Sunday 18th January 2026, 2nd Sunday of Epiphany
The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity
Isaiah 49:1-7; Psalm 40:1-10; 1 Corinthians 1:1-9; John 1: 29-42
In December, a month or so ago, I listened to the Reith Lectures, all four of them, on Radio 4.  Before you start running for the door in case I’m going to rehash the whole lot, allow me to reassure you: I’ll not rehash them, but I will refer to them.  I was drawn to them because the overall title was “Moral Revolution”, and I taught philosophy and ethics to 6th form boys for more years than I care to acknowledge.  More than that, these lectures were advertised as demanding a transformation of the way we live our lives.  Today’s collect prays that God may “transform the poverty of our nature by the riches of (his) grace.”  Transformation lies at the heart of the Christian message, at the heart of today’s message.  Transformation was what the Reith lectures were all about.
The key to any Christian idea of transformation lies in today’s gospel.  In moments of desperation (and this sermon provoked quite a few such moments) I turn to Bishop Stephen Verney’s comments on St John’s gospel.  He says that everything in this gospel happens on two levels: the physical, earthly level which we experience daily through sight, touch, hearing; and the spiritual level which is not immediately visible.  But you can “see” spiritually through our physical and earthly experiences.  We must open our eyes and see things in a new light, which is of course what this season of Epiphany is all about – seeing things in a new light. Stephen Verney uses two Greek words to describe these two different states of seeing and being: kato meaning down, and ano meaning up.
Let’s start with kato, down here on earth where the ruling principle is ME, me, me.  I and I alone rule the state of kato. I am its dictator; selfishness is the name of the game in the physical state of affairs and selfishness when unbridled leads to competition, manipulation and control.  We are all doing it – competing, manipulating and controlling when left to our own devices. Selfishness is the chief motivator.  Whereas in the state of ano, up, the ruling principle is the spirit of love, leading to compassion, acceptance of difference and shared vulnerability.  In Jesus these two states, the physical/earthly and the spiritual/heavenly are reconciled.  Yet more importantly, ano transforms kato.  Compassion, love, acceptance, transform selfishness in all its forms. This is the point where the Reith lecturer would probably throw me out of the lecture theatre if he hadn’t already done so, because God or Christ does not come into his equation.
However, Rutger Bregman, the Dutch historian who gave the lectures, does take very seriously the perilous state to which the world has come.  His criticism of far-right populism in the United States is lively to put it mildly.  He likens the present lack of morality and seriousness in the US to ancient Rome immediately before the fall of the Roman Empire, identifying unscrupulous brazenness as a foundation on which the “survival of the shameless” is built.  The current President, he says is “a modern-day Caligula, the Roman emperor who wanted to make his horse a consul.”  But, he equally slams into Europe.  “If America resembles the fall of Rome” he says, “Europe is reliving the slow death of Venice.  One empire collapsed in flames, the other sank in silence.  One is consumed by fire, the other lost in fog.”  Without my muddling through the process, he says that Venice became a shadow of its former self, beautiful on the outside, hollow on the inside, and his warning is that the whole of Europe risks turning into one big Venice – a beautiful destination for tourists, but hollow inside.
Rutger Bregman is not that interested in the battle between left and right.  He is interested in the universal battle between courage and cowardice, virtue and vice.  In the physical state of kato, immorality consumes people of every political colour, institutions of every allegiance.  He says that we have lost sight of the utopian vision that drove the great reformers of the past.  Where once Europe valued democracy and human rights, we now lead the world in making rules, thousands of them.  Of course we need to regulate big tech, social media, safeguarding; but we should be focusing on the future, teaching our brightest and best not just to climb the ladder for more money, more power – the values of kato; but also, what is worth climbing for – integrity, truth, courage, service of others.  This is Bregman’s analysis of a world that needs a moral revolution, that is crying out for transformation.
But throughout these lectures I have felt there is something missing.  Bregman argues that human beings are essentially decent, that they will do the right thing.  I have always felt, however, that Christianity takes seriously the fallen nature of humanity.  The crucifixion shows us the worst that we can do when the state of kato, selfishness takes over.  Self-interest drives out ano, the spirit of love.  The years I spent working in prison taught me to take very seriously “There but for the grace of God go I.”  How can I say, hand on heart, that given the sort of life experience of most prisoners, the total absence of love, lack of role model, absence of values, how can I be sure I wouldn’t live life as those prisoners have done?  Finders keepers, every man/woman for themselves, says who? That spark that could ignite either way, for good or evil, is always there in each and every one of us.  The potential for wrong, for evil is part of who we are.
