MARKS OF A CHRISTIAN: TAKING NOTICE

Do you remember that television series “The Waltons?”” It was about an American
family living in the nineteen thirties. They were seen as an ideal family: poor- but-
happy, close-knit, living in a quiet rural area, enjoying a fairly untroubled life. They
would all say “good-night” to each other- nicely. There was no door-banging and “go
to hell” and “will you turn that music down.”

The series was popular and went on a long time but even the cast started to find it
tedious in the end. The actress who played “Mother” got so tired of putting her apron
on and taking it off again that she pulled out altogether, giving the script-writers
something of a headache for how could you have a perfect family without a perfect
mother? They had to pretend that “mother” was in a sanatorium for several years and
this was not convincing.

There was undeniably a certain smugness about the series: an underlying message that
life was really quite straightforward if you behaved nicely, upheld traditional family
values and went to church every Sunday. Yes, people did do wrong but it was never
anything that could not be settled by a little talk with mother (or a long-distance
telephone call if she was in the sanatorium) and turning over a new leaf. Just like that.
And no, life was not all good-the Second World War did break out but it was at a safe
distance. It did not affect the dear old homestead. “Walton’s Mountain” was rather
like Noah'’s ark, a place of safety in a chaotic world and when you watched it, part of
you really wished that you had a similar safe place for yourself and part of you could

not help thinking, “what a bore. Give me Brixton on a Saturday night any time.
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The threat of chaos has always been part of life. In the natural world earthquakes,
volcanoes, cyclones, flood and drought have hovered as a threat to life on earth. Well-
ordered individual lives have the ever-present danger of being thrown into confusion
by sudden sickness, frailty or death.

This chaos in the natural world is mirrored by chaos in ourselves. Children are taught
to behave in a civilised manner, to restrain their more violent, selfish tendencies and
grow into well-mannered, disciplined adults. But that chaos of anger, jealousy, sexual
desire, frustration, violence, greed is always simmering away in the deeper recesses of
our being. And for many there comes a sudden eruption, when they frighten
themselves as well as others by the violence of their passions. A mild-mannered
accountant suddenly gets caught up in a violent brawl in the pub; a quiet, exemplary
wife and mother has a brief fling with the local crook; a teenager with an all-star
academic record leaves college and takes up terrorism. And people say they cannot
understand it. These men and women have good, well-ordered lives. Why are they
suddenly pushing the self-destruct button?

The answer is that we are complex creatures. One part of us craves a safe, peaceful,
secure life. We want to build an ark like Noah’s- a home, a job, a family, a church-
into which we can withdraw from a chaotic world and keep safe. But there is also a
part of us that wants to get out of the ark and confront the danger. We want to swim in
the flood waters. We can see a power and a terrible beauty in chaos which you do not
find in safe places.

We look at awe-inspiring landscapes- high mountains, deep valleys and remember
that these came into being through huge earthquakes and vast volcanic eruptions.



We listen to the music of Beethoven or Mozart and remember the turbulence of their
lives and personalities that nevertheless produced this incredible artistry.

And in each one of us lies this longing to break out from the established patterns of
civilised behaviour, to be “mad, bad and dangerous to know,” to experiment with the
darker, more complex side of our nature and see what happens.

Chaos is part of our birthright. And there is a creativity in it as well as destruction. It
was this longing to engage with chaos and danger that sent men and women to climb
Mount Everest, travel to the North Pole, explore outer space, dive to the bottom of the
ocean and if they lost their lives in the process, they believed that this was a risk
worth taking. It was a longing to leave their “safe” places which sent Marie Curie
from Poland to Paris, Florence Nightingale from England to the Crimea, Anna
Pavlova from Russia to the whole world. It is frustration with a secure life which
sends our children off to faraway places and into insecure lifestyles, leaving us to
chew our fingernails in anxiety.

There is an attraction in chaos. Even Noah, I suspect, was glad to get out of the ark,
although he was facing an unknown future in a devastated world.
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A great deal of religion has been about bringing order into chaos. It has been about
the training of our human nature into something well-behaved and civilised. It has
been about long lists of rules saying, “thou shalt not...” ““You must not kill, you must
not steal, you must not commit adultery. You must not work on the Sabbath day. You
must not be envious. You must not use bad language. You must not drink intoxicants.
You must not gamble- the list goes on, according to the religion you practise. And this
is no bad thing in itself because, despite the attractions of chaos, most people do agree
that we need some order and discipline in our lives if the human race is to survive.

But simply supplying men and women with a list of things they must not do makes
for a very narrow and negative outlook on life and people get fed up with it. If all you
are doing is trying to avoid wrong then you are not exactly leading an exciting or a
creative life. As you start to feel weighed down by negatives, so you weigh other
people down with them, imposing your rules on them. You become rather boring and
you bore everybody else. Then, worst of all, hypocrisy creeps in. You become so
good at avoiding all the wrongs on the “official” list, so convinced that you are getting
the better of the dark side of your nature that you slip into bad behaviour not on the
list. For example, I have known people who have never committed adultery but who
have made their partners’ lives a misery with unreasonable demands and continual
“putting down.” I have known people who have never stolen goods from a shop or
burgled somebody’s house but who have been less than honest about their business
and financial affairs. I have known people who have never lifted a finger in physical
violence but whose spiteful tongues have caused far more pain than a black eye.

