JANUARY 16TH 2011 – PARISH COMMUNION ‘New Year…..’

In his sermon last week, Robert referred to the darkness at this time of the year which, I suspect, struck a chord with most of us!!    And it’s not just the short hours of daylight that can affect us, is it?   This is often a time when we feel we are groping around in the darkness of uncertainty about what the New Year may bring and all our concerns about the future, about money, jobs, health and so on, bubble to the surface.      We feel depressed and bedevilled by what Jane Austen called ‘a lowness of spirit’.   
I recently saw the film “The King’s Speech” (as I’m sure some of you have done) and it reminded me of the much-quoted Christmas broadcast King George VI made 1939, when the whole country feared what the future might bring.    The King quoted from a poem by Minnie Louise Haskins called by her “God knows” but more popularly known as “The Gate of the Year”.     This is what she wrote
“And I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year; ‘Give me a light that I may tread safely into the unknown’.  And he replied: ‘Go out into the darkness and put your hand into the hand of God. That shall be to you better than light and safer than a known way.’  So I went forth and, finding the hand of God, trod gladly into the night.  And He led me towards the hills and the breaking of day in the lone East.  So, heart be still: what need our little life our human life to know if God hath comprehension?  The stretch of years which wind ahead, so dim to our imperfect vision, are clear to God.  Our fears are premature; in Him all time hath full provision.”
At the time, this poem was acclaimed as ‘inspirational’ and although I’m not sure the style or content fit so well into our present culture, I think it is (remarkably) appropriate at this time of year.
When we are fretful, anxious or depressed we become more inward-looking and bound up in our own concerns.    And it is easy to feel it is light we need the most to ‘tread safely into the unknown’ because if we can see the way ahead more clearly, we will have more control over our lives and our situations, and thus our worries and problems will be solved.    But light is meant to be shared.      In the OT reading from Isaiah, Israel is called to be God’s faithful servant nation, not just within the limits of its own place and people, but to be a light to all the nations so that God’s salvation may reach to the end of the earth, and in the gospels Jesus talks about light not for ourselves only, to be hoarded away and hidden, but to reflect the glory and the goodness of God.    “You are light for all the world” he tells his disciples.    “Let your light so shine before others that they may……………give glory to your Father in heaven.”  
But such light, God-given and God-revealing, springs from trust in the love, the providence, and the wisdom of God, who knows what we need better than we know ourselves, and it is this trust in God that helps us to get the balance right between something Robert also spoke about last week, our ‘activity’ and our ‘passivity’ – knowing when we should be ‘at work’, busy with either God’s concerns or our own and when we should let some of our busyness go, curb the desire to be ‘in control’ and allow God to be at work in us.    Jesus had an active ministry but he knew, to perfection, the times when he had to let go, put his trust in God the Father and be obedient to His will.     Times when big decisions had to be faced, and times when he had to simply allow things to take their course.    Supremely, at his crucifixion, Jesus had to “go out into the darkness and put his hand into the hand of God”.
We know our world isn’t perfect and neither, in this life, are we.   There are dark times and places in the world and “something of the night” in all of us!    But only 3 weeks ago we celebrated the birth of Christ – the ‘Word made flesh’, the light no darkness can overcome,  God as one of us, and even though we have taken the decorations down and made or, in my case, broken some new year resolutions, we go on celebrating this wondrous Act of God in which, becoming one with us, God invites us to become one with Him.    St Paul, in his letter to the church in Corinth, writes of being “called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God” and of Christians being “called to be saints”     “God is faithful” he says.   “By Him you were called into the fellowship of his son Jesus Christ our Lord.”    God doesn’t impose his will on us, he calls us to experience, in Jesus Christ, his nature, his love for us and the gifts of grace he has to offer us.
In today’s gospel we heard how John the Baptist standing with 2 disciples, sees and acknowledges Jesus as ‘the Lamb of God’.    And how the disciples, who may already have known Jesus, or known of him, ask him where he is staying.   And Jesus says to them “Come and see”.    According to the gospel account, he doesn’t ask them why they want to know, or give them directions to the house, but invites them to go with him.    (He ‘calls’ them)   The disciples, one of whom is Andrew, accept his invitation, spend time with him and go and tell others – in this case Andrew’s brother, Simon – later called ‘Peter’.
 And so it should be for us.    So it can be for us.    (If we so choose)       To accept His invitation, to spend time with Him, and then to go and tell others!    
To trust someone or something beyond our own control is difficult for most of us.     Some people actively dislike the feeling of being dependant on outside forces or on others, let alone on God.     It needs both courage and humility.      I know that feeling every time I have to get on a plane!      Inevitably, as 2011 unfolds, there will be good times and not so good, some situations we can control and some we can’t.    Whatever happens we don’t HAVE to go it alone.      God invites us to share this year, this time, with Him, and with our fellow “saints” as Christians were called in the early church.       If - we have enough humility to admit our need of Him, and enough courage to ‘step out in faith’.      “The stretch of years which wind ahead, so dim to our imperfect vision, are clear to God.    Our fears are premature; in Him, all time hath full provision.”     And provide he will,  though sometimes in ways we least expect, will set us free and give us light, not just for ourselves but for his world, to reflect his glory.         Amen.
