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Spirit of the Law

13 February 2011

Those of you who regularly stay for coffee after the service will probably know that I was very sceptical about my recent visit to South America. Before I went I was thinking, why go to the Patagonian ice-cap when you can get plenty of cold weather at home? Some even feared it was becoming a cause of marital rift. And you said you looked forward to my post holiday sermon. Well here it is.
South America – Patagonian Desert, not sand but miles and miles of scrubland with occasional flocks of sheep – third largest ice field in the world – the extreme country of discoverers rounding Cape Horn and seeking passage through Magellan Straits.

What are tourists looking for? Partly, I think, to see an extreme of what the planet offers; a part of the world that presented one of the great challenges to early explorers. Here is vastness with outcrops of immense beauty – miles of desert, where sheep scrabble for a living, then mountains and a massive white/blue glacier. In this environment creation is writ large and you are forced into the contemplation of what is. Yet this contemplation is viewed through the lens of the ubiquitous camera, so that some seem just to live in virtual holiday. Camera, computer, email on the bus. I met one English couple from Beaconsfield: the man had an enormous camera. ‘You must be able get close up with that!’ I said.

‘Oh yes. I take the stills; my wife has the camcorder.’

Is this the contemplation of what is? Or the consumption of what is?

The most famous travel book about Patagonia is Bruce Chatwin’s ‘In Patagonia’ –

In the introduction Nicholas Shakespeare writes: ‘In Chatwin’s Patagonia, the uniqueness of the landscape hardly comes into view. His book is largely about interiors that are elsewheres. But you will find the Patagonian origin of Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner, Darwin’s theory of Evolution, and Shakespeare’s Caliban...’

I.e. his contemplation of what is almost ignores the landscape to concentrate on stories about people and characters - both historical characters and those people the writer met. On the one hand, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid and the sixteenth century voyage of John Davis, which provided the material for Coleridge’s tale of the Albatross and the Ancient Mariner; on the other, Chatwin’s own search for the skin of the Mylodon – the extinct giant sloth, a piece of which had been displayed in a cabinet in his grandmother’s front room.

The wilderness, of course, is a major image in the Bible. It’s both a battle for survival – hence the hunger that leads to the provision of manna – and a place of ethical self-discovery – you might say that the contemplation of what is forces the question: how shall I be. How shall I be is distilled into one of the most famous stories, the giving of the Ten Commandments to Moses. Here are rules from God, but also the very basic ethics of a nomadic society. But it’s an ethical melting pot. When Moses comes down from the mountain, he finds the people have been disloyal to God and started to worship a golden calf. In a sense who can blame them, because they are shepherds and herdsmen in a harsh land (like Patagonia) coming into contact with other tribes and peoples and if worship of the Golden Calf makes the grass grow, then worship him. It’s Pascal’s wager in a different context. 
In the gospels Jesus, like Moses, spends a period in the wilderness and for him also it is a place where he contemplates the question: how shall I be? Shall I turn these stones to bread because I am hungry? When I begin my ministry in earnest, shall I go for political power – you remember, in his imagination the devil offers him the kingdoms of the world – or shall I challenge people with the way of self-sacrifice, self-denial, and the very self-effacing love of God?

And today we have a passage from the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew’s Gospel. Why a mountain sermon about ethics? Because in Matthew’s interpretation Jesus is the new Moses – the new deliverer from slavery – not from the forced labour of making Pharaoh’s bricks, but from slavery to sin.
‘I came not to abolish the law but to complete it,’ says Jesus: Moses gave you the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai; on the hills of Galilee I give you a new way of reading that law.
Before he died, Moses climbed up the hill of Pisgah and saw the Promised Land, a land he had led his people to but was not himself to inherit: 

Jesus was raised up on the cross, from where he could see the future of his people – not a future that he would share with them physically, but in which he would be present like a phoenix raised from the ashes of cruelty and despair. What did he see there? What he thought on the cross is of course almost impossible to know. People have imagined how the crucified person might hallucinate. ‘The Last Temptation of Christ’ portrays Jesus hallucinating about a sweet life of domestic bliss. In the so-called last words from the cross, the Gospels tell us that he showed compassion forgiveness and concern for his mother and friends.
So the contemplation of what is leads to the question: How shall I be? Both are at the heart of religion: creation and moral response (expand). Here in the sermon on the Mount, Jesus thinks it through:
He looks at the commandment, Thou shallt do no murder, and sees within it a moral injunction against anger, cruelty, selfishness and lack of love.
‘You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, “You shall not murder”; and “whoever murders shall be liable to judgement.” But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister,* you will be liable to judgement; and if you insult* a brother or sister,* you will be liable to the council; and if you say, “You fool”, you will be liable to the hell* of fire.
He’s not saying the law is an ass. He came to fulfil the law. He is saying that law is a crude tool for ethics; it lacks subtlety; you cannot legislate for love. So Christian ethics gives a value added to law and statutes. Motive matters as well as action. The spirit of the law matters.
One of the great scandals of the MP Expenses saga was that so many MPs who had ripped off the system said, ‘But I was only acting within the rules’ – as if that was justification enough.
He looks at the law against adultery: You have heard that it was said, “You shall not commit adultery.” But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart. If it is true that men think about sex every six seconds, then this is a very worrying damnation indeed, but again he’s seeing within this commandment a moral injunction against lust and the objectification of women. I remember so clearly when my daughter did a gap year in Morocco her stories of how the men there assumed any young girl in western dress, who took a taxi ride was asking for it, and no better than a prostitute. Attitudes to women in Jesus’ time were not so different.
It seems to me that Jesus was against facile legalism, not against rules in themselves. How would he have dealt with health and safety? We’re all getting used to the kind of attitude in which an employee says, ‘I can’t change that light bulb, if it involves climbing a ladder,’ even though that person wouldn’t think twice about climbing a ladder at home. Here the Spirit of law is about protecting people at work, but it’s not intended to make work impossible.

When Jesus began his ministry he immediately got in trouble for healing people on the Sabbath day. His compassion could not be reined in by religious obsessionalism. Religion was to liberate, not to shackle. The Sabbath was made for man not man for the Sabbath, he said. And that could be the summary of this passage this morning.
The law tends to provide lowest common denominator rules to enable basic social cohesion. Common welfare or the common good. Eg laws of marriage, divorce, property, age of consent etc But these do not spell out how people should relate to one another. In a liberal society the law on abortion, for example, doesn’t pre-judge what individual conscience might dictate. In the ethics of war, the law allows conscription and conscientious objection to co-exist. So there’s a gap between law and ethics, even though law is generally based on what people think is right. 
For religious people God is the source of goodness and rightness and therefore in some minds the source of the law. But to claim that x is God’s will might only be a rationalisation or a reinforcement of an idea – the ten commandments may have been given by God to Moses, but plenty of other human societies have concluded that these basic laws are essential for the common good. 

The genius of Jesus’ teaching is that love is the fulfilment of the law. And that’s what we preach so often, and so often forget.

