Trinity 17: 26/9/10

At a Church of England funeral service a standard feature of that service is “The Sentences.” Usually as the coffin is brought into the church or chapel sentences of scripture are read relevant to the occasion expressing hope – I am the resurrection and the life, says the Lord – but also, in one instance, an acknowledgement of human mortality – We brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. It is not always easy to say those words, I can tell you. It almost seem callous to underline what the mourners already know. That one whom they cared for has died because they were mortal. And then to remind the mourners themselves that they also, one day, will die, because they are themselves mortal. It seems so obvious. Yet it is right to state the obvious. For if there is one thing that we human beings can often have such a problem with it is our own mortality. If this life is, on the whole, good for us, then its ending may seem almost an affront to us. If we view it with fear, then we may try to conceive of nothing, and find we fail, and instead face despair. In just a few occasions despair can lead to death being seen as a friend rather than an enemy. 

This morning’s readings confront us with our own mortality. They call us back to look at our priorities, and our own perspective on life. What we expect of it. What we want out of it. There is a particular focus in the scriptures for today. Those of us who are rich in terms of this world’s goods are brought up short by these readings. You may well think “Then that’s  not for me because I am not rich in this world’s goods.” Actually I do think of myself as “rich” if I put myself in the context of the western world which has so much more than the majority of people who live on this planet. A person in the west may bemoan the fact that they can only afford one foreign holiday a year whereas a person affected by flooding in Pakistan may have no home within which to bemoan anything. So I would suggest that in relative terms those of us who live in the UK are indeed rich, and so these scriptures are for us. 

We brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. 

What is the starting point? Beginning with the first reading, the prophet Amos is addressing people who have lost sight of what is truly important in life. They are at ease. They feel secure. They can lie about all day, and eat fine food. They can amuse themselves with music, and enjoy good wine. They can use the 8th century BC equivalent of the best cosmetics. It sounds rather good, actually. Yet they have gone wrong. Why? Because they do not see the ruin of their nation, God’s own people, who have wandered far from him. All the rest and security will be as nothing for they do not take God as their rest, and are not secure in him. Their inner disposition is at fault. They have forgotten that:

We brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it.

If we look at the second reading, from the first letter of Paul to Timothy there we read of how the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil. Not, please note, having money in itself, but the love of it. Again, as so often with the Bible we are challenged to go deep within ourselves to look at our baseline attitudes and assumptions. Why is the love of money wrong? Because it relates to that baseline. If I love money I may love it more than God. God is love, and if I love money more than God than I am turning my back on God. God is thus cast down from the place he should be, and this is to put something in God’s place. That is called idolatry. What flows from having the wrong God can be wrong attitudes which leads to wrong behaviour. In the second reading it is expressed like this. If we have a burning desire to be rich we may:

…be trapped by many and senseless desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction.

If we think that sounds terribly spoilsport and out of date just scan the newspapers for news of celebrities who self-destruct by using their wealth in order to try and buy happiness, and it fails. The second reading takes us back to the question, “What do you really want?” Or to put it another way “Who is your God?” And if there is one great leveller for human beings it is this:

We brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it.

If the baseline is about knowing our fundamental attitude, in all its parts, good and bad, what then? From this point  the writer of 1 Timothy becomes more positive. What are we to do? And why? The writer says that we are to:

…pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, gentleness. Fight the good fight of faith; take hold of …eternal life…
Why? It’s because of who God is the blessed and only Sovereign, the Kings of kings and Lord of lords. It is he alone who has immorality and dwells in unapproachable light…

When we consider ourselves alongside this God the seeking of anything or anyone else as our final and ultimate concern in life is shown to be absurd. From this recognition then comes the way that we should seek to live knowing that all we have is as nothing compared to God, and we should use it well. 

We brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it.

What is the end of all of this? The gospel reading presents us with a quite frightening picture. Jesus tells a parable about the rich man, called Lazarus, in the context of a block of teaching in Luke’s gospel about material wealth. The problem with Lazarus is not that he was rich, but what he did about it. Nothing. There is no hint that Lazarus even noticed the poor man at his gate. Not noticing comes from a fundamental attitude, and the parable makes it plain how hard it is to change it. I believe that the attitude of Lazarus is one where we have the wrong perspective, and it needs to be changed in the light of what we see in Christ. We do have one who has risen from the dead, who does show us that though we are mortal we can have, as a gift, immortality, but we need to respond at the deepest part of our very being to that gift. From that can come what the second reading describes in this way. We are to be

…rich in good works, generous, and ready to share.

This begins with the human soul, but its consequences can be greater. For many of us it can be hard to get to grips with such as matters as fair trade between nations, and how to bridge the gap between rich and poor in our world. Yet at the local, the micro level, we can do something and need not throw up our hands in sadness at our own inability to make a difference. Whether it be to support the Traidcraft stall we have here once a month, and will next Sunday; to bring along gifts next Sunday for Harvest Festival; to give of our time to a neighbour or to accept help if we need it. Outward generosity can take many forms, not just financial, and it can be the expression of a generous spirit itself the fruit of a belief in a generous God. 

We brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it.

Indeed, but the writer of 1 Timothy goes on to say:

…take hold of the life that really is life.

Real life is the life of God, which is eternal. So what do we truly want?

If this can seem a little overwhelming, perhaps some food for thought we can take away can be seen in three of the hymns today. One feature of the recent Papal visit was the Beatification of John Henry Newman. Newman began life as an evangelical Anglican, and moved eventually to being not just a Roman Catholic, but a cardinal to boot. The Pope declared him to be 'Blessed' - a step on the road to sainthood. Three of our hymns today have words written by Newman - they suggest to me different aspects of Christian spirituality:

'Lead kindly light…one step enough for me…' uncertainty, but confidence enough to go forward

'Praise to the holiest in the height…' a focus on God

'Firmly I believe and truly' …a strong faith rooted in the Christian Church. 

We may not always know what we truly want, or we may be very clear. The life of Newman demonstrated the ups and downs of the Christian life, but also a deep seated trust that enables us to take hold of the life that really is life.

If I may finish it is with something that I once heard someone say at a funeral in a tribute. The gentleman whose funeral it was had come over to the UK in the 1950s from the Caribbean. He had established himself with a home and a job. The lady paying tribute to him recalled a very simple yet profound thing he had done for her and her husband when she came over here, too. He gave them a comfortable bed in which to sleep. She spoke of how rough so many beds were, and she and her husband had a comfortable place in which to stay in a strange land. She then went on to point at the coffin, and to say that one day this would be where we all would be, and we should count our blessings and do what this gentleman had done. So simple, and yet so profound. Knowing our mortality and how it limited us, and yet grasping the opportunities presented to us, above all to know God for ourselves in Christ, here and now. To take hold of the life that really is life. And to live it, for others and not just for ourselves for:

We brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it.
