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24th October, 2010
I’m delighted to be here at the Service at which Tristan affirms his baptismal vows.  We celebrate that important moment of commitment - a marker - in his life.  The service makes it clear that this is not a ‘solo run’ for Tristan.  He affirms his baptism in the presence of the Christian community.  We in turn affirm our commitment of faith with him and in support of him.

So it is proper that we ask ourselves this morning just what this commitment is and what it signifies in our lives.  The more secular our society becomes - the more the default position of many people towards religious faith and practice is that of tolerance which fades into indifference and occasionally tips over into contempt and hostility - the more we need to think clearly about the nature of this commitment and the impact it has upon our lives.

Let’s look at the scriptures for today for clues about this.  Psalm 84 is one of my favourites - it reminds us of one of the key things about religious practice - that in the best sense it is habit-forming.  It feeds on itself.  The more you do the more you want to do.  I found an unlikely parallel this week - having dragged my flabby body back to the gym.  It’s all about endorphines - so the literature says.  The act of exercising releases in the body things which give you a sort of ‘high’ and which make you want to exercise more.  Let’s leave in the locker room, the question of whether that unlikely proposition is true.  Psalm 84 offers us a spiritual version of the same thing - open your heart to praise God and you will want all the more to open your heart to praise God.  It’s why children should sing in church choirs - it’s about instilling the habit of praise at an early age.

Paul says something not dissimilar.  He has fought the good fight, finished the race, kept the faith.  All deserted him but God supported him.  So this too is habit-forming.  Speak the words of faith and you will want to continue speaking them.  Discern God’s presence as you deal with opposition and you will learn not to be alarmed by it.  I believe that.

But it is the parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector which is the most interesting to me today.  It is obviously first and foremost a story of personal humility.  The way of faith is not about the personal self-righteousness which entitles one to judge others.  It is about self-awareness - recognition of short-comings - acceptance that we are not judge and jury in our own court.

And if this story challenges us on levels other than just personal humility as against self-righteousness, I wonder where that might take us.  Well it might take us into the confused rhetoric and public debate which follows this week’s government statement.  The IFS says that the burden will fall disproportionately on the poor.  We visit concepts of fairness and wonder what that might possibly mean.  The bible talks not about fairness but about justice - in particular about justice for the poor.  We seem close at times to regarding the recipients of state benefits as the ‘undeserving poor’ - but seem indifferent to the unjust and excessive payments received but not I believe deserved by the rich.  It may be hard to see at centre but easier at the margins - like Wayne Rooney’s £200000 a week.

I think also about some of the negative imaging of others which is so common in our world.  The most obvious is sectarianism - the scourge of Ireland but not unknown in Scotland.  It is a misplaced search for identity which identifies the ‘other’ as not just different but worse, bad, dangerous, satanic - or wherever on the spectrum which leads to immolation you might like to go.  Nationalism and its first cousin patriotism - love of one’s native land - too easily tip over into their darker manifestations of jingoism and national pride which treats others as if they were opposing football teams.  We thank God that we are not as other people are.

And finally I suppose I should say to myself and to all of us who are privileged in background, perhaps privileged in having thinking power and having been given the education to make it useful and adaptable ..... that we should delight in that and be thankful for it but take no credit for it nor look down on those who do not have it.  Rather we should place it humbly at the service of others and of God.

