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Foreword


What would Christianity look like, what would Christian language sound like, if we really tried to screen out the stale, the technical, the unconsciously exclusive words and policies, and to hear as if for the first time what the Christian Scriptures were saying? John Henson has devoted much of his life to wrestling with this challenge, and has for many people made those Scriptures speak as never before - indeed, as for the first time. Patiently and boldly, he has teased out implications, gone back to roots, linguistic and theological, and re-imagined the process in which a genuinely new language was brought to birth by those who had listened to Jesus because they knew they were in a genuinely new world.


Some of John’s versions will startle; but only because we have forgotten what the impact might have been in the ancient world of a small library of books written in the dialect of the streets and shops, with many of the leading characters identified by slightly outlandish nicknames. And also, because we have not much living language left for authority figures, we fail to sense the impact of the images of royalty and so on in the pages of Scripture; we need other terms to make them come alive.


John’s presentation of the Christian gospel is of extraordinary power simply because it is so close to the prose and poetry of ordinary life. Instead of being taken into a specialised religious frame of reference - as happens even with the most conscientious of formal modern translations - and being given a gospel addressed to specialised concerns - as happens with even the most careful of modern ‘devotional’ books - we have here a vehicle for thinking and worshipping that is fully earthed, recognisably about our humanity. Here are sensitive meditations, blunt and beautiful prayers, familiar hymns made fresh (polished and re-set as John likes to say). The Gospels tell us that Jesus’ unprofessional and unreligious audiences heard him gladly: if they are to hear him gladly today, they will need something like John’s renderings for this to be plausible. His work is for a large part of the ‘religious’ reading public a well-kept secret; I hope that this book will help the secret to be shared, and to spread in epidemic profusion through religious and irreligious alike.


Rowan Williams


Archbishop of Canterbury





PREFACE



This volume represents the first of a trilogy, but is being published second. The other parts of the trilogy are (2) Other Communions of Jesus (pub.1994) and (3) Other Prayers of Jesus (yet to be published). All three began as the substance of devotions on three consecutive Lents for the Anglican communion at Glyncoch. Other Temptations was also delivered at other Anglican churches in the Pontypridd neighbourhood.


As in Other Communions a scriptural study led to alternative insights into what is meant by the Lord’s Supper, so Other Temptations leads by means of a similar study to an alternative understanding of the place of temptation in the Christian life.


The author wishes to thank the rank and file Christians who first inspired and heard these studies in whole or in part, especially the congregations of several churches in Pontypridd. He wishes to thank his own minister, Rev. Dr Mary Cotes, for her inspirational preaching and conduct of worship, which gave him the spiritual energies to carry on with the work, and Archbishop Rowan Williams for his support and encouragement.


This book is dedicated to Russell Howells, the leading elder in his church for many years, and to his late wife Doreen who were together true and helpful friends to John and his family, as Russell continues to be. They will not mind their names being joined by that of Douglas Davies, John’s friend and theirs, also for a long time a leading elder in the same church and a saint.
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The Fourth Temptation
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After getting God’s Spirit at the river Jordan, Jesus felt ready for the task ahead. But first he was moved to spend some time in the desert. This gave him the chance to get clear in his mind which direction his life should take. (Luke 4:1–2, Good as New)


When the devil had finished every test, he departed from Jesus until an opportune time. (Luke 4:13, NRSV)





