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Lent 3 11th March 2007  ‘Learning our calling while still in Exile’         

In the narrative of the Old Testament there are two great stories of loss, insecurity and threat.  The first story is the story of exodus (which John Briggs shared with us last week).  It is the 40 years of wandering in the wilderness where the Hebrew people were taught to learn who they were, lean on God, and follow his calling.  The direct journey, of course, without learning from God, could have been completed in just three weeks.

The second narrative is not quite so well known, a story from which we often know just snippets (Daniel in the lion’s den, the three men in the fiery furnace, and the line “By the waters of Babylon”.)  This second story is the story of ‘exile’.  And it is this exile experience of Israel that most closely mirrors our experience today.

600 years before Jesus came the armies of Babylon entered the holy city of Jerusalem and destroyed it -- tearing down the Temple in the process.  The King, Royal Household, and  all those in positions of authority and leadership were deported back to the Babylonian capital, in what we now call Iraq.

They also took all who were rich, educated or influential -- what we would now call today ‘the middle classes’.  They left behind labourers, those who worked the land and the poor.  It was a savage demise of the proud nation.

We need to be reminded, however, that the agony of this exile was not just that they had been geographically displaced, but that it had been an assault on their social, moral and cultural life.  In short, it felt like someone had come and ripped out their very heart and soul.

So here they were miles from home, in an alien land, attempting to keep their faith in an unsympathetic culture.  And what most distressed them was that their most trusted symbols of faith were mocked, trivialised and dismissed.  Exile was an experience of abandonment -- abandoned by God himself.  It was the end of the world as they had known it.

Now many argue that this experience of exile, the loss of the authority of the monarchy and the destruction of the Temple (the two great symbols that defined Israel), is analogous is to our loss of certainty, stability and control today.

The Jews who were deported felt that they were immersed in a dominant culture that did not acknowledge their God, their history or their tradition.

We live in a culture that exercises its power through the economic market - a market that does not acknowledge God, the importance of the spiritual life, or our Christian tradition.

The Jews found themselves, though, in a city where they could make a living - in fact quite a decent living.  Some like Daniel rose to high office -- but they knew that this was not their way of life, and their hearts were somewhere else.

We live in a country where most of us have made a good living, again, quite a decent living.  Some to have risen to high office -- but we too have that sense that our true home is really elsewhere.

We find that we suffer the same experience as the exiles in Babylon when our most treasured symbols of faith are mocked, trivialised or dismissed.  Often they are simply ignored -- not even considered as worthy of comment.

For the Jews, it seemed as if the glory of the Lord had departed.  And now, even their children were losing faith in what they as their parents had always held dear back in Israel.

As churches today we grieve the fact that our congregations are getting ever more elderly.  The heydays of the past with full churches and vigorous missions seem like a distant memory.  And many of our children are not following in our footsteps, in the way that we have always expressed our faith.

This folks, is an experience of exile.

It is not just the church, however, that is experiencing this disorientation and loss.  It is happening in the world about us, in the Western World in particular.  No longer does there seem to be stability or predictability.  Governments are impotent in the face of the international economic market.  The promises of reason and science, while bringing us great benefits, have not saved us from ourselves.  In fact we are more fragmented (i.e. ‘not-whole’) than ever, and now we face the challenge of ecological issues too.

A theologian called Langdon Gilkey, wrote a book called book ‘ The Sacred and the Scientific’ in which he argued that the overriding spiritual and cultural fact of our generation is the end of the Enlightenment – the Enlightenment being a model of life concerned for ‘Control through Knowledge’ (all forms of knowledge: scientific, economic, political, psychological, etc.).  He argued that confidence in the Enlightenment agenda is now coming to an end.

And so many of the places where you work are unpredictable and uncertain contexts (locally we have the reorganisation at Astrazeneca with job losses which may affect some of you).  In work, your lives are ruled by targets and performance outputs; and you feel that this dehumanises you and those you work with.  It is hard to find meaning in your work when the main objective is to do better (or more) than last time.  Our working lives are full, but many of us are no longer fulfilled.

There were three main temptations that Israel faced while they were in their exile: Blame, Despair and Assimilation.

1. BLAME:  
When anything goes wrong we often look for a culprit to take the wrap.  While there was definitely sin that led Israel to suffer the judgement of exile, it wasn't quite as simple as pointing the finger at a few people -- as if it was all their fault.  The roots of their predicament were historical as well as systemic.

