The God of the Nations and the Charter of the Earth

A Sermon preached by John M Hull to students of the Queen’s Foundation,

in the Queen’s Chapel on Monday 6th March 2007.

Exodus 33:1-6; Romans 4:1-12.

Introduction

The passage from Exodus describes the plight of the Israelites after their disastrous betrayal of God.  They had been brought out of slavery into a relative freedom, but had abandoned the Lord God for false gods, and now faced a future without the divine favour.

The passage from Romans also deals with a covenant made by God with human beings, only this time it is with an individual, Abraham.  The results of Abraham’s faithfulness are traced down the centuries to the newly founded Christian Church, the members of which are described as children of this faithful Abraham.

These two passages are intended to help us to reflect upon the readings for the second Sunday in Lent, which some of us may have heard in churches yesterday, if we are in this kind of tradition.  These included the account of the covenant made between God and Abraham (Genesis 15: 1-12 and 17-18) and the account of how Jesus wept over the fate of the City of Jerusalem (Luke 13:31-35).

One can understand why such a theme was chosen for the serious season of Lent.  In a time of critical self examination, of repentance, and a time of preparation for the terrible betrayal of Jesus by his friends, his ekklesia and his government, we do well to consider the character of agreements, both between individuals and God, and wider agreements and treaties made by governments to their people, to other peoples, and even international covenants.

The individualism of the Christian tradition as most of us have received it has conditioned us to find it easy to think of letting Jesus Christ into our personal lives, and to believe that God has a purpose for us.  We probably also find it quite natural to think of God as being in covenant with our denominations, and we may also believe that God is at work in individual congregations.  Perhaps a good deal of ministry is taken up with the problem of whether our congregations take seriously the idea that God has a plan for them.  But it is for most of us more difficult to think of God being in covenant relation with our nation.

The Covenant with Britain and America

This has not always been the case.  The English Protestant Reformers of the sixteenth century had no doubt that England was in covenant relation with God, and that God had called out the English nation as a witness to the truth of the Gospel.  This concept was broadened as the United Kingdom was formed in 1706, and it became the Christianising mission of the British Empire in the nineteenth century.

God of our fathers known of old

Lord of our ancient battle line

Beneath whose mighty hand we hold

Dominion over palm and pine.

Wider yet and wider may thy bounds be set!

God who made thee mighty make thee mightier yet!

Today we must admit that such words offer little more than a touching nostalgia and a cheer at the last night of the Proms.

In the case of our great neighbour on the other side of the Atlantic, a belief in the ’manifest destiny’ of the American people, and the rise and fall of the nation being understood in terms of the faithfulness of the nation to its destiny under God, remained a genuine source of inspiration for much longer.  In some respects, it is still alive and influential.  On the other hand, most serious American people of faith known to me are now scornful of this, believing that the corruptions of power, and the arrogance of military might, have destroyed whatever remnants of credibility this belief might have possessed.

The God of Nations

So where is the God of the Nations? It looks as if the rising powers of the new century, China and India, will not be Christian nations like those of Europe and North America, if they can be described in this way.  No matter how fast the growth of Christian churches may be in Asia, it seems unlikely that the ideals of Christian faith will become anything like the Christian conscience of the so-called Christian nations of the past.  But does the sovereignty and Lordship of Almighty God depend upon people having Christian faith?  Is not the Creator also the lord of all worlds, and of all peoples, whether or not faith in Jesus Christ is acknowledged?  Faith in God changes us, but God is true even though every human should become a liar!

Yet still we hear the message which commands us to proclaim the Good News to the nations, and that one day the Kingdoms of this world will become the Kingdoms of our God and of God’s Christ.  Shall not Christ be preached to the nations?  Yes, indeed.  Shall the Bible be translated into every tongue?  Most certainly!

But I put it to you this afternoon, Christian brothers and sisters, as you prepare for your ministries, that the purpose and plan of God may be wider than we think.  The Lord of Hosts is not constrained by our feebleness, and beneath the aching heart of this wounded world, there is still the workings of the Holy Spirit, who like the wind and the fire, cannot be predicted or managed.

While we take faith in Christ to the nations, we must remember that Christ is there before us as the light that enlightens every human.  We do not only go to take Christ but to find him. We go not only as apostles but as explorers and as enquirers.

The Judgement and the Mercy of God

What we find when we look out beyond the limits of what we sometimes regard as church, is an astonishing movement of the human spirit, a coming together of the hopes and fears of millions, and a stirring up of a sense that our species itself has a common responsibility for the earth.  This is the product of the threatened climate change, which can only be dealt with, if at all, by a concerted effort of all people.  The sense of a common life is also driven by fear, the fear of nuclear proliferation, the creation of a more dangerous world.  Are not these fears the mighty hand of the judgement of God upon the nations, and on us?  And may we not see in the spiritual movements towards repentance and mutuality a trace, maybe more than a trace of the grace of a God who says ‘I am for you!”

One of the features of this coming together in fear and in hope is a remarkable agreement that has been slowly developed over the last ten or fifteen years.  It is an expression of the covenant between the human species and the planet, and it is called the Earth Charter.  The rest of our service will consist of a reading and an exploration of the Charter.

As we go into this part of our worship, let us remember two things: our mission is not ours but the mission of the self-giving Triune God.  And secondly, God is greater than we think.

Amen.   May God bless us and grant us the mercy of repentance and the refreshment of grace during this solemn season of Lent.
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