Sermon for 7th January, 2018: 'Grace and truth'
Morningside Parish Church

Grant, O Lord, that in the spoken word, as in the written word, we might hear the Living Word, our Saviour Jesus Christ. Amen.
In the beginning. If you choose to start your gospel with these words then you are making a very deliberate statement. Because a Jewish listener or reader would immediately remember the other text which begins with these words- the text which opens the Bible: the account of the creation of the world in Genesis. 

There, in Genesis, In the beginning, God…

Here, in John’s Gospel, In the beginning was the Word…

Readers are left in no doubt about the importance of this figure, the Word, the way God creates and communicates with the world. Previous generations knew this creating power of God as Wisdom; now we are invited to understand it in the person of Jesus. It’s a far cry from the nativity stories we’ve been hearing over the past few weeks, and it’s good, perhaps, to move away from stables and stars, wise men and angels, and to engage with a different set of images.

By focusing on the opening of John’s Gospel, we also tap into something apt for this time of year, as one year turns into a new one and we have been encouraged by the media to look back as well as to look forwards. Being aware of where we have come from- our beginnings- helps us to understand where we are going, and why.  

I love watching Sports Personality of the Year; especially the exploration of the backgrounds of the nominated sports people. I like the spin-off programmes to The Apprentice and the Bake-Off too, when we hear about the childhood experiences of those who have made it to the final. How striking it is that many of these characters have experienced challenges in their childhoods: disrupted families; illnesses; disappointments of various sorts. It wouldn’t be right to suggest that success in any field is only forged in desperate adversity, but there is no doubt that exploring these defining experiences brings us greater understanding of who such people become. 

True for us too, of course. Our beginnings make sense of who we become, whether we make a conscious break from the past, or embrace it. The sorts of parents we had affects the sort of parents we become; the role models we looked up to define the models we offer to others. 

Genesis and John offer a longer perspective still. In the beginning, God. In the beginning, was the Word. Creating, sustaining, defining. A light in the darkness which is never overcome. The turning of the year invites us to look back to what grounds us; where our foundations lie, what is eternal amidst all that changes for better and for worse. Genesis and John are in no doubt that God is at the heart of things. We hear their confidence in the words of the book of common prayer, not part of our tradition but so precious for many: As it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end.
In the next section of John’s Gospel, we hear a little more about the Word, and who he is and what he has come for. John writes that the Word is full of grace and truth.

The poet Seamus Heaney is rightly considered one of the major poets of the 20th century. When he died in 2013, much was said about the quality of his work, the erudition of his scholarship, and about the fine person that he was.  The way he dealt with people in particular was commented upon - generous with his time; supportive of younger writers, critical but not cruel about the work of others. Once he had been asked what he would like as his epitaph, and  he quoted from his own translation of the messenger in “Oedipus at Colonus” by Sophocles: - 

Wherever that man went, he went gracefully. 

And such grace did indeed seem to be Seamus Heaney’s defining characteristic. Grace is not a word you hear very often but it is a fine one, and to be graceful is a fine aspiration. 

Grace seems to have defined Jesus in John’s eyes too.  Grace which treats others, all others, with respect and care. Grace which makes giving and loving seem effortless and no burden. A generosity of spirit which reaches out rather than holds back; a readiness to explain and illuminate; a healing abundance rather than a meanness of approach. We can all think of stories from the gospels which illuminate this gracefulness of Jesus - meals shared and stories told and people fed and healed. People from all walks of life brought closer through his embrace - children, women, the sick, the alienated. 

Grace is attractive when it is encountered, and leavens the mix of life in so many ways. May we all go gracefully, may we deal with one another with grace; may we accept each other, and ourselves, with the grace of Christ. 

But Jesus is not just full of grace - he is also full of truth, and that is a lot more hard-edged, edgy. An uncomfortable and slippery thing, which we struggle to define sometimes. Perhaps you caught that quiz show on BBC1 over Christmas- Would I Lie to you? Rev Richard Coles was challenged to reveal whether it was true or a lie that the loser of his childhood Christmas game of charades had to allow his or her finger to be licked by the family tortoise. Quoting Pilate, he responded, What is truth? Before admitting the story was indeed a lie. Everyone laughed, but we all knew that that truth is a much more elusive quality than the quiz show would suggest.  

