University Sermon given 26 April 2009 at the University Church of St Mary the Virgin by the Revd Canon Brian Findlay, Rector of Monks Leigh

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom : words from the 111th Psalm.  

How many sermons must have been preached on that text!  And how often has the preacher subjected his text to death by a thousand cuts!  Of course, he might tell us, we must not think of fearing God in the way that we might fear a rattlesnake, or a tsunami.  Primitive man in his ignorance may well have stood in mortal dread of his gods, but the God who is the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ demands our love, not our fear.  See, he is all tenderness and compassion, slow to anger and rich in mercy; he will not hurt you, there is nothing to be afraid of!  Did he not send his only Son into the world to die for our sins and to rise again for our justification? And has not Jesus accepted all the punishment we might deserve for our misdeeds?  Surely, we cannot fear such a God as this! Certainly, we do well to stand in awe of such amazingly undeserved grace; and we may even try to cultivate a little modesty in availing ourselves of it. But, says our preacher, it is evidently the will of God that we should think of him as our friend.  Therefore, to love him with all our hearts - that surely is the true beginning of wisdom, for as St John assures us, perfect Love leaves no room whatsoever for fear.

All you need is love.  The Beatles told us that long ago, and I seem to remember the vicar of the church where Paul McCartney had once been a chorister fatuously observing in an interview that his teaching had evidently not been lost on the future megastar. Now, of course, it’s true that love remains the best gift which human beings can offer to one another; we must, as the poet says, love or die. And yet, it’s likely that we have all discovered from our relationships with other people that our kind of love can be pretty hit-and-miss, here today and gone tomorrow.  It is often unfocussed and unreliable; it can easily descend into sentimentality and self-deception.  And when we do succeed in loving someone with all our powers, how unwilling we are to believe that the object of our love may just possibly not feel quite as warmly and uncritically about us! 

So when it comes to ourselves in relation to almighty God, it’s pretty clear that love like ours is not a sufficient response.  The relationship between him and his human creatures is of course hopelessly onesided and unequal; indeed, it would be entirely impossible, but for his choice to love us. If it were somehow possible for us to match God’s love, no doubt that would be all that we need; but of course it isn’t the case. That wise and holy man Austin Farrer used to tell us that the Christian religion could be summed up in three short clauses:          

      God has given you everything; 

       you must give everything to God; 

       you can’t. 

Even at its best, our love for God may well seem little more than a kind of affectionate parody of his love for us. And at its worst: well, here is the Australian archpoet A.D. Hope skewering that trivialisation of love of which even good churchgoers can be capable:

Morning service!  Parson preaches,  

people all confess their sins.

God’s domesticated creatures 

twine and rub about his shins.

‘Lord, we praise thee!  Hear us, master!   

feed and comfort, stroke and bless,

and not too unkindly cast a  

glance upon our trespasses.

‘Twice this week a scrap with Rover; 

once (I think) we missed a rat;

and we do regret, Jehovah, 

having kittens in your hat!

Sexual noises in the garden, 

smelly patches in the hall –

Hear us, Lord!  absolve and pardon!  

We are human after all.’

Well, now, I have set up my Aunt Sally; and of course it takes very little to knock her over. The worst of such diluted love (which is all that we feel capable of most of the time) is that it makes almighty God into such a nice kindly old fellow whom no decent person could fail to find pleasant company.  What it does to our own self-awareness as human beings is, I suspect, even worse.

But today we are to honour the memory of Mark the Evangelist and learn from his heavenly doctrine; so perhaps it is time we turned to him for advice. Like the other Gospelmakers, St Mark knows that the Father of Jesus Christ is complex and manifold in his operations.  He is the perfection of love, and because of that he is perfectly lovable; but he is the perfection of countless other things besides. Sometimes, it is the love and mercy of God that we see most clearly disclosed in the events which Mark records; but whenever the Almighty is found unexpectedly showing his hand, giving a clear sample of his powers, the response of those who witness it is certainly not love.  Mark’s choice of words makes his meaning plain:  he speaks not of amazement, or perplexity, or reverence, or even awe and wonder, but of stark fear.  So when Jesus stills a storm at sea, the disciples are filled with terror, rather than relief at being saved.  When he is transfigured before them, and his divine glory is revealed, Peter and James and John cower in alarm.  Most telling of all, when our glorious patron St Mary Magdalen and her companions visit the tomb of Jesus and find it opened and empty, they are told that he has risen from the dead, and is waiting for his friends to rejoin him in Galilee.  Could there possibly be better news for anyone to hear?  You could forgive those women for being perhaps a bit hysterical to begin with, as incredulity, amazement, relief, delight and finally joy unspeakable surged over them in turn. But wouldn’t they then have rushed off to impart the wonderful news to anyone who would listen? According to Mark, they fled as fast as their legs would carry them, and they hid themselves away, saying not a word about their experience – because they were so terribly afraid.  And by ending his Gospel with this cliffhanging verse, St Mark seems to imply that theirs was the right response.   For what they had seen was no less than the evidence of divine omnipotence at work. Like the patriarch Jacob, they suddenly realised that they were standing on holy ground, in the very ante-chamber of heaven.  And as for the resurrection of Jesus: many Jews had come to believe that there would be a resurrection of the dead, but only on the last day, when the world finally comes to an end.  If this dies irae had suddenly arrived, what else could the women do but run away in confusion and mortal dread?  They stood in no need of the advice which I saw not so long ago, written on the back of a lorry: it read ‘stand well clear when body is raised’. 

Ah, but wasn’t all this far away and long ago, when God was still revealing his wonders among men, and those who experienced it were – how shall we say? – more impressionable, more primitive in their reactions to the unknown and the unfathomable than we are?  It was a long time ago; but the one who did these things remains the same; he is the God who still invites us to seek him, to discover for ourselves the things of which he is capable, to taste his sweetness, and finally to find our home in his heart.  And how shall we accept his invitation most fruitfully?  First, I think, by training ourselves to remember that this God is much more than a smiling friend in whose company we can find happiness. He is forever the one who creates and recreates, who brings calm and order where things threaten to spin out of control.  He is still that dearest freshness deep down things, whose glory is hidden, but often only beneath the finest and least substantial of veils.  And he is eternally the one who gives life to the dead, and makes all things new.  We may rarely be graced to understand these things from immediate experience; but woe to us if they become merely the received facts about God, the commonplaces of belief.  And if the dread which those epiphanies of God evoked in the apostles and the women is not appropriate to us, at least let it inspire in us that holy fear which can engender awe and wonder, worship and adoration.  Let us choose words and music and the other instruments of worship with the greatest care, lest we affront and caricature divine transcendence in the interests of mere accessibility and user-friendliness. When we draw near to the Lord’s Table, let us sharpen our desire for God by a healthy mistrust of ourselves, who so easily betray his secret to his enemies, and give him the kiss like Judas. In short, let us learn the wisdom of that ancient Christian hymn, incomparably set to music by Bairstow, which begins ‘Let all mortal flesh keep silence, and stand with fear and trembling’;  for there is the only way by which we may discover how to love God as he deserves, and as he has commanded us to do.  

This year’s Mental Health Week had for its slogan, ‘Is your fear holding you back?’  The question that St Mark might have wanted his readers to ask is, ‘Am I held back by my neglecting to fear?’   For the strange truth which he sets before us is that, if we have not learned the fear of God, neither shall we learn the love of God.

To him, whose mighty power raised up his son Jesus from the dead; who promises also to raise us up to himself; let us ascribe all might, majesty, power, and dominion, now and to the ages of ages.

