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Running to Stand Still

The Bible - New Testament as much as Old – is riddled with the language of home, but drenched in the experience of exile. The biblical paradigm of the man, or woman, of God is of one who has no home soil on which to stand, and only the Lord’s unchanging nature to cling to. We see this paradigm embodied again and again from Adam’s expulsion onwards, in Abraham, Joseph, Moses, Ruth, Ezekiel, right the way through to John the Seer on the island of Patmos.  ‘Home is where the Lord is’. Which if it means everywhere also means nowhere, for there is no specific place to lay your head that is in itself the fixed and permanent and right place.
It may not be all that peculiar to think and talk constantly of home when you don’t actually have one. It’s like thinking about food when you’re hungry. And maybe that explains perfectly well why the Bible circles endlessly around ideas of home when home is so elusive for the people whose story it is. But what we find in some parts of the Bible – and certainly in both of this morning’s lessons - is something that seems rather more paradoxical. These texts don’t simply remind us that we all long for what we don’t have. They say that God’s people have what they long for in not having it. They have it in one way by not having it in another. They are home when they are in exile, not just afterwards. 

Our first lesson this morning shows us the battered frame of Stephen, whose earthly exile is displayed in the stones that rain down upon him. The message of those stones is that there is no place for him in this world, and no place for people like him. In this sense, we glimpse in him again the paradigmatic biblical human being. And yet in exactly this moment of expulsion he looks up into heaven, full of the Holy Ghost, and sees the glory of God embracing him. In that transitus – as he is cast out of the earthly city – he is conformed to Christ, who is his true home. And Christ is with him, and he is with Christ. In all that riot and commotion and fury – in all that movement – his gaze is described as ‘steadfast’; as able to dwell on the unchanging vision of God. His gaze is at rest. He has somewhere to abide.
Meanwhile Saul stands, like an unwitting Elisha looking on at the ascent of Elijah, little knowing what mantle is about to fall upon his own shoulders. For Saul like Stephen, will shortly make his own transitus – his own journey. Not to heaven (yet), but to a new status as Paul. What we will shortly see in his case is another sort of dispossession – not merely of city or of life (though he loses both of these in due course), but of a particular sort of religious certainty. 
Saul stands looking on at Stephen with a set of givens in place: clear moral and scriptural reference points. This is not the special preserve of the Pharisee. Feeling oneself to be a possessor of such givens is not an unfamiliar feeling for Christians either. There are plenty of Christian theologians who talk of what we have been given in Christ as providing us with all we need to order our lives. Scripture, sacraments, the liturgy, the tradition – these givens stock our Christian knapsacks and we need only dig into those knapsacks to find just the right thing for each occasion. Saul perhaps has a confidence analogous to that. But in Stephen’s death and the events that ensue, his givens – his truth – are about to be challenged by new findings. Given things will come up against found things, and the found things will need to be judged by him as to whether they are of God or not. And if they are, he will need to change as his understanding of them will need to change, in order to achieve a new integration of the found with the given.
Let’s turn now to the second of today’s lessons, from the Gospel of John. It contains what is perhaps one of the top ten most quotable lines in the New Testament – a slogan emblazoned on tens of thousands of church billboards along with ‘God so loved the world…’ and ‘Repent ye, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand’. It’s ‘I am the Way, the Truth and the Life: no man cometh to the Father, but by me’. A sure-fire recipe for Christian exclusivism and certain possession of the truth. A text about givens. Or so it seems.
I don’t want to deny that this is a text of assurance. But it’s a much more complicated text than it is allowed to be by the uses to which it is put. It is regularly used as a text about proprietorship (inasmuch as ‘given’ things are for us ‘possessed’ things). On this account, it’s telling us Christians about ‘our Jesus’, as I’ve sometimes rather revoltingly heard him called in sermons. It’s celebrated as a text about our Word of God, and most of all our salvation. But that is to miss the ways in which it is a text of dispossession. It points us not so much back to what we have already been given in Christ, but forward to what we have yet to find. Indeed, the implication of this text is that a constant and never-ending finding is the mode of our possession of Christ, and that such possession is better described as following. We can be at home in him, we can have our abode in him, only by constantly receiving a future in which the Holy Spirit delivers him to us again.
