Epiphany 4  King Charles the Martyr 10am
Today we are celebrating our Patronal Festival, as we turn our attention to the man whose name our Church bears, King Charles I. Technically his [memorial] day is tomorrow, 30th January, which is the 357 anniversary of the his beheading outside Whitehall, but so as not to miss it we have brought it a day forward. Yesterday we had a splendid lecture, by Dr Keri Dexter on music from Charles II to Queen Anne. And tonight there should be a wonderful practical demonstration of some of things that Dr Dexter talked about in a Choral Evensong, with music by Purcell. This is also the first in the series of special musical events taking place here to celebrate the 400th Anniversary of Tunbridge Wells. 
You might have noticed that last Friday was also a very significant memorial day, because it was national holocaust memorial day, when many remembered the communities who suffered as a result of the holocaust and nazi persecution in the Second World War. You will know that a very large number of Jewish people were killed in the various camps, as well as Slavs, Roma, gay men, Jehovah’s witnesses, and the disabled. The day reminds us of them all so that we don’t forget what humans are capable of.
These two memorial days, both that conjure in my mind graphical scenes of violence, set me thinking again about violence this week, and how this matter relates to us a Christians. It is always something that I have felt to be of central significance to what we stand for as people of faith in this world, and I think it is interesting that our particular church here draws its name form a very famous single act of violence against one historic person, Charles 1.
A very stimulating contemporary writer who explores violence within our culture, is a frenchman called René Girard. He is interested not only in the large acts that feature so frequently in our daily news, but in the smaller everyday acts of violence, often emotional and verbal rather than physical, that we inflict on each other in a day to day basis. His basic theory is that by our vary natures we are competitive. A truly basic human urge is to copy, or mimic, other people. If we see that somebody has a certain possession, or has achieved a certain thing, we want one too: it might be a car, house, lifestyle, job - whatever. We want it because they have got it. But in practice this leads to conflict and confrontation because we end up reaching for one and the same thing, and we want it exclusively. We become rivals. And the person I am copying now wants to attain even more of it than they had already, so that they are ahead of me. I see this everyday with my children: Anna, or Joe, has a certain toy and the other one then decides that they have better claim to it. A violent act is perpertrated (thankfully usually fairly mild – though not always!) and before you know it you have two wailing children in front of you! (and a difficult judgement to make). So Girard says violence is the process by which we try to prevent one another gaining the objects we all desire, using whatever means comes to hand.
Of course the problem quickly becomes clear that if this true - if all our interactions have this powerful tendency to become competitive – then what stops our society completely disintegrating and becoming a terrible, violent free-for-all?  To this question Girard's answer is that we prevent the situation going beyond a certain stage, by giving one form of violence a special power and approval beyond all others, as a means of restoring order. In my Anna and Joe example I guess a smack for one or both of them would be an example of this (though I think that’s now illegal isn’t it? – ok, a very stern telling off, then!) State execution, Girard suggests, is the classic example of how a state uses one violent act in an attempt to stop other acts of violence. As a Christian he considers Christ himself to be its most famous victim. Girard recalls the words of Caiaphas the high priest, that make explicit the state's use of violence to restore order when chaos threatens: "It is better that one man should die than that the whole nation be destroyed." Others have said much the same far more recently - Thomas Jefferson said that the tree of liberty must be watered with the blood of patriots and tyrants; Lenin said that you cannot make an omelet without breaking eggs. I guess those who had Charles 1 executed were thinking similar things those 357 years ago. So it is probably true that cultures rely on such "scape-goating violence" (to use Girard’s term) as a means of preserving order far more than we usually realise.
Well if you are thoughtful, you can see a terrible problem and paradox here, for in trying to stop people being violent to each other, we end up using violence and therefore we perpetuate it.  With Anna and Joe, I have sometimes found myself shouting at them because they have been shouting at, and been horrible to, each other – and it hasn’t unusually taken me long, when this happens, to realise the sad absurdity of the situation and to feel bad about it. So the real question for us is, are we forever locked into this cycle of using violent means to try and preserve peace and order?
Christianity, Girard believes, is the key to answering this most testing question, and what it says about violence is, he suggests, the main basis for our relevance to the world in the future. I have no time left me now, but his basic point is that in Jesus’s crucifixion and the Cross we see the utter madness of this use of violence to supposedly protect our order. For on the cross God himself is the victim. Because Christ's innocence is so beyond question, we are shocked into recognising what has happened to him, and our eyes are thereby opened to the ultimate futility of our using violence either collectively, or individually, as a way of guaranteeing our own survival. The resurrection proves that the way of refusal to accede to violence is actually the [only] way to gain a future worth having. And Christ's life as much as his death unfolds this truth to us. 
I, for one, am increasigly excited that in this we have something absolutely relevant to keep bringing to our world.