In the church today we can blame those who led the churches, say, 30 or 40 years ago.  Some will try to blame the Liberals or the high church people -- but, sadly, it is not as simple as that.

In society we used to blame the unions and the communists.  But we’ve moved on and now we blame immigrants, or young people, or those who live on council estates (as we often call them).  We also look to blame teachers for not giving children the right instruction, as we've already given up on blaming social workers.

But the witness of the Old Testament is this -- blame gets us nowhere.

2.  The second temptation the exiles faced was DESPAIR:  
"There is no hope, there is no way back, nothing new will happen, it will all end in tears."  It was a fatalistic voice which today finds an echo in many people’s lives.  The suicide rates of men are three times as high as that for women.  And among men, the rates is highest among young men.  There seems for some to be nowhere else to turn.

There is a paradox at the heart of our lives.  Most people want more income and will strive for it.  Yet as Western societies have got richer over the past 50 years, people have not become any happier.  Some have then given in to the temptation of despair.

3.  The third, and strongest, temptation the Jewish people faced in exile was to ASSIMILATE:  
The culture of Babylon was so rich, and so strong that it was easier to give in to its domination, to forget the God of Israel and enjoy life while you can.  After all, a good life could be had in Babylon.  So it was easier to give in to the mass consciousness that surrounded them in that great city where they made their living.

I think we can probably recognise this temptation, of all three, most clearly.  The domination of our consumerist culture is so strong that it has seduced us and caused many of our children to believe that this is reality.  The power of the secular economic mindset is so strong and overwhelming that it is easier to join in the party -- to assimilate.  We can then forget our homeland, where we have come from as spiritual beings.

In our western culture, having a sense of calling is profoundly counter cultural, because the primary ideology of our time is autonomy -- to do one's own thing; self-actualisation, self-assertion, and self-fulfilment.  It is natural today, in fact expected, that we should live an ‘un-called life’ - as self-realisation and personal choice have taken the place of vocation.

The political writer and activist Noam Chomsky says this about our predicament: ‘What remains (today) of democracy is largely the right to choose among commodities.  Business leaders have long explained the need to impose on the population a “philosophy of futility” and “lack of purpose in life” to “concentrate human attention on the more superficial things that compromise much of fashionable consumption.”’  Assimilation leads us into shallow lives where meaning loses its value.
It was, however, exactly during Israel's experience of exile that some amazing things started to happen:

1. A remnant, a few people, did not lose faith, and instead were a people who started to imagine a different future.

2. These few people worked for the peace of Babylon (yes their evil captors!), as they knew their peace was to be found in the midst of that context -- not by escaping elsewhere.

3. It was in this setting that some of the prophets, and others, found their calling and vocation; and against all odds did not settle for a life of comfort.

4. It was while in exile that major portions of the Old Testament were written -- including the highlights of the Old Testament, the wisdom literature.

5. It was here that the seeds were sown for the coming of the Messiah, as Israel could no longer boast of being a mighty nation.

6. And after about a 500-year wait, Jesus was born; which ended the driest period in the history of Israel.

So what are we to do?

We can give in to the temptations of blame, despair or assimilation -- and frankly many of us will probably settle for that.  But some of us, for the sake of Church and nation, must hang on to the God of our homeland - that place where our hearts really reside.  We must refuse the world’s the verdict that it is all over.  We must not settle for the quiet life, but we should strive for peace.  We do not need to be optimistic air-heads to be people of hope.  And we must talk to each other of this hope to build up our courage; and then have the boldness to bring it into being.

We must also seek to relieve ourselves of the exhaustion and weariness of Church and life in general, and find space and room to talk together of what can be.

Then we can stand in readiness for the new things that God will do.  But there will be danger and risk, yet Christ will be with us.

In the middle of the experience of exile, Isaiah spoke these words to people like us, who could also have easily lost heart (and actually many did):

Fear not, for I have redeemed you;
   I have called you by name, you are mine. 
When you pass through the waters, I will be with you;
   and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you;
when you walk through fire you shall not be burned,
   and the flame shall not consume you.   Isa 43.1-2
Lord, the power of the world

  about us

  seems so overwhelming

  and unconquerable.

It often seems that you are not Lord

  but the consumerist economic market is.

Help us to look back in our story

  to the example of the exile

  (and also the early church 

  under the dominant culture of Rome)

to see that you are still

  in charge,

and then give us the courage

  to believe

  to hope

  to wait

  and to work.

In the name of Jesus, 

Lord of all the world, 

  we pray.  

  Amen.

