 
 
Foreword
 
Lent is a time when we are encouraged to cut back on the luxuries of life and reconnect with the fundamentals of our faith in preparation for Easter. At St Martha and St Mary’s we were prompted to reconnect not with a fundamental ‘what’ of faith, but with a fundamental ‘who’. In our cutting back for Lent, we wanted to make room for the person at the centre of our faith to move in. By this I mean of course, the person of Jesus Christ.
 
Jesus Christ who is often spoken of as the face of the invisible God, the one in whom the divine allowed themselves to be known and encountered. Yet, far from being an easily knowable or graspable figure, Jesus always seems to make himself just a step out of the reach of our understanding. He speaks in parables and dissuades those he meets from telling others who he is. He is God made reachable and yet ungraspable.
 
In order to navigate the borderlands between the encounter and the enigma of the person of Jesus, we focused on his ‘I am’ sayings as recorded in the Gospel of John. In a way that exemplifies what has just been said, here Jesus is at once making a deep self-disclosure about who he is, while at the same time speaking in mysterious symbols that resist simple explanations.
 
As a church we met the challenge of interpreting these texts by drawing on our own lived experiences of what it is to follow Jesus. The fruit of this was that fascinating and unexpected connections began to appear between our interpretations of the various ‘I am’ sayings of Jesus. The fruit of this shared reflection is contained in this book. These pages share a collection of moving and inspiring meditations connecting lives of discipleship with the mysterious self-disclosure of Jesus Christ.
 
We commend to you these reflections from our Lenten pilgrimage with Jesus in the hope that you may find spiritual food here for your own journey of discipleship.
 
Lloyd Brown
 
MES Intern, St. Martha and St. Mary’s Anglican Church, Leuven
 
 
 
 
 
Contributors
 
The following members of the parish of St. Martha and St. Mary contributed to this publication:
 
Jack McDonald, chaplain
 
Annie Bolger, ordinand
 
Ilse Swart, MES intern
 
Lloyd Brown, MES intern
 
Jacob Quick, lay reader in training
 
Sarah Jones, lay reader in training
 
[image: ]
Jacob Quick
from John 15:1-11
 
I Am the True Vine
In this lenten season, we will be exploring the seven ‘I Am’ sayings of Jesus in the gospel of John, and this is the first one that we will discuss together. In this passage, Jesus claims in verse 5 of John 15, “I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing.” This is one of those fascinating and intricate metaphors that have kept Christians busy for millennia trying to figure out what it means and how to put it into practice.
 
In order to explore some of the connotations of Jesus’ declaration, it’s helpful to look at the overall context of the gospel of John and the person who wrote it. From what we see in the Biblical canon, John, out of all the disciples, had the most intimate relationship with Jesus. For example, we see John, referred to as the disciple “whom Jesus loved”, reclining next to Jesus at the Last Supper (John 13:23). It may also be the case that John had the closest relationship with Jesus during his earthly ministry. I think there are three contenders, who were all, not accidentally, present during his crucifixion: Mary the mother of Jesus, Mary Magdalene, and John (John 19:25). But setting aside who was closest to Jesus, it is clear that John had an intimate friendship with Christ. 
 
And indeed, John’s idea of discipleship is very much about being the in presence of Jesus. In the first chapter of the gospel, Jesus’ first followers come up to him and ask him where he lives, and he says, “Come and see.” That phrase, “Come and see”, is extremely important. Rowan Williams, the former Archbishop of Canterbury, says that this phrase, “Come and See”, sets the tone of discipleship in the Bible. Jesus is inviting them to follow and observe him. In this form of discipleship, you watch everything the rabbi does, hanging on his every movement and word, looking for a sign pointing toward the wisdom and truth he embodies. 
 
Rowan Williams uses the analogy of birdwatching to describe this form of discipleship. With birdwatching, you don’t check your phone or read a book in order to keep yourself entertained. Rather, you quietly sit, sometimes for hours, and nothing will happen. But you still sit, waiting, attentive to the flutter of the bird you’re looking for. Rowan Williams says that is what discipleship is: Sitting in Christ’s presence, remaining attentive to him.  
 
So it is not coincidental that the disciple closest to Jesus uses this intimate term, “abide”. Jesus instructs us to abide in him, as he abides in us (John 15:4). And when we think of the word “abide”, we can see John leaning against Jesus. We can see Jesus’ invitation to all of his followers to sit next to him, to lean our head against his chest, to listen to his heartbeat, and allow our hearts to adopt the same rhythm as his, until they beat as one. 
 
We have this “I AM” saying in John 15:5: “I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing.” At first glance, we notice a few interesting things about this metaphor. First, if you look at a vine, it’s hard to tell where the vine ends and a branch begins. There is an intimate union at play in this analogy. Second, he explains that those who abide in him, and he in them, bear much fruit. The abiding and the bearing of fruit are not completely separate acts, but come together. They imply one another. And a third point, Jesus does not tell us to start abiding in him, but to become aware of the abiding that is currently at play. The abiding is already happening, it’s just our awareness of it that needs to increase.
 
But we often miss these observations because we’re so obsessed with bearing fruit. What does that mean? How do I do it? Are the grapes purple? Does Jesus want a mix? Does he want seedless? Are they organic? Gluten free? Vegan? Am I growing enough? 
 
We obsess over the fruit, and we forget to focus on the abiding. We become like the anxious gardener in a parable told by the Chinese philosopher Mencius. In this parable, Mencius describes a gardener who plants seedlings and, after waiting a few days, sees nothing. This makes him anxious, and he immediately goes and digs all of the seedlings up. Later that evening, he arrives at dinner, complaining that he’s so exhausted because he’s spent all day “helping the seedlings grow.” But his son goes and checks the garden only to find that all the seedlings had withered and died because the gardener took them out of the soil. He was so obsessed with the fruit, with the final product, that he was unwilling to devote time and effort to the very process that would deliver the result he wanted so badly. 
 
