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1 Kings 22:1-28

Romans 15:4-13

There’s a line from Isaiah from last Sunday morning’s readings which has stuck with me all week - 

We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth. Isaiah 64:6
It’s a good line to meditate on when you’re cleaning the house or the car. If you use a cloth to wipe away dirt, the cloth will become filthy.  But then if you keep on using it, you don’t get things clean any more – you’re just redistributing the muck.  My old granny used to say when she was cleaning that she was just moving the dirt from one place to another. Isaiah suggests that that’s all we’re managing with our righteous deeds – moving the filth about, not really getting anything clean. 

There must be someone in the Advent market outside selling clean cloths – tea-towels if not dusters. Advent is a good time to get out of the habit of moving the muck about: our Lord is coming, and we need to get our houses really clean for him. It’s a season of hope, and also a season of penitence, when we ask ourselves if we are ready to receive him. 
What interests me most about tonight’s Old Testament reading is how it expresses a different sort of penitence, one that focuses not simply on what I have done individually but on what we have all done together; one that focuses not simply on what we have chosen to do, but on the situations we find ourselves in, the circumstances that frame our choices.  Isaiah says we have all become like one who is unclean: too often we hear ‘each one of us has become’ (and that’s true too), but we need to pay attention to what all of us together have become. In the ambivalent mood of this Advent season, tonight’s reading invites us to reflect on how deeply we are all compromised by the messes our society and our church and our culture have got into.
St Paul speaks to the Romans of hope, and the joy and peace in believing. But the scene in the book of Kings is a different matter. Ahab, son of the great King Omri, and married to the infamous Jezebel, sits on the throne of Israel.  Ahab is not faithful to the god of his fathers; he is immoral and irreligious, but he is powerful. King Jehoshaphat of Judah, the smaller kingdom to the south, needs the protection of Ahab, an alliance with his powerful neighbour, and so is ensnared in the need to support Ahab’s war against Ramoth-gilead. In the ancient world’s equivalent of arguing for a UN Resolution before invading, Jehoshaphat seeks a prophet of the Lord to validate the invasion, and so Micaiah is sent for.  It’s not clear whether Micaiah’s initial assent to the proposed attack is genuine or ironic; but when he changes his message and warns that the king will die, he puts himself in a very vulnerable position. 

Both Jehoshaphat and Micaiah are compromised simply because they live in the shadow of an unrighteous power.  Jehoshaphat gets a better report than Ahab from the writers of Kings, but still in order to preserve his kingdom’s safety, he must be politic and follow Ahab’s lead. Micaiah clearly has a reputation as a prophet of Yahweh, which will protect him up to a point, but the King hates him, and is prepared to let him suffer assault and to imprison him.  

