FAMOUS LAST WORDS: KEEP THE FAITH

I shall never forget hearing a Church Treasurer let off considerable steam on the
subject of legacies. Don’t get me wrong, he was truly grateful to people who
remembered the church in their will but he had had some trouble with those who had
been quite specific as to what their money was to be used for. On this particular
occasion, someone had left his church a legacy which, the will decreed, was to be
used to buy a mini-bus.

A mini-bus! He shouted. We don’t want a ** mini-bus. We have not got the money to
run a mini-bus. We have not got anywhere to keep it. There is no-one to look after it.
And we don’t need a mini-bus. We have our transport perfectly well sorted here.

In short, he was not pleased.

I remember a small town where there was an evangelical church situated in a prime
position on the High Street. This site had been left as a gift to the congregation about
a hundred years ago. It was a very generous gift but it came with a clause- that this
church was to have no dealings with the Roman Catholic Church. Ever. So when, in
the nineteen-eighties, the other local churches formed a covenant to share their
Christian mission, this church could not join because Roman Catholics were involved.

When you love someone, then naturally you want to leave them a gift and, in love,
you may want to leave some advice on how to use that gift to bring them happiness.
But when you try to exercise iron control over the other person, whether in death or in
life, this is not about love. It is about power. You may appear to be leaving a gift
whereas in fact you are fastening on handcuffs.

Of course this works both ways. Those who are left can use the memory of a parent or
a King or a previous minister to exercise their own power:

“The great King would never have made peace with that country. He would have
fought to the last man.”

“Dear Reverend Archangel always preached from the King James’ version of the
Bible so we can’t possibly use “Today’s New International Version.”

Remember Del-boy in “Only Fools and Horses” who, whenever he wanted to coerce
his brother into doing something, would insist that “Mum,” on her death-bed, had left
specific instructions to this effect. If that poor lady had really said everything Del
insisted she had, then she must have been on her death bed for at least six months,
with a round-the-clock team of solicitors writing out her will.

You can say that you are cherishing love, when in fact what you are cherishing is
power. In the prayer St John recorded, Jesus is expressing something of his anxiety
for the friends he is leaving and for those they will influence in the future. He knows
that his time is running short and that despite all that he has taught his friends, human
nature is frail and fallible. Will they keep the faith, the true faith?
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St John was Jesus’ closest friend. He knew him better than anyone else and so had a
far deeper understanding of what was going on in his mind. John lived to a great age,
so he had time, which few of the other disciples had, time to grow in faith and to
reflect deeply on what Jesus had said and done. His Gospel has a depth and a maturity



to it which the others do not. So this prayer, I think, takes us as close to the heart of
Jesus as we can get.

“Father, the hour has come. Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you.”

Jesus often refers to his “glorification” in John’s Gospel. Given the way we
understand the word “glory,” that is, trumpets sounding, people cheering, grand
processions, awarding honours, we assume that when Jesus talks of his “glorification”
he is talking about his resurrection, his ascension to heaven and all the pomp that
surrounds him in those pictures called, “Christ in glory.”

But in this Gospel, when Jesus talks of “being glorified” he is actually referring to his
crucifixion: to pain, humiliation and death. You can read it for yourselves if you do
not believe me.... The “glorification” of Jesus is his crucifixion. Now how in the
world does John work that one out?

When the Bible speaks of the “glory of God,” it means quite simply, “the presence of
God.” When Moses said to God, “please, let me catch a glimpse of your glory” he did
not mean a quick peek into a magnificent temple, crowded with singing angels. He
meant “please, just for a moment, let me see you as you really are.”

“The glory of God” is the reality of God. When John says of Jesus, “we saw his glory,
the glory of God the Father,” and he is talking about this carpenter from Nazareth, the
wandering preacher, the crucified outcast, he is saying that this man was the reality of
God. In Christ we see God as he really is.

Coming back to the contrast between love and power: when you love someone, you
want them to be happy; you want them to be fulfilled; you want them to be the person
they are because that is why you love them.

Whereas when you want power over someone, you want them to make you happy;
you want them to fulfil your needs; you want them to be the person you think they
should be or you will reject them.

So if God is love- and St John concluded that he was- then God will not seize power
over the human race. God will go down on his knees to us sooner than compel us onto
our knees before him. God will wash the feet of his followers rather than order them
to kiss his feet, as conquering Kings did to their former enemies. God will suffer pain
and humiliation at our hands, rather than inflict that pain and humiliation upon us. It
does start to make sense, doesn’t it? The full glory, the reality of God was seen in the

crucified Christ. “Father, let your glory be in me, as it was before the world began.”
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But does not this make a rather ineffectual God? A god who is just tagging along
behind us saying, please, somebody, love me? A god who lets us get away with being
as bad as we can? A god who cannot save us from the worst that is in us and in life? A
god with no real clout? But just how much clout does pure love can have?