This parable highlights a truth noted by a priest who, when commenting on John 15:5, explains: “The spiritual life aims at ‘abiding’ not at fruit. Fruit will flow from my awareness of the deep inner connection with the Divine reality... When I aim at fruit rather than “abiding” I get neither fruit nor connection.”
 
Merton insists that we need to lean in to this abiding in Christ. This intimate abiding that John exemplified in his life. Now we can understandably scoff at this, saying, “Of course John could abide with Christ. He knew him during his earthly ministry, after all! It’s not as challenging to abide in Christ when he’s right there in front of you, in bodily form.” But Jesus is giving this command at the end of his earthly ministry. He knows that he will soon no longer be present with his disciples in the same way that he was during his earthly ministry. He is about to be crucified, raised from the dead, and ascend to the Father. So this is clearly a message to all of his disciples, present and future. 
 
The message is that this abiding his already happening, we need only rely on it, remaining attentive to it. We need to sit in his presence. Seeing Christ in our lives, even when it seems like he’s not. And this abiding generates a feedback loop: The more we abide in Christ, the more we love Christ, and the more we realize how much he loves us. As this back-and-forth continues, our love grows. To be clear, while our love grows, Christ’s does not, for his love is already infinite, perfect, and complete. However, our awareness of his love grows and, as a result, so does our ability to consciously experience it and manifest it in our lives. 
 
Now we come to the question: How do we abide in Christ? One piece of advice that I can give from my reading of this passage is this: stop trying so hard. As Christ makes clear, neither the abiding, nor the fruit, is of our doing. The abiding is already happening, we need only consciously experience and become aware of it. We can take a few minutes to sense his presence all over, in and through us, all around us. We can adopt the practice of Ignatian spirituality, where you examine your day, looking for Christ’s presence in it. Because he is there, it’s just that we don’t recognize him. 
 
This importance of attentiveness is reminiscent of one rabbinic interpretation of Moses in the burning bush. As we read in Exodus 3, Moses notices that a bush is burning, but not being consumed by the flames. It was not uncommon for a shepherd in Egypt, during that time, to come across a burning bush. So Moses could have easily walked right past it. But because Moses was so attentive, he noticed that it was not being consumed. It was Moses’ attention that enabled him to see God where others may have missed God. We have the same lesson from Christ: discipleship is about being able to sense him. It is birdwatching, increasing our awareness of his presence. 
 
When Jesus says, “I am the vine, you are the branches”, it is like the other “I AM” sayings in Scripture. The “I AM” sayings, as the Catholic mystic and theologian Thomas Merton emphasizes, are not just cognitive truths that we intellectually comprehend, but are invitations to a particular experience. In Psalm 46:10, we read, “Be still and know that I am God!” This is not “Be still and think abstract thoughts about my divine nature.” Rather, this is the kind of knowledge that you sense. The knowledge that only comes when you are still and begin to feel what it is to be created and to be loved by the creator. 
 
So if we ask Jesus what the phrase, “I am the vine, you are the branches” means, he is not going to give us a tidy answer that you could find in a book. He’s going to tell us the same thing he told his first followers: “Come and see.” 
 
To abide is to sit in Jesus’ presence, attentive to sense him. It is to be still, and know that he is God. And this knowledge is not just a cognitive assent: It is a deep knowledge that is felt. It is like knowing that you love someone, and knowing that you are loved. It is the knowledge of a faint whisper at the core of your innermost being. A whisper that is so faint, you will miss it if you don’t listen carefully. But also a whisper that, once you do hear it, begins to send shockwaves throughout every part of you, reverberating with divine radiance. And just as the sun provides the branches with the energy they need to bear fruit, the divine radiance of Christ will bring forth in us a harvest we could never imagine. 
 
So this passage is an invitation. It is a call. It is a dare. It is a dare to let Christ do his work in us. To know that we that we abide in him, and that he abides in us. A dare to come and see. And if we take this dare, the dare to do nothing but to let Christ do his work in us, the same love that has been shared between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit from eternity past will begin to emanate in and through us. Soon, we will begin to recognize God’s presence around us and join creation in praise. And just as it is impossible to know where the vine ends and the branch begins, it will become impossible to discern where Christ ends and where we begin. And if we continue this journey of abiding, we will eventually be able to echo the words of St. Paul, when he says, “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me” (Gal. 2:20). Amen. 
 
For the audio version of this sermon, click on this link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5X9r8_B3uoc 
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Sarah Jones
from John 10:11-18
 
I Am the Good Shepherd
We have just heard the reading in John Chapter 10 in which Jesus says I am the good shepherd, listeners at the time would have instantly understood this and known what it meant because shepherding was very much a part of everyday life. People knew the role and responsibilities of a shepherd well. They would have understood the difference in the characteristics of a good and a bad shepherd.
Probably most of our knowledge of shepherds actually comes from the bible, they pop up regularly. Shepherds were the first people to hear the news of Jesus’s birth and there are many other references to shepherds in the bible. Abraham, Moses and David were all shepherds.
 
We have possibly developed a romanticised version of some men out on a wild but peaceful hillside gathered round a warm fire surrounded by gentle sheep. This is certainly the image in thousands of nativity plays when children put on their striped dressing gowns, put a tea towel on their head, and bring a toy sheep to leave at the manger.
 
Although if you go to hillier parts of the UK (not Belgium, I don’t think it is hilly enough) you will see thousands of sheep gently grazing, you won’t necessarily see any shepherds constantly standing guard over them. The actual job of being a shepherd in Jesus’s time was and indeed still is in many parts of the world much more challenging and dangerous.
 
