Penitence
A sermon preached by canon Brian Mountford 20 March 2011
At the theological college which David, Rachel and I attended there used to be, across the back wall of the chapel, a long form known as the ‘penitence bench’. If you were late for chapel you had to sit there. I was a frequent occupant. It equated penitence with shame punishment...
The penitential season of Lent began eleven days ago, but last Sunday we rather missed it because we were celebrating the confirmation of three of our congregation. This morning the readings are about justification by faith, but if you were here three Sundays ago you will have heard me exhausting most of my ideas on faith, so today I want to talk about penitence. 

I have been trying to think of a famous example and the one that comes to mind is of Henry II, King of England, submitting to a public flogging before proceeding on his knees to the doors of Canterbury Cathedral as penance for his treatment of Thomas a Becket.

The great Lenten cliché of course is giving things up: chocolate, booze, TV, cigarettes – denying yourself things that you enjoy or have become addicted to. It’s a subtle selfishness - a way of ennobling a process otherwise known as detoxification. And we can feel absurdly self-righteous about it too. 
The Chaplain of Queen’s wrote an email last week in which he ended with the felicitation: ‘I hope you’re all enjoying a thoroughly miserable Lent.’
Years ago, when I was working at Christ Church, Lancaster Gate we took things on for lent rather than giving them up. Each week after the Tuesday mass, my vicar and I ate a full breakfast: bacon, eggs, fried bread, tomatoes, mushrooms and black pudding. It was an anti Lent statement. (Although he did stop going into the French Patisserie in Queensway – because he lusted after the girl who served the baguettes). But on the more positive side we took on hospitality. People invited members of the congregation into their homes for lunch, or coffee, or drinks as a way of building up friendships and relationships in the community. 

So is penance essentially a negative or a positive thing? And should it be seasonal? If we dig a bit deeper, I think it’s more an approach to life. During this past week as we have watched the unfolding tragedy in Japan, many people have observed the immense stoicism of the Japanese people and how they accept their fate uncomplainingly. This has a lot to do with a religious view (or a world) view that recognises human frailty in the face of the immense forces of nature; which acknowledges our smallness and vulnerability in the scale of things; that life itself is a privilege enjoyed only in the context of a universe where the enabling forces of life – gravity, heat, light, water – are vast and ultimately beyond our control. 
Christianity sees this too, although it might be deceived on occasion by the idea in Genesis that God commissions humankind to ‘fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth.’ It’s very easy to see how this has been taken too far. But in the great poem in Job where God speaks to Job out of the whirlwind we see Job’s insignificance in the face of the universe:
Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?
Tell me, if you have understanding. 
Who determined its measurements—surely you know!
Or who stretched the line upon it? 
On what were its bases sunk,
or who laid its cornerstone 
when the morning stars sang together
and all the heavenly beings* shouted for joy? 


Or again in Gerard Manley Hopkins poem God’s Grandeur: 

The world is charged with the grandeur of God.
It will flame out, like shining from shook foil;
It is good that we should see our lives in proportion to the widest context and not deceive ourselves into a self-regarding arrogance as we sit in our four by four capsules and lounge about in shirt sleeves in our centrally heated homes. The New English Bible translated the first beatitude as ‘How blest are those who know their need of God’. That hits the nail on the head. I sometimes pray in the intercessions that in the week ahead we may try to live our lives in harmony with God and to have a sense of God’s values and priorities. That idea lies at the heart of penitence. It’s not a joyless thing; just that fulfillment and meaning lie that way. 

So I want to think of Lent in positive terms rather than negative terms: more as embracing life in a positive way than sitting on a penitence bench in sackcloth and ashes.

Although I wouldn’t knock the idea of sackcloth and ashes. Being positive about life is inevitably going to involve self assessment and evaluation; it’s going to mean feeling sorry and ashamed about certain failures and the need to symbolize that regret and resolve to change and do better. That’s what Henry II was doing in Canterbury. That seems to me perfectly healthy, and actually very positive. How many people can admit that they were wrong in a graceful and humble way, and change? It’s a very constructive and endearing gift if you can. It brings us back to the titles of the best known University Sermons – the sermons on the Sin of Pride and on the Grace of Humility. The preachers nearly always point out that it’s good to take pride in your work and that too much humility can make Jack a very timid boy. But despite all the qualifications, the principles remain – pride is a sin and humility is a grace. We should never be proud of our Lenten discipline and always remember that humility like penitence is a way of life proper for Christians to walk in. 
