GONE FOR GOOD OR WITH US ALWAYS?

There is a story of a family dinner party at which the hosts, anxious to show-off the
excellent Christian upbringing of their five-year old son, asked him if he would please
say Grace before they started eating.

The little boy wriggled and pouted and shook his head.

Come on, said his mother, say Grace for us.

I can’t remember the words, whispered the boy.

Of course you do, said his mother, Daddy said Grace only this morning at breakfast.
I’ll start you off to remind you, said his father, kindly. It began ‘O God...’

The child obligingly repeated what his father had said at breakfast,

O God..... why do we have to have those awful people to dinner tonight?

None of us is perfect. We do need to let off steam and it is no huge sin to express
yourself quite freely on a subject that is stressing you out. But there are good times
and bad times to do this. No-one can blame a man for grumbling at the thought of
entertaining people he dislikes but to do this in the presence of a five year old child
who has not yet learned the difference between truth and tact is just a little unwise.
But I doubt that there is a single person here who does not go hot, turn bright red and
squirm at the thought of some home truth you have let out at the wrong time, in the
wrong place and definitely in front of the wrong people. One of my mother’s worst
memories was when she picked up a book at the church fete and offered it to the
vicar. It was called “Teach Yourself Preaching.” He was not amused.

But then, you think, what kind of an example was Jesus setting when he stood in front
of a religious court, filled with people he knew to be his enemies, and chose this time
of all times to proclaim openly, “Yes I am the Son of God, with all power and
authority.”

Right through his years of ministry, when people had asked him who he was and why
he was doing what he did, Jesus had given evasive answers or no answer at all. There
had been all those times when he had been surrounded by people who loved him,
respected him and would have fallen to their knees in worship if he had said I am the
Son of God. So why wait until he is helpless, standing trial, deserted by all his
supporters, to blurt out this bold statement about being the Son of God; a statement
which will cost him his life? Could there not have been a better time?
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Do you think it might have been meant as a threat? You may think you have got me
where you want me now but I’ll get my own back on you, make no mistake....

Or was it a kind of a reproach to the friends who had run away? What a pity you could
not stay the course. Look what you have missed! No reward in heaven for you now.
You cannot even help wondering at times if it was just the final delusion of a madman
who cannot face the thought that he has failed. He is cornered and there is no escape.
Oh well, I'm the Son of God. I'll be alright. Poor soul.....

But there is nothing in the rest of Mark’s Gospel to suggest that Jesus was mad, or
vengeful or spiteful. Some of what he did and said was hard for people to understand
but he always gave the impression that he knew exactly what he was doing and that,
in due course, as we knew him better, the rest of us would understand too.

So what was this all about?



The court Jesus faced was so obviously a put-up job. In general, Jewish law was just,
fair and open. The nation took pride in their legal system. But this court had been
convened hastily; it met during the night when no-one was about and even the
witnesses who had been called to testify against Jesus could not get their stories to
tally. It was a total travesty of justice and, when they took Jesus to Pilate, the Roman
Governor, for permission to carry out the death sentence, he knew it was a travesty
too, which was why, although he refused to stop the proceedings, he dramatically
washed his hands to say that he had no part in this (eat your heart out).

Throughout his ministry Jesus had faced some sad and bad things. He had confronted
disease and poverty, serious mental illnesses, social problems, religious confusion,
anger, unhappiness and guilt. He had not lived in an ivory tower. But perhaps this
moment standing in court was the first time he had faced total evil.
- justice which could be thrown to the winds if the people with power wished it;
- black hatred without one shred of understanding or sympathy. These people
wanted him dead. End of story;
- amonstrous greed for status and material security, which had driven out the
very last ounces of morality and decency;
- horrific violence, which took pleasure in seeing fellow human beings nailed
live to crosses;
- and all of this done in the name of religion, for the sake-they claimed- of their
god. Perhaps the greatest evil of all; the unforgivable sin against the Holy
Spirit; attempting to turn the God of love, of truth and of right into something
twisted, vicious, brutal and corrupt.

I don’t think that Jesus’ claim to be the Son of God was an unfortunate tactless remark
made in front of the wrong people. I think it was a deliberate open challenge. I am the
God of righteousness. I am the one with true, divine, unshakeable authority here. And
no matter what you do to me, you cannot change this. Right is right. Truth is truth.
God is God and there is nothing you can do about that.

A theologian called Dibelius spoke of this moment as the climax of the whole Passion
story in Mark’s Gospel and of Jesus’ glorious divine status shining out in the midst of
all the abasement. God and goodness faced evil and God and goodness came out on
top. Maybe not in the way people expected but still victorious; because while you
may deny both God and goodness, you cannot destroy either of them. You cannot
make them go away. Remember Shakespeare’s Macbeth being promised by the
witches that he could turn foul into fair? They lied. He was the one to be destroyed.
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As I read the story of the trial again it occurred to me to wonder how Mark got to hear
it in the first place. According to the Gospel, all of Jesus’ followers had run away
when he was first arrested. Peter had followed at a safe distance but he stayed outside
in the courtyard, telling everybody that he knew nothing about that crazy man in
there. So there was no friend of Jesus present to record the trial and tell the story. I
wondered if perhaps the account was circulated by Jesus’ enemies as a cautionary
tale- you know what he said in court? He claimed to be the Son of God. That remark
cost him his life so let that be a lesson to you to watch what you say.

