King’s College Chapel: Choral Matins

October 28 2007

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

One of the great fruits of the Second Vatican Council for the Catholic Church, was the wider spreading of the banquet of Sacred Scripture for the nourishment of the faithful. This has been achieved in part by the preparation and publication of a new lectionary covering all Sundays, feasts and ferials over a three year period.  This lectionary, with comparatively few alterations now serves as the common lectionary, and is familiar to Christians of many churches.
The result has been a new familiarity with the Word of God – especially those key Old Testament texts which so enrich our understanding of the New Testament.

In preaching to you I thought to take my inspiration from today’s passages from the Book of Common Prayer – starting with that mysterious passage of Jacob’s nocturnal wrestling match with the Divine.  

I was surprised, however, when checking our own lectionary to note that this passage still does not appear in the Sunday cycle … and so my words today are not the fruit of a re-visited, far less a re-heated, sermon!

What strikes me most in the Old Testament passage is the changing of Jacob’s name … “You shall no longer be spoken of as Jacob, but as Israel, because you have contended with divine and human beings and have prevailed”. (Gen, 32, 28)
Throughout scripture the attribution of a name, or the changing of it, is full of significance – from God naming Adam and Eve, to Adam naming the animals, and God naming himself – Yahweh – I am who I am.
The name describes nature and signifies purpose or mission.

One is reminded of the dialogue in the New Testament between Christ and Peter … “Simon, son of Jonah, it was not flesh and blood which revealed these things to you but my Father in Heaven … and so I say you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church …” (Matt, 16,18)

Other examples abound – Abram becomes Abraham, Saul becomes Paul and so on …

The significance of giving a new name is underlined in the Rites of Initiation – at baptism and confirmation.  Not only are we given a new name, we are given a new mission … a very definite mission.  It becomes our nature and therein lies our existential challenge.
Each of us must struggle – rather as Jacob struggled with the divine visitor - to discern what vocation God has for us, and struggle in prayer for the grace to fulfill it.

Gianfranco Ravasi, the former prefect of the Ambrosian Library in Milan and newly appointed President of the Pontifical Commission for Culture, explores the theme with wisdom and humour in his book “Breviario Laico”. 

He tells the story of four persons – Everyone, Someone, Each One and No-one.  

There was an urgent task to be carried out, and Everyone was certain Someone would do it.  Each One could have done it, but No-one did it.  In the end Each One blamed Someone because No-one did what Anyone could have done.

How often have we seen such a scene played out in our personal or professional lives? Such a vignette exposes vividly the dangers of failing to know and follow one’s vocation.
That great English churchman John Henry Cardinal Newman puts the struggle to discern the Divine will in prayer form …
“My God, you have created me to do you some definite service. You have given some work to me which you have not given to another.  I have my place in your plan …”

The court official in the Gospel passage, whose son had fallen ill did not realize the place he had in the divine plan … yet he fulfilled it through his decision to believe; his leap of faith.
His situation, in human terms, seems dire – a dying child, overwhelming responsibilities, challenges to his belief.

Yet by putting his faith in Christ – “Sir, come down before my child dies,” – he plays his part in the revelation of God through those very “signs and portents” which he stands accused of desiring, and without which the Lord suggested, he would not believe.
Just as Jacob struggled with the Divine in the night, so too does this court official in a figurative sense wrestle with Christ to have his prayer answered. And it is in his assent of faith that he achieves what he had been so desperate to hope for.
We struggle with God every day of our lives.

This struggle which cannot be reduced to an intellectual exercise or a debate about proofs is therefore not confined to Academia. It is met in every stratum of society and in every human condition.  However in a venerable university such as this, the thirst after truth will inevitably take a particular form.

A demanding research, an ever-closer reading of texts, an energetic experimentation … The library and the laboratory – these are most often the arenas of our struggle.

It was Plato, in his Apologia of Socrates, who wrote that a life without searching or research, is a life not worth living.
In our search after Truth we are not to be unduly alarmed by our doubts … doubt is, after all, the natural corollary of belief: for if, in the process of reaching faith, we were to find, by reason, certainty of things unseen, our faith would be not the saving gift of God but the conclusion of an intellectual exercise. It would be our work, and not God’s in an encounter of His Spirit with ours. Indeed we would appear to be making God the subject of our reasoning. That is why it is not for us to prove the existence of God, nor the things of faith, but rather to demonstrate the reasonableness of faith. That implies a certain humility. It exposes us as vulnerable to the certainties of the atheist, and yet we can often be at our most impressive when we are at our most vulnerable, when we can be seen to be wrestling with the Divine. 

Recently the presenter of Radio 4’s Today Programme, John Humphries, wrote of his struggle with belief.  In his journey he met faith leaders of all the great world religions.

When asked who had impressed him most, his answer was instant – Rowan Williams had come closest to converting him, not through any dazzling theological insight, but in his humble description of his own personal groping after truth.

“Groping after truth …” The honest searcher is never left without a lantern on his journey.  Faith at the beginning is no more and no less than trust.  
The court official “believed what Jesus had said and started on his way …” 

And “while he was still on his way” he got the news he hoped for, the news that brought him joy – the good news – the Gospel of Life.
For in truth, the dark gave way to the dawn; his wrestling was done, and “he and all his household believed”.

Amen.
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