When thinking of the role of a shepherd, we can see and know in it many of the metaphors that people in Jesus’s time would have understood. There are many examples of shepherds in the bible because shepherding was suich a vital occupation. Often with think of shepherds tending sheep, but goats could also be under the care of a shepherd.
Sheep and goats were essential for milk, meat, and sheep for their fleeces and skins that could be traded and made into clothing and vessels for liquid. They were also used in sacrifices.
Everyone needed sheep for some aspect of their lives. Shepherds were responsible for leading the flock to graze on fresh pastures during the day, watching out for poisonous plants, keeping the flock together and leading them on when the food supplies dwindled. They would lead them to known water sources to allow them to drink. At night, the shepherd would guide the sheep to sheepfolds of possibly caves and would check the health of the sheep and count the flock.
The sheep knew the voice of the shepherd, and would follow him. Knowing his care for them and trusting him to make the right decisions.
 
Farming in all times and places is a seasonal business. In spring it is lambing season which increases the size of the flock with vulnerable lambs. In summer as the temperatures rise the flock are herded to higher pastures where it is cooler and more comfortable for the woolly creatures. In autumn as temperatures dip, the sheep are brought back to lower ground for safety from exposure to bad weather and increasingly desperate predators.
In Jesus’s time to protect the sheep a shepherd would carry a sling and use it to throw stones at predators such as wolves, bears, lions, foxes and jackals as well as eagles. This sling couls also throw stones just beyond a wandering sheep to encourage it to return to the rest of the flock and show it where the boundaries were. 
A shepherd therefore had to be hardworking, dependable, and brave living out in isolated areas with only their sheep for company. The sheep were vulnerable and reliant on the shepherd. A shepherd’s role was to look after each sheep and ensure that it was the best version of a sheep it could be to ensure that the shepherd could provide for his family when the time came to sell the sheep.
 
Shepherding was probably work that made people dirty, dusty, hot and sweaty. Sheep’s wool is greasy and matted.  Living out in all weathers meant that wealthier people would have looked down on shepherds for their rougher lifestyle. Once again, we see Jesus associating himself with the people deemed as outside more-acceptable society. The bible and Jesus’s parables have many positive metaphors of shepherds.
 
When Jack gave me the I am saying for today’s sermon, he laughed and said you probably do not know any actual shepherds. Not totally true Jack. My grandad was a farmer and spent his life caring for herds not of sheep, but of cows. Growing up I enjoyed hearing stories my Mum told me about grandad wading into ponds to rescue cows that had become stuck to retrieving those that had been too adventurous and wandered off. The love and care he showed his cows was very clear. They all knew his voice and trusted in him.
While this was all in the safety of Cheshire rather than 2000 years ago in the Holy Land, trust me there are no wild bears, wolves or lions in Cheshire, there are many similarities between a 20th century farmer like my grandad and a shepherd in Jesus’s time. The animals in the care of any farmer or shepherd are reliant on the care, wisdom, and experience and decision-making. The farmers and shepherds love and rely on their animals; they know them as individuals and want them to be the best version of themselves, whether that be a sheep, a cow, a chicken or a duck.
 
I was lucky enough to do some work experience at Chester zoo during my I’d like to be a vet phase. While there, I was thrilled and moved to discover how much the keepers loved their animals. They knew their personalities and every characteristic. They could tell when they were happy, unwell or frightened and the animals knew the calm, quiet voices of the keepers and responded to them with trust.
 
When Jesus says ‘ I am the good shepherd’ he is telling us that he cares deeply for each of us as an individual, he knows our personality, our characteristics our strengths and our flaws. He is promising to make sacrifices for us laying down his life for us and being there for us always. These are all the characteristics that Jesus’s listeners would have recognised in a shepherd.
 
This is echoed in psalm 23 which we will sing shortly. The Lord as our shepherd will provide us with all that we need. He will lead us through our lives in good times and bad, keep us safe from harm and see us through each stage of our lives.
As part of Jesus’s flock, we need to recognise his voice as a sheep recognises the voice of the shepherd. We need to follow his voice and his example, thrusting that he will lead, nurture, protect and defend us.
 
We spend very little of our lives in total silence away from the built up areas that we all live in and probably we cannot imagine properly what life was like for a shepherd. The stillness and quietness of the hillside broken only by the occasional bleating of the sheep.
The closest we can probably imagine is people who are doctors, nurses, leaders, parents, clergy and teachers. Each of them is aiming for the people in their care to flourish and be the best version of themselves possible.
Their role is to listen, observe, guide, offer advice, be alert for signs of concern, danger or other problems. To offer support comfort where possible. In that way we have all experienced what it is like to be the sheep. We have all needed people to guide and shape us to become the people we are today and the people we will become during our lives.
 
Perhaps we all need to spend more time in quiet and peace to allow ourselves to listen to God’s guiding voice. We know it is there, but sometimes it gets lost in our busy, hustle and bustle lives. God knows our voice, we have to make time to know his too, to listen to what he is saying and respond.
 
Out in the space and relative peace of the countryside, possibly surrounded by sheep, we can see and hear God’s love for us. It is for us to trust our good shepherd, like the sheep, in what he is saying and allow ourselves to be guided to be the best version of ourselves that we can be.
 