Maybe. But if so, then unfortunately, or fortunately, it had the reverse effect. In the
years to come, Jesus’ followers crowded out the dock in courts of law as they



persisted in repeating what Jesus had said and proclaiming their own allegiance to
him as Son of God with ultimate authority in heaven and on earth. They had not
learned their lesson.

Or maybe they had. Maybe they too, had been shocked by that stark contrast between
good and evil, truth and lies, the Son of God and the gate of hell. Maybe that story
was for some of them, the ultimate deciding point, making them choose to follow
Christ and goodness and truth no matter what it cost them because they had seen the
alternative: that horrific descent into stark, black evil.

Those people in the court had not started out bad. They had been brought up to
worship God, to respect justice, to do what was right. But fear and pride, greed and
jealousy, prejudice and hatred had corrupted them; they had turned away from God
and denied his right to be involved in their lives. Which was why justice, truth,
goodness and compassion were thrown to the winds and when that happens, life does
not get much worse, does it? Think of Hitler’s Germany; Stalin’s Russia; Mugabe’s
Zimbabwe. Even in our own country we have been shocked and frightened to witness
the overthrow of honesty, responsibility and professional integrity first amongst our
financial guardians and then amongst our political leaders. It’s scary...

In no other place and at no other time could Jesus have proclaimed himself Son of
God quite as effectively. There had been many times when Jesus had made an impact
on the lives of individual men and women. He had healed them, helped them,
comforted them and they had loved him for it. Like many Christian believers they
would say, I believe this man is the Son of God because of what he has done for me.
And that is fine. It is a perfectly valid statement of belief. But it is not the whole story.
Christianity is not only about personal comfort. That would make it far too small and
in danger of becoming subjective, inward-looking.

Standing in that courtroom, Jesus’ statement had a cosmic dimension. He was not
talking about flesh and blood now but about principalities and powers. He was not
taking on people’s suffering but the underlying evil which causes suffering. He was
not promising a world in which everyone is happy and safe. He was showing a world
in which good and evil are constantly at war and in which men and women must
choose on which side to fight.

He was presenting the world with a choice: do you choose life with God, life lived
under the authority of truth and justice, goodness and love (and no, sadly, that is not
always the same thing as life under the control of organised religion) or do you
choose life without God in which all divine authority is thrown to the winds, where
power masquerades as truth, money takes the place of justice, morality becomes doing
what you want and love about getting what you want?

They killed Jesus for what he said but they could not keep him dead, could they?
They killed his followers but more kept coming along to take their place. No matter
what their own personal sufferings, they chose to follow the one who had claimed to
be Son of God and to live under his authority alone.
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Today a little girl has been baptised and her life has been commended to God. We
have prayed that Hannah will grow up to have a happy life, a life of health and
strength, opportunity and excitement, giving and receiving love. And we have prayed



that those who care for Hannah will be given the strength and the wisdom to make her
life as happy as it can be.

But we have also placed her under the ultimate authority of Jesus Christ. We have
promised that she will be brought up by his standards and taught his truth. We have
claimed for her the gift of God’s Holy Spirit so that she will find it in herself to
recognise right from wrong, truth from lies, love from hate, and that she will be given
the strength to make the right choices for herself.

Hannah has been born into a home full of love and faith. But she has also been born
into a world of evil and hatred and into a society which is becoming increasingly
hostile to Christian faith and values. We cannot protect her indefinitely from all that is
bad in the world. She will inevitably be hurt, she will inevitably make some big
mistakes, she will inevitably have serious doubts about her faith. But while she
remains under the authority of Jesus Christ, the Son of God nothing good or true or
lovely or loving about her can ever be destroyed. That is worth holding onto.

It is Ascension Sunday. The story in the Bible is quite undramatic. We are just told
that Jesus was “taken” and a cloud hid him from sight. It was later Christian traditions
that made the whole thing far more “gung-ho” with pictures of Jesus soaring through
the skies, golden clouds parting to show the gates of heaven flung wide, hundreds of
trumpets sounding a triumphal fanfare, crowds of angels singing, crown and throne
waiting ready. We do like a bit of pomp don’t we? And why not? It is harmless
enough, so long as you remember that these things are only frills.

Jesus did not need crowns and thrones and songs and trumpets to give him authority
over heaven and earth. He did not need to play the great dictator. As the Son of God
he was essential goodness, truth, love, light and life that could never be destroyed.
And those who made the choice to recognise this authority would be given this same
indestructible force in them. He would never be gone for good but with us always.
Don’t look back, said the angels to the disciples, look forward. He’ll return.

And so he has, hasn’t he? In your life and in mine.

Amen.



