HOMILY for HOLY THURSDAY, April 1st., 2010.

“I have given you an example”

Passover was approaching.

“Passover is for celebrating in the family,” said Jesus, “so I will be going home”.    The disciples looked bereft, examining each other anxiously, as if saying:  “What about us?”

“But I will be back,” Jesus continued.   “So find somewhere decent for us to meet together.   Better late than never, after all”.

The disciples searched high and low for a venue.   Some were rejected as too small, some were too cold, some too poorly furnished, one had far too low a ceiling.    For the Master, only the best would do.     And eventually somewhere was found.

They eventually gathered and placed themselves at table.   Jesus sat on an elevated seat in the centre, rather apart from the others.    Of the disciples, one was very much detached from the rest, as if he had been sent to Coventry.   His name was Judas.

There followed an embarrassing silence.   Jesus looked at them all.   “Have you possibly forgotten something?”    The disciples looked at each other in alarm.      “Feet!” said Jesus, “what about my feet?”

Peter muttered to Thomas:  “I told you to make sure there was a slave ...”     Jesus looked cross and insisted:  “Well ....  ?”    And finally Peter stood up and with a face which said:  “I don’t see why I should be doing this”, washed Jesus’ feet.      The others remained unwashed, the dust, mud and donkey dung clinging to them.

“That’s better,” said Jesus.   “Now, I have some important news for you.   This is my last meal with you.   Because today ...  I am retiring from public ministry”.    The disciples looked dumbfounded but Jesus ignored their looks.     “And if I am retiring and you are taking over, I had better make sure you know what you are doing.    So here is a test.    Tell me,” said Jesus glaring at James, “tell me one of the things I said the kingdom of heaven is like.”

James swallowed and his mind went blank.    “Er ...” he stuttered, “like a star?”    Jesus sighed.   “Like thunder and lightning?”    Jesus thumped with his fist on the table.   “Right, you’re one who’s not going on the mission.  I’m not entrusting my message to fools”.    The others looked reproachfully at James as if he was to blame for everything.

There was a pause.   Then Jesus looked with a frown over towards Judas, seated in isolation.    “Judas, what is that in your hand?   Bring it here!”    Judas tried to hide the evidence by pushing it up his sleeve.   It was a folded piece of paper.    “Bring it here!” repeated Jesus, and Judas sheepishly did so.     “What is the meaning of this?” enquired Jesus, “Garden of Gethsemane, 11pm?      You were going to betray me, weren’t you?   Come on, don’t deny it!”   Judas looked down at the ground.    “Throw him out!” fumed Jesus, and two of the disciples grabbed him and bundled him out of the room and down the stairs.      They heard shrieks and screams and the sounds of somebody being beaten up.

“Well?” asked Jesus, “have you finished eating?”   To tell the truth, they hadn’t eaten at all, they were so apprehensive.    Jesus took some bread, a large chunk, and ate it with obvious relish.   He poured a large goblet of wine and drained it with sounds of satisfaction.

“That’s better!” gasped Jesus, smacking his lips.   “and now, I have a memento to give you all to remember me by.    I am reluctant to offer it, because you have all proved a serious disappointment.   You have been unreliable, ill-informed, disobedient, uncouth and a thoroughly bad example.      But still ...”    And Jesus passed to each of them a small wrapped box.

The disciples opened their boxes warily, fumbling with the wrapping and looking scared.   Inside each box there was ...  a pearl.   Just one, but clearly of great value.   It was obviously a very expensive present.   The disciples’ eyes opened wide in disbelief.    

And at that moment James belatedly burst into life.   “Of course!” he blurted out, “now I remember!   The kingdom of heaven is like a pearl.    You told us so!”    Jesus silenced him with a glare.

“There we are, then,” concluded Jesus, “that is it.  We have finished.  I leave tonight and you will not see me any more.    You do the best you can.    Arise!   Let us go home now to sleep and have a good rest.   But don’t forget to tidy up first.”

And before they could say a word, Jesus was up from the table, across to the door, and down the stairs.   They heard his steps in the street, as he walked away, whistling as he went.

The disciples looked at each other, and then looked down at their pearls.   And it was night.

Or at least, it certainly would have been night if the Last Supper was celebrated like that.   Maybe celebrated on the First of April.

But fortunately for us and for the world, it was all exactly the reverse.
HOMILY for GOOD FRIDAY, April 2nd., 2010

“They shared out my clothing”

Jesus tells us that what we do for the least of our – and his – brothers and sisters, we do to him, so conversely it seems perfectly reasonable to say that when these little ones are suffering, Christ is suffering in them.  In fact this is clearly stated in St. Paul’s Letter to the Colossians, where the apostle speaks of his own sufferings as being an extension of the Passion of Christ.

