Sunday 8th August 2010; 10th after Trinity. Canongate Kirk.
St Mark 14:1
“…days before the festival”

Now that my long week of early morning broadcasts on BBC Radio 4 has come to an end, may I thank those loyal but sleep-deprived members of the congregation who have been listening. To be honest I’ve been amazed by the number of messages I’ve had from friends who have obviously been awake at 5-43am, and particularly grateful to those who have been kind enough to suggest I have a good voice for radio. Less grateful to those who have suggested I have a good face for radio. As it turns out I think radio is the only medium that is not formally represented by a festival of some shape or form in Edinburgh in August. Television and books, comedy, art and politics, jazz and blues, spirituality and peace are nowadays amongst the subjects of individual festivals all coming together under the overarching umbrella of the Edinburgh Festival, and while the Fringe has already begun the International Festival itself is not officially launched until the opening concert on Friday. We are now therefore just “…days before the festival”. Our somewhat selective text of course suggests that at a particularly critical moment Jesus found himself in exactly the same position. “It was two days before the festival of Passover and Unleavened Bread”, St Mark tells us in the full, unedited quotation, “and the chief priests and the scribes were trying to devise some scheme to seize him and put him to death”. But time was against them. “It must not be during the festival”, they said, “or we should have rioting among the people”. Meanwhile, days before the festival, Jesus we are told was resting at Bethany, at the house of his friend Simon the leper. And it was there that he was mysteriously anointed by the woman carrying a bottle of very costly perfume, which she poured out over his head. Even this is enough almost to prompt rioting among the people present, who are outraged at the waste of money that the perfume might have been raised and which could have been spent more constructively on the poor. But Jesus will have none of it. “She has done what lay in her power”, he insists, “she has anointed my body in anticipation of my burial”. …days before the festival….
Meanwhile a more positive sense of anticipation lies behind our reading of Psalm 122. For it is one of the so called songs of ascent, which would have been sung, chanted or simply recited as people went up to Jerusalem for any one of the many religious festivals which took place there throughout the course of the year. How appropriate then that it was used as the basis for Hubert Parry’s great anthem composed for successive coronations of British monarchs in Westminster Abbey “I was glad, glad when they said unto me We will go into the house of the Lord”. In the days before the festival the original Psalm would be sung with a mounting sense of excitement and anticipation as pilgrims drew nearer and nearer until at last they too were standing within the gates of Jerusalem. A sense of excitement and anticipation shared no doubt by the thousands of visitors now flocking to this city just days before the festival. And shared perhaps too by the family and friends of Eloise as we prepare to welcome her today into the world-wide family of the Church and come in anticipation of all that lies ahead for her to seek God’s blessing on her and pray within these gates and walls, like so many generations of pilgrim people before us, for her wellbeing, and ours. Days before the festival. 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.                                                              