When religion gets like this, people become disillusioned. They come looking for a
God who will make sense of the chaos in them and in the world around them and all
they get is a god who only seems to be interested in papering over the cracks.

Jesus came into a society like this, where religion was all about what you did not do.
It was all about keeping rules and creating a safe place for yourself. No-one asked
awkward questions and no-one put forward any radical new ideas. This religion had



nothing to do with the chaos caused by disease and natural disaster, except in trying to
avoid them. It had nothing to say about the chaos of megalomania in Julius Caesar
and Herod the Great; the chaos of greed in the local rulers who siphoned off the taxes;
the chaos of sexual desire in the trade in female slaves and prostitutes. Nothing to say,
that is, except “we want nothing to do with any of this.” And yet power struggles and
greed and sexual exploitation were just as rife in the religious community as in the
political one. They simply took different forms. Jesus pointed this out more than once
and did not make himself popular.

For Jesus, religion was not about keeping safe and avoiding chaos. It was about
engaging with chaos, swimming on the flood waters, discovering the beauty and the
mystery in life, learning to love the God of creative, dynamic power. Jesus walked on
the water of the sea and invited his friend to do the same. He touched the lepers and
found in himself the power to make them clean. He mingled with the tax collectors
and the prostitutes and learned that he could turn their greed and self-loathing into
love. He looked the mentally ill in the eye and called the fear and hysteria out of
them. He even confronted the darker side of his own nature when he met the devil in
the desert and fought long and hard against the temptations to seize power by force
and to exploit his gifts by pandering to people’s greed.

And as he gathered friends and followers around him, he replaced the set of negatives
with a list of positives- go and feed the hungry, heal the sick, set free those who are
caught up in their pain and sin, stand up for the poor and oppressed, proclaim the
kingdom of God. You will handle snakes and they will have no power to harm you.
You will face wild beasts but they will not be able to destroy you. You will conquer
the devil himself in my name because I have already got the better of him.

And they did. All the anger and frustration and creative power in the followers of
Christ was poured out into the creation of the Christian community in which the
living, untamed God was discovered and delighted in; in which love replaced
condemnation; in which passion for doing good replaced fear of doing wrong; in
which safe places were swept away because God was once again, as in the days of
Noah, calling his people to come out and make a whole new world.
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The story of Noah does present us with some problems. How can you preach a God
who, being dissatisfied with the world as it is, decides to sweep away every living
thing except one tiny select group of people? These are the kind of tactics used by
Stalin, Hitler and Mugabe- get rid of everything you don’t like as fast as possible.

But the story of Noabh is a story of its time- in the ancient world. It is a story of people
who lived through a devastating flood, for which there is archaeological evidence, and
who asked “why? Why did this happen to us?”” And they believed in gods whose
power over the world was absolute. They made the sun shine when they were happy
and the thunderstorms crash when they were angry. This great flood was a sign to
more than one race that their god was deliberately setting out to destroy the world.

That is how they saw it. But as you move on through the Bible you see how this
understanding of God changes. Even at the end of the flood story, God is heard to say
that he will not destroy the world again. There has to be a better way of doing things.
A few hundred years later, in the book of Job, nature is shown as a vast and hugely
complex force, proving a challenge even for God to control, so Job has no



justification in blaming God for the natural disasters that have decimated his life and
family. But when Job and God have finally finished shouting at each other, Job
realises with awe that he has now seen God face to face and, although his searing pain
is still with him, he is not bearing it alone.

Moving on to the Gospels, When Jesus tells his little story about the houses built on
the rock and the sand, he does not suggest for a moment that floods are sent
deliberately by God to destroy human lives. He simply states the truth that bad things
happen in every life. The threats posed by chaos are always there. You cannot hide
away. What you can do is to build your life on a firm foundation so that you can
survive the flood waters and the stormy winds and the crashing thunder. And that firm
foundation is the sacrificial love of God who this time shows that he will allow
himself to be torn apart by the chaotic hatred and violence in human nature rather than
destroy the world. And through that sacrifice, the chaos of hatred will be turned to
unconquerable love; the chaos of violence into a passion for justice and peace; the
chaos of death into everlasting life. Build your lives on the knowledge of God’s
saving power and love and you will ride out the storms and the floods without having
to withdraw into a closed ark.

So by the time you get to St Paul, writing perhaps thirty years after the ministry of
Jesus, you actually get the first hint of Christian ecology. Paul says that the whole
creation is groaning in all its disease and destruction, and that it is waiting for the
children of God to stand up and show themselves. In other words, the world needs
people who will work with God in using their creative powers to save our planet and
to make it fair and fruitful. We have come a long way since Noah.
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This then is the mark of the Christian today. The Christian does not hide from the
world but takes notice of the world. The Christian does not shelter in safe places but
goes out into the storm and overrides it in the name of Christ. The Christian does not
concentrate on saving his own life but on saving the world with God and for God.
The Christian does not build an ark for God and for the people of God. The Christian
finds the true God and the true community of God’s people in the deep waters of the
flood and in the darkness of the storm, seeing a vast and amazing beauty even in
chaos. And so, as the last two lines of an old welsh hymn say:

I’ll bear the flood, I'll breast the tide if Thou, Thyself with me abide. Amen.