You see a God who is love, total love- this is the kind of God who is there when you
are suffering so much pain that you cannot see straight and who pulls you through.
This is the kind of God who is there when you have screwed up so badly that you
cannot see how you will ever forgive yourself but who holds out his hand to you. This
is the kind of God who is there when other people have hurt you so deeply that you
feel your heart shrivelling right up inside you but who puts his arm around you and
holds you tight. This is the kind of God who is there when you don’t understand life



and you can’t understand faith and you are getting angrier all the time but who lets
you scream at him until you stop screaming and start to see his face.

I don’t know, but that sounds like rather a lot of clout to me and it has far more ability
to save than totalitarian power.

It is the kind of clout that does not depend on us getting everything right and us living
in an ideal world in order to benefit from it. A lot of people think that you can only be
religious if you are a good person, living the good life.

But you know, St Paul once listed all the possible things that could go wrong in a
human life: trouble, hardship, persecution, deprivation, danger, violence, death, even
angels and demons, goodness and evil. He looked at this list and he shook his head in
awe and said, well none of these can separate us from the love of God in Jesus Christ.
Nothing got the better of God‘s love. So, in all these things we are more than
conquerors through him who loved us. Because nothing can stop God from loving us
and nothing-save our own choice- can stop us from loving God.

We are saved from the worst in ourselves and from the worst that life can do; saved
through the grace of love, not the power of force.

We are saved- to be free rather than bound up tightly in our weakness and by what
life’s iniquities have done to us.

We are saved to be ourselves rather than a people of robots under tight control.
Because Christ is what he is, we can be what we truly are: children of God.
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“But they are still in the world and I am coming to you. Holy Father, protect them.”
Jesus knew that his friends would be in danger of misrepresenting his character and
ministry. Many of them had never fully understood what he was all about in the first
place. They had been so convinced that his mission was all about political power. Did
you notice that, even as they gathered round him for the last time, some asked, is this
the revolution then? Is it time for our nation to take power over the world?

And scarcely had Jesus left than stories began to build up of how he would return to
the earth and this time he would take the way of force and violence. He would come
with all those heavenly armies he should have had in the first place and he would
separate out the faithful from the unfaithful just as he should have done before. And
those who had ignored him or jeered at him or nailed him to the cross- they would
weep and wail in terror and serve them right.

Remember that confrontation Jesus had with the devil in the desert? When he set his
face against using quick- fix techniques, or showing off, or seizing power over the
world by force? It was not long before all of this was being taken up and used by
some of his followers-and continues to be used- in his name. This is what Jesus is all
about. This is how we keep the faith: by frightening people, by showing-off to people,
by coercing people.

And that is not about love, is it? It is about power. Power in the name of Christ
became power over Christ as the real Jesus was re-made in the image his people
thought he ought to have. Just think of the pictures, the buildings, the music, the
preaching which have combined to depict Christ as remote and removed, vengeful
and violent, all-controlling and unsympathetic. And compare this with the man who
allowed himself to be crucified rather than meet evil with evil, hatred with hatred,
violence with violence. The church has cherished power rather than love. We have not
always kept the faith. We have not shown the reality of God.



Many years ago I was involved as a student with a church in a seaside town in Wales.
The building was large and majestic-looking and it stood directly opposite another,
equally large, majestic-looking building owned by the Methodist Church. I heard a lot
of stories about those two churches in their “heyday.” There was a lot of power about;
the people with the money ran the church; the people who exercised local authority
expected to have things their way in the church. You had to have considerable social
and standing in the church to be allowed to pour out the tea. (So I hope that whoever
is making the coffee this morning feels really good about themselves...) There was
little love or compassion shown to those who needed it.

As church-going declined after the nineteen sixties (and neither congregation was
good at making newcomers welcome, anyway) conversations were started about the
possibility of uniting the two churches under one roof. A long period of consultation
took place until finally the Minister believed that the Church Meeting was ready to
vote. It was a sad Church Meeting- sad, in the widest sense of the word, as in
“pathetic.” A few militant people who were determined not to lose their grand,
majestic building and their personal power in the church brought to the meeting every
member they could find, many of whom had not been in church for years, and
persuaded them to vote against the plans. It was not about love, it was not about
showing the reality of God. It was about power.

The Minister resigned in despair, the Church secretary resigned in fury and the life of
both congregations continued to decline steadily for another thirty years and more.
But earlier this week I spoke to the current minister and, do you know what? Both
congregations are selling their buildings and having a new United Christian church
built on the sea-front. New life is happening at last and do you know why? Because
the power in the church has gone. There is no money to speak of, there are no
prominent political citizens to use their church as an extension of their social power,
pouring out the tea is done in a spirit of comradeship rather than competition and God,
the true God, the God of love, finally has a chance to get his foot in the door.

Holy Father, protect my people. Help them to keep the faith.

As Jesus, in love, relinquished all his power when he hung on the cross and so
revealed the ultimate reality of God so, when the people of God, in love, are ready to
relinquish their power, then and only then will Jesus’ prayer be answered. We shall
keep the faith and show the glory of God to the world.

Amen.



