3rd January 2010 SERMON

Psalm 19:1-4

John 1:6-14
This hymn is referred to in sermon:

Almighty Father of all things that be,
our life, our work, we consecrate to thee,
whose heavens declare thy glory from above,
whose earth below is witness to thy love.

For well we know this weary soilèd earth
is yet thine own by right of its new birth,
since that great cross upreared on Calvary
redeemed it from its fault and shame to thee.

Thine still the changeful beauty of the hills,
the purple valleys flecked with silver rills,
the ocean glistening neath the golden rays;
they all are thine, and voiceless speak thy praise.

Thou dost the strength to workman's arm impart;
from thee the skilled musician's mystic art,
the grace of poet's pen or painter's hand,
to teach the loveliness of sea and land.

Then grant us, Lord, in all things thee to own,
to dwell within the shadow of thy throne,
to speak and work, to think, and live, and move,
reflecting thine own nature, which is love:

That so, by Christ redeemed from sin and shame,
and hallowed by thy Spirit's cleansing flame,
ourselves, our work, and all our powers may be
a sacrifice acceptable to thee.


-Ernest Dugmore (1843-1925)
Please have a look at the printed words of the next hymn ‘Almighty Father of all things that be’ as we shall be examining this hymn in our reflection on today’s biblical texts.

This hymn was written by Ernest Dugmore, an Englishman educated at Oxford in the 1860s, and ordained for ministry in the Church of England.

In this hymn he poetically expresses profound issues of Christian faith.

In the first verse we hear an opening address to God and a declaration of dedication:

Almighty Father of all things that be,
our life, our work, we consecrate to thee

‘Consecrate’ is an interesting word, and not one used often in general conversation.

It means to devote, or to dedicate something. 

Church buildings are consecrated; they are dedicated to the primary purpose of allowing people to meaningfully worship God. If that ceases to be the primary purpose for a church building, it is appropriate to de-consecrate it (as in the case of Old St Paul’s in Mulgrave Street).

In this hymn it’s not a building that is being consecrated; we sing of our lives and our work being devoted and dedicated to God.

This hymn functions in our worship of God as a response. We are singing about something that we are doing. We are responding to what God has done, and the hymn also acknowledges what God has done:

whose heavens declare thy glory from above,
whose earth below is witness to thy love.

The natural world reveals God’s glory and love.

In creation we recognise something of God.

The first chapter of any good theological textbook will start with the theme of God’s revelation.

All faith and theological reflection is possible only because God chooses to reveal God-self to us. God wants to be known. If this were not the case we would not know anything about God. People sometimes speak of being on a search for God, but the reality is that God searches for us. God makes Himself known to us.

How does God make Himself known?

There are two categories of God’s self-revealtion:

1. General

2. Special

General revelation is that which is universally evident, or at least has the potential to be recognised by anyone.

Natural theology is the term used to describe how observation and consideration of the natural order leads to an awareness of its creator.

The third verse of our hymn acknowledges the revelation of God recognisable in creation:

Thine still the changeful beauty of the hills,
the purple valleys flecked with silver rills,
the ocean glistening neath the golden rays;
they all are thine, and voiceless speak thy praise.

Today’s Psalm represents this biblical understanding:


1The heavens are telling the glory of God;
   
and the firmament* proclaims his handiwork.
Something of God, who made the world, can be known through the world that was created.

In the recent popular song by the band Live, the lead singer claims that all he needs to know about God can be comprehended by looking around at creation:

I don't need no one to tell me about heaven
I look at my daughter, and I believe.
I don't need no proof when it comes to God and truth
I can see the sunset and I perceive.

Jumping back a few centuries we seem to find a similar sentiment expressed by John Calvin. At the beginning of his famous work The Institutes Calvin considers how all of us are able to recognise the divine handiwork:

“There is within the human mind and by natural instinct an awareness of divinity. This we take to be beyond controversy.”

What Calvin is saying is that creation is the natural evidence all around us, and as creatures within God’s creation, we have been granted the capacity to grasp what it means. 

Now, as we might expect with Calvin, he goes on to say that our capacity is severely weakened by sinfulness. Therefore, a lot of the time appreciation of God’s revelation in the natural order is confused and insufficient.

