Baptism of Sophie Wright Advent Sunday 2009

Notes for a sermon

I am so pleased that Sophie’s baptism went without a hitch. Her parents were so worried that I might frighten her that last week we had a special bonding session, which seems to have worked.
Nick and Kate, have come to SMV through music and the choir and have made a great contribution. And I am so glad that some ex-choir members have returned to celebrate this day and to support them. At the communion they will sing Komm Jesu Komm JS Bach, 1730, which sounds fit for Advent – come Lord Jesus – even though it is in fact a funeral meditation.
‘Come, Jesus, come, 
My flesh is weary, 
My strength doth fade e'er more and more, 
For now I yearn 
To reach thy stillness; 
This bitter path doth me oppress! 
Come, myself to thee I'll offer; 
Thou art the proper way, the true way and the true life.’

So it’s a mixture of world-weariness and hope – which reflects on Advent theme of death and judgement as well as the coming of the infant Christ.
Kate’s father is a clergyman and read the first lesson. I must congratulate him because, apart from her many talents, Kate still comes to church. Whereas my own daughters rejected my religious lead as soon as they reached 12. You may know the story of the clergy child who asks, ‘Daddy, why do you always get down on your knees before you preach your sermon?’

‘Because I pray to God that he will inspire me to give a helpful sermon.’

‘Daddy, why does God never answer your prayer?’

*

On holiday in Spain in 1991 I read a novel by Jostein Gaarder called Sophie’s World in which a fourteen year old Norwegian girl, called Sophie, received daily letters unravelling the history of philosophy - the discipline named after her. Sophie was bright, intelligent and beautiful – just like Sophie Wright. 
Wisdom is important in Christianity. If you’ve been watching Diarmaid MacCulloch’s History of Christianity, you’ll remember that the great Eastern Church in Constantinople is called Agia Sophia – holy wisdom. And the Eastern Orthodox Church believes that holy wisdom is the divine logos that became flesh in Jesus. In the beginning was the word and the word was with God and the word was God.

But what has wisdom to do with Advent?  The first great advent antiphon traditionally sung on the seventh day before Christmas (before the Magnificat at vespers) starts ‘O Sapientia’ – O wisdom. The antiphons are the basis for the advent hymn ‘O come O come Emmanuel’
O come, thou Wisdom from on high!

Who madest all in earth and sky,

Creating man from dust and clay;

To us reveal salvations’ way

Rejoice, rejoice! Emmanuel 

Shall come to thee, O Israel.

I don’t know how you think of God – Father, creator, king or whatever. I think of God as mind: wisdom, love, intention. And emphasise that our meaning and significance depends on our being held in the mind of God – being remembered. 
Some physicists think that the physical could not exist without mind/consciousness. 

So God is an elegant, intelligent, explanation for the universe

But Sophie has two other names: Elinor Grace. 
Wisdom and grace go together.

According to Luther, the Church stands or falls by the principle of justification by grace through faith.  What does that mean? Relationship with God is free gift that cannot be earned, except by putting your trust in God. Perhaps that is just a way of saying that Christian faith begins with experience rather than intellectual decision.
Creeds are important (the title deeds); but they are pointers to the mystery of God, not definitions to which we sign on a dotted line, and they do not include an implied threat, a penalty for non-compliance.  

The heart of the matter is the awareness of being loved by the God we encounter in Christ. Desmond Tutu countered apartheid primarily by telling his black fellow countrymen that God loves them. You are loved equally by God whether you are black or white, long nosed or short nosed, educated or uneducated, healthy or sick etc. If you can accept that you are accepted, then you have found justification by grace through faith.

Another thought about God is that we believe in God who is Being itself – wisdom, mind, eternal consciousness – in whom we live and move and have our being. Thus wisdom and grace are brought together. 
I do hope that in the future Sophie comes to understand the theological implications of the identity Nick and Kate have given her.

