SHADOWS OF THE PAST

Emma Woodhouse, one of Jane Austen’s famous heroines, was a girl who had
everything going for her. She was young, beautiful, highly intelligent and very rich.
She lived with her father, who thought her absolutely perfect, in a luxurious house in
a small village community where she was far and away the most superior female for
miles around. She had always enjoyed a high level of self-confidence and seemed to
have escaped any teenage “angst.” Even the loss of her mother had largely been made
up for by a loving governess who had become Emma’s closest friend. So what more
could you ask? She had got it all.

Why then, near the end of the book, is Emma in a state of deep depression; curling up
with regret for the past and fear for the future?

Basically Emma has messed up- badly. Her superiority in social status, beauty and
intelligence had given her the impression that she could do no wrong. She had been
ignoring all wise, friendly advice offered to her since she was twelve years old. Now
she realises that she has made some grave errors of judgement.

She has talked her new friend, Harriet out of being in love with a decent, kind young
man and into being in love with a conceited, unpleasant man who has now married
someone else and broken Harriet’s heart.

She has been rude in public to a much-loved and respected elderly lady, and this
behaviour has shocked more than one of her usual fan club.

She has finally realised that she herself is deeply in love with a man she has known
for years but she now suspects (a) that he despises her for her rudeness and arrogance,
and (b) that he is in love with someone else.

Emma knows where she has gone wrong; she feels horribly guilty but can see no way
of putting things right. There is nothing for her to look forward to. She is doomed now
to a lonely existence of waiting on her elderly father with an ever dwindling social
circle. She has thrown away her chance of love and has upset the lives of people
whom she had called her friends.

Only one thing consoles Emma as she sits with tears of remorse running down her
face and that is her resolution that, no matter what happens now, each passing year
will see her more rational, more humble, and more understanding of herself. She will
learn from her mistakes and this will help her to cope with shadows both of the past
and of the future.
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Mary, the mother of Jesus, is the Bible’s most famous heroine and when we first meet
her, just before she is visited by the angel in Luke’s Gospel, it is likely that her view
of past and future were fully as gloomy as Emma’s, although for different reasons. It
was not Mary who had messed up but life had been messed up for her. Mary is of a
race which has been consistently persecuted for hundreds of years. Her people have
had their land occupied and devastated by one invading army after another. She would
have had family members killed in conflict and seen girls she had grown up with
abused by soldiers. Hatred and bitterness would have filled the social atmosphere in
which she lived. Confusion and disappointment shaped the religion of her people:
how could God let these things happen to them?

And the future looks as grim as the past. The Roman Empire is very strong and
Mary’s people could remain ground down under its’ heel indefinitely.



When that angel appeared and told her that she was to be the mother of God’s son,
Mary was first bewildered, then no more than mildly acquiescent. If it is what God
wants, then let it happen. You can almost picture her shrugging her shoulders. I don’t
think she knows whether she is sleeping or waking.

But then she goes to visit her cousin, Elizabeth, who is also pregnant, despite thinking
that she was well past her child-bearing age. As Elizabeth tells Mary her own story of
an angel speaking to her husband, the women’s eyes meet and, you know those
moments when you are talking to someone and suddenly the hairs on the back of your
neck stand up? You realise that you are both telling the same story; you have both had
a similar experience; you thought your feelings were just an illusion, a stupidity but
here is someone who feels and thinks the same and it all starts to make sense. You do
not know whether to laugh or cry.

I think this is how it was with Mary and Elizabeth and it was only then that Mary took
on board the fact that there was something very mysterious, yet very real going on.

She sings that famous song we know as the “Magnificat,” looking both back and
forward at human life. Although the shadows of fear and oppression, violence and
injustice are still there, Mary is starting to understand them in a new way.

Her people had believed for centuries that God was on the side of the powerful and of
the prosperous. So when they were poor and helpless, it looked as though God had
abandoned them. But now Mary sees that God is actually on the side of the poor.
Power and prosperity are not signs of God’s favour. And when power and prosperity
are the result of bullying and cheating-and all too often they are-, these people were
no friends of God. It was they who were abandoned by God and they who would
come to nothing in the end. But when the poor and the humble kept their faith in God;
when they stood up for goodness and justice, faith and integrity, then they would
know God and they would remain close to God, no matter what happened.

It was she, a peasant girl who would bear the child called the Son of God before
whom even Roman Emperors would come to kneel. It was Elizabeth, whose husband
was a priest in a religion despised by Romans, who would have a son destined to be a
great prophet and even Roman soldiers would come to listen to him.

Mary was not re-writing history but she was reinterpreting it in a new light. The past,
even with its pain and injustice, was starting to make some sense. The future, even
with its uncertainties, had some hope. Like Emma, she feels the pain of the past and
the fear of the future but she is determined to have some understanding of who she is
and where her life fits into the scheme of things.
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Life and human nature being what they are, there are always going to be shadows of
the past inside us. How many times have I wished for an “off”” switch in my brain,
which can wipe out the memories which hurt me, the memories which make me
cringe with shame, the memories which wind me up in anger. But even if we are
strong-willed enough to pretend that there is an “of-switch” and keep pushing painful
memories away, telling ourselves “I’m over it, ’'m over it, ’'m over it,” it does not
work. The pain just festers secretly, and then erupts into an illness or a sudden
outburst of temper or a persistently unreasonable attitude. Our past has made us what
we are now: we cannot just switch it off.

