Epiphany 3 Walkhampton
Last night I dreamt I went to Manderley again – This is the first sentence of which Book? (- Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier). It is a very memorable opening to a great book. If you haven’t read it, it’s worth reading. After all, it is the first chapter of any book that has to set the scene, introduce important themes and characters that we will get to know as the plot unfolds, and it tells us what the author thinks is important for us to grasp right from the beginning. It can contain tantalising clues or mysteries that will need to be unravelled in the course of the plot. The Gospels are no different. John, in the first verses of his Gospel, wants to tell us about the themes that are going to be important for him as his story unfolds. 

So when we read: “There is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” we know that John wants to tell us something very important. In a nutshell, John succinctly bears witness to Jesus, pointing to him as the man who is the Messiah, the one who will be the sacrificial lamb who will take upon himself, in an allusion that takes us back to the image of the Passover, the sin of the world as a sacrificial offering.

What are we to make of this whole idea of human sacrifice? The idea should appal us. Do we really worship a God who maliciously sends his Son to be murdered by the Romans to deal with his anger at a world that has gone wrong and with sin that has to be dealt with? We certainly worship a holy God, one who cannot abide sin, but are we really dealing with a God who was willing to sacrifice his Son simply to deal with his anger?
Let’s think about the nature of sin for a moment. The action of sin is two-fold: it separates us from God and it separates us from each other. A doctor may say that he or she hates disease in the same way that God hates sin but the whole ethos of medicine is to offer healing to the patient not to deal with the anger of the doctor with the idea of disease. It’s the same with sin. Christ’s work on the cross is often presented as being something that he had to do to deal with an angry God. Using a word we find in the Book of Common Prayer it’s called “propitiation”. But I want to say to you that both Israelite and early Christian ideas of Christ’s sacrifice were not about what we as humanity do to God (i.e. make him feel better and deal with his anger at sin) but it is about what God does for humanity. It is how our sins are washed away – or expiated – by Christ’s atoning work on the cross. It’s about dealing with the disease rather than calming God down. God roots out sin so that in the words of the writer of Hebrews Christ ‘became a merciful and faithful High Priest... to make expiation for the sins of the people’ (2.17). This, in my view, is what the atonement is all about. Someone once described the atonement as an act of at-one-ment.  It was the way in which the fracture of sin, the distance between God and humanity, was closed and healed. It was the way, once for all, God acted to deal with the alienation we have from each other and from God. God dealt with the disease.

God rooted out sin, and this was not a cheap exercise as we know what it cost Christ. We know that just as Christ gave himself for us in an act of self-giving love, so we must commit ourselves to him and walk with him as a response to his graciousness. Whilst Christ’s act on the cross is an objective act – it happened in a moment in history – each of us has to claim that victory for ourselves. We must respond to the love the God showed us, just as in the same way as those first disciples responded to that first call. We are invited to “come and see”. Note the order of events. We come first and then we will see. The agnostic will say “if I can see, I will come”. I am afraid that is not the way of faith. We have to come so that we will see. We have to make a response to what Christ has already done for us.
It is about embarking on a journey that lasts a lifetime. It is that journey undertaken by Christian in Pilgrim’s Progress with many an adventure along the way.

So forget about calming God down and think more about how God has dealt with the disease of sin. If you want to be healed, “come and see”. Let’s work on the idea of at-one-ment. It is about being put into a right relationship with God and one another and anything that detracts from that must be sin.
Last night I dreamt I went to Manderley again​ – reading the first line is only the beginning. We have to push on to the end of the book, so that as we journey on through life, we can do so journeying with Christ who gave himself for us, an expiation for sin.