Jehoshaphat and Micaiah would recognise the situation we find ourselves in, a time when there is no pure or perfect course of action available any more. When decisions already taken, and circumstances beyond our control, mean that all the courses of action open to us will involve someone suffering, that our only choice is between greater and lesser evils. Is it right to continue the war in Afghanistan, to strike for a better public-sector pension deal, to support plans to renew and strengthen the Eurozone, to support legal action against the Occupy protesters?  Even the best of us are unable to find a way through these dilemmas that does not involve betraying someone or something we cherish.  We are all compromised. We are compromised as a Church by our history, by our status, and by our need to maintain unity with brother and sister Christians whose values we find abhorrent. We are compromised as a nation, as we saw so clearly in Iran this week, by our history as a colonial power, by our alliances, by our limited resources, by our ignorance and our lack of interest in the real lives of Iranian people. We are compromised as a culture by our rapacity, our economic system which undervalues natural goods like clean water and clean air, and which allows trade to be governed by profit and not by justice. We are compromised in every aspect of our public life.  We have all become like one who is unclean, and even our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth.
Like us, Jehoshaphat and Micaiah are involved in events they have no control over. A greater power frames the politics of their day, and they are vulnerable to it. If they choose a path of moral purity, they will confront the regime, placing their own cause in jeopardy, and creating suffering for people they should protect. The King of Judah chooses compromise, following the ways of God as far as he can manage without challenging the Israelite regime, while the prophet dallies with conformism before he takes a stand in opposition.  And what will you and I do? In these heavily compromised times, how do we best express our commitment to Jesus and all he stands for? Shall we carry on and do the best we can in the circumstances, or shall we protest, shall we occupy, shall we strike, shall we lobby our MP?  Shall we pay ourselves the market rate, shall we accept the tax benefits we don’t actually need or shall we give them back to charity, shall we increase our giving of money and time, volunteering to plug the gaps left by state funding cuts? Shall we stay with the Church of England or leave it? 
Have you noticed the increasing popularity of tea-towels, tea-shirts, mugs and other gift items carrying slogans like ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’, ‘Bash on Regardless’, and ‘Don’t Panic’?  Perhaps that’s the British way.  I wonder whether it’s the Jesus way?  This is the right time to ask ourselves, whether we are called to something more radical than keeping calm and carrying on. He who would save his life will lose it; but she who is prepared to take up her cross will find a path opened to greater life beyond.  Micaiah, stepping back from his earlier collusion, speaks out:  As the Lord lives, whatever the Lord says to me, that I shall speak. Jehoshaphat, trying to protect his kingdom, still pleads for a true prophet to be heard. 
And nearer us in time and space, Nicholas Ferrar, not quite 400 years ago, whose feast day the church celebrates at this time, found himself compromised in ways that sound very familiar. Born into a powerful family with extensive financial interests in the American colonies, Ferrar was involved even before he knew it with a system built on exploitation, injustice and inequality. His circumstances were privileged – an education and academic career at Cambridge, ordination as a deacon in the Church of England, and later a Member of Parliament.  But Ferrar did not live a blinkered life: forced through ill-health to travel on the continent, he took the opportunity to learn several languages and to study and befriend many alternative religious groups within and beyond Christianity.  He came back to England because he said he had a vision that he was needed – in other words, he came back out of duty and with a sense of something that must be done. He entered public life as something of a whistle-blower and campaigned against economic and political corruption, both at home and in the colonies.  In 1627 he and his extended family retired to set up an extraordinary experiment in Christian living, based in Little Gidding in Hertfordshire.  Not exactly isolated from the world, as the King visited at least once, and not quite – as some claim - the first new monastic house in England since Henry VIII dissolved the monasteries; Ferrar and his family lived as laypeople working out a new model of Christian life, retrieving ancient spiritual practises and combining them with regular worship and care for the sick and needy. Ferrar’s example inspired TS Eliot, who wrote of Little Gidding as a foretaste of heaven:
...There are other places 


Which also are the world’s end, some at the sea jaws,

Or over a dark lake, in a desert or a city – 

But this is the nearest, in place and time,

Now and in England.
Like Micaiah and Jehoshaphat, Ferrar found himself compromised and made the best choices available to him.  You and I so often restrict our penitence to our own individual choices and actions, and accept our wider circumstances as beyond our control. But more and more people now are following the example of Ferrar and the Little Gidding community, trying to find more authentic ways of living than these which leave us feeling like a filthy cloth.  The Little Gidding community was re-established in the 1970s, and there are many other Christian groups now experimenting with new ways of living and working out our path as disciples of Christ. This is a time when we can think again, as radically as Ferrar did, about how we live, how we organise our lives as citizens and workers and families and consumers, how far we need to be compromised by the existing structures and powers we find ourselves living under, and how far we can make our places – our homes, workplaces, our town and our church – ‘the world’s end.’ 
We have all become like one who is unclean, and even our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth.
But in Advent we look to the dawning light, to the birth of hope in even the most compromised of circumstances; let’s look about us carefully and see how radically we might respond, to follow in the steps of Micaiah and Ferrar and the other prophets and saints, to challenge injustice and to make our stumbling way towards the manger of our Lord Jesus. 
