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James 5.7-10              Matthew 11.2-11

Suffering and patience

‘Be patient, therefore, beloved, until the coming of the Lord’  (James 5.7).

I wonder how many of us find it hard to be patient till the Lord comes? ‘O come quickly, O come quicklyl!’ we sing in that tremendous Advent hymn we had at the end of last week’s service,  Charles Wesley’s ‘Lo he comes with clouds descending’ – but do we like it for its terrific tune, of for its sentiment?
How close are we to the first Christians, who didn’t feel at home in the world, and longed for another one to break in? I think mostof us are probably quite comfortable, and neither look nor hope for the present order to be overturned by Christ, coming on the clouds of heaven. So, iIs the gap between our settled outlook and the urgent hope of the first Christians for change simply explained by the fact that 2,000 years has past, the kingdom hasn’t broken in – and so we’ve lost the expectation? Or is there something else at work? 
James wrote his letter to a group of Christians – we don’t know where – but largely made up of people who lived on the underbelly of society – the ‘socially excluded’, as the Labour party christened such people in our society. They were longing for change, because they were longing for justice – and James promised them both, with a vision of real upheaval. Just before the passage we heard for our epistle today this is what he wrote: ‘Come now, you rich people, weep and wail for the miseries that are coming to you. Your riches have rotted, and your clothes are moth-eaten. Your gold and silver have rusted and their rust will be evidence against you, and it will eat your flesh like fire. You have laid up treasure for the last days. Listen! The wages of the labourers who mowed your fields , which you kept back by fraud, cry out, and the cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts. You have lived on the earth in luxury and in pleasure; you have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter. You have condemned and murdered the righteous one, who does not resist you.’ It’s lurid language, but we may be sure that the  brothers and sisters whom James went on to exhort to be patient were among some of those cheated day labourers who longed to see justice done on their oppressors. Our Psalm also had us singing about  those who suffer wrong, to whom the Lord will give justice ( see Psalm 146.6ff), those who are hungry, bound, blind and bowed down…strangers in the land, orphans and widows…Exactly the sort of people, in other words, to whom Jesus said he came with ‘good news for the poor’. (Luke 4.18). In fact, for all its luridness, did you recognize in  the bit of James I’ve just read  echoes of Jesus’  Beatitudes in St Luke’s Gospel, which are accompanied by  sharp declarations of woe for the rich and well-fed? (Luke 6.24ff).
People who long urgently for the coming of the Lord to put things right between rich and poor are nearly always on the underside of history. If we don’t have the same urgent longing as they do, it should give us pause for thought as to how far we’re complacent with things as they are,  simply because they suit us rather well. So what are we to do to change our ways,a nd signify a new attitude? It may not be practical for us all to impoverish ourselves to be in solidarity with our brothers and sisters, the poor; but we should be prepared to make their cause our own, not only through being charitable out of our abundance, (which is good, but perhaps not good enough), but also  by the kind of political and social engagement which struggles for justice – which struggles for signs of the kingdom to be established on earth  through fighting against corruption, exploitation and inequity, even where they’re deeply rooted in the very system which keeps us prosperous.
This is what it might mean to live prophetically – to get our hands dirty in the world of politics and protest. (And by protest, I don’t mean the kind of scenes that have gone on   this week in London and elsewhere –one of whose unfortunate   results has been to drive out of the news the UN Climate Change Conference in Mexico, and its disappointing conclusion, the manoueverings  of the wealthy and powerful, and the dangers to the poor. I take this to be a much more serious issue than that of University fees in this country, however strongly we may feel about them.)
James writes of the suffering and patience of those who live prophetically – those who are longing for  change. St John the Baptist gives us a picture of the kind of suffering and patience James may have had in mind. 

For John, when we met him prison in this morning’s Gospel was in that dreadful place of waiting which is full of foreboding, but which  has no certainty of the outcome. He was in prison – kept on hanging on as so many political prisoners are – without yet a sentence of death, but with no promise of release. This kind of waiting, in uncertainty, but with natural dread because the future threatens darkly, must be one of the worst kinds of waiting there is. And, as is so often the case, John in this state of uncertain waiting  seems to have lost his confidence in things which had seemed luminously clear to him before. And so  we find him questioning  whether it was really true that he had successfully passed on the baton to the right man – to Jesus, who had come to him at the Jordan. Was John’s whole mission as the forerunner complete, or had it led to a dead end?
If you want to find another prophet who suffered like this, and who was plagued with doubts, you can turn to the book of Jeremiah in the Old Testament, which lets us in on some of the inner agonies of the prophet’s mind – the mind of a man who was once left at the bottom of a well for days, because he’d displeased the king; the mind of a man who saw his city besieged and defeated; the mind of a man who was dragged off into exile in Egypt in the company of people who hated him, and died there, in a foreign land as a virtual captive.

It is people such as this of which James says, ‘As an example of suffering and patience, beloved, take the prophets who spoke in the name of  the Lord.’ (James 5.10). Patient suffering as we wait for the Lord’s work to be revealed  doesn’t always mean a tranquil mind, and overriding confidence in your own interpretation of things. But it does mean keeping one’s eye fixed on the main issue – that of God’s kingdom and his righteousness – even  throughout agonies of self-doubt which dark and times may bring. This is the kind of patience and endurance which will be rewarded by the coming Judge, when we meet him – whether on the Last Day of the earth (whatever that may mean) or on our own last day.

If you want to see this quality powerfully portrayed in a contemporary setting, go and see the French film ‘Of Gods and Men’ which is on at the Picturehouse till this Thursday. Based on the true story of   French Trappist monks who were  abducted and murdered in Algeria  during the conflict between Islamists and the government in the 1990s, it portrays a group of men deciding to stay in the line of danger for deeply Christian reasons. The fear and foreboding of living with threat  and conflict is palpable in the film, and it powerfully  shows the kind of self-questioning and shaken confidence such fear and uncertainty creates even in the most committed. What the film doesn’t make clear is that the brothers had to live with the fear and foreboding of attack not just for a few months, but for three years between the first attack on their monastery, and their final abduction and murder. But what does come out in the film is that even though they may not have been absolutely  serene in their waiting for what was to come, they were truly prophetic, in their absolute commitment to God, to  the poor, to justice, and to the possibility of  peaceful and respectful  coexistence for Muslims and Christians.
It’s a long film (2 hours), but well worth it. And for me it brought  vividly alive the words of the last sentence of our Epistle: ’As an example of suffering and patience, beloved, take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord.’

We may never be called upon to suffer and endure in the same kind of circumstances as those Trappists, or as John the Baptist or Jermiah. But let it not be because we’ve lacked the courage to live prophetic lives, even in less dramatic ways. Let’s determine this Advent to seek the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and to do our  bit to bring foretastes of them about, even in the confusions of our present age.