So we may say that when humans are suffering, Christ is, as it were, on the Cross in them.   This is a quite common theme in literature:  for example, Rudyard Kipling looked at the Tommy soldiers suffering on the battlefields of Flanders, and saw them as Christ.    

But while we may accept reading such things, it seems to be a different matter when it comes to the visual image.   It is almost as if Christ crucified can only be represented in the literal, 1st. century way.     We have modern re-enactments of the Passion story in traditional guise:  Oberammergau, or more locally Wintershall in Surrey come immediately to mind.   But what about images of Christ Crucified for the 21st century?

A German artist got into major trouble, with accusations of blasphemy – to say nothing of anti-patriotism – when he represented Christ on the Cross in a gas mask and Army boots and the caption:  “Keep your mouth shut and do your duty”.   Shades of Rudyard Kipling, we might say.   Meanwhile an Englishman in the 1930’s ran a poster campaign showing Jesus nailed to a swastika, and with the caption:  “Cross or Swastika?”

In 1937 the Nazis staged in Munich a great exhibition of what was called “Degenerate Art”.   It was intended to subject it to ridicule, and after the exhibition to burn it all in a great heap, though some canny Nazis like Goering, realising that some of it was probably valuable, managed to extract a number of items.

One painting which ‘got away’, though not into Goering’s hands, was by the Munich artist Johannes Matthaeus Koelz, entitled “Thou shalt not kill”.    There is a connection between this painting and England, as we will see.    

“Thou shalt not kill” was a triptych, a painting in three panels following a design classic from the Middle Ages.   A large work, 8 feet high by 24 feet long, it was inspired by the experiences of the First World War and was a warning to Hitler of the dangers of military expansion.

Christ was in the centre, with the worshippers in the side panels.   Christ was in a crucified-like pose, though without a cross, for in the wasteland of war and mud-filled craters all recognisable material had been blasted away.    Christ was portrayed, again, wearing a gas mask with its holder slung over his shoulder.

The worshippers to the sides seemed a radiant and peaceful crowd, well-dressed and comfortable-looking, seen as though enclosed in a border of flowers:  men, women and children, a soldier in a helmet, even a faithful German shepherd dog.    A scene of domestic bliss.   But was it the bliss Christ had come to bring, or a bliss that was going on blind to Christ’s sufferings?    The national flag was waving, a finely adorned priest and bishop occupied prominent places.   They could be leading the adoration – or was it the self-congratulation?    It called to mind the practice of blessing armies before battle – which could lead to two blessed, Christian armies fighting each other, with God expected to do the impossible task of giving victory to both.

On one side of Koelz’s painting a host of pointed, tube-like objects rose up like a small forest.   Seen from the distance, they could be altar candles, or the gathered-together pipes of an organ.   In fact they were pointed lances, weapons of war, weapons used on other people, and used on Christ.   It was the lance which opened the side of Christ, to the Church and to the world.    Through this piercing it was as if the long-suffering Christ was saying:  “Go on, do what you will.  I have chosen this way, and it will work out for the best, despite what it seems”.

You will notice I have described the painting in the past tense.    In the year of the Degenerate Art exhibition, 1937, Koelz fled Germany, fearing arrest for spreading pacifist propaganda.    He made his way to England, where eventually he was to die, in Stoke-on-Trent.    He asked a friend to cut his painting, which had taken seven years to paint, into dozens of little pieces for safe keeping, seeing that many other anti-war paintings were ruthlessly destroyed in this time of Nazi nationalism.

Painstaking research by his daughter had brought some of the pieces to light, in the USA, in England – where they surfaced in Leicester.   Other pieces are believed to be in Australia, and of course many others still tucked away, unrecorded, in Germany.

One day it is hoped to bring this great ‘modern Passion’ back together again as one work.

Like Koelz’s painting, we also portray the Passion of Christ.   Christ has undergone his suffering for us, and we acknowledge that.   We adore him, and yet in one part of our lives we turn away from him.   Sometimes our gestures and postures seem to be adoration, but are actually more like the scarecrow-like image of Christ in this triptych.    It is as if our bodies are not really part of the adoration, as if it is only an empty husk which is honouring the Saviour.      We are capable of prolonging the Passion of Christ not by suffering for him, but by turning away from his sufferings.

