HOMILY for the 4th. SUNDAY of EASTERTIDE [C], 25th. April 2010
“No one can steal from the Father”

Many people, as they say, do not believe in God, but behave as though they were God.

And if you want to play at being God, what better place to start than the computer game Black and White, which those expert in these things tell me is now in its second version.

In Black and White, the player is God, who sets out to direct his people.   He is aided by a helper, called a “creature”, who can take on various forms.

This player-God is not totally omnipotent – otherwise it wouldn’t be a game.  Because it is a computer game, all sorts of permutations become possible.   The people can react on God:  if evil predominates, it turns God’s intentions into evil, and the opposite.   The player-God is able to perform miracles if the people accept, that is, if they believe.

The idea of the game is to win the people to good, but the result may be the opposite, with the people drawing the player-God to evil, in which case the player has lost.

The inventor of this game obviously has some notions of theology, even though rather muddled up.   Maybe he is somebody who fell out of seminary?    We have God (the Father), the “creature” (Christ the Son), and the influence (the Holy Spirit).

Now as we know God cannot actually be changed.   But we have to admit that the image God in the Bible, especially in the Old Testament, is of a God who is changed.   The people sin, and God starts raging.   Somebody like Moses says sorry for them and pleads with God, and God calms down.

In Jesus, God has become human.   That means, he can be influenced in every way that we are – to temptation (but not to sin), to joy, to tears, to suffering, to death.     Jesus is raised from the dead, but people are not forced to believe it, and many did not.   Jesus had to rebuke the disciples for their unbelief.

So we have two notions:  a God who is above it all, changeless, and a God who is involved.

Many ancient civilisations saw their gods as being totally uninvolved in human life, or else treating humans as playthings.    These gods only became agitated when people over-reached themselves and tried to be divine.   Then the gods punished their presumption by what was called hubris.

The Jewish understanding of God was not at all like that.   For them, God was intimately involved in human life, committing himself to it.   They used the image of the sheep and the shepherd.    This is not, therefore, an invention of Jesus:  after all, look at the “Lord is my Shepherd” psalm.
Now in one sense the sheep/shepherd image is not very flattering.   Sheep are utterly stupid;  at what point do they pass from cute, alert, lambness into plodding sheepness?    (I make an exception for Welsh sheep, which, based on an experience I had in the Brecon beacons, are very alert, perceptive and inter-active).
I can never hear this Gospel passage without thinking of the immortal film Babe, where the pig thinks it is a sheep dog and starts behaving like one.   Only more successfully, because it treats the sheep politely, whereas the embittered sheep dog snaps at them and shouts:  “Come along, you morons!”

Do any of us have an image of God as being disillusioned with us, made vicious, and calling us morons?   Some people do.

Thinking back to the computer game, it is actually God’s plan that humans should be God – in a certain sense, in his “image and likeness”.    Over the centuries, humans have felt this from their better instincts, although their actual practice resulted in failure.    St. Paul summarises this in some words to the Romans:  “In my inner being I delight in God’s law, but I see another law at work in my body, waging war against the law of my mind, and making me a prisoners of the law of sin.   What a wretched man I am!   Who will rescue me from this body of death?”

Now Jesus is both Shepherd and sheep – or at least lamb, the lamb of sacrifice.   In his earthly life, he saw how humans were depressed by the sense of letting God down, failing to keep his law.   He also saw some people strutting around as though they were the divinity itself.

In the image of the sheepfold, Jesus suggests that he can shelter us, pen us in, so that we can recover, before he leads us out again to roam free.   He knows we may then wander into trouble, but he will forgive – as a shepherd will do anything to avoid terrorising or losing his flock.

Will Jesus not turn against us if we fail him?   Many people do think that.   But see what he says today.  His purpose is unchanging:  “the Father and I are one”.    His purpose is unfailing:  to love us to the end.   This is shown by the event at Gethsemane, the crucial moment, Jesus penned into the garden in prayer, forced to work out the dilemma of love to its ultimate consequence.

Today we pray for vocations.   This is a delicate business:  the pastor and the sheep.   But, like Christ, the pastor is also the sheep.   What a sensitive relationship is that between priest and people.    No shouting “Come along, you morons!” (though I have sometimes thought that, though certainly not here).    Interacting, not smothering with flattery, but not remote, treating the priest as the operator of a sacramental machine – which has caused some priests to become disillusioned and leave.
The Church is a sheepfold.   The pastor, like Christ, provides for the security of the flock, but also sends them out, encouraging them, and goes out ahead of them.

God is for ever sending onto us the light-beam of his good influence.   We are free to reject it.    In one sense, God is unchangeable.  In another sense, he responds to our actions, he reacts.   “Well done, good and faithful servant.”  “There is more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents ...”

But for God to become evil in response to our evil is quite impossible.    God excels himself in mercy and so in Jesus can truly say:  “Whoever comes to me, I will never turn away”.
