21 March 2021, Passion Sunday

Jeremiah 31: 31-34; Hebrews 5: 5-10,

John 12: 20-33

Ashdon 9.30am
1.
Compliance and non-compliance

Today is Passion Sunday, and the time in Lent when we turn towards the events of Holy Week, and the suffering and death of Jesus. And today our readings focus upon obedience – Jesus’ own obedience to God’s will, and our own.
I recently heard the story of a little girl who had been told off for something, and ordered to sit down. Eventually she sits down, but very unwillingly, and she says ‘I may be sitting down on the outside, but inside I’m standing up.’ 
That is not obedience, but compliance, and I guess we have all done it in different ways for various reasons during our lives. It can happen in relation to matters such as speed limits, and of course it happens in childhood when we may have gone to church or did what we were told because it was expected or because we were told to. But as adults, we generally expect to have more choice about how to behave, conforming to external rules only when we can see a social need (as indeed there is at the present time), or when the law would otherwise penalise us, even if we disagree with it. But this sort of grudging compliance is not what God wants of us in relation to his rules.
The first reading set for today – not on our grapevines - is from the prophet Jeremiah. God had established a special relationship with the Jewish nation, an agreement that he would care for them if they listened to him and followed his laws. But the people had broken their side of the agreement – sometimes turning away from God altogether, at other times just complying with their religious practices. Sitting down, if at all, only ‘on the outside’. And in the verses set for today, the prophet speaks words from God, saying that he (God) would make a new agreement, one that would be written on their hearts – it would be inside, not just on the outside. God longs for the restoration of that special relationship. Those of us who have had rebellious teenagers know that every parent longs for a time when our children will internalise what they should do, and realise that restrictions and advice flow from our love for them, not from a wish to make their life hard. 
2. 
Obedience as Freedom

There is a strong monastic tradition in the Christian faith, where monks and nuns take vows of obedience. Not surprisingly, those who promise obedience have done a lot of thinking about the meaning of obedience – and of freedom, which sounds like its opposite. In a book entitled ‘Finding Happiness’, Christopher Jamison (who used to be Abbot of Worth and featured in the TV series ‘The Monastery) writes that obedience involves a double exercise of freedom.  There is the freedom to discern or to work out what is right, and the freedom to follow it.  Let’s think about those two for a moment.

In many matters, we do not have to work out what is right. There are laws to guide us. We accept that in many areas of our lives, others make the rules, and we either follow them willingly or perhaps unwillingly. This is especially apparent at the moment when the Government has had to make so many rules. We can take this attitude to all of our life, seeing it as externally driven, and just doing what is or seems to us to be expected. 
Religious questions, on the other hand, ask us to think about more basic values. They draw us into the freedom of discernment in those areas of life not governed by societal laws. As baptised Christians, we may not have all the answers about what to do in every situation (certainly I don’t) but we are committed to asking basic questions about how we should behave, committed to looking at what Jesus saw as right, and deciding to follow his way – or not.
That ‘or not’ brings us to the second freedom. We may be committed to Christian living and faith, but often fail to follow it. Deciding to follow and actually following are not the same, but when we fail, we are in good company – as we shall hear next week, even the closest friends of Jesus would deny that they even knew him. Actually following is often an ongoing struggle. I know that those monks and nuns who take vows of obedience find this too. It is one thing to be committed, another to willingly obey when you don’t always want to do so. 

In our gospel reading, we see Jesus on the brink of the hardest testing time of his life. He is looking ahead and doesn’t like what is coming. He has chosen to act in accordance with the will of God his Father, but knows that this will bring suffering, and very soon. He is troubled. Later he will pray that this cup – this experience, the need to be put to death - will pass from him. A very human request. In our gospel reading today, he recognises that to turn away now would be to negate all that has happened so far, and all that he is. He answers his own question thus:
‘And what should I say – ‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it is for this reason that I have come to this hour.’
 (John 12:27). 
He chooses to go on. He is not forced to do so; he does not merely comply. It is not at this point too late to draw back and just keep his head down. But he willingly goes forward in obedience to what he knows to be the will of God, and to his own calling. It is to this obedience that the reading from Hebrews refers.
3.
So what of us?

So what of us? When life is good, it is easy to wake up and to think ‘this is what life is about.’ Perhaps sitting in a warm climate on holiday (remember when we could go on holiday?), drink in hand, and thinking ‘this is the life.’ Well, there is nothing wrong with the good times, and with enjoying them. But are they all that life is about?
I believe that we are all called to ask this question for ourselves, and that our answer will have consequences – even eternal consequences. 
Following our deepest true self may well not be called to suffer as Jesus did, although for some it is. But we are unlikely to escape suffering of some kind.  We may for example see caring for a partner, relative or neighbour as what we are called to do. It will clearly restrict our personal freedom, but it is an expression of our deepest convictions about how we should behave towards others. 
Many in our health and other services today have been staying in situations that have been almost intolerable because they have seen it as important to fulfil their calling. Some who were retired returned to work and a few have even died of COVID as a result. Our work may take us into places where we might not wish to go, but where we think we can make a contribution. Or we may decide to stay in a situation or with people we find difficult because we think we can make a difference for the better. Such situations are ones in which those concerned express their deeper selves, to deny which would be to lose their own sense of integrity. 

So it was for Jesus. And he tells us to that to be obedient in this sense – both to God and to the true self that we have grown to be through his guidance – is the way that leads to true freedom and true life. For Abbot Jamison, this type of obedience leads to true happiness. 
As we turn today from Lent and the temptations of Jesus in the wilderness to the temptation at the end of his life to bale out and to avoid the suffering that was now becoming inevitable, we too are challenged to understand that our own freedom and ultimately our happiness, lies in obedience. Not in unwilling compliance, in sitting down on the outside but not on the inside, but in truly learning God’s ways and in commitment to be the true selves that he made us to be. And because this is often hard, we pray, in the words of our first hymn: 
‘Breathe on me, breath of God 

Fill me with life anew

that I may love what thou dost love

And do what thou would’st do.’
Amen
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