Like the painting, we are often fragmented parts.   But a painstaking search within ourselves – the work of our conscience – can bring these parts back together.    Today is a day when we not only commemorate Christ Crucified, but commit ourselves to Christ Crucified.    At the meal before the last events, Christ prayed for unity, a unity based on charity, humility, honesty and forgiveness.     A unity which is the bringing together of our scattered selves, as individuals and as a people.

So we are called to bring the pieces of Christ’s Passion back together again in our own lives, to stitch them together – like his wounded body, which became whole again in the Resurrection but still bore the scars of his experience.    When we cease to be fragmented, we are adoring “in spirit and in truth”, not in lip-service alone.   We are responding not just to an imaginary Christ with his arms vaguely horizontal, but to a truly crucified Christ, flesh upon wood, a Christ who says to us, as the medieval words say:  “I am on the Cross for thee, thou that sinnest, cease, for me”.
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HOMILY for the EASTER VIGIL, April 3rd., 2010

“He had to rise again on the third day”

We used one painting to serve as a basis for our reflection on Good Friday, so let us use another now.

Presumably most of us here know what King Henry VIII looked like.   That is because we are familiar with his image through the famous portrait painted by the German Hans Holbein the Younger, who lived from 1497 to 1543 and achieved his greatest successes in London, painting not only the King, but his wives, Prince Edward (later King Edward VI) in his youth, Sir Thomas More, the great thinker Erasmus, court notables such as the Earl of Surrey and Sir Henry Guildeford, Comptroller of the Royal Household.   To say nothing of the mysterious picture called “The French Ambassadors” which hangs in the National Gallery.

But Holbein was also a religious artist, and we turn to his picture “The Dead Christ in the Tomb”, which hangs in the city of Basle, where Holbein once worked.

For a picture, it is the most unusual shape, only 30.5 centimetres tall but no less than 200 centimetres long.   In fact, these are rather like the dimensions of a coffin lid.    And appropriately so.

Christ – you can see a print of the picture for yourself at the back of the church – is well and truly dead.   His limbs are rigid, his flesh green and swollen round his wounds, showing the first signs of corruption.   His eyes and his mouth are wide open, his hair jutting as if he had just received a great shock.   He is skeletal and emaciated.    If Christ’s Crucifixion is a great victory, it certainly doesn’t seem so here.   Christ does not look like some mighty Adonis-god brought down dignified in death.

Tradition has it that the model was a dead body fished out of the Rhine, some unknown vagabond – fated, had he but known it, to represent Jesus of Nazareth the King of the Jews.

But why did Holbein paint this picture? It certainly wasn’t an old man’s meditation on mortality;  he was aged only 24.      Holbein provided illustrations for Martin Luther’s German Bible, and some feel it is a guarded comment on the horrors unexpectedly unleashed in the German Reformation by the Peasants’ Revolt.

Was it an anti-religious message?   The great Russian novelist Dostoevsky saw the picture in 1867 and worked it into his novel “The Idiot”, commenting:   “This picture could rob many a man of his faith”.

Christ is really, totally and absolutely dead.   God the Father is going to have to perform an amazing miracle to raise this corpse to life.    And that is very possibly what Holbein actually means.   It is the prelude to something amazing.

The different accounts of the Passion stress different things:  Jesus as God and man;  the human horror compared with the serenity of God.      Here we have an utterly human Jesus, wrecked in death.   What is going to happen next belongs to the realm of the totally divine.

The Resurrection is a wonder, right out of the natural order of the world.   That needs to be said, when there are so many attempts in our time to dilute the force of the Resurrection and even to explain it away.

But if it is just a personal wonder involving Christ, where does that leave us?   We would be left as onlookers, looking now not at a corpse, but at a void, an absence.

Christ offers his divine love to all.   By touching all humanity through his own humanity, he brings to each human being all the effects of his being human – including being raised up to the realm of the divine.

God cannot die.   God cannot be killed.    God in Jesus could have laughed at his persecutors from the Cross – and they more or less challenged him to do so.    But where would that then leave the rest of humanity, for we cannot cock a snook at death as though it will never come our way.    We need to be lifted up, in Christ.

We are increasingly able to explain our world.   In physical terms, we can understand death.   Magazines devote whole pages telling us how to delay it by healthy living, eating and drinking.   But there remains a point beyond which we cannot go.   This is where we enter into the other realm.

We may be tempted to say, looking at Holbein’s painting:  “But this is Christ waiting to enter the other realm!”   It certainly doesn’t look it.   He is not waiting;  he is not anything.   He is dead.     He has completely entered into this most challenging of human experiences, and, as a human being, he is numb.