I have discussed with some of you how much I like the poem The Other by Welsh poet R.S.Thomas. I discovered this poem while at University in Wales, a country well known for its sheep farming as well as its fantastic rugby teams. For me this poem, while not specifically mentioning shepherding reminds me of the constancy of the shepherd on the hillside, listening out for the moment that the sheep is in need. The shepherd listening out for danger and caring for his flock at all times and forever. It also includes some of the remoteness that I imagine might have been felt by a shepherd in Jesus’s time at night out on the hills. 
The Other by R.S.Thomas
There are nights that are so still​
that I can hear the small owl​
calling​
far off and a fox barking​
miles away. It is then that I lie​
in the lean hours awake listening​
to the swell born somewhere in​
the Atlantic​
rising and falling, rising and​
falling​
wave on wave on the long shore​
by the village that is without​
light​
and companionless. And the​
thought comes​
of that other being who is​
awake, too,​
letting our prayers break on him,​
not like this for a few hours,​
but for days, years, for eternity.
 
I have always found the constancy and the eternal listening of the other a beautiful description of God. Jesus the shepherd therefore is always there, always listening, always alert. Ready for the moment when we speak to him.
Our role is to always trust in him, to be open to hear his voice and to respond knowing that he has our best interest at heart and that by listening and responding to him our lives like those of the sheep of the shepherd will be enriched and we can be assured of his promise of his love.
 
For the audio version of this sermon, click on this link:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZRRqgF1tufg 
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Annie Bolger
from John 10:9-10
 
I Am the door
We have seen in our series that Jesus is the Vine, and that Jesus is the Good Shepherd. And tonight we meet Jesus, the gate for the sheep.
 
John 10:7-10 — So again Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep. All who came before me are thieves and bandits; but the sheep did not listen to them. I am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture. The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.
 
In the text we find a richly layered, extended metaphorical speech about sheep, shepherds, gates, strangers, thieves, bandits, and wolves. This discourse of Jesus follows directly after his healing of a man who had been blind from birth in John chapter 9. For those who are unfamiliar, Jesus healed a man and those who knew the man brought him to the Pharisees to find out what exactly had happened to transform his sight. In this story, these particular Pharisees discover Jesus’ involvement in the healing and they want to know more about what Jesus is up to. And in the story, Jesus dialogues with the Pharisees and launches into this strange speech about “being a gate”. And it seems like there is no correspondence between the event of the healing of the blind man and these metaphors, but according to theologian Karoline Lewis we need to be more attentive to Jesus’ subversive comparisons. 
 
As we heard from Sarah last week, in first century Palestine it was unsafe to leave the sheep out on a hillside, so at night a cave or pen would be used to protect the sheep from predators. The sheep would be brought into an enclosure and then the gate would be locked or closed to ensure that no one or nothing went in or out. And this is the kind of picture that would have come to mind to those listening. 
 
Jesus insists emphatically that He is the Gate … and that whoever enters will both come in and go out and find pasture — Do you hear something odd? Jesus is NOT a gate intended to keep the sheep from going in and out. He says the opposite: that his sheep will come in and go out freely. We can almost hear the words of Psalm 121: the LORD will watch over our coming and going both now and forevermore. And that sounds so beautiful. So liberating. But it’s also really, really odd. What kind of gate let’s the sheep go in and out freely? Isn’t the purpose of a gate to keep the sheep in and to keep bad things out? As it turns out, Jesus appears to be a pretty lousy gate. Perhaps even a broken gate.
 
The metaphor complexifies. 
 
The Pharisees who had interrogated the blind man and were now listening to the speech were in the fullest sense the gatekeepers of the law. They were pietists and scholars, guardians of the oral traditions of Jewish theology. They understood themselves to care for the people of God by gatekeeping: by protecting them from the threat of disregarding tradition. The blind man — who was now seeing — was an affront to their way of understanding the world: he was blind and by law should be excluded as unclean, and now he has rejoined society as a seeing person. He doesn’t fit into the categories. So the Pharisees expel the recovered blind man from the community synagogue, more concerned with gatekeeping the law than with the well-being of this person.
 
By contrast, after restoring the man’s sight, Jesus seeks him out again after he is expelled from the synagogue and Jesus brings him into the community of his followers (9:35-38). Disability theologians would point out that this is the entire point of the passage. For the man, Jesus great work was not giving sight but rather welcoming him to be part of a community. Like the sheep in the metaphor, this person followed the voice of Jesus before he could see him, and he entered the Gate with the hope that this Gate would lead him to life, life in abundance.
 
And this is what I have been reflecting on from this passage. Theologian Elizabeth Johnson writes that the Pharisees were acting as closed gates, trying so hard guard against all that threatened the well-being of the sheep — that they became fixed and rigid and locked, unable to swing open when God did the unexpected and unpredictable. 
 
Now, Jack cannot call out the answer to this, but I will ask the rest: “Does anyone know the motto of the Anglican Communion?” The motto of the Anglican Communion is the truth shall set you free.
 
I think that we would do the Pharisees a great disservice if we made them the villains of this story, if we made them into stupid caricatures who don’t have faith and can’t see who Jesus is. The Pharisees were devoted to the truth, they loved the Jewish theological tradition, they guarded it, they were the locked gates. That was the only truth they knew. But the world turned upside down when Truth came to all of us not as a law or a catechism or a confession, but as a Person. The Truth came saying “I am the gate and whoever enters will both come in and go out, and the sheep will know the truth, and the truth set them free.” So let me leave us with this question: “What would it look like to have the daring and courage to go out from that gate?” To go out from the safety of the enclosure, to embrace a risky Truth and be set free. To venture out, like the blind man, so that we may have life, and have it abundantly. Amen.
 
For the audio version of this sermon, click on this link:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fdmFBrETOyc 
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Ilse Swart
from John 11:17-44
 
I Am the resurrection and the life
Jesus’ saying “I am the resurrection and the life” during lent seems to be an odd choice. And to be honest ‘resurrection and life’ are quite challenging topics in this season. 
 
