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Luke 14: 27-33
Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be my disciple
Oskar Pistorius of course has had his cross to bear.  Both legs lost in early life.  Who can imagine what that – let’s call it mutilation – does to a person.  Then we reflect on the extraordinary drive which led him to transcend those physical limitations and become a world class athlete.  Not just a physical triumph but a triumph of the human spirit.  And now we are watching as the laborious processes of justice attempt to work out what has happened in this story of the meeting of personal heroism with celebrity culture.  Was it simply a completely tragic accident?  Or was it cold-blooded and premeditated murder?  Or was it the darkness and the unmanaged anger – the shadow side of that extraordinary drive to overcome disability and to win?  And if we had more time, we might think about the tragic story of Chris Huhne and Vicki Pryce.
The Chaplain’s Lent Card invites us to ‘Who am I?’ exploration – personality, character, the dark side.  I was sitting in the traffic on Thursday thinking of nothing in particular and listening to one of the Radio 4 book programmes.  The suggestion was that we should all read novels because we need to seek places of transcendence in our lives.  And beyond novels, the possibilities offered were beautiful music and food.  No mention of spirituality and faith, I thought to myself as the lights turned to green.  
If we had more time, we could explore what it means to say that we live in a secular society.  But to be simplistic about it ... It seems to me that the secular myth on one hand tells us that there is nothing more than what we can see – just that and no transcendence.  And in closing us down on the side of light and transcendence, it also allows a certain complacency about the dark side.  Secular attitudes, of course, are not just an 'out there' thing.  They are part of the unexamined make-up of all of us - part of the reason why we set out on the search for meaning and purpose which sometimes reaches the staging post of faith commitment - but which at the same time makes faith commitment a challenge.
I have spent much of my life working in the space between the light and the dark.  I’m here this weekend because of the work of Professor Biagini in modern Irish History.  I have seen enough in my life in my native Ireland to believe that people can be consumed by the dark – twisted words of hatred, fear and suspicion coming out of minds often housed in twisted bodies.  I've struggled against sectarianism – an evil which plagues both Ireland and Scotland.  It is of course the dark side of a natural and wholesome search for identity.
In the church – in ministry – we have to be extra aware of it because you think that the dark is always somewhere else.  When bishops write references to one another about clergy seeking appointment, the traditional phrase which we use is ‘safe to receive’   That can mean many things.  But in this context it means a person who knows how strangely close the dark side is to the practice of what is good – how the clear-eyed and inspirational leader frustrated can become a dictatorial bully; how the compassionate pastor who becomes tired can become manipulative; how a faith which teaches life abundant can make people narrow and judgemental.
You will have your own pictures of this as you explore the values questions of how you use gifts, talents and opportunities … how you explore relationships and the giving and receiving of love.
Listen to Jesus saying, ‘Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be my disciple’ – and let’s think about why he says that and what it might mean.  Jesus was plainly an extremist.  That must be why St Luke goes on to say these rather strange things about counting the cost before you build and before you go to war.  But he then says, ‘You have to give up all your possessions’
When I heard that I need to find transcendence, I hear it as meaning that I should live on a large map.  It’s about the emotional and spiritual range across which we live our lives – our awareness of people and sensitivity to them – our sense of the meaning and value of our own lives, our potential and our values.
But of course the greater the range, the greater the danger – paradoxically the more we attempt to live big-hearted lives the closer the dark stuff seems to be.  I struggle a bit with that statement myself but it seems to me that it is where the story of Oskar Pistorius leads us.
To be a disciple of Jesus is to find a way of living a big and generous life and at the same time being safe to receive.  And I think that the reason for that is that it provides a point of reference for that life which is other than ourselves – an antidote to our secular tendency to make ourselves the centre of our own world.  Push it one stage further and it leads us to the point where however capable we may be in many respects we realise that the walking of the tightrope between light and dark is a dangerous enterprise without the spiritual support which is part of discipleship.  Discipleship is an injection of humility - the recognition that we are not the centre and that we cannot do it all unaided.
It seems to me that your time here is a precious opportunity to reflect on these things, in hopes and possibilities and on values.  It's time to be aware of the tightrope along which we walk on the journey towards achievement and on the journey towards love.  May it be for you a journey towards discipleship and towards God.