Not only that, but as Calvin warns, a general religiosity that is confused and adrift can become ill-wedded to the ideology or power of the day. If anyone thought Calvin was overstating this potential for idolatry within humanity, the terrible example is there in the Third Reich, where there was the ominous coupling of a shadowy religiosity with a militant nationalism.

If this capacity to appreciate God’s general revelation through the creation is so prone to the distortion of sin, where does this leave us? 

Let’s have a look at the second verse of our hymn:

For well we know this weary soiled earth
is yet thine own by right of its new birth,
since that great cross upreared on Calvary
redeemed it from its fault and shame to thee.

This ‘new birth’ of creation is through the specific event of the cross on Calvary. This is at the centre of God’s story attested to through scripture, which is understood as the second category of God’s self-revelation: special revelation.

The figure of Jesus Christ – his life, death and resurrection – is the most explicit self-revelation by God. As we celebrated on Christmas Day, in the Word being made flesh, God is most manifest; God’s Word to humanity is articulated most clearly.

In today’s reading from John’s Gospel we hear the role John the Baptist had in pointing to this special revelation of God:

7[John] came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. 8He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light. 9The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.* 

The true light coming into the world is God’s gift of his own Son, Jesus Christ – the hope for the world. But the hope found in God’s Messiah is not a simply a ‘feel good’ hope, it’s a hope of actual change and transformation.

The profound difference of special revelation over general revelation is its ability to disrupt our lives.

The person of Jesus Christ is not a truth that can be kept at a safe distance. If this special revelation of God is grasped by any of us, it means God’s Spirit has grabbed hold of us.

Such revelation is disruptive in that it does not conform to what we already know. It is a knowledge of God and ourselves that is utterly surprising and disturbing, and shakes us to the core. Although it comes as a gift it is resisted because it is so threatening and frightening.

God’s revelation mediated in Jesus Christ so changes the lives of those who receive it, that, when having a theological chat with Nicodemus, Jesus said it’s like being born anew.
 

Many of us may spend a lot of our time denying the claim Jesus has on us, but the gift of recognising Jesus as God’s special revelation is the greatest gift we can ever know.

For in Jesus we are shown God’s own character, and we are transformed by God’s loving adoption:

to all who receive him, who believe in his name, he gives power to become children of God, 13who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.

Having been claimed by God, we are shown a new way to live, and (by the power of the Holy Spirit) Christ dwells in our hearts by faith.

Our speech and work, our thinking and living, and moving forms our response to God’s revelation.

Referring back to our hymn, the fourth verse celebrates our response through the various gifts of human creativity given by God:

the strength of the workman's arm
 the skilled musician's mystic art
the grace of poet's pen and painter's hand

These creative gifts of human creativity reflect God’s own creativity.

In both general and special revelation God shows us His character and draws us to him, inviting us to express the divine character in our own living.

Without doubt, the highlight of this hymn, the line that is most likely to give goosebumps is at the end of the fifth verse. Where the response of our speech and work, our thinking and living, and moving is described as:


reflecting thine own nature, which is love.

Who is God?

1 John tells us: 

“God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.”

If you take nothing else away today from the words of this hymn, take this: that however mysterious God remains for us across the creaturely divide, God has explicitly revealed to us that he is loving, and has demonstrated the nature of his love to us in Jesus Christ.

The final verse of the hymn ends on a thoroughly Reformed tone:

by Christ redeemed from sin and shame,
and hallowed by thy Spirit's cleansing flame

Salvation in Jesus Christ and the ongoing purification by the Holy Spirit form the two-fold doctrines of justification and sanctification. And they are the topics for sermons another day!

For today, we are left with the challenge of how we respond to the disruptive revelation of God in Jesus Christ; the Light of the World.
John the Baptist was a witness testifying to the Light, so that all might believe. 

Would we want that to be true of us also? That people may come to know God because of something we do; 

some way we live our lives?

something we say?

the work we do and the way we do it?

Let us carry the final lines of this hymn as our prayer through this year; that:

ourselves, our work, and all our powers may be
a sacrifice acceptable to thee.

Amen.
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