Relying on the inherent decency of people also seems very arrogant.  Can we human beings really redeem the world by ourselves?  God cuts us down to size – by loving us and loving us unconditionally.  We need God here in our lives, in our communities, in our institutions.  And in today’s gospel, here is God in the shape of Jesus Christ at the very beginning of his ministry, here he is in the world of selfish ambition and control.  This is our first encounter with Jesus the man in John’s gospel, and the first thing said about him is “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” In this context the Lamb of God is not concentrating on the aspect of sacrificial victim, because he is taking away, or taking up and carrying the sins of the world.  That requires strength, and Verney gives us a wonderful picture of a shepherd in Lebanon, bringing his flock to water.  Instead of the sheep dogs of this country, two strong male sheep kept the flock back until their master gave the word, when they led them to the water.  Jesus leads us to the water of life, and he carries the sins of the whole world, that earthly self-centred world of selfishness and vanity.  That self-centredness leads us not to te water of life, but to power politics, not just in the world but in the Church too.
Today, we begin the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.  It’s not just the world that needs the transformation of which the Reith lectures spoke.  The Church needs that transformation too.  Yesterday, in this cathedral church, we celebrated with joy the arrival of our new bishop, an occasion of thanksgiving and hope, and rightly so.  But that joy and hope is tempered by the deep divisions within the Church, provoking bitterness still in some quarters over the role of women, even if we are about to have a female archbishop; and even more so over same-sex relationships and marriage.  The Church, just as much as the world of politics, is tying itself up with rules and regulations.  All that Bregman said about our dependence on rules in the political world is true of the Church.  We are busy making neat little parcels tied up with red tape that effectively separate person from person, group from group.  What made Jesus angrier than anything else?  The Pharisees’ rules and regulations that blinded people to the way of love, love that welcomes everyone.  Yes, I am thinking especially of the House of Bishops this last week, kicking the whole question of “Living in Love and Faith”, same-sex blessings down the line for another couple of years.  This feels a million miles away from that young man of Nazareth who burst on the scene by the River Jordan, collecting people without question, never mind rules, as he went.  If same-sex marriage is wrong (and I’m personally sure it isn’t) then this Lamb of God will take up that wrongness and carry it for us.  Who are we to make that judgement when love cries out for another way?  (And I strongly suspect that the Lamb of God will be far more weighed down by the stacks of rules and regulations that have strangled the Church and the world for so long.) 
 Instead of spending literally years debating these matters, we should be uniting in the name of that same Lamb of God to speak out against the many things that are wrong , starting with the tangible pain of the LGBTQI+ community: the tyranny of the world – Russia, Iran, China, North Korea – the list goes on forever – setting an example of belief in action to the rest of the world, being that “light to the nations” of which Isaiah speaks so that indeed “salvation may reach to the end of the earth.”  How else can we hope to reveal our Lord Jesus Christ to the world?  We must unite in his name against poverty and homelessness, and unite to help the refugee and asylum seeker, to halt the appalling treatment of migrants.  Bregman advocates the power of small groups, citing the astonishing overthrow of slavery at the time, and describing how a small group of men met in coffee houses and how the cause of abolition spread like a virus, without electronic assistance until, in an incredibly short space of time slavery was banned.  This involved demolishing an entire economic system.  If they could do it, why can’t we? Christian Aid, to name but one inter-denominational organisation, has shown us for many years how all Christians can unite as one to serve a common cause – world hunger and poverty, disaster relief.  We need a clear focus, for example, to end child poverty in this country, and what a disgrace that is, and we all must answer that call.
Look at today’s epistle.  St Paul is writing to the Christians in Corinth and he is advocating an ethic of perfection.  Corinthian Christians must be recognisably different from other Corinthians.  Other people must recognise them by the way they behave.  And how is it that St Paul can write like this to people he doesn’t know?  Because a small group of twelve men spread the good news of Christ, the Lamb of God, across the ancient world.  Our challenge is to do the same.  Don’t just talk about it like I’m doing now, don’t write another memo or even worse a paper, don’t dream up a raft of rules.  Live the life that Jesus brought us, and live it to the full, abundantly.  And above all have the courage and the love to help others live that life too, to transform this physical world into something closer to the kingdom of God.  Amen.
