Soper Sermon: Hinde Street Methodist Church, 25.1.26
Zechariah 8: 20-23		Luke 1: 57-79
I treasure from my time as a student minister the stories told by my tutor, these days my good friend, of his days as a young probationer minister in this church, working under the oversight of Donald Soper. I never had the good fortune to meet the noble Lord, but I feel as though I did: Martin’s stories have brought vividly to life for me his wit, his compassion, his clarity of thought and his immense work of leadership in the Church and British society. It’s a huge privilege today to honour Donald Soper in this place.
Among Donald Soper’s many commitments, of course, and among the things for which he was most controversial in his own day, and is still most timely in ours, is his commitment to what the Bible calls “the way of peace”. For him, that meant a complete commitment to nonviolent engagement with the woes of the world, and a pacifist stance in time of war. His conviction on this he summed up famously by saying: “You never cast out evil by evil. You can’t conquer violence by more violence, or fear by terror.”
That phrase, about the way of peace, comes from the first chapter of Luke’s Gospel, and the newly-opened mouth of the priest Zechariah, as he holds his miraculous infant son in his arms and sees in him the beginnings of a new work of God in a divided world. His song of praise, the ‘Benedictus’, has become the bedrock of my own prayer life in recent years: it expresses so beautifully for me the reality of the human condition, the faithful, patient work of God across generations and centuries, and the character of the Christian Gospel, in its promise, in Christ, of a world made new.
13 months ago, a line of it acquired new resonance for me. I live on a wide street and one afternoon there was suddenly a flurry of activity – police cars, ambulances, variously curious and frightened onlookers – on the other side of it. My neighbour, Margaret, had been attacked. Later that night, she died in hospital of her injuries and her brother was arrested and charged with her murder. As I looked out from my living room towards a galaxy of flashing blue lights, I felt more tangibly than I ever have the reality of ‘life in the shadow of death’.
Margaret isn’t, and can’t ever be, merely a statistic. But her death brought literally to my doorstep the brutal reality of the epidemic of violence which currently grips our nation and the world. I think you see it most horrifyingly in the rise and rise of domestic violence in general and violence against women in particular. Home Office figures tell us that a woman is killed by a partner or former partner every three days in Britain. A staggering 25% of women report having experienced domestic violence. In the five years to 2023, there was a 37% rise in police-reported violence against women. 
We also know from recent research the six factors which are resulting in such an epidemic: first, the rise in poverty in the last 15 years, which increases vulnerability and diminishes agency; second, a reduction in community services in the same period; third, a lack of housing, making it exponentially harder for women to escape; fourth, changes in some court processes which have led to a tiny conviction rate and the insecurity of victims; fifth, a horrifying new rise in misogyny,  toxic masculinity, and far-right views, especially in online spaces; and last, a huge rise in the numbers of displaced people and those fleeing violence internationally, making women especially vulnerable to trafficking, slavery and predatory behaviour. Not to mention our own callous indifference to their plight.
Indeed, this list demonstrates that the issue of violence against women is in fact but one symptom, one sprouting, of a much wider problem, a world deeply in love with violence – as a way of life, as an expression of strength, and even as a cure for the world’s ills. A world so convulsed by violence that it worships at its shrine, and has made an idol of it. Societies so heedless of the problem that we re-victimise and re-traumatise victims of violence seeking security and safety among us by making them the object of our hatred and bigoted rejection. We do the work of the world’s tyrants for them, simply by embracing attitudes and enacting policies towards the displaced of the world which render them the victims of our own violent ideations, trapped in hotels, even as they flee unimaginable persecutions back home.
We are a world, a society, in love with and in hoc to, violent ways of thinking and acting and living together. We are all of us caught up in it: just look at our entertainments, which offer us the myth of redemptive violence on every side. I like superhero movies and Westerns and even Tom and Jerry as much as any of us – but they all teach us to worship the same god, to offer our devotion to its creed, to sell our souls in the belief that at the final analysis all that matters, all that wins, is the might of the strongest. Or, as it was expressed by the senior policy advisor to the US President just the other day: “We live in the real world, that is governed by strength, that is governed by force, that is governed by power. These are the iron laws of the world since the beginning of time.”
Well, the biblical vision understands that people like him have always thought this way, and it reflects that even God’s people have embraced that worldview at various times. It reflects also, however, that it’s a view which, when lived out, always leads to misery, injustice, massive inequality, immeasurable suffering, and enormous pain. It never leads to God’s dream of ‘shalom’: the flourishing of all created things in a mutual and interdependent web of joy, freedom and generosity. 
Rooted in this biblical perspective, Donald Soper saw the problem of the interconnectedness of violent systems by which domestic violence and military conflict were two manifestations of the same evil: and he saw the solution too. He said: “To renounce war must… involve the dismantling of the social and economic structure which not only encourages it but also demands it. By the same token peace too is part of a system, the output of institutions which depend on the use of nonviolent means.” 
Our Old Testament reading this morning comes from the mouth of a different Zechariah, about five centuries before the father of John. He was also a priest, seeking to lead God’s people when their false god of violence had been exposed as the capricious fraud it always is. With the nation destroyed and Jerusalem in ruins, Zechariah returned with the first exiles from Babylon, to seek for God’s word and purpose for them amid the rubble of the world they’d once ruled and the wreckage, both literal and metaphorical, of their national identity. There are serious questions being addressed here. What sort of nation was Israel supposed to be, if they couldn’t be one that conquered and ruled everyone else? What should characterize their life together, if violence couldn’t cut it for them now in their weakness? Answering those questions, Zechariah offers a vision. 
