Hope and improvisation

Genesis 4: 1-16; John 7:53-8:11

We are a university community. Part of the duty of a university, especially an ancient one, is to summon a community to reflect. In that task history helps us. The Roman philosopher Seneca was tutor to the Emperor Nero, and lived in a time uncomfortably like our own, in that moral standards were made relative to power. Flattery and spin were a cancer destroying civil society. In a treatise on Anger, Seneca told a memorable story. A nobleman of fabulous wealth once entertained the Emperor Augustus to dinner. One of the slaves, who was little more than a child, broke a crystal goblet.  The nobleman, Vedius Pollio, ordered him to be led away to die. He ordered that he should be thrown alive into a tank where a number of enormous fish were being fattened for the table. The child struggled and fought, and broke free from those who were restraining him, and flung himself at the feet of Augustus. He begged not that he should not die, but simply that he should not have to die in that manner.  Seneca tells us that Augustus was shocked. This inventive cruelty sprang from Pollio’s desire to impress through his extravagance. Augustus stood up and ordered that the child should be set free. He ordered that every item of crystal in the house should be smashed and the fragments poured into the tank of the fish. He rebuked his friend: “Are a man’s bowels to be torn apart because your cup is broken?”  And so we see a vigorous restoration of values: The life of a child is worth more than a cup, no matter how rare that cup may be.  It is unfitting to display our power through making human life cheap. A child may not be used to fatten exotic fish for the table. There is no reason to believe that this story is not true. 

The story is interesting because Augustus broke the rules. He was a guest and he interfered in a domestic matter, and one which concerned a slave who was Pollio’s property. Yet the independence, mercy and appropriateness of Augustus’ intervention are remarkable.

Let me tell you a contrasting story from the ancient Christian church. In the mid-third century, St Laurence was a deacon in Rome during the persecution by the Emperor Valerian. Laurence fell under suspicion, and was ordered by the Prefect of Rome to gather together and deliver up all the treasure of the Christian Church. Three days later, Laurence led to the Prefect to a church, and opening the doors, showed him that he had collected together all the sick and the lame, the widows and the orphans, the very poor and the helpless. He opened the doors and said: “Here are the riches of the Christian Church.” 

Laurence’s action was astonishing, and to this day it causes us to catch our breath. In a situation of grave threat, Laurence placed his finger unerringly, yet paradoxically, upon that which was central. Yet in acting in the specific way he did, he was not explicitly following a commandment of the Old Testament, or a saying from Jesus. There were no legal precedents, and we can only say that, steeped in scripture and worship, he improvised like an actor without a script. 

Did Augustus not improvise? Yes, he did. But I suggest that with him we see an action of theatrical virtue, performed by a person in a position of absolute power. His was not a Christian act and it was as narcissistic in its grandeur as the act of cruelty it rebuked. This is still a temptation today, in the mouths of those who hold great power. St Laurence was powerless, and as reward for that distinctive piece of Christian drama, he was roasted to death on a gridiron or beheaded. The tradition varies. But we learn that it is hard for the powerful to improvise in a disinterested way. 

The notion of improvisation is what I want to draw to your attention. Improvisation is an act without an exact precedent. It is neither an imitation nor a repeat. It is not a legal compliance, but it is an act of faithfulness. It is attentive to the circumstances, and it is new. 

In the action of St Laurence there was a benign and courageous creativity supported by a faith in what is good. There was a vibrant sense of purpose; a recognition of another reality. There was hope in the future. 

Early Christianity could make such a move because it was confident that this was how God acted. So let me turn to the passages read to us from scripture. In the book of Genesis, we are told the story of creation and fall; of expulsion from Eden, of the birth of children, and the beginning of family life. We are told of those deep rooted and inexplicit hatreds which can devour siblings, churches and even universities.  So Cain killed Abel, and the Lord said to him: “Your brother’s blood cries to me from the ground”.  Yet in response to that shocking and disproportionate act, God did not follow that precept which forms part of the Covenant after Noah: “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for God made man in his own image”.  Instead, God improvised: God said: “If anyone slays Cain, vengeance shall be taken on him sevenfold”. So God responded to the murder of Abel with another act of creation in the disclosure of unexpected and undeserved mercy. God’s act was paradoxical. Cain, in a sense, was re-invented. 
We turn to the reading from the New Testament. Here a woman has been caught in the very act of adultery, so the question of innocence or proof does not arise. Yet Jesus, in an instance of what I want to call improvisation, did not pass sentence or side with those who were calling for her blood.  A response was called for, and Jesus gave an utterly unexpected one: “Neither do I condemn you; go, and do not sin again”. 

That response does not ignore the crime. Nor is it a cheap grace, which dishonours both recipient and giver. Jesus did not say, “It doesn’t matter”. Jesus was utterly uncompromising, yet his reply teaches us that while we may not ignore sin, neither are we to yield to the illusion that healing arises through striking back, that a vilification of the other is a necessary part of the preservation of the self. In his word of forgiveness, filled with hope, Jesus created for the woman a new future. 
Affirmation of a new future is captured in a vivid and now famous phrase from Pope Alexander who founded this University in a place where there lived “men who are rude, ignorant of letters and almost barbarous” (homines rudes et litterarum ignari et fere indomiti). Yet, against such odds, in an act of courageous and paradoxical creativity, because he was motivated by trust in the living God, Pope Alexander founded the university so that diligent persons may win that pearl of knowledge which “leads to a clear understanding of the secrets of the universe, (which) helps the untaught, and (which) raises to eminence those born in the lowest estate”. Thus the purpose of the foundation was not narcissistic self-grandeur but a committed belief in an unrealistic expectation. 
This chapel, the very shape of which was intended to enhance the music of praise, holds the bones of William Elphinstone and Hector Boece, Founder and first Principal, who implanted and nurtured that very hope. Since that time, again and again, perhaps most noticeably in the last 10 years, this University has re-invented itself. Within these walls, in another act of irenic stubbornness, John Forbes, Professor of Divinity, in 1640 defended his refusal to sign the National Covenant. Here the mystic Henry Scougal is buried. Here John Wesley preached. Here today you hear the new Aubertin organ, here today new compositions are performed, here Moderators and Archbishops may share in worship as firm friends. 
Seventeen hundred years ago, at great risk, St Laurence disclosed the real treasure of the church. Today, in gentler but harshly cynical times, when you open the door to this chapel you will find a plaque which proclaims:
Here one may

Without much molestation

Be thinking what he is

Whence he came from

What he has done

And to what the King has called him.
That plaque is about having a purpose. 
After 500 years, this renovated and cherished building still reminds us of God’s surprising capacity to improvise, that merciful imagining of a different reality which lies so close to the University’s mission, and is still the source of its greatest distinction. 
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