It’s a truism that modern Western notions of truth – whether through the fault of the Greeks or the philosophers of the Enlightenment – are centred on precise, transparent (and therefore fully-possessed) meanings. But less important than establishing who’s to blame for making us think that real truth is clear, fixed and timeless is realising that we do, and that it’s a problem. I suspect our tendency when we hear that Jesus is the Way, the Truth and the Life is to make what he means by ‘Way’ and by ‘Life’ (modes of finding) into something that resembles what we mean by ‘Truth’ (a mode of givenness). But Jesus spoke Aramaic, and the word he is most likely to have used when he talked of himself as the ‘Truth’ is the Aramaic version of the Hebrew word ‘Amen’. And the word ‘Amen’ doesn’t imply a given, possessed item of propositional truth; its meaning is most naturally a relational one, and it means ‘reliability’. Something or someone you can rely on. Which is to place the idea of truth back into lived life and the processes by which our faith is tried and tested as faithfulness and not as a body of doctrine. Jesus is one to be followed with utter confidence. His love is unfailing. And our challenge when faced with this heavily-freighted verse of John’s Gospel is to reverse the usual flow, and to make what we have come to mean by ‘Truth’ more like what we understand by ‘Way’ and by ‘Life’. To make given things more responsive to found things; the life of possession more a life of apocalypse (or unveiling). This is Truth that is like Way; more than that, it is Truth as Way. We do not sit still and, Gollum-like, cradle this Truth. We inhabit it, and are at home in it, by moving forward into it.
I said earlier that Stephen finds somewhere to abide even in the midst of chaos, and that word ‘abide’ (menein in Greek) is one of the key words in the Gospel of John. Abiding is the main word used in John to signal the concept of being at home. It is used sixty-three times in the Johannine writings, appearing for the first time very near the beginning of the Gospel, when John the Baptist says that he saw the Spirit, like a dove, ‘abide’ (or dwell) upon Jesus. 
It is not a word we have much use for in ordinary modern conversation. Indeed, in English it has quite an archaic sound. You wouldn’t say, for example, ‘oh, just abide here for a minute while I pop into the newsagents’, or, ‘she abode with me until the train arrived’. It is a word more suited to Victorian hymnody, along with phrases like ‘fast falls the eventide’. If we use it at all, it is generally in the negative (‘I can’t abide so and so’…)
But then again, it is not a word for which we can easily find substitutes, because ‘wait’ or ‘stick around’ don’t quite catch it. Abiding has more the sense of a full, personal commitment. It expresses a quality of solidarity which just waiting would never convey. John’s Gospel uses the word to signify friendship, in which we ‘dwell in’ another person. It is not just a description of how we occupy physical space; it describes something dynamic, intimate and mutual. The Good Shepherd models it by contrast with the hired hands who run away. John the Beloved Disciple and Mary the Mother of Jesus are invited to embody it too when they are given to each other to dwell with each other as they stand at the foot of the cross. And Jesus tells his disciples today that their truest home is going to be with him, in a dwelling place of ‘many mansions’ which he will tend for them. 
These are descriptions of an abiding that humans can do, or can aspire to. But there is in the background to these human-related uses of the concept a very special theological usage of the idea of abiding, which informs all the other uses. It actually strengthens the word’s overtones of commitment and solidarity even more. In the farewell discourses in John’s Gospel from which today’s second lesson comes, the word is used to describe nothing less than the way God is in his deepest being: the way that God exists as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The unity of God is not a sort of structural fact; it is an activity springing from love and faithfulness. This abiding God shows us the deep meaning of what it is to be at home, and it is quite compatible with a martyrdom like Stephen’s, and a call to adventurous discipleship like that Jesus issues in his words ‘I am the Way, the Truth and the Life’, or in his call ‘Follow me!’.
I called this sermon ‘Running to Stand Still’, which is a phrase that can suggest something of the desperation of human life, where if you stop struggling, even for a moment, you will go backwards, and maybe even fall into catastrophe. Cycling back from my office on the Strand each evening I pass a huge Virgin Active gym full of city workers pouring with sweat on conveyor-belt-like running machines. It’s an image for me of the city itself, where everyone must hurry or be left behind. But it’s not an attractive image of home. 
The Gospel of John tells is that to abide we must journey; to have truth and life (to have true life) we must be always underway. And despite its superficial similarity to the running machine, this message means so much more. Because neither stasis nor sweaty exhaustion is the result. A life of growth and surprise and relationship and invention and also sometimes (as in Stephen’s case) the dramatic transfiguration which is martyrdom – this is the nature of the Way which is also Home; the Way in which we are conformed to Christ and embraced by glory.
So in the light of today’s lessons we are perhaps able to make better sense of the fact that on the one hand we have been called to live lives of abiding, while at the same time we have been told, puzzlingly, that we have no abiding city. These texts show us the source from which our life flows, the spring of our own being, the grain with which we are meant to live, and which it damages us to go against. They show us God the Abider, and they point us to the community we call the Church; the community that transforms running so as to stand still into travelling so as to abide.
In Christ, the Given One, and the Holy Spirit, the Constantly-Found, our journey is our abode; our Way is our Life’s Truth, and we are given access to the Father. To this God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be glory and praise, now and forever. Amen.
