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When you’ve got your house straight and done the shopping, what then?

A sermon preached by Canon Brian Mountford 8 March 2009

As if we haven’t had enough bad news this week, the disciples in the Gospel story also get a bit of a shock.

You can imagine their pleasure having found a charismatic leader and having established a bond of brotherhood amongst themselves. They’ve just agreed that Jesus is a messianic leader. Travelling from rural Galilee to the pulsating capital of Judea, they’re on a mission. What will happen in Jerusalem? Revolution? Rebellion? An uprising against the Romans? The adrenalin is running and they’re on a high, when Jesus sits them down and tells them he’s going to be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again.

What is worse: ‘if anyone wants to be a follower, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life will save it’.

It’s interesting how Mark makes this pivotal point of his gospel story. It’s in Chapter eight of his 16 chapters. It marks a change from pastoral, preaching ministry to the passion. First we have Peter’s confession of faith, then we have this episode and the rebuke of Peter, then the transfiguration. Matthew and Luke follow this pattern in writing their gospels.

During the week I was having coffee in a perfectly appointed North Oxford house and when I complimented my host on her taste, she said, ‘when you’ve got your house straight and done the shopping, what then?’ You might live in beautiful surroundings, but what ultimately matters?

Well, there are other versions of that dilemma. When you find yourself suddenly out of work, with a family to support and drawing benefit, you might think, surely there is more than this. When your marriage breaks up and you feel intense anger and guilt, you feel a sense of pointlessness. When poor Morgan Tsvangirai loses his wife in a road accident just as he’s taken office as Zimbabwe’s PM, anyone might think, where is the ‘more than this’ that God promises? The disciples must have felt the same. 

One traditional Christian answer is that God suffers too. In the suffering of Jesus, God identifies with the human condition. He doesn’t ask us to suffer more than he has been prepared to suffer himself. Suffering is part of what it is to live.

But I don’t want to confuse suffering with goodness; the more you suffer the better you are. That might be true for some – that through bitter experience they become better people, but we know of too many cases where suffering, particularly in childhood and teenage years, can scar a person and lead them into resentful, antisocial, and often criminal behaviour.

When Jesus told the disciples that they must take up their cross and follow him, it was certainly not what they wanted to hear. 

According to Karen Armstrong, the best way to encounter God is to live a compassionate life’.

‘Today we often assume that before undertaking a religious lifestyle, we must prove to our own satisfaction that ‘God’ or the ‘Absolute’ exists’.

The Axial faiths (by which she means the faiths of Jeremiah, Buddha, Socrates and Confucius) share an ideal of sympathy, respect and universal concern. ‘That they all come up with a similar solution suggests that they understand something important about the way human beings work. They aim to eradicate the ego, which causes violence, and to promote the Golden Rule – (do unto others as you would have them do unto you). If when tempted to slag off a colleague, rival or another country, we were to consider how we might feel to be on the receiving end of that onslaught and therefore refrained, we would have gone beyond ourselves and found transcendence.’

The same is true of Christianity writ large. Jesus tells us to love God and our neighbour as ourselves; to go the extra mile, to turn the other cheek; to lose our life to save it. That is the ‘what-then’ of the gospels.

Last Sunday Giles Fraser preached a brilliant sermon about Lent being a time to cultivate virtue. Describing his work with soldiers on the ethics of war, he said the army has a rule book as thick as your arm setting out the terms of military engagement; when it is right to fire, when not. But in the heat of conflict, there’s no time to consult the rules; how you behave will depend on character, as in a phrase like, ‘marines just don’t do that’. 

Similarly you might say friendship, or love, is more than the sum of its parts. When a person says of a particular good deed that they acted out of friendship, they are saying that what they did sprang from who they are, from the value they put on a particular relationship, rather than the weighing up of the rights and wrongs of a situation? 

On Tuesday Giles spoke on the radio about having watched a performance of West Side Story by inmates in a London prison. Miserly critics had complained that prisoners ought not to have such fun. But, since this Stephen Sondheim take on Romeo and Juliet exposes the folly of gang warfare, might it not have an improving effect?

Besides, how do we learn to be good? Aristotle thought by acting it out. By playing goodness we understand morality better. And while home-spun philosophers of living-life-to-the-full might tell you that life is not a rehearsal, for Christians the imitation of Christ is a kind of rehearsal of goodness. Certainly in our human contact we build relationships by having a go at it. It’s not just immediately perfect but needs a lot of work. If that’s true for setting the moral compass, it might also be true for faith and belief, which gives a new meaning to ‘practising a faith’. Blaise Pascal, who thought that faith is put into the heart by God himself, makes God say, ‘you would not be seeking me if you had not already found me’. In a computing image, he means the faith-in-God software has been pre-installed at the factory. A modern reading of Pascal might be that anyone who is acting out or experimenting with, God-related things – e.g. Christianity – has already discovered something of the value-added seriousness that leads to commitment. 

On the black and white marble altar of Sidney Sussex Chapel, the Edwardian high churchmen who transformed the sanctuary of Oliver Cromwell’s college into an Anglo-Catholic shrine, inscribed the words ‘gustando vivimus deo’, by tasting we live in God, taken from the 7th century latin hymn, ‘The Lamb's high banquet we await’. In the process of trying to live a Christian life holiness is discovered. It is by enacting the drama of the Eucharist, the play about the Last Supper, that meaning, even divinity, can be revealed. And dare one say that different levels of meaning are available, different kinds of apprehension experienced. Who is to say that the old lady, the only communicant at the early weekday mass in the dim pre-Raphaelite Lady Chapel, has a truer or a greater sense of God that the sceptic attending a performance of Bach’s B minor Mass? By tasting, and by hearing, we live in God. 

By attempting to be good we find all that lies the other side of the cry, ‘surely there must be more than this!’
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