Epiphany 2
The news story I have thought about more than any other this last week has been about the awful events at the Hajj pilgrimage in Saudi Arabia, where 345 pilgrims were killed in stampedes. This is the worse such loss of life at the annual pilgrimage, which apparently attracts several millions of people, for 16 years. I find it hard to understand how something like this can happen so regularly at what is essentially a religious event, but maybe that says something about the particular nature of our western European Christianity, and even the limitations of my own religious experience. What I can relate to more readily, though, is what I understand to be part of the point of the Hajj, and why it is so important to Muslims. The Hajj involves throwing stones at a pillars called Jamaraat, which represent the devil, and which stand at three spots where the Devil is believed to have tempted the prophet Abraham. The stonethrowing is meant to symbolise the rejection of the devil and evil, and the coming to terms with, and symbolic overcoming of, one’s own moral and spiritual failings. In other words it is about sinfulness, and how, as a person of faith, one copes with that.

As a Christian I am very aware that this issue is equally important for us. Surely one of the pressures of trying to live a realistic life of faith, is the question of how to live with the sense of one's own continuing sinfulness:  the fact that whilst we believe in God and share the vision of moral beauty revealed in the life of his Son, and whilst we believe in Jesus’ ultimate victory over evil at the Cross, we still knowingly and willfully do things that we know are destructive and hurt others.  A powerful sense of guilt is one way this pressure might come out in us: fear of some sort of divine reprisal: An angry God, betrayed, let down by us.  There is imagery in the scriptures that depicts this as a possibility - the apocalyptic imagery of Revelation springs to mind, and we had a nice reminder of that in this morning’s second reading.   

But certainly balancing this, and to my reading outweighing it, is the imagery of God's merciful generosity and the mission of forgiveness and acceptance born out by his Son, Jesus Christ. The Psalms on many occasions refer to God’s will to forgive: "The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love... He does not deal with us according to our sins, nor repay us according to our iniquities. For as the heavens are high above the earth, so great is his steadfast love towards those who fear him; as far as the east is from the west, so far he removes our transgressions from us..."   Jesus just makes this reality clearer, as he did, for example, in his most famous act of forgiveness, when quite literally he saved the life of a woman taken in adultery; "Woman, where are they? Has no-one condemned you?" "No one, sir"... "Neither do I condemn you. Go your way, and from now on do not sin again"  In this way does he strike the delicate balance between the justice of not condoning the sin, and his mercy in absolving the woman, and its the forgiveness that particularly sticks with us, as well as the hypocrisy of those who refuse to forgive.

So with this is mind, we can be sure that our continuing power to sin certainly doesn't set God against us or mean we are irretrievably alienated from him. Our relationship together continues despite it.  But there is still the matter of the  absurdity or irrationality of our propensity to sin, and the lack of freedom it reveals we are still trapped within for we cannot consistently make the choices that we know really are best.  Why cannot we do better? Why are we locked into this chronic moral frustration?  We know that St Paul agonised over this question at some length because he tells us about it in Romans (Ch 7): "I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing that I hate. Now if I do what I do not want, I agree that the law is good. But in fact it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me. For I know that nothing good dwells within me.... I can will what is right but I cannot do it... Wretched man that I am!"  Some people think that he is comparing his pre-Christian state to his Christian life now, but I think that is to simplify it - Christian experience is an experience of moral frustration.

Certainly one way Paul gained a purchase on this experience, and was able to reconcile himself to such a state of affairs, was through the way he considered sinfulness to work.  At various places in his writings, sin figures not just as something coming from within us for which we are fairly and squarely responsible - as something that we originate, and ourselves introduce into the world - but also as something from without that invades us and befalls us because we are vulnerable to it.  He talks about ‘principalities and powers’, by which he means non-benign forces at work in the world.

I personally find this objectifying of sinfulness - seeing it as a "force" we live under, rather than a deep darkness that springs out from within us - as having helpful possibilities.  It doesn't in any way lessen our responsibility for our wrong actions. And we must still endeavour to realize in ourselves evermore fully the freedom that God has created us for.  But by shifting the weight of responsibility for the origin of evil, as opposed to particular evil actions, in part away from us, I think it makes living with our moral fragility in a more creative and positive way easier.

But it is still not easy and we do need to recognize that there is a curious duality in the attitude Christians have to sin.  On the one hand it is the belief that sin is utterly abominable, deeply serious - something to be sought out and fought against as life-threatening. One the other hand sin is wholly understandable, ultimately even trivial because God has overpowered it and always holds out his endless forgiveness for us - and so we mustn't therefore become fixated by it. We must receive the grace we are given.

Ultimately we know that forgiveness is part of God's perpetual love for us, and his lure of us back towards him.  However serious our failures, the reality of his beckoning us is always the prior, and greater thing. Perhaps, then, in the face of our ever-present weakness, thankfulness is the best response we can make to God.

