Two turtle doves
Psalm 89.1-14; Matthew 1. 1-17			Sunday 26 December 2010
On the second day of Christmas, my true love gave to me ... two turtle doves. 
I’m sure one of the first card games I learnt was Snap. A child is taught to recognise a pair (as opposed to a pear tree)! So that as we grow we realise that if you have a pair of gloves, it is most useful to hold on to both, otherwise one hand will get cold; and that if at all possible all these socks which emerge from the washing machine quite want to reunited one with another. To have two working eyes does make a difference, equally hearing on both sides, and so on. The animals went in two by two, just as God when he created humankind, male and female He created them. Two’s company; just as for good measure we keep frequently a spare in reserve, another kettle that still works, a backup source of heating, and so on. There’s a sense of wholeness about two turtle doves.
But as you may know, behind the Christmas song was another layer of meaning, maybe several layers indeed. And the suggestion around Christmas with two turtle doves is rather good, I think, for it being about the two Testaments, the Old and the New. When Jesus was presented in the Temple as an infant, there was also an offering of two doves, as the [Old Testament] Law required .... Let not the worship of Jesus Christ, the partridge in the pear tree, be a reading of only one story as if nothing had gone before. We have a Bible, Holy Scriptures, which bears witness to very significant things that came before as well as showing what happened through and beyond the life of Jesus of Nazareth. Let our worship of Christ take Old and New into account.
I’m attracted to say something on this because this church year, which we formally began on the fourth Sunday before Christmas, will have a recurring theme, namely “The Bible in 2011”. Four hundred years ago, the Authorized Version was published, in 1611. I didn’t get Sarah to read from that today; I reckoned the names were enough of a challenge (well done), without again and again using the word “begat” which is so prominent in Matthew 1 of the Authorized Version. But we shall be using the Authorized Version frequently, as we have already started doing in the run-up to Christmas, and perhaps also now and again the so-called Geneva Bible, which happened to be published 450 years ago this year, in 1560. But that all by the way. Today the point is that, reading the Bible, we read Old and New Testaments. Why does it matter that we have the two Testaments? Well, my sermon today is, in brief, the two answers to that! There are two compelling reasons why for all that we are Christians, followers of Jesus Christ, a New Testament figure, we hold on to both Old and New Testaments. 
The first reason is that we are people of history. And if by that, I mean, first and foremost, we live within time, and space - year succeeding on year, day on day, your life and mine having beginning and an end – so it was for Jesus. Jesus was fully human, for our sakes. No other way if thinking about him will do, though the temptation to speculate otherwise has always been there. The temptation is make Jesus into a mythological figure, someone who as his birth seemed hardly ordinary, perhaps also did not die as we would. It’s the thought really of abstracting the principles and teaching of Jesus, so that the complexities of when he lived and who he met and so on don’t matter so much. However, this is not the way the Bible presents it. Of course there are frustrations for a historian trying to bring everything neatly together about Jesus’ life – there are things which have not been recorded – but the witness is most certainly of someone who lived amongst us, and who had a considerable impact on people all around him, and who when he emerged as an adult, for a few brief years lived a hugely significant life; and when he died on the cross and was raised again, revolutionised all sorts of human expectations and assumptions. He suffered under Pontius Pilate: it all happened in real time, in that area of Judea, and the New Testament records it and the Old Testament helps to explain it. 
The crunch point actually is that Jesus was a Jew. Interestingly some of those most insistent to idealise him have wished that to be rather underplayed, beginning with Marcion in the second century and with all kinds of doubtful followers since in that general direction. Jesus was not an ideal human being, rather he was a Jewish human being whose language and teachings were profoundly rooted in the world of what we may call the Old Testament but what for Jesus was simply the Bible. His whole life was shaped by him fulfilling what God had purposed through Israel. He was, as Matthew’s gospel insists, the “son of Abraham”, the “son of David” – not to mention (vv.1, 16, 17) “the Christ”. We will only get to know Jesus as we see where he came out of historically, and what all that meant. Only the Old Testament truly helps us make sense of Jesus, and in particular his suffering and death; just as Jesus himself helps us to see better in fact what the Old Testament has to teach us – holy books that otherwise can be quite disturbing and mystifying. The alternative to going down this road is (as so many have been tempted to do) is to fashion a memory of Jesus which conforms to their own image; we need to be very careful about only seeing Jesus as it were through our own spectacles. So we’re at the beginning of a year to make connections and to search for deeper meanings. It’s often said that Matthew’s gospel, which we read today, was in particular written to tell the story of Jesus in terms which Jews would understand. Yet even with this gospel of Matthew, it has never been only a word for Jews; it has been gospel for us all, because we are connected with all of this. Our spiritual roots are here, and we can’t possible leave all this (OT) out as if only this (NT) matters.
Jesus was a historical Jew. But it was not an accident when he was born or where he was born: and that takes us to the second reason for highly honouring the fact that we have Old and New Testaments. For at the same time as we know Jesus was fully human, it emerges that he is God. And if people have tried to wriggle out of the historical Jewish thing, likewise this aspect of Jesus, or I should say this reality, that Jesus was and is God, is of course a bit tricky – and especially in modern times, when many have sought to keep theology out of rational discourse. Again it comes down to a question of what eyes we are prepared to look with. In a famous text in John’s gospel, no-one has ever seen God, but the Son, he has made him known. 
There is a step of faith here on our part, that the Son Jesus is the One who can tell us of the Father. That God reaches out to us in Christ is something we can only take on in faith; it’s not for our grasping or our controlling; it is that we are held by this, drawn by it, we have an experience of it, that God’s love comes alive through Jesus Christ. So Jesus as God is a mystery we enter in upon: think of it as God getting a handle on us through Christ. He, the Son of God, invites us to become children of God, to trust in eternal purposes, eternal hope, eternal love. Or, as Jesus said, enter into eternal life. Life is more than biology can understand, illuminating though that may be (Richard Dawkins et al., don’t overstate your claims of knowledge!) ; life is where body and soul and spirit rejoice. And as straight human-historical experiences give us a taster of this – think, say, around a baby, how wonderful a thing it is to interact with a very young child – then for us to look towards the face of God in Christ, this joy can last, it can deepen and grow and never disappoint. Jesus is the way into God (NT), but God has been God, as that Psalm we read put it, “through all generations”. In Psalm 89 Ethan the Ezrahite said, “I will sing of the Lord’s great love for ever”: how can we not attend to what we have of God in all these texts?! This (OT) was Jesus’ Bible. 
Two turtle doves, Old and New Testaments because both will take us to the both human and divine Jesus Christ. It was and is a good coded way of remembering it. At the beginning of this New Year, let’s go for it!

