Lent 2 10am 2011
Over the next few weeks, in our Lent groups (which following my notices you know all about) we are going to be looking at the Psalms, the ancient hymns of the Israelite peoples, and in preparation I have been studying them in earnest. One particularly remarkable psalm, and one which we will doubtless turn our attention to, is Psalm 119. It is not just because it is the longest, at 176 verses, but also because it is a hymn in celebration of the Law – God’s law. Now the idea that the law might be something to celebrate and sing about is not, I suspect, immediately obvious these days – even to lawyers, I fear. “I find my delight in your commandments, because I love them. I revere your commandments, which I love, and I meditate on your statutes…” we hear in the Psalm. But it is that sense of desire for understanding God’s will, as expressed in his holy law, that I find most striking. At one point the Psalmist famously uses the physical sensation of taste to describe the strength of his yearning: “How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth!” And this has led me, as I reflect on that particular phrase, to think further about desire, and those desires which feature most strongly in my life. What do I long for? What is it I delight in, and revere? Lent seems like a good time to be carrying out such an act of personal exploration.

David Ford, the professor of theology at Cambridge, who a few years ago wrote a book called ‘The Shape of Living’ explores interestingly the desires that shape our lives. Some desires are obvious and are the ones that we are most readily aware of and probably on occasion ambivalent about - eating, drinking, physical beauty, sex, money, status. But there are equally powerful ones that, though more subtle, can get hold of us no less strongly, in relation to our work, family, faith, the life of our minds, entertainment, and so on.  One of the points David Ford makes is that the forces that bear upon us here do not just come from within ourselves; they also come from without, for (to use his words) "Our economy and culture are like a machine manufacturing and orchestrating the desires of millions of people... [there] are forces behind the compulsions and it is difficult and sometimes dangerous to resist them". In other words, to feel that one is truly a part of the world around us, we may well need to feel we are desiring the right things, and to the right amount. And if we are not, somehow we are excluding ourselves from where life’s really at. Do we have Sky, or the latest Xbox, or whatever? Perhaps the shopping mall is the most obvious, and most local, example of this process in action: in them convenience, desire, but also constraint of desire to selected things, are powerfully concentrated together. And beyond this we might understand that it is through our desiring that we are often most readily manipulated, and turned in directions in which, if we allow ourselves to reflect more deeply, we may realise we do not wish to go. We have doubtless all known experiences of buyers remorse. And yet even when we do have moments of insight and lucidity about ourselves, we often find it so very hard to free ourselves completely form the desire to be seduced once more by the shiny things around us. How many times have I acquired the latest gadget that I have persuaded myself will end all further need of such gadgets? (Jacqui will probably be able to give you an alarmingly specific number, if you ask her!).

Well, it occurs to me that, concerning this issue, religion and faith, can actually be a great help and resource here. The truth abut desire, as David Ford explains in his book, is that desiring is an inalienable part of being human: we can never do without it - it is part of the way we have been created, and will always be there, in expression or repression. But this doesn't mean that individual desires are 'given' and are things over which we have no power or control. The truth is that we have the power to understand, shape and educate them; and the radical freedom that is a fundamental part of  human personhood is precisely a freedom to transform the internal forces that motive us. Despite feelings of powerlessness, or faintheartedness, we always have some ability to influence the people we are becoming, independent of the circumstances that lie around us. This is the fundamental religious insight about human potential and freedom.

And so the point is that while we will never be free of desire, we can be free of some desires, and choose to be motivated and overwhelmed by others. Good religion helps us make these choices in two ways. Firstly, it makes us realise the extent to which we not only have desires, but are ourselves the object of another’s desire – God’s desire. God desires us, and perhaps one could say that the secret of all religious living is opening ourselves to this truth, and letting it lead us where it will. St Augustine famously remarked to God; ‘You have made us for yourself and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you.’ This knowledge, of our desirability by God, should have all sorts of consequences. But one of them must be a deepened sense of our self-worth, and the utter value of our own lives, and a genuine and committed wish to fulfill that potential within us – that potential that is already covetted by God. Isn’t it the case when we are truly loved by someone that we want to be more and more the person that they are loving. We want to fulfill completely that love given us. We see our future in it. This is exactly how it is with God.

The other way that good religion helps us is that encourages us to understand that we are best off desiring what God desires. “Thy will be done, thy kingdom come”, we so frequently pray and will keep praying. I have learnt that I am often happy when I am engaged in some shared concern and task with others. And perhaps on that basis I should understand that I am likely to be happiest of all when this somebody else is God. David Ford puts that insight like this; “In desiring what God desires we find the long term shape of our life. It is like other relationships of love. The face-to-face, intimate dimension is vital, but to be healthy it needs to go with activities in which we are side by side, jointly engaged in common enterprises, committed to similar aims… God’s desires for us are in broad outline very clear. they are to do with love, faith, hope, worship, following (Jesus Christ), service seeking wisdom, doing justice honesty and such like.”

Of course, the Psalmist with whom we started, had a rather different revelation of God’s grace and will than we have had, in our era following the life of Jesus Christ. But in terms of how God had given himself to his people then – in the Law – I think he had discovered this great truth, of aligning our desires with God’s and experiencing the rush of excitement and energy that flows from it, very powerfully. Psalm 119 is his way of telling us about it, so that we might discover for ourselves this great truth about giving our lives the shape and quality they are so profoundly created for.

