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Portsmouth Diocesan Conference: Forming the Mind of the Disciple’.

Our theme yesterday was ‘forming the mind of the disciple’, and so I have picked a passage from Isaiah, again not a very well-known one, that is concerned with insight and good judgement.  It is a prophecy of a future time when the world will be well-ordered, and given that it begins by prophesying that ‘a king will reign in righteousness’, we might say it is a messianic prophecy, like some of the predictions of the coming king in Jeremiah and elsewhere in Isaiah.  It looks forward to a time when people will enjoy good government—there is the very memorable image that every official who rules justly will be ‘like a hiding-place from the wind’, ‘like streams of water in a dry place, like the shade of a great rock in a weary land’.  And such good government will be possible because of the transformation of people’s minds.  ‘The minds of the rash will have good judgement … a fool will no longer be called noble.’  ‘Those who are noble plan noble things, and by noble things they stand.’  ‘Noble’, nadibh, is a technical term for the generous and just quality of a good ruler.  The passage continues by spelling out that in a nation ruled by such people, ‘justice will dwell’ even ‘in the wilderness’: ‘the effect of righteousness will be peace, and the result of righteousness, quietness and trust for ever.’, with the people dwelling ‘in a peaceful habitation, in secure dwellings, and in quiet resting-places’.   I really have little idea when this passage was written, but the points it makes are valid for all time in the Old Testament’s way of looking at things: good and wise rule results in what ancient Israel saw as the ideal state of society, where people can ‘pass their time in peace and quietness’, as the Prayer Book collect puts it.  We may recall Isaiah’s advice to his people: ‘In returning and in rest you shall be saved, in quietness and trust shall be your strength’.  

Now as a recipe for social action this message may easily seem deficient.  It places too much stress on peace and quietness at the expense of good things that we value today such as freedom, equality, and tolerance.  It works with a deeply conservative view of what makes a good society, though it must be said that compared with the regimes most people at most times have lived under, its vision of an enlightened monarchy is better than most.  But I’m concerned with the passage this morning more with what it can tell us about ourselves than with what it might have to say in terms of political commitment.  Those who are God’s disciples in the Old Testament as in the New need to develop a deep wisdom, and it is such wisdom that this piece of Isaiah is talking about.  We can note in any case, much as we did yesterday, that wisdom as conceived here is understood not as an ethereal, mystical quality but as resulting in god behaviour towards others, especially those with needs that can be met.  ‘Fools speak folly, and their minds plot iniquity; to practise ungodliness, to utter error concerning the LORD, to leave the craving of the hungry unsatisfied, and to deprive the thirsty of drink … to ruin the poor with lying words.’  If the ideal of society here is a conservative one, it is certainly one in which those in a position to affect the poorer members of society are to be judged according to their practical conduct towards such people.  It’s no good, in this account of matters, to claim wisdom if at the same time you’re exploiting others.  Wisdom for the Old Testament in general always goes hand in hand with social commitment, and it can never be claimed by anyone who doesn’t live a useful and practically beneficial life in wider society.  Humans in the Old Testament view are political animals in the sense that they make sense only in society, and there is absolutely no ideal of the detached sage with no practical activity in which to show the divine wisdom he possesses.  Think of the wise woman at the end of Proverbs, who is not simply a person of deep understanding but also one who looks after her family and attends to matters of business when needed, a Martha rather than a Mary, we might say.  Christianity has of course developed a respect for the person who lives in detachment from the world through some of its monastic ideals, but it never sees even the most separated hermit as living for his or her own sake: their vocation serves the whole people of God and has practical consequences in promoting love and care among all.  But the Old Testament is much more explicit about this practical aspect of wisdom, and sees the good life as life lived in a social and political context.

So what can we learn about the mind of the disciple from a passage such as this?  What does it tell us that we can’t tell ourselves?  Above all perhaps that wise people are those who cause others to flourish.  This is the acid test of wisdom, of having a well-formed mind: that it issues in a way of life that leads to good for others.  Flourishing, in fact, is in many ways the best image for both what we aspire to for ourselves and what, if we’re Christians we want to bring to other people.  It’s a much more exciting image than obedience or righteousness, which tend to stress what has to be avoided, and it speaks instead of positive goodness, overflowing in blessings on everyone around us.  Instead of asking simply whether an action we are planning is right or wrong we may sometimes get further by asking whether it promotes flourishing, our own or someone else’s.  When people feel that God is directing them to do some specific thing, a good test for whether this is likely to be right is: will it promote human flourishing?  And for those in any kind of pastoral ministry, the ideal of aiming to help others to flourish is a very helpful one.  We are right as pastors of God’s people to realize we have a calling to weep with those who weep, to stand by others in times of trouble and distress.  But we need to remember that we are also meant to rejoice with those who rejoice.  It can be part of the pastoral calling to help people enjoy good and happy parties as well as to stand by them in their hour of need.  So many people have poor and depleted lives, devoid of happiness and any kind of joy, and helping them to be joyful is certainly part of what makes a good pastor.  I don’t of course mean by that appearing in all circumstances with a spray-on smile, but something more profound: helping other people to open up the channels of joy that are there around them, if only they can be detected in what often seems an arid desert of bad human experience.  To help others to flourish is a good calling, and a good litmus test of our own actions is whether or not they promote such flourishing, rather than limiting other people and locking them in misery.  

What kind of formation leads one to be the sort of person who can help others flourish?  It is of course right to stress that God alone can form us, in the end: we don’t do it ourselves.  But there are ways of laying oneself open to the shaping hands of God, and they lie as Christian teachers have always stressed, down the road of acquiring certain habits of mind and action.  Leading a Christian life is a matter of prayer, of consciously giving space for God to get to work on us, and of looking out for ways in which we can do the will of God even when we don’t feel like it.  You may know Max Beerbohm’s story The Happy Hypocrite, in which a wicked man falls in love with a woman who says she will only love him in return if he has the face of a saint.  He buys himself a saintly mask, realizing that it is hopeless for him ever to acquire a saintly face by nature.  Having such a mask, however, he finds himself doing all sorts of good things because, with those looks, people expect them of him, though he feels he is a total hypocrite for pretending to be a good man.  Eventually his wife insists that he remove the mask, and of course his face has turned into the same saintly appearance that the mask had given him.  Though a complete hypocrite he has now turned into the saint he has been impersonating.  All Christians are happy hypocrites.  We are not really good; we just have to pretend to be, by acting as we would if we were.  Then God starts to take a hand, and makes the good we pretend to do into our real character.  
A prayer by Janet Morley

May holy Wisdom, kind to humanity, steadfast, sure, and free, the breath of the power of God, who makes all things new, in every age, enter our souls and make us friends of God; through Jesus Christ.  Amen.

