoming and beckoning people in is a PR mistake. People don’t want to get involved; perhaps in the way that they don’t want to get involved when they come across a street fight. 
Of course, the vicar was ridiculed in the press for dumbing down and diluting the faith, of being a crowd-pleaser; in just the same way as the chaplain to Sandhurst Military Academy was ridiculed by the Daily Mail yesterday for not including the creed in his services. But I have some sympathy for these, my fellow clergy: I think the symbol of the crucifix is, for very many people, a culturally distant image in our society and perhaps better kept inside churches where it can be explained. Although, in many catholic countries at Holy Week it’s customary to carry larger-than-life, garish images of the crucifix through the streets, without causing embarrassment or, so far as I can tell putting them off.
I think we shouldn’t be too ready to join ‘Disgusted of Tunbridge Wells’ in condemning clergy who take the risk of questioning Christian imagery, rather than burying their heads in the sand of tradition. It may be, to take another example, that a lamb that has been ritually slaughtered by kosher methods is not the best picture of God. And those who are trying to explore the mystery of God in new ways, which speak to our changing society, are surely to be commended.
But returning to the crucifix - what it does represent is a very extreme case of self giving and self-denial in an attempt to see the truth. Despite doubts and fears (God why have you forsaken me; take this cup from me) Jesus graciously accepts the most extreme dispossession of self, the most extreme confiscation of freedom, dignity, and hope. OK he had no choice, but he had a choice about how to deal with it. And it was in the manner of his death that Christians throughout the ages have recognised the nature of God’s love, and the challenge that that holds before Christians - to live in the light of that revelation. 
So Jesus’ crucifixion is not the glorification of violence, just the opposite – greater love hath no man than this...
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