A young couple moves into a new neighbourhood. The next morning while they are eating breakfast, the young woman sees her neighbor hanging out her washing. "That washing doesn’t look very clean; I think she needs to try a new detergent." Her husband looks on, remaining silent. Every time her neighbour hangs out her washing to dry, the young woman makes similar critical comments. Finally, a few days later, the woman is surprised to see a nice clean washing on the line and says to her husband: "Look, that’s better. Maybe she’s started using Persil after all." To which he replies, "No, I got up early this morning and cleaned our windows." 

And so it is with life... What we see when watching others, the truth of a situation, depends on the clarity of the window through which we look. Truth is something we need to examine and  question- it’s not something that we can assume. Truth is not necessarily contained within our own prejudices and experience.

A phrase you hear now and again is “speaking truth to power”, and it sounds like something Marx or Nietzsche would have written in the 19th century. Maybe you are aware it has its heritage in the Quaker movement.  To speak truth to power sounds so much like an integral part of Quakerism that some modem Friends have simply assumed the phrase goes back to the seventeenth century. Speaking truth to power. But actually it's much more recent; it dates back to a 1955 Quaker pamphlet concerning the Cold War written by Milton Mayer and other Friends. 

Some of those who were involved in the drafting of that 1955 document have written that it had its meaning for them, in part, because it is such a concentrated and vivid expression of an ethical attitude toward government and other institutionalized forms of power. Surely, they have written, “speaking truth to power” was the perfect title for a pamphlet challenging the behaviour of the two antagonists of the Cold War. Both represented raw, terrifying, at times unreflective and potentially deadly power. What was called for to transform that power was bold and uncompromising truth.

Truth for Jesus also seemed to be about justice and fairness, and he could be described as speaking truth to the powers of his day. He spoke truth to those in religious power - and it was to have consequences for him. He also spoke of theological truths, and talked about the truth of God as being like living water, or unquenchable light. He lived a life of uncompromising truth which demands more than we can ever imagine, but promises more than we can ever hope for. Unsettling truth which asks us to question deeply the givens of our day- the systems we work under, the expectations we hold dear, the logic by which we make decisions.  

Grace and truth make a finely balanced duo. Truth without grace can be hard and uncompromising, difficult to live with, repellent rather than drawing people towards it. Grace without truth runs the risk of soft acceptance, a sense that nothing important really matters, a toleration of injustice and no place for judgement. Together, in the person of Jesus Christ, they offer a complete  picture of what God pitching his tent among us looks like. This God looks like a person full of grace and full of truth.

For us the old year fades into our memories, with its storms and sunshine, natural disasters and human-made wars and catastrophes- and with all the happy and poignant experiences we each went through in the past 12 months. Some shared, some held close to our hearts. 

Sometimes we have needed grace from others and from God; sometimes we have needed to hear the truth, or to say it. Grace and truth are not always comfortable qualities to live by or to be confronted with.  But may it be said of each of us in the year ahead:  Wherever that man or woman went, he or she went gracefully and truthfully- following our Lord Jesus, the Word of God. 

And just before I finish, I have an admission to make, in a spirit of truth. When I wrote this sermon, I used the quotation from Seamus Heaney from memory - “wherever that man went, he went gracefully”. It’s a quotation I’ve used elsewhere in different contexts. But I thought I had better check it before using it in such a hallowed spot as Morningside Parish Church. And when I did, going back to the obituary in the Guardian from 2013, I discovered I had got it wrong. Heaney actually said, “Wherever that man went, he went gratefully”. Now, I think “going gracefully” is a fine epitaph for Heaney; and it is a fine aspiration for us all, so I didn’t change my sermon. But “going gratefully” is a very fitting response to the grace and truth revealed in Jesus Christ, and I leave that with you too. 