The painting reminds us that Christ is in all human life, not just the spiritual, beautiful and successful bits.   We cannot say that Christ is in attractive things but not in ugly things.   We cannot say that he is in glorious things but not failed things.   Or in happy things but not sad things.    Or in calm things, but not angry things.   Christ is in all.

All of Christ’s life was directed in faith towards his Father.   He calls us to direct our faith not so much to him, as through him, again to his Father.

We look at this painting of this wretched corpse and may want to say:  “Heavens above, heavenly Father, you will have to do the best with that you can!”

And God the Father did.




HOMILY for EASTER SUNDAY, April 4th., 2010

“They ran together”

In bygone centuries in England, what was the most common theme for the Easter sermon?

The Resurrection of Christ?   Eternal life for believers?   The consolation of the sad?   The importance of the Easter collection?

No, none of these.   It was:  one’s duty to be in one’s own parish.   Not just to ‘fulfil one’s Easter duty’, as we used to say, but to do it in one’s own parish.

Now even in these days of Pastoral Plans there is much to be said for being in one’s own parish.   After all, awkward Parish Priests don’t last for ever.   And it is a sign of loyalty, a characteristic in short supply these days.

But why were people told of this duty at Easter?    Parishes were small, and everybody knew everybody else.   In the church, the lord of the manor had his pew, the gentry bought pew rights, giving themselves reserved seats, and the hoi polloi were pushed off to the side.    All very unequal.

But by being in one’s parish, everybody could see that at Easter you were – as it was called – “taking your rights”.   And the “right” was to receive Easter communion, the same as everybody else.

Now, we’ve heard of ‘Easter duties’, but here they become ‘Easter rights’.   A right for all, to be observed by all, because Christ had died and risen for all.   Receiving Communion was the symbol of claiming one’s rightful place, as basic a right as the right to life, the right to breathe.

We must not fuss too much about Easter having all sorts of other connotations to different people, like eggs and bunnies (though it is actually quite hard to explain the significance of the chocolate).   These are ancient fertility symbols of the rejuvenating earth, associated with the pagan festival of the Anglo-Saxon goddess of fertility.    Canny early Christians coupled their theology onto folk religion.   And if we can’t cope with the theology of Easter, we look at other things.

Just as nobody has the right to blindfold us so that we cannot enjoy the sight of daffodils, catkins or new leaves on trees unless we pay a subscription, so nobody can deny us the God-given right to live, to be one in the Communion of life.

As controversy reigns over ‘living wills’, the ‘right to die’, turning off of life support machines and escorted trips to Zurich, the fact remains that we still reaffirm the right to life.   And what in medical terms constitutes “reasonable” treatment and “exceptional” treatment is a burning issue.

Before Christ came, we humans had lost our ‘right to life’ in the fullest sense.   All rights are in fact gifts from God, but this was a particular one.    Now Christ’s forming of an unbreakable love-bond with us has ensured that that right, ultimately, remains in place even beyond the grave.

Just as at Corpus Christi, the feast of Our Lord’s Body and Blood, we remember that everybody has the right to have food and drink, so at Easter we remember that everybody has the right to ... have rights!

Take away the lesser rights and the greater rights will soon go the same way.   That is why the Christian, child of the Resurrection, must be vigilant for all rights, especially those liable to be eroded by prejudice, archaic custom or distinctions of classes.   Justice and peace are truly children of the Resurrection, too.

Easter is a new life feast.   Everybody enjoys the spring.   We must avoid being too snooty about those who cannot keep up with our complex Christian theology.   Life is for all.   Resurrection is for all.   It is our right.

And what about people in the Southern hemisphere where it is autumn and leaves are dropping off the trees and unwelcome cold winds are blowing?   Shouldn’t Easter be moved for them to October?

No;  they have a lesson for us.   They teach us that we have the right to die.   Not in the sense of the difficult medical cases referred to earlier, but in the sense of our ‘ordinary’ death.    But what sort of a right is that?   To us it hardly seems a right at all.   But it is; it is a gift of the Holy Spirit.     It is an essential, and an inevitable, part of life, not to be buried away and left unspoken as though it was an embarrassment.

God preserve us from dying in the physical manner that Jesus did.   But in dying we have the companionship of the Holy Spirit, in an intense way, just as he did.   It is our right to have it, God says.    And through that presence of the Holy Spirit, we, like Jesus, will rise again.   God has given us that right in Christ, and nobody can take it from us.