In John 11 we find something we can relate too, namely missing the moment. Sometimes in our lives we miss an opportunity or a moment. My father once missed quite a big opportunity . My father is a very good illustrator and after he’d finished art school he got a job offer from Disney America. They were asking him to become an illustrator for them. My father, being a huge Disney fan, was rather disappointed when a letter from the government arrived telling him that he had to serve in the army. After his time in the army the offer from Disney was gone. He had missed the moment. He had missed the opportunity of a lifetime.   
 
In john 11 we also find someone who misses the moment. However, in this story, it is Jesus. A few days before, Jesus’ friends Martha and Mary had asked Jesus to come because their brother and his friend, Lazarus was sick. They urged Jesus to come quickly. Martha and Mary had seen what Jesus could do, they had seen him heal sick people. They knew that Jesus, their friend, could also heal Lazarus. However, for some reason, Jesus delays and he is too late. When Jesus finally arrives Lazarus is in his tomb for four days already. He is dead. The moment is gone. Jesus missed the opportunity to save his friend. 
 
When Martha hears that Jesus has arrived in Bethany, she stands up from her grieving and goes up to him. I can only imagine how she must have felt. In John 11 we read about the love between Martha, Mary, Lazarus and Jesus. They are friends. And still Jesus is too late?! Without a real reason? Why is he late? Aren’t we friends? ​
Martha comes to him and she says: “why are you late? You could have saved my brother. If you’d only come a little earlier...”   Jesus responds: “your brother will rise again” to which Martha responds, with a rather logical answer for someone who has been following Jesus and thus knows what he teaches. “I know there is a resurrection in the last day.” The resurrection on the last day is a Jewish believe but also something that Jesus taught. In her response you can almost sense Martha’s disappointment. Yes, she believes there is a resurrection on the last day but it doesn’t change the fact that her brother is dead now. 
 
Nevertheless, Jesus’ response to Martha is remarkable, shocking even, when he says: “I am the resurrection and the life.” in other words “I am here, I am here now,” “I am present tense the resurrection and the life.” And it is as if he shifts Martha’s focus from that future, eschatological hope, which is certainly there as well, to the now. He forces her to look in his eyes. Jesus, God himself walks on the earth, he who is the creator and giver of life. And so when he stands there in front of Martha, there is life. And in this revelation of who Christ is, the resurrection of Lazarus later on in this chapter is simply a footnote. It is merely pointing at who Jesus is. This saying from Jesus is the very essence of this chapter. Jesus is the resurrection and the life already in the here and now. 
 
Throughout the gospel of John we get the sense that when Jesus is teaching on eternal life it is not just about what happens after we die. Eternal life starts now. When we look at what Jesus says after “I am the resurrection and the life” this become evident. There is, as it were, two layers in what Jesus is saying. Fristly, “whoever believes in me, though he may die, will live.” There is a future hope, we will rise again on the last day, death is not the end. However, there is something else in the verse that follows; “Whoever lives in me will never die.” This is a deeper and spiritual layer, it is present tense, “...whoever lives in me will never die.” The life and resurrection Jesus talks about starts in the here and now. 
 
However, what does it mean that the resurrection and life starts now and that we live it already today? We can only start seeing what it means by taking the resurrection as a whole. Resurrection, always follows something else, death. Some of the Jews of the first century believed a messianic figure would come and some of them even believed Jesus was this messiah. Death to them would have been absurd because the messiah would come to save them from the oppressor, Rome. A new Israel would come, a new kingdom where the Messiah would be king. There would be new life, and Israel would resurrect from it’s oppression. 
However, that is not what Jesus has in mind because Jesus’ mission ends on a cross. God on a cross, the most shameful death in the Roman Empire. What a joke?! God is loser. God loses and he dies...
And that is exactly the answer. God loses to win. That is how resurrection life works. Self-giving love brings resurrection and self-sacrifice brings life. And this is part of the resurrection and life that Jesus talks about. We are to take on the same mind-set as Christ, and are to empty ourselves (Philippians 2:5-11). That is the only way to life and resurrection. We are to become life givers who bring resurrection and life wherever we come. 
 
But how then, is that the answer? How is the cross the answer to the pain and suffering in the world? I am a believer for as long as I can remember but that does not seem to take away the suffering, pain, and oppression of life. But apart from our own suffering as believers, what about the suffering of the world in general? What about tragic events of  terrorism, such as happened in New Zealand, or the famine in Mozambique? How is the cross, and how is self-giving the answer in that? Rome was still there when Jesus rose from the grave. What are we to do with that hard reality. 
 
The easy answer would be to respond like Martha: “Yes, I believe that in the future everything will be restored.” And although Jesus acknowledges that, there is more. Jesus says: “I am here, my resurrection and life is here. I have come to the earth, it starts now.” And so the answer to our suffering, to terrorism, and to oppression is resurrection and life. But the resurrection and life requires something; self-giving love. 
The Christian answer to suffering and pain in this world and our own lives are self-giving communities and churches. It is the answer to a self-seeking world. When we create communities that are full of care and love, and when we start living in peace with all. Then we can give an answer to the pain and suffering of this world. We lift up the broken, instead of focusing to become better ourselves. When we give to the poor instead of exploiting them to become richer ourselves. When we honour the marginalised and give a voice to the voiceless, instead of humiliating them to reach a better position ourselves. When we give instead of take, when we open our doors instead of building walls. And when we include instead of exclude. That is the answer of Jesus to the power of death. Then communities of resurrection and life will emerge. Then little heavens, heavenly communities, start appearing on this earth. 
Yes Rome is still there, but there is a hope when we die to self-seeking and we rise to self-giving in, and through, and with Christ. And we are to follow Christ to that little place of John 11, Bethany. We are to follow him in doing what he did there. Rising up the broken, the lonely and the low. Healing the sick and the hurt. Showing love to the outcast and honouring those who have been enchained by society. Being there with them, loving and caring for them. Bringing resurrection and life in Bethany. Making Bethany the new Jerusalem, that is our lent challenge. That is living in Jesus life and resurrection here and today. Amen. 
 
