March 22nd 2009

Psalm 107. 1-22; John 3.14-21

The Psalmist sets out the refrain:

Give thanks to the Lord for his love endures forever.

Mothering Sunday is an opportunity to give thanks for the enduring love of mothers. We recall how they have looked after us and helped us through all the scary moments of life. One little boy was however disappointed with his mother’s care once.  It was a thunderstorm and his mother was putting him to bed. ‘Mummy, can I sleep with you tonight?’ asked the nervous boy. ‘I’m sorry darling’ said the mother. ‘But I have to sleep with daddy tonight’. ‘What!’ replied the boy. ‘Tell that big coward not to be such a baby!’

Mothering Sunday originated from Medieval Christians celebrating the Mother Church and how the Christian faith has been passed down through the church helping people to find spiritual growth and strength to face the challenges in their life.

One mother who has been in the news recently has been Jade Goody. She came to fame in 2002 by being a contestant on the reality TV programme Big Brother. She went on to become a ‘celebrity’ reaching notoriety two years ago when on Celebrity Big Brother she was accused of racist bullying against the Indian actress Shilpa Shetty.

Last year Jade Goody was diagnosed with cervical cancer and last month she was told it had spread and was now terminal. She hasn’t got long to live and doctors are not expecting her to be alive by Easter. Many have questioned Jade’s courting of publicity from her dire situation in a desire to make financial profit out of it and hence financial security for her sons. OK Magazine has published a tribute edition about her even before she has died which some have deemed distasteful. 
The last public act she performed was to be baptised as a Christian and get her two sons Bobby and Freddie baptised.

I have read a number of accounts of the baptism service for Jade Goody and her two sons. There have been both emotional accounts and criticisms of the decision, from those who understand what baptism is to those who have a folk lore, superstitious view of it at best. 
She told close friends: "Nothing will stop me from being there at the baptism," She wanted it to take place in a church, but because she was too ill it took place in the chapel of the hospital in London where she is being treated and was performed by the hospital chaplains. Before the baptism she said: "I'm absolutely exhausted. But I've got to keep going for my boys. I want them to believe in Jesus and God. I want them to believe in Heaven.
"When I told them I was going to Heaven, Freddie said to me: 'Heaven is a bad place; it's where people go when they die.' 
"And I said: 'No, that's not right. It's where people who are poorly go to get better.' I've got just one thing left to do – to see them Christened." 

After they were baptised her spokesman Max Clifford said: ‘This is Jade’s way of keeping in touch with the boys. Her words were, “They have got Jesus around them now.”
I read one mother’s letter in response to the story of Jade’s baptism. She wrote:

Jade's view of Heaven as a place where poorly people go to get better touched my heart.  My own son Chris suffers from a congenital heart condition. When he was small his favourite Bible verses were from Revelation 21 vs. 3-4:

  "I heard a loud shout from the throne, saying, “Look, God’s home is now among his people! He will live with them, and they will be his people. God himself will be with them.  He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there will be no more death or sorrow or crying or pain. All these things are gone forever.”
I believe that this is what Jade is looking for herself and for her sons, and that as a mother she is seeking this assurance for her sons first. Her faith may not be complete, but I don't believe that God minds about that ( or lets face it folks we'd all be sunk!!!), her understanding might be flawed but that is not important now, what is important is that she is reaching out to something beyond herself, something more than riches or fame; something eternal! 

Two things I want to comment on regarding this story. One is about baptism – especially as today is a special day when we celebrate 200 years of Baptisms at Dursley Tabernacle. The second is about God’s enduring love, which we read of in our Psalm for today and which is made real in the vision of heaven.

Firstly baptism is fundamentally about (a) God’s generosity to us and (b) our response to God - worked out in our response to each other. Baptism involves acknowledging the love of God - something that is simply offered and not something that can be claimed as a ‘right’. It marks us with the sign of the cross, the evidence of God’s identification with real humanity, living and suffering in the real world. 
Easter is coming. The cross will be lifted high once more as a sign of healing that Jesus alluded to in our passage from John’s gospel. The sign of the cross is, I would say, the most powerful sign in the world. If it was God in the flesh hung out to die on a cross on that first Good Friday, then the events of that weekend were the most earth shattering and life changing events of all time - because they involve the God who endures all time.