Emma’s past as a spoiled little rich girl without a mother had made her proud,
somewhat arrogant and rather self-contained. That is what she is. She cannot help it
and she cannot change it. Mary’s past as a poor, scared, downtrodden woman has



made her fearful, somewhat apathetic and also, I suspect, a little cynical. That is what
she is. She cannot help it and she cannot change it. There is no “off” switch for them.

Nor is there likely to be a dramatic change in the circumstances which have made
them what they are. Emma will remain rich, spoiled and at the head of her local
society. Mary will remain poor and pushed around by her local society.

In fairy stories, soap operas and Mills and Boon novels, people can walk away from
their past: they board a bus, get on a plane or are whisked off to paradise by some
millionaire and all their troubles are miraculously over. But in real life, even if you
can make dramatic changes in your lifestyle, the baggage from your past still goes
with you and sooner or later it confronts you.

So where does this leave us? Walking around like Marley’s ghost with chains around
our ankles?

The Bible does not offer an “off” switch.
The Bible does not offer a dramatic change in our circumstances.

The Bible does offer a way forward.
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Isaiah spoke of paths being made, even in desert places, for God to walk down.

He spoke of God’s light shining in the places of shadow.

He spoke of God’s forgiveness offered to those who have made a mess of their own
lives and the lives of others as well.

The desert places, the shadow places, the guilt places become, in our lives, the sacred
places in which God meets us.

And once God has met us in those places, they look different and they feel different to
us because they are no longer dead ends of pain, fear and guilt but open routes to
wisdom, faith and love. These places no longer have “reject” or “sub-standard”
stamped on them but “precious” and “highly charged.”

Because, you see, with God nothing is wasted. God, if you like, is the ultimate
“recycler.” God can take pain and guilt, anger and devastation and transform them
into something new and wonderful. The Bible is filled with people’s stories of their
own recycled lives.

Joseph: handsome, bright, spoiled and full of himself- rather like Jane Austen’s
Emma- ending up as a slave in Egypt. But, despite all he suffered, his encounter with
God there became a means of channelling his pain, his energy and his intelligence
into saving the lives of thousands of people during years of famine.

Moses: taken from his natural parents at birth and brought up by the foreigners who
had turned his people into slaves. His confusion and anger at finding out who he was
led him to murder and ignominious flight. But again, once he had encountered God in
the desert, his strength, his anger and his early training made him the leader who
would rescue his people from slavery and get them across their desert.

David: the poor shepherd boy, pushed out of the way by his six older and stronger
brothers, becoming, by a series of unforeseen events, the King of Israel. Unused to
power, he made some mistakes, the most notorious of which was getting someone
else’s wife pregnant, then having to arrange for her husband- away on active service-
to be killed. His guilt threatened to overpower him altogether: read Psalm 51 if you
want to see just how bad he felt. But he encountered God even in this terrible place



and went on to become one of the wisest, most just and compassionate Kings in
human history.

Esther: a beautiful young Jewish woman who suffered the ultimate humiliation of
being taken into the foreign King’s harem. But from that position she was able to
overthrow a plot to murder all her people and became both highly respected by the
King and acclaimed as a heroine by her nation.

And Peter, one of Jesus’ first disciples: the combination of a loud mouth and a
passionate heart got him into serious trouble more than once. And, like David, he
suffered the deepest agonies of guilt when Jesus was killed and he, Peter, had denied
even knowing him. But he met with Jesus again after the resurrection. No-one knows
what was said but Peter’s passion and Peter’s voice now combined with a deeper
understanding and humility made him the greatest apostle of the Christian church.

As Isaiah had promised, the glory of God was revealed right there in the places of
shadow.
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Emma’ story did have a happy ending. The man she loved was in love with her and
the other people in her life got what they wanted too. But that terrible time of guilt
and remorse, fear and despair, made Emma all the more fit, when the time came, to
receive love, to make amends gracefully and to become a good wife and mistress of a
local community. Her shadows became her stepping-stones.

Mary’s story- well it depends on how you look at it. She certainly went to hell and
back as the mother of Jesus Christ. But if you believe in Jesus Christ as the Son of
God, the victor over the powers of death and evil, then to be his mother was the
highest possible privilege and yes, all that fear and pain in her heritage was
transformed into the strength and understanding she needed in order to cope with her
son’s mission.

The shadows of the past are woven into the very fabric of our lives. We cannot get rid
of them and it is foolish to pretend that they are not there. But with God the shadows
do not remain destructive. They become holy places, where we meet God and receive
both healing of the past and transformation for the future.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.