For the audio version of this sermon, click on this link:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=njYePv1EneA 
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Lloyd Brown
from John 8:12-20
 
I Am the light of the world
Well, we’re nearly at the end of the season of Lent, with next Sunday marking the start of Holy Week, and I have to say, looking back on the season, of all the Lents in the 5 or 6 years that I’ve been a Christian, this has been the easiest to engage with. Now, that’s not a spiritual boast! I’ll try and explain what I mean. You see, Lent is a sombre season; our altar screen is veiled, and joyful words like ‘halleluiah’ are removed from our liturgy. It’s traditionally a time of grim and sober reflection on sin. Why has that been easier to step into this year? Well, I feel as though the world is already in a similar kind of season. There’s a grim and sombre mood in the air, and who could watch the news and want to exclaim ‘halleluiah!’? The world seems in a penitential period – recognising its sins and mistakes, with everything from environmental destruction, to sexual abuse scandals, to populism and division in our politics.
 
It’s a sobering period in our history, and it’s very tempting to give in to the darkness of pessimism – that there might not be a light at the end of the tunnel. When the political philosopher Slavoj Žižek was asked if he was optimistic for the future, he joked ‘I believe there is a light at the end of the tunnel, but I believe it is the headlight of another train coming in the opposite direction’.
 
In the midst of the sombre and often darkly pessimistic times that we live in, the words of Jesus we just heard seem as incomprehensible as they were to the Pharisees who first heard them. ‘I am the light of the world’ – what is contained in that mysterious statement? It seems at first glance to have echoes of creation – Genesis 1 says ‘let there be light’, and John’s gospel speaks of the creative Word of God who was a light ‘shining in the darkness’. In referring to himself as the ‘light of the world’, is Jesus identifying himself with the creative light of the Word from the beginning of creation? I think that’s part of the picture – but actually there’s an even more immediate reference being made here, and to see that we need to understand why Jesus is at the Temple in Jerusalem having this conversation with the Pharisees in the first place. Jesus is in Jerusalem for the Jewish celebration of Sukkot, or the Festival of Tabernacles.
 
This is a festival that commemorates the dependence of the people of Israel on the will of God during their Exodus from Egypt. One of the highlights of the festival in Jesus’ day was a lamp-lighting ceremony that took place every evening of the feast, during which large lamps were set up, symbolising the way God led His people out of Egypt as ‘a pillar of fire by night’. The light of the lamps, it was said, filled every courtyard in the city. Then in the light around the lamps there was great singing and dancing all evening in celebration of the way God delivered His people in the exodus by lighting their way with his presence. Excuse this pun, but it’s literally in that light that Jesus is claiming to be ‘the light of the world’ – the one who will deliver the world by leading it out of slavery to sin and into the Promised Land of restored relationship with God.
 
Jesus identifies himself as the saving presence of God who will light the path for the whole world. Just like the presence of God in the pillar of fire guided the people of Israel through the wilderness. But even in that grand claim of salvation for the world, Jesus also gives a personal invitation, saying ‘whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life’. He says to you in the darkness, I will be your light, your deliverer, the pillar of fire lighting the way through your night.
 
Light can seem such an impersonal metaphor, it just shines without regard to who or what or where, but Jesus uses it in this deeply personal way. There’s a story I love – and this will be a cue for some to roll their eyes – from the life of the Catholic writer J.R.R. Tolkien, who indeed had a profoundly personal religious experience of light. One day as he was praying in a church, his attention was drawn by the way all the dust particles floating in the air were shining in the light. And as he looked at these millions of specs of dust floating there, his mind focused on just one of them suspended in a single ray of light. Suddenly he felt as though the spec of dust was himself, and the single ray of light in which it was floating was the personal love of God for him in particular. From then on, Tolkien thought of each person he loved; his wife, his children, his friends, as being like one of those specs of dust shining in a ray of the personal love of God for them.
 
Just as one of those single rays of light can’t be separated from all the light that shines on the world, so the personal offer Jesus makes to be our light is inseparable from his identity as the light of the whole world. In fact, in Matthew’s gospel Jesus goes a step further in connecting these two aspects. He says to his followers in Matthew 5:14: ‘you are the light of the world’. Being light in the world is not only Jesus’ own identity, but the identity his disciples take on too. Even in our personal walk in the light of Christ we are called to be part of his work of being light for the whole world.
 
So the big question is, ‘how do we do that?’ How do we take on that challenge as Jesus’ disciples to become co-workers in the deliverance of the world? What is the source of a life that radiates light? Well I have to go back to Tolkien’s experience of the specs of dust. What was making them shine in that old church? Well, it was simply because they were floating in the light. Jesus’ instruction on how to be light in the world is just as simple: walk in my light. The simplicity of what Jesus is asking of us has dawned on me week after week throughout this sermon series. He says ‘I’m the vine, just be a branch; I’m the good shepherd, just be a sheep in my flock; I’m the door, come and go through me as you like; I’m the light, just walk in my radiance’. None of these are images of stress or business; I’ve never seen a stressed branch, and hardly ever met a busy sheep! These are all images of ‘abiding’, of simply dwelling in the presence of Jesus.
 