If a criminal can hang on the cross next to Jesus and with his dying breath plead for Jesus to remember him when he comes into his kingdom and Jesus can reply ‘today you will be with me in paradise’ -  there is hope for us all – especially those on their death bed. If Jesus can pray for those who crucify him ‘Father forgive them, they don’t know what they are doing’ – there is hope for us even with all the cruel and sinful things we get up to.
These were crucial symbolic moments that conveyed the enduring love of God. 
Baptism is, therefore, primarily about what God does and not primarily about what we do. Only then can we respond with openness and gratitude.

But that response involves a public recognition that we are in need - and that is offensive to many people. Baptism involves saying I need to turn away from what is wrong and walk a new path – the path of Jesus - not with everything resolved, but in humility as one who has no illusions about my own fragility or need. It is that recognition that then characterises and shapes my relationships with and attitudes towards others.

So, baptism is not about ‘thinking I am better than anyone else’. Nor is it about buying an insurance policy from God. Nor does it depend on understanding the complete Christian faith. It is a gift and it is for God to sort out with each one of us. But, the key, I think, is in this: God does it - we simply respond to what God does. The rest is detail. Being spiritual is about being awake – being aware of the world around you, of others and of God and God’s call on your life.
Secondly is the nature of God’s enduring love. The cross at Easter was not the final word. The empty tomb was the final word.  Death was not the final word. Resurrection was. Despair was not the final word. Hope was. Evil was not the final word. Love was the final word.

Psalm 107 declares that the love of the Lord endures for ever.  This psalm was probably compiled after the exile ended (536 BCE), to give thanks to God for deliverance from all the hardships of that experience. Picture the scene: Pilgrims have come from the four corners of the earth to the Jerusalem temple to give thanks to God for blessings received. The choir begins, “O give thanks to the Lord, who is good” and the pilgrims joyfully respond, “Whose steadfast love endures forever” 

Perhaps the temple officials sort the worshippers into groups, according to the intention of their thanks-offering. There are travellers who were rescued from the desert, saved from hunger and thirst, or set free from prison. There are those who are ill, some are sick because of their “sinful ways.” 
Today we understand more about the causes of disease, and recognize the danger of regarding illness as judgment for things one has done wrong. Some illness may have its origins in things a person does or neglects to do. The Greek word for sin means “missing the mark.” When we sin, we are off course and need to be restored to our true centre – our true centre in God. However, other illness comes as undeserved suffering. 
The psalmist describes the despair a person might feel when ill – no matter what the cause of the distress – and trusts that God restores those who are ill. The psalmist is confident God

is able to transform lives into ones of wholeness.
These pilgrims called to God in their trouble, and God saved them. Even today, the pilgrims are invited to call out to the Lord for help. Those who find themselves in a desert, imprisoned, hungry and thirsty, ill or despairing. 
.Jade Goody is dying, she can't take anything with her but peace and an assurance that she is loved and that those she leaves behind are loved and cared for. As a mother she has looked out not only for the financial security of her family, but also for their spiritual security. I hope the boys will grow up to explore and own what baptism has begun in and for them. She cannot choose faith for her sons, but she has chosen to make a statement of hope through this baptism, by placing herself and her sons into God's hands, and by entering into the family of the church. It seems that she has been putting things in order and putting things right as she nears the end of her life. In some ways she appears to have become more whole through all of this. She hasn’t been healed of her cancer – but maybe she has caught something of the Christian hope in the enduring love of God when she can hope in heaven as the place where poor people ultimately get well. I hope that now Jade can go to her death in privacy, surrounded by those who love her, and in the confidence that the love of God offered in baptism is a love that nothing can overcome - not even death itself.
Give thanks to the Lord for his love endures forever.

Prayer for Mothering Sunday
Father God, on this Mothering Sunday we thank you for mothers the world over whose bounteous love cares and nurtures, guides and encourages; for lives that experience happiness and pain, but never cease to inspire or enthuse.

Lord, we see in this devotion a fragment of your unconditional love;
a love that led to the ultimate sacrifice, Jesus' death on a cross.

So we pray that you may give us the mother-like qualities of strength, courage and patience to face the challenges that we encounter this and every day.
Amen.
