
1Wheatley United Reformed Church
17 June 2012 (Year B)

I Sam.15.34-16.13; 2 Cor.5.6-10, 14-17; Mark 4.26-34

‘If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation’ (2 Cor.5.17)

It certainly doesn’t feel like it; not when I come to in the morning and drag myself

out of bed; not when I’m tired at the end of the day yet sleep comes with difficulty; not

when a cold, wet June depresses the spirit.  It certainly doesn’t feel as if being in Christ

has made me a new person.  Nor, come to that, when I secretly gloat over the fall from

grace of so-called celebrities, or am just as prone as anyone else to the temptations of

graceless gossip or to good works done with a grudging heart.  I may be called a

Christian; ‘new every morning’ may be the love of God which sustains us; but I am still

the same old me.

Paul’s verse makes an astonishing claim.  Those who live in fellowship with Christ

become new people.  Genesis is being rewritten.  Those who were expelled from the

dream of Eden are with him in paradise.  It is Paul’s version of what Jesus told

Nicodemus: to see the kingdom of God you must be born again.  And John also begins

his whole Gospel with the rewriting of Genesis: ‘In the beginning was the Word’.

Something is going on here; something which strains at the limit of understanding and

belief.  

I wish I had the words to set it out for you with absolute clarity.  Yet even though I

don’t, it seems too important to leave to another day.  Sometimes it helps to look through

a lens to help us to see better, and the story of Saul’s anointing of David as the new king

of Israel provides an unexpected opportunity to do just that.  The book of Judges ends

with an ominous comment: ‘In those days there was no king in Israel; all the people did

what was right in their own eyes’ (Judges 21.25).  No surprise: we remember the epic

journey of the children of Israel to the Promised Land but not the bloodshed and the

anarchy which ensued.  Moses, then Joshua, are succeeded by a series of charismatic
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leaders, chosen for their military prowess.  The book of Judges chronicles the deeds of

Deborah, Gideon, Samson, among others.  They begin well but end badly.  It portrays a

world in which treachery, vengeance and idolatry run unchecked, as people take the law

into their own hands.  So the last of the judges, Samuel, is asked by the people to appoint

a king to follow him, such as other nations have.  God is not pleased: because, as he tells

Samuel, this means that the people have rejected not Samuel but God as king.  Samuel

paints a grim picture to them of what kingship will mean: conscription, forced labour,

high taxes, slavery.  He tells them they will rue the day.  But they insist.  Saul is chosen.

He begins well but everything Samuel predicted and worse comes true.  God rejects Saul

and Samuel must begin the search anew.

 It’s an interesting way to find a leader.  Imagine, when the monarch died, if the

Archbishop of Canterbury toured the country to find a likely successor.  Imagine how

strange it would be if he rejected the obvious candidates and chose the youngest son of a

large family whose job was to keep the sheep.  Yet there is a link.  The most solemn

moment of the coronation liturgy is the anointing of the new monarch by the Archbishop,

a sacred rite which can traces its origins back to Samuel.  The coronation anthem,

Handel’s ‘Zadok the priest’, moves forward to David’s successor: ‘Zadok the priest and

Nathan the prophet anointed Solomon king’.  Now it may not have escaped your notice

that the Congregationalist principles on which this church was founded were very hostile

to autocratic rule, whether by kings or bishops; indeed, the Independents, as they were

then known, were the most enthusiastic supporters of the Protectorate and the

Commonwealth under Cromwell and some of their leaders signed the death warrant of

Charles I.  I guess they would have felt much happier with the kind of constitutional

monarchy that evolved.  But concern about the concentration of power into one

individual or a select few is one which runs right through the Bible and into our own

times.  The exercise of power tends to have a corrupting effect on those who wield it.

David may have been the greatest of the kings of Israel but he was no pillar of virtue.
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Solomon may have been wise, but in old age he made too many compromises with pagan

religions in order to keep his many wives and concubines happy.  Emperors become

gods; kings have a divine right; they usurp the rule of God and silence dissenting voices.  

