There’s got to be more than this

A sermon preached by Canon Brian Mountford 7 September, 2008

It feels as though we have had rain for forty days and forty nights - and low pressure, brings low spirits. 

Add to that the doom-laden financial news, plus the fact that Vice-Presidential candidate, Sarah Palin is a creationist and believes that global warming is not man made and you have apocalypse in the air. In fact the Daily Mail has been telling us that the particle accelerator at CERN is going to create a black hole to swallow us all up on 10 September.

In Friday’s ‘Times’ Valerie Grove illustrated what she sees as our upside down values in terms of biography: Hilary Spurling's life of Matisse, which won the Costa Prize, apparently has sold only 12,000 copies, while Being Jordan, the ghost-written memoirs of the glamour model Katie Price, has shifted 335,000. That’s a parable that will read well in Oxford, although others might think it elitist intellectual snobbery.

For myself, there has been a seismic culture shift this week in the world of football. Being a Tottenham Hotspur supporter has been a part of my identity since I was eleven years old. I used to cycle down to White Hart Lane in the sixties to be present on the glory nights. But now top star, Dimitar Berbatov, has been wrestled away by Manchester United and Robbie Keane by Liverpool. And an Arab oil Sheikh has bought Manchester City and intends to spend the GDP of a small country to win the Premiership. Suddenly, it seems to me, clubs have lost their identity. What is the point of supporting a particular team when there is a pool of players who move from club to club according to where they can get the most money? Once there was local identity; once there was loyalty. Now we might as well put all the players in Wembley stadium and pick up sides. Whose local heart can really be in a side that here today and gone tomorrow? When victory is bought, the celebrations have a hollow ring. 

But you haven’t come to church to be made to feel more gloomy; probably you’ve come to lift your spirits, or, as my non-conformist minister used to say, to cast your burden upon the Lord. Religion must, in some sense, surely be an antidote to recession and depression; an antidote to celebrity culture and the self-indulgence of over rich plutocrats. As many people say, when they stand back and look at modern life and the plight of our world, ‘surely there’s got to be more than this!’

And there is. Religion brings proportion, context, priority and contentment, through set of values that are not just feel-good. Faith, or the religious search, should help to weather the storm. I say the search for faith, because I don’t want to give the impression that the only way forward is already to have in place a rock-solid, goody-goody, totally self-assured confidence in God. OK some people might enjoy that, but most don’t: most of us proceed along the lines of ‘Lord, I believe, help thou mine unbelief.’ 

Can the story of the Passover lamb help us? Yes, it probably can. Because it is a hairspring parable of fellowship, neighbourliness, deliverance, freedom and commitment. Full of symbolism such as taking a lamb without blemish and consuming every part of it, leaving nothing to waste, being ready, with feet shod and staff in hand to go forward to the Promised Land; a myth of covenant and community, in other words.

The whole idea of Jesus as the Lamb of God is taken from it. We often recoil, at least I do, from the bloody imagery of the Jesus parallel, and I personally always wince a bit at the Agnus Dei (why is it that a slaughtered animal takes away sin? Shouldn’t I bear some of that responsibility myself?) but when you take into account fellowship, neighbourliness, deliverance, freedom and commitment, you can see the point.

Of course, unless you are very partisan, you might worry about how a universal God can so favour the Hebrews at the expense of the Egyptians – and this remains a major stumbling block with all this Genesis mythology to the present day - one nation claiming that God has chosen them to occupy a particular portion of the global territory.  

Last week Craig rightly drew our attention to the psychological dangers of denying the person that you are, but, of course, there’s an aspect to what Christians often call denial which would be summed up in sayings such as: take no thought for the morrow; where your treasure is there will your heart be also; what doth it profit a man if he gain the whole world and lose his own soul; or Paul’s ‘if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth,

for you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God.’ It’s this kind of denial, or to put it more positively, review of priorities, that provides an antidote to the gloom I spelled out at the beginning. 

Recently I have talked a lot about art and religion, and indeed in our tradition we would always, I think, value highly the insights that art has to give to the spiritual search. For some art depicts beauty, for others art speaks the truth – this is a false distinction, of course – beauty and truth go hand in hand. I mean I suppose that some temperaments rejoice in the harmonious, the perfect line, the apposite word; while others look more to the discordant, the shocking revelation, the reflection of the sublime in the cruel and the ugly. Tracey Emin’s bed might not so much celebrate her lifestyle as reveal its sadness; Andy Warhol’s Marilyn Monroe captures a culture through the kitsch, in a thin rendition; Larkin gets the essence of loneliness and failure in a way that is tender. As Howard Jacobson says:

‘Art and religion will always shadow one another through the abstract nouns they both invoke: truth, seriousness, imagination, sympathy, morality, transcendence’.

I am bound to say that I couldn’t find that kind of resonance in the odd collection of sayings compressed into the Gospel reading today, but I could see it absolutely in the Passover story. We are asked to look beyond the credit crunch and beyond the hauntingly shallow mood of the present to question what really matters? Where is our treasure located? Because we are all affected by our environment, we are all caught up in the cul de sacs of our culture – reality TV, fame, markets, football, muck-raking scandal, profligate consumption – whether we own a TV or not. And actually religion, and especially the values of Jesus, are an antidote and a salvation.