And when we let go of straining after the spiritual life, we might even begin to enjoy it. Remember I mentioned the Jewish festival Jesus was speaking at in our reading, where there were these great lamps set up that filled the courtyards of Jerusalem with light, so that people spent their evenings dancing in the light of the lamps. Jesus identifies himself with that festive light, and in taking his invitation to let go and simply abide, we may find ourselves not only walking in the light, but allowing our spirits to dance for joy around the light of the world.
 
Now, this may mean that, reflecting on this Lent and that theme of abiding, we think about what this means for our own spiritual practice. When do I find myself abiding in the light of Christ? For me it could be making time just to be still and notice the presence of God, or saying the Jesus prayer while out on a walk. For you it might be reading a Gospel story and imagining yourself there with Christ, or even putting on some worship music and actually dancing! Whatever it is that puts us in that place of simply abiding in the presence of God, it should be, in the words of Marie Kondo, something that ‘sparks joy’. Because goodness knows, if we’re going to be a people of light in a dark and pessimistic world, we need to keep coming back to a place where we ourselves abide in the light of the whole world, and are made to shine.
 
For the audio version of this sermon, click on this link:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NyrC2Z0n9kg 
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Jack McDonald
from John 8:48-59
 
Before Abraham was, I Am
One of the intriguing things about the passage I’ve just read out from John chapter 8 – which begins with people wanting to stone a woman to death, and ends with people wanting to stone Jesus to death – is that if you look at the actual words spoken by the leaders of the Jews (the scribes and Pharisees in this case), everything they say – if you read it in isolation – makes perfect sense.
 
Let me give you a few examples from chapter 8. Verse 4: ‘Teacher, this woman was caught in the very act of committing adultery. Now in the law Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?’ Verse 13: ‘You are testifying on your own behalf, therefore your testimony is not valid.’ Verse 19: ‘Where is your Father?’ Verse 22: ‘Is he going to kill himself? Is that what he means by saying, “Where I am going, you cannot come”?’ Verse 25: ‘Who are you?’ Verse 33: ‘We are descendants of Abraham and have never been slaves to anyone. What do you mean by saying, “You will be made free”?’ Verse 39: ‘Abraham is our father’. Verse 41: ‘We are not the children of prostitutes; we have one father, God himself.’ Verse 48: ‘Are we not right in saying that you are a Samaritan and have a demon?’ Verse 52: ‘Now we know that you have a demon. Abraham died, and so did the prophets; yet you say, “Whoever keeps my word will never taste death.” Verse 57: ‘You are not yet fifty years old, and you claim to have seen Abraham?’
 
We see that there is a definite voice of reason in what the leaders of the synagogues say in those passages. It all makes total sense if you are Jewish, as Jesus was. It is the voice of the Jewish faith. It is the voice of their tradition. It is the voice of a systematic reason insofar as that had come from Greek philosophy into 1st century Palestinian Judaism. Compared to it, as they indicate in their language, Jesus has a demon – in our language, Jesus is completely mad. What the Jewish leaders are saying throughout this passage makes total rational sense, whereas the sayings of Jesus can seem completely outlandish. As they say, ‘you are not yet 50 and you claim to have seen Abraham' – who died thousands of years earlier. It is crazy. Jesus is, in British colloquial English, ‘bonkers’ in saying these things.
 
What lesson do we draw then from the fact of the reasonableness of the scribes and Pharisees and the apparent insanity of Jesus?
 
The first quick lesson I draw is that it all rings absolutely true. You do not get in John’s gospel John putting words into Jesus’ opponents mouths which are silly. Which are, as we say in British English, an ‘aunt sally’ – putting silly things into people’s mouths in order to indicate how stupid they are. What you get is like it would have been if someone had recorded this actual conversation, because the things the Jewish leaders are saying are entirely coherent. It is what any decent Jewish leader would have said faced with the teaching of Jesus – that is: this is wrong and you are insane. The resort to lapidation at the end of the chapter makes total sense given Jesus’ saying, ‘I am’. So there is a sort of authenticity here that might be of relief to us as we examine these ancient texts in a world which has become suspicious of Jesus even as a historical figure and suspicious of the gospels as historical texts – this passage rings true as an authentic text.
 
That is a minor point. Maybe the more important thing is that we are encouraged as Christians, because God has given us these texts, to say ‘yes, reason is very important, yes, reason is superb, yes, we follow reason, but maybe for the really truly difficult and preoccupying questions in life reason is not enough.’
 
I was reading last night in my spiritual reading a very expensive copy of a book which this kind parish kindly brought me for my 50th birthday by the French thinker, Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, who says the following thing: 'L'essentiel est invisible pour les yeux' – ‘What is absolutely necessary in life cannot be seen by your eyes’. What is absolutely necessary runs deeper than that. So in this particular chapter of John’s Gospel, I hear God saying to us: ‘you need to dig deeper if you want to understand life’s true truths’. The way of reason, the way of science is absolutely perfect for those things which require that way in order to be understood, but if you really need to get to the absolute kernel, the essence of life, and the difficult questions of life (like death, for example), then reason will not take you all the way there, maybe you need to do something else and have a different approach to complement your exercise of reason.
 
This Lent we have been looking in this parish at some of the ‘I am’ sayings of Jesus. We’ve heard from Sarah on 'I am the good shepherd’, from Jacob on ‘I am the true vine’, from Annie on ‘I am the door’, from Ilse on ‘I am the resurrection and the life’, from Lloyd on ‘I am the light of the world’. What those ‘I am’ sayings of Jesus have in common, amongst other factors, is that they indicate that Jesus Christ does something; they are performative. If Jesus says ‘I am the true vine’, he’s talking about the way he nourishes us and feeds us. If he says ‘I am the good shepherd’, he’s talking about the way that he guides us and gives us useful boundaries. If Jesus says ‘I am the door’, his message is in part, according to Annie's interpretation, that he both protects us and gives us freedom. If Jesus says ‘I am the resurrection and the life’, clearly that concerns the way that Jesus gives us life. If Jesus says ‘I am the light of the world’ that, in Lloyd’s interpretation, is about the way in which Jesus shines a particular light on each one of us individually. That is all great because, in a sense, the above titles are what people were expecting the messiah to do. The messiah does stuff, the messiah performs certain tasks for us, and Jesus claims that he is indeed that person.
 
