Sunday 11th September 2011. Canongate Kirk.

He said that still through chaos works on the ancient plan...
On Friday I sent a message to the ministers and congregation of Brick Church, our partner church in New York City, and assured them that though we would be worshipping a few hours ahead of them this morning we would be as it were right alongside them in our thoughts and prayers as they mark in their own way the tenth anniversary of what they of course call 9/11. In his reply The Revd Michael Lindvall acknowledged how much our solidarity meant to him and to the whole congregation. 
It’s traditionally on this Sunday nearest Holy Cross Day, 14th September, when we go rather further back in time and recall both the foundation of the parish of Canongate by King David on that day in 1128, and the opening of this building in succession to the old Abbey of Holyrood just 320 years ago in 1691, early in the reign of King William. A few years later, in 1697, the same King William granted a royal charter to Trinity Church, newly built in Lower Manhattan and to this day standing at the intersection of Wall Street and Broadway, somewhat downtown from the Brick Church. The terms of the charter were that an annual rent of one peppercorn should be paid to the crown, which apparently went unpaid until HM The Queen visited Trinity Church in 1976 and was presented with a back rent of 279 peppercorns! I visited there myself a few years ago but I have a more vivid memory of one of Trinity’s daughter churches, St Paul’s Chapel, just a few blocks away right on the edge of that part of town known these last ten years as Ground Zero. Today St Paul’s Chapel is the oldest public building in continuous use in Manhattan and its last remaining colonial church, the sort of place with which our own Canongate Kirk would have a natural affinity with its sense of history and tradition and ministry to a bustling city-centre. They even have a Governor’s pew, I remember, though for the Governor of New York, and another pew in which George Washington himself had worshipped. 
But the more recent history is even more impressive, and has resulted in St Paul’s becoming an entirely appropriate memorial to the victims of 9/11. Because ten years ago today, immediately after the towers collapsed, narrowly missing the church itself and showering it with rubble and remnants, St Paul’s became even in the midst of the carnage and the chaos a place of rest and refuge for recovery workers at the site. And for the next eight months, hundreds of volunteers worked twelve hour shifts around the clock, serving meals, making beds, counselling and praying with firefighters, construction workers, police and others involved in the whole process of sifting and securing the area. Massage therapists, chiropodists and musicians also tended to their needs, and every bit of the church was taken over, even the Governor’s and the President’s pews were requisitioned and their velvet ropes removed. And though it returned eventually to being a more normal sort of church it has become at the same time a memorial place and a focal point, not least I expect, later today.
T P Cameron Wilson is a little known poet of the First World War, a Captain in the Sherwood Foresters who survived the carnage of the Somme only to be killed in action in France in 1918. In his poem “Magpies in Picardy” he imagines a conversation with a magpie sitting on a branch watching battalions of soldiers marching towards the front line. 

He said that still through chaos

works on the ancient plan,

and two things have altered not

since first the world began –

the beauty of the wild green earth

and the bravery of man.

Our readings today are those set by the lectionary and from the outset they suggest that there’s nothing new about carnage and chaos. The passage from the Old Testament Book of Exodus – the one I deliberately and I hope diplomatically avoided last week in the presence of representatives of this afternoon’s Riding of the Marches – recalls the indiscriminate slaughter of the Egyptian army, “all Pharaoh’s horse, his chariots and cavalry”, as they pursue the escaping people of Israel into the walls of water that fold all of a sudden back over them as they attempt to cross the Red Sea. Carnage and chaos. No shortage of that centuries later either, in the Roman era, but in today’s epistle St Paul is writing to the church in Rome on rather more mundane matters. It sounds like a number of the new Christians there are struggling to move on from their old faith, where there were strict rules about for instance what you should eat and what you shouldn’t eat, and on which days you should do certain things and on which days you should do nothing. The new faith laid less emphasis on such restrictions and allowed more freedom in how people should lead their lives but here St Paul urges tolerance for all, wherever they sit on this particular spectrum. “If we live, we live for the Lord; and if we die, we die for the Lord. So whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord”.  And there’s no need to pass judgement on each other, to look down on each other, for “each of us will be answerable to God”. 
And finally the Gospel urges tolerance too and forgiveness in abundance. Not seven times but seventy times seven is the answer Jesus gives to Peter’s question “How often am I to forgive my brother?” And in the ensuing parable about the King settling his accounts even the peppercorn rent is waived as the debt is cancelled and the debtor dismissed until he fails to show similar compassion to one who owes him money and is duly punished. Jesus concludes “That is how my heavenly Father will deal with you, unless you each forgive your brother from your hearts”. He said that still through chaos works on the ancient plan...To forgive from the heart without passing judgement, to show tolerance without looking down on each other, these surely are the hallmarks of God’s ancient plan working on through the chaos and carnage of man’s inhumanity to man. The old conflict between the Egyptians and the Israelites has flared up again this very weekend, but from its ancestral example in the Red Sea through all the centuries to today we are reminded at every turn of the chaos and carnage caused by a refusal to forgive, by an incapacity to show tolerance. 
Breathe through the heats of our desire

Thy coolness and thy balm;

Let sense be dumb, let flesh retire;

Speak through the earthquake, wind and fire,

O still small voice of calm!

He said that still through chaos works on the ancient plan... And now may God bless to us this preaching of his most holy word, and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be all praise and glory now and forever.                                                                                                                     Amen.                    