How about being the kind of people that other people want to be with, he says. How about being the sort of nation whose common life is so characterized by mercy, and grace, and justice, that other nations will want in on what you have? How about being a nation of true peace? What would it be like, if instead of conquering the world through violent force, you attracted the world through the kind of generous, selfless, uncompromising zeal for truth and shalom, which allows us no rest until everyone and everything flourishes as God intended? These great Jewish virtues, truth and peace – emet and shalom – underpin Zechariah’s appeal to a broken nation seeking a new start. Root yourselves in what you know to be true. Strive for the universal peace in which alone everything finds fulness of life. 
If you do that, he says, you won’t need an army. Or to worry about territorial integrity. Border controls will be irrelevant: and indeed you’ll need to scrap borders altogether as those from other nations flock to you, drawn by the sheer attractiveness of your common life, by the clear evidence that your way of life, the way of truth and shalom, is the way of God. It’s a vision, indeed, closely related to Lord Soper’s goal of a “world government”: thought eccentric at best when he articulated it, but far more closely aligned to the biblical vision than our current violent obsession with power and strength.
I understand that, faced with the world as it is, this biblical dream of the world as it should be might seem rather difficult to attain. The prophet’s vision is a world away from the values, and the policies, economic, military and diplomatic, which we instinctively assume to be necessary and self-evidently correct. But that’s part of the point: Zechariah’s Israel had been humbled and broken open to his message precisely because it had been shattered by the superior force and even greater violence of another nation. The might of Babylon had brought them face-to-face with the lies of their idolatry and the fearful emptiness of their theology and policy. And so it is, as is always the case, that this vision of a world renewed by truth and shalom emerges from the margins of a broken nation, from the edges of human hope, from the places deemed worthless and contemptible by those still enslaved by the false god. It’s always to those places that God’s people must look, if we too would hear God’s voice and know God’s will.
It’s where we look also for hope and courage. Zechariah’s namesake five centuries later speaks as a member of a nation similarly crushed and downtrodden and marginalized by the might and force of another Empire. And he has the audacity to see, in the helpless baby in his arms, and in the child still in the womb of his wife’s unmarried teenage cousin, God’s renewed offer of hope, of truth, of shalom. The sheer audacious courage, to see in them the fulfilment of promise, the offer of a way out of violent ideation and idolatry, the chance of human flourishing and fulness of life, the reality of a new world order, founded on the ‘tender compassion’ of the one true God.
As we strive in our turn to build our life together, and our witness to the world, on the bedrock of God’s truth and shalom, days like today are so important, because they root us in the faith as it has been believed and lived by those who came before us, whose witness informs us, whose example inspires us, whose continued presence strengthens us. Thanks be to God, for the communion of saints, and among them Donald Soper, and Martin Luther King Jr, whose 97th birthday we just marked.
And thanks be too for her presence among that number of another voice from those margins whence hope comes. I keep by my desk this icon, of a fellow East Anglian. Her life spanned the 14th and 15th centuries. She thus lived and died in an era of enormous violence too, a time in which the powers of Europe were convulsed and held captive by wars which they believed embodied the will and way of God. She lived and prayed and wrote in an age of fearful and terrifying force. She lived out her faith within a Church whose leaders constantly projected onto God the anger and vengeful spirit of their own hearts, teaching that those who found themselves oppressed or ill or displaced should quietly submit to those horrors as God’s will.
But, from a quiet life at the margins, from prayerful attention to the world, and from her own experience of suffering, Mother Julian of Norwich was given a different vision. A vision of truth and shalom. A vision of a world held in and by the overwhelming love of God, through all its violent upheavals and grievous errors, through its long enslavement to false gods of violence and force. That divine love, like its God, she taught, will ultimately have the final word. It’s a love which in the end is the only balm or cure for our woes, and the only possible foundation for both our common life and world peace.
So, Julian resisted the violent men of her age, in the world and in the Church, and their heretical assertions. So must we, in our own time, building our lives on the same prayerful attentiveness and the same theological convictions. With her, we must hold tenaciously to the conviction that even our suffering, and the injustice from which it grows, will be transformed into joy by the alchemy of divine love. She wrote:
“Some of us believe that God is almighty, and can do everything; and that he is all wise, and may do everything; but that he is all love, and will do everything— there we draw back.”
At the end of her life and her teaching, she concluded:
“Thus was I taught that love was our Lord’s meaning. And I saw full surely in this and in all, that before God made us he loved us; which love was never diminished, nor ever shall be…in this love God does all his work... and in this love our life is everlastingly fixed.”
The world has never more needed this vision, or this love. It has never more needed the witness of God’s people to a better way, a fuller life, a deeper commitment. Still, we worship at the shrines of our idols of violence and force, and the effects of our error and wickedness blight the lives of millions at the margins of the world’s systems and structures of power, in every nation and community. We must hear and heed again the cry of the prophets in every age, whether their name is Zechariah, or Julian, or Martin or Donald. From the things the world derides and despises as weak and of no consequence, in every generation, from the margins and at the edges, from suffering and injustice, God’s voice is heard, God’s tender compassion is felt, God’s light dawns. Let’s start there, watching and listening and praying. And let us, starting there, strive to live together in that great peace of God, so that, in and through our life together and our witness to the world around us, the idols might be thrown down, Love might reign, and truth and shalom might at last be the hallmarks of the world’s life.
Amen.
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