We should be less surprised and shocked than we are that some politicians feather

their own nests or kowtow to unelected media barons; or that some leaders who are swept

to power on a popular wave turn into tyrants who ruthlessly crush all opposition.  There

is something in the heart of all of us which looks to our own interests first and finds

reasons for doing so.  They may use the language of service, but all leaders are prone to

abuse their position simply because they can; and who is to say if you or I would be any

different were we to have the opportunity?  To turn Jesus’s parable on its head, tyranny

often begins as a tiny seed - a removal of liberty from those who are seen to pose a threat

to the state, legislation which entrenches privilege - and before you know where you are

you’ve got a plant with roots so deep that it can’t easily be pulled up.  That’s why, even in

a parliamentary democracy, we need to be vigilant, and not be swayed by screaming

headlines into making unjust laws.  

How does a Stalin, a Hitler, or any other dictator get away with it?  Usually

because there is a social or economic mess and a call for a strong leader to sort it out.  As

the Eurozone lurches from one crisis to another - who knows what will be the

consequences of the elections in Greece today? - the rise of the far right is one of the

most disturbing responses, with its heaping of blame on anyone but itself, its appeal to

the fears and prejudices we all have, its scapegoating of minorities; as if we had not been

there before, and within living memory.  We are surely right to be ambivalent about

strong leaders but that doesn’t always exempt us from wishing someone would step in to

sort everything out; and right, too, in wanting to separate religious from political power.

Theocracies are every bit as oppressive as other forms of dictatorship, and, worse still,

persecute dissidents in the name of God.

‘If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation’ (2 Cor.5.17).  Did you think I’d
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forgotten?  What we see and deplore on the political stage is not always that different

from our own behaviour, except on a larger, more public scale.  It is the desire to exercise

power over other people for our own benefit, whether they like it or not, which lies at the

heart of so much that goes wrong, and it is that desire which needs to be confronted and

dethroned.  There is a proper love of the self: are we not commanded to love our

neighbour as ourselves?  But that kind of self-loving cannot be expressed until it is set

free from the much commoner, distorted form, which can only imagine others as

projections of our own needs.  The damage done by this form not only to human

relationships but to the fabric of our planet is immense.  The trouble is that we inhabit

this prison believing that we are free, when in fact we are being controlled and

manipulated by all kinds of unspoken and unrecognized desires.  No human being can

flourish unless they have somewhere where they belong and unless they feel valued for

who they are; but we so easily turn where we belong into somewhere from which others

are excluded, and mistake being valued for possessions and status or ensuring we get our

own way.

That is the old creation from which we need to be liberated.  It is the consistent

message of the New Testament.  Jesus speaks in parables not to give us moral lessons but

to make us think, to shake us out of our easy assumptions, to make us question the kind

of people we are and the nature of the God who is at work among us.  He tells Nicodemus

that to enter God’s kingdom nothing less than being born again will do, so different are

its ways from those of unredeemed society.  Paul writes vividly of the whole creation

groaning as if in labour, waiting for the children of God to be revealed.  Don’t we still

hear the cries of pain?  And don’t we still long for that birth?

‘If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation’ (2 Cor.5.17).  What is this new

creation?  What kind of government does this kingdom have?  ‘I am among you as one

who serves’.  ‘Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.’ ‘The Son

of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many’.
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‘And he died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves, but for

him who died and was raised for them.’   This is not hard to understand.  But it is difficult

to do.

To understand this kind of service requires us to see the world with new eyes and

to embrace it with a new heart.  All that is required is to say yes to this new creation,

which is the gift of Christ to all who turn to him wondering how on earth they, let alone

anyone else, can live in a way which is creative, not destructive; one which does not tear

down, but builds up, slowly and surely, from the foundations. The great paradox is that

the one who showed us these things had himself to be destroyed in order to persuade us

that he meant what he said; and, having been the victim of the old creation, be raised to

reveal that whoever lives life in him is one with a power which silently and gently brings

all that is dead to life, here on our wounded earth, and there where unconquerable love is

king for always.  Now, as we eat and drink the bread and wine of Christ’s Last Supper,

we witness the very moment when the old creation dies and we share the first meal of the

new creation.  
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