17 March 2021, Weds communion

Isaiah 49: 8-15; John 5: 17-30

St Marys 9.30am 

I was going to focus today on St Patrick – especially relevant as Sheilah read for us today – but instead, what I am going to do is reflect upon our readings since they echo so strongly a book I have been reading this Lent. It was one that I might have chosen for our Lent study, but did not. Should what I have to say about it interest you enough to pursue it, the book is by Sam Wells and entitled ‘A Cross in the Heart of God’. It contains reflections on the death of Jesus very relevant for us as we approach Passiontide.

1.
A terrible choice

To start us off, I will ask you to imagine two scenarios, not actually in the book, that seem to me to illustrate his argument. One is a situation that would appal any of us. Imagine that your child has fallen over a cliff edge. You hold them by one hand. Above you, a friend in a place of safety holds your other hand. To save yourself, you must let go of the child. To remain with your child, you must let go of the hand of safety.

This seems to me an extreme version of a much more mundane situation. A couple are deeply in love. They feel themselves completed in the presence of each other. They must decide whether to have a child, knowing that this will fundamentally alter their relationship – adding to it yes, but potentially disrupting it.
As I say, these examples are my own, not those of the author, but I have found them coming to mind as I read his more abstract argument. I hope that you will see their relevance in a moment.

2.
The love between Father and Son

Our gospel reading concerns the perfect relationship that exists between the Father and the Son. The Spirit is not mentioned, but is implicit, for it is our belief that there is perfect love and perfect mutual indwelling within the Trinity. Yet in creating humanity, God seeks to include us within this loving relationship – perhaps as a couple might decide to have a child. Yet we are wayward children, often failing to return the love lavished upon us. What will it cost God to include us?
3.
God’s love for us

Our first reading today spoke powerfully of God’s love for us, his children. It would have been an appropriate reading for Mothering Sunday, with that poignant verse asking whether a mother can forget her child. This may remind you of the hymn that was written by the poet William Cowper in about 1760, which starts: ‘Hark, my soul, it is the Lord’ in which God asks: 

‘Can a woman’s tender care

cease toward the child she bare?

yes, she may forgetful be, 

yet will I remember thee.’
This hymn has Jesus asking ‘say, poor sinner, lov’st thou me?’

In his book, Sam Wells argues powerfully that ‘God with us’ is at the heart of our faith as Christians. It is the meaning of his title ‘Emmanuel’, and the gospel ends with his promise to be ‘with you always, to the end of the age’ (Mt 28:20). He promises the church that ‘where two or three are gathered together, I am with them’. There are other examples, but he suggests that overall, the ministry of Jesus is above all about being with us, in pain and glory, sorrow and joy, in death and in life. 
Yet to what extent are we with him? Cowper’s hymn asks ‘Say, poor sinner, lov’st thou me?’ In his own life, Jesus was steadily deserted by those closest to him: by the crowds who hung on his miracles and his every word and welcomed him into Jerusalem; even by his closest disciples. He hung alone on the cross, feeling in the end forsaken even by his heavenly Father.
In our own lives, death is the time when we lose everything, and sin is the word we use for being without God. On the cross, Jesus himself experienced both the loss of his Father’s presence and an earthly death.
It is the argument of this book that Jesus was prepared to choose us, and that God the Father allowed this to happen. So precious and important are we, God’s children, sinners though we are, that Jesus hung onto us, letting go of the hand of his heavenly Father. And God the Father allowed this to happen for the sake of redeeming us, of including us within his family.

Of course, we know that the cross was not the end. Yet we must not deny it and rush on, for it is the cross that demonstrates the lengths to which God was prepared to go for us to be included within his heavenly family. We are left to answer the question of whether this is what we want. We are free to walk away. Perhaps our only response is that coined by Cowper in the last verse of his hymn:


Lord it is my chief complaint

that my love is weak and faint;


yet I love thee, and adore


O for grace to love thee more.’
I am sure that we can all echo that thought as we enter Passiontide and Holy Week and contemplate the incredible lengths to which Jesus goes to show God’s love for us.

Amen
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