So in terms of the Jewish faith into which Jesus was born and in which he died, there could be a good rabbinical debate about whether Jesus was the good shepherd. There would be grumbling from the scribes and Pharisees, especially about the resurrection and the life saying, but that would be containable within a framework of rabbinical debate about who the messiah was and what any rabbi could reasonably claim for himself. But here in chapter 8, we don’t have Jesus being performative about himself, saying ‘I will do something’, we have Jesus being ontological about himself, ‘I am someone’ – and again for us of a Christian background in the 21st Century in Western Europe, we simply cannot be as alert to the Hebrew Bible passages which would have flagged up amber and red to the scribes and Pharisees the moment Jesus began using this ‘I am’ language.
 
In this chapter, Jesus says ‘I am’ three times: in verse 24, ‘I am he’, in verse 28, ‘I am he’, and in verse 58, ‘I am’. And so those who are listening to Jesus, steadily getting their temperatures raised as the conversation goes on, are remembering, because they know their Hebrew Bible, that in Isaiah 44, verse 10, ‘The Lord says, “that you may know and understand that I am he”’. In Isaiah 41 and verse 4, ‘I the Lord, the first and the last, I am he’. In Isaiah 46 and verse 4, ‘even in your old age I am he, says the Lord’. In Isaiah 48 and verse 12, ‘I am he, says the Lord, I am the first and the last’. Going to the Torah, of even more importance to the Jewish people, in Deuteronomy 32 and verse 39, ‘see now that I, I myself, the Lord, am he’, and in Exodus 3 and verse 14, God says ‘I am who I am’, and later on in the same verse, ‘I am’. And as these passages came from the Hebrew into Greek, in the Septuagint, the earliest Greek translation of the Hebrew scriptures, the 'I am' was rendered by ‘ego eimi’, which is exactly what Jesus says in John chapter 8: ‘ego eimi’ three times.
 
This, in terms of debates which Jesus was having with his fellow Jewish people, takes the debate to another stage. The first level of the critique which Jesus is making of his coreligionists is that they claim that Abraham is their father. Here Jesus says, as any good rabbi – especially a messiah – would say, well if Abraham really is your dad, why not behave as if he is your dad? Why don’t you behave as if you are the children of promise? Why don’t you behave like Abraham behaved, as people who are in dialogue with God’s word? Why don’t you walk through the desert as Abraham walked on the way to freedom? Why aren’t you hospitable in the way that Abraham was? You can’t just use Abraham as a magic word, as a talisman to protect you from all criticism. So that is one level of Jesus' critique. An acceptable level.
 
But once Jesus starts to say ‘before Abraham was, I am’, that raises the critique to another level. Jesus sets himself above Abraham. Jesus identifies himself with the mind, the force, and the spirit which is responsible for the entire universe. Jesus does not live in God’s sight, Jesus is God’s sight, Jesus does not just read God’s word, Jesus is God’s word, in himself the fulfilment of Abraham. This being the case, you can see why, quite correctly, the scribes and Pharisees picked up stones, because Jesus had committed the ultimate error in Judaism, which is to confuse the contingent and the temporary and the earthly and the vulnerable and that which will perish, with the absolute and the eternal and the divine and that which will endure for ever, namely, the being so holy that his name could never be pronounced – which is why it comes down to us in English Bibles as ‘the Lord’ rather than the sacred four letters of Hebrew, which Jewish people refuse to pronounce because it is so different from them. Jesus, whose parents they knew, openly claimed to be identical to that being. And they were contemptuous and outraged.
 
So the first level of critique is a perfectly acceptable rabbinical challenge. The second level is blasphemy. It is an insult. I is, as they keep saying, ‘you have a demon’, in modern terms, ‘you’re crazy, you’re insane, you’re calling yourself God, it’s madness’.
 
If you are being totally reasonable, this outraged response is fine. Jesus utters madness and blasphemy and his coreligionists correctly search for stones big enough to kill him. But what if we dig deeper, what if we go down to the very meaning of our hardest questions which touch life and the meaning of life, and death and the meaning of death? What if we say with Jesus: yes, in Jesus Christ there is in God’s eternal purposes a new creation, Jesus Christ is a new foundation, in Jesus Christ there is a victory even over death, in Jesus Christ the world is turned upside down to that extent that we say: death is not the end, death is swallowed up in victory and the empty tomb is Christ’s proof of that? If we follow Jesus in John chapter 8, when he says ‘before Abraham was, I am’, we cling to that new creed, we say that we are free of the terror even of death. Even though we know that we will die, we say that Jesus’ apparent insanity in the sight of those around him is in fact the deepest possible truth which transcends and pierces even all our reason. We say at the deepest level, Christ has reconstituted the universe; he is the word of God, the essence of God, in a way which produces an empty tomb. ‘Before Abraham was, I am’, Jesus says. On Easter Day an empty tomb Jesus does.
 
To follow Jesus, to be his pupil and to be his disciple is to go beyond all our wonderful, commendable, reasonableness and say that in Jesus Christ we fear nothing, not even death, because he has conquered death. He is 'I am'.
 
As in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive.
 
Amen. Hallelujah, Hallelujah, Hallelujah.
 
 
For the audio version of this sermon, click on this link:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j0oGndMljwE 
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