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There are several ways of coming at religion.  In Northern Ireland, it is serious stuff.  And within the memory of most of you, I think it was the same in Scotland.  By that I mean that the social and moral teaching of the church made a significant impact on the life of society – Sabbath observance for example.  I remember a huge controversy in Belfast about the locking of children’s playgrounds on Sunday – the Sunday Swings controversy.  

And there would be in that kind of society – as there probably is still in the West of Scotland a sense that judgement and the end of the world is not very far away.  The classic sign of that in Northern Ireland is the sign nailed to a tree before a dangerous bend in the road ‘Prepare to meet thy God’  And in the worst of the troubles, I was asked many times in deadly earnest by parishioners if we should ‘read the signs of the times and prepare for the end of all things and the Day of Judgement’

But times change and we are all much more relaxed about these things.  At the other end of the spectrum, faith and church membership become almost lifestyle choices – ‘if you like that kind of thing, that’s fine.  But it’s a personal choice and don’t expect me to join you.’  Or as the young man in behind a till said to me about ten days ago when he saw the chain on my pectoral cross, ‘I’m an atheist myself.’  ‘Oh really’ I said.  ‘Yes – I don’t like people shoving religion down my throat.’  ‘But I was only buying a cup of coffee’

But the church has always lived with a sort of dilemma – between time as limited and eternity.  We sing ‘As it was in the beginning is now and ever shall be’ – testifying to the God’s eternity and unchanging love.  But the early church lived with a sense that Jesus would be returning shortly.  And they began to be concerned about what might happen to disciples who died before that happened.

Jesus speaks about time limited.  He speaks about things which seem as solid as can be imagined – the very stones of the temple itself being overthrown.  He talks of war, chaos, plagues and famine.  He speaks of persecution and hostility being directed towards the disciples and how they are to witness in their defence.  It’s all the signs of the end as my more earnest parishioners interpreted them.

And gradually I began to see that – while the end might not quite be coming in the terms they expected, none the less one could see in human society the seeds of its eventual destruction.  Alongside the wonders of human technological advance and prosperity, one can see structural injustice and inequality which carry the seeds of future global conflict – the reports on global warming become ever more alarming and challenge us to new responses.

But what difference does it make, I wonder.  I think just this – the danger is the privatization of religion.  Fine for you if you like that kind of thing.  And we who like that kind of thing get on with what we do.  And that is a particular danger for our small church – that we become locked up in a small community of like-minded people and have no prophetic challenge for the whole of our society.  But the essence of our faith is its incarnational quality – seen in Jesus born at Bethlehem and seen in the continuing involvement of God the creator in the world he has created.  And the setting of a limit and the idea of judgement mean that we must care in a very particular way about what happens. …