A few years ago I was sitting in a Cardiff pub, chatting to some friends over my drink of pineapple juice, being one of the dying breed of teetotallers. Two separate topics of conversation intertwined. One topic was our least favourite food. I had no difficulty in identifying my pet hate - cheese. I had been unable to eat it since my childhood days and the least suspicion of it in a dish would cause me to heave. The other topic was Lent and what each of us intended to give up. Some wag came up with a brilliant idea. Instead of giving up something we enjoyed doing, why not take up something we didn’t enjoy. I could take up eating cheese! Before the night was out, without any alcohol to weaken my wits, I had vowed to have a go. I started with the tiniest bit of toasted mild cheddar and worked my way up. By the end of Lent I had learnt to nibble a variety of cheeses, including Stilton. Lasagne is now one of my favourite dishes. I don’t know how I managed without it all those years. The following year I learnt how to eat beetroot and enjoy it. I was less successful the year after with onions. I now eat them, but they are not a favourite. The day I learn to eat a pickled onion I will have reached a rare peak of holiness! I soon ran out of new things to eat, though I have yet to sample raw oysters, caviar or paté de foie gras. Less frivolously, you may think, well beyond my fiftieth year, I used one Lent to take up cello lessons and achieved a grade 5 (not in one Lent!), and another Lent I commenced driving lessons and passed my test first time. Then my family suggested that if I really wished to impress I should take up something I really loathed - sport. Not only do I not enjoy sport, I help this aversion along with the conviction that sport was invented by the controlling classes to do away with play. Play is natural, spontaneous and therapeutic. Rules and competition are the death of play. I happen to believe that obsession with rugby football is the worst thing that ever happened to Wales. (At this point a proportion of my readers will wish to read no further!) However, I accepted my family’s challenge and took up playing badminton with my son-in-law. I have found it enjoyable and healthy. Instead of keeping score, we pay homage to the principle of Lewis Caroll, ‘All have won, all must have prizes!’


I have discovered, in company with others, something very important about the Christian life. It is more a matter of what you do than what you don’t do. It is not about ‘giving up’ but ‘taking up’. I was brought up on a version of Christianity that seemed largely to do with a series of naughty musn’ts. Don’t drink, don’t gamble, don’t swear, don’t put the washing out on Sunday, don’t even think about sex, etc. Some had a longer list than others. There are things a Christian should not do. A Christian should not judge others! But the call of Jesus to discipleship is based on two maxims, both positive - Love God and Love your neighbour. Anything we decide, as individuals, we should not do, whether in Lent or at any other time, should be based on that positive call, and not on pious ideas of holiness and self-sacrifice or the desire to be spiritually one up. There are too many miserable Christians and we have given the world the impression that religion is to do with being depressingly serious. Jesus said, ‘I want you to have a life packed with good things’ (John 10:10, Good as New). Even in Lent we should remember not only the Jesus who took up the cross, but the Jesus who supplied the wine at a wedding, who enjoyed parties and being invited out to lunch, who put up his feet in the home of Mary and Martha, and went for an evening’s cruise across the lake with his friends. Jesus was accused by his enemies of over-eating and drinking and of keeping company with extremely unholy people. The great German theologian Karl Barth said, ‘Puritans should remember it is possible to be a non-smoking, teetotal vegetarian, and still be Adolf Hitler.’


The ministry of Jesus begins in Matthew and Luke with the story of the temptations of Jesus in the desert. How many temptations did these Gospel writers record? At first glance there appear to be three. We know them well. Turn stones into bread, jump from the top of the temple, employ the enemy’s methods - bribe, show off, bully. We shall return in the concluding chapter to the question of a personal devil. Enough to say at this point, that the choices facing Jesus were the same, whether it was some malign spiritual being, or social pressures and influences which beckoned him in the wrong direction.


Luke hints at a fourth temptation. The devil departed ‘until an opportune time.’ That is, the life of Jesus would not be a constant, continual battle with temptation. The experience of testing would come and go. There were communities of monks in the desert, the Essenes among them. Perhaps some of these were the angels who looked after Jesus at the end of his fast. They were people who had turned their backs on the world and society in order to spend their lives sharpening up their holiness. Their life was, by choice, a non-stop struggle against temptation. The devil was always present, urging them to compromise their standards, to ease up on this or that ascetic exercise. They were convinced that they and they alone were God’s true people, doing God’s will. If Jesus had joined them we would never have heard of him!


The fourth temptation was the temptation to see the whole of life primarily as a battle against temptation. Jesus was being tempted to spend all his time playing the devil’s game on the devil’s terms. He would be so preoccupied with fighting sin as to have no energy left for any positive good, no time for life in all its fullness. Jesus resisted the temptation to waste his life playing a game of chess with the devil. He had better things to do!


It is because Jesus did not spend all his energy fighting temptation, that when genuine temptation came to him, he was able to withstand it. He did not look upon every invitation to a party or every encounter with a shady character, or every new thought and idea as bringing with it the possibility of sin. For the most part he was able to take a relaxed attitude to what other people regarded as the devil, so that when the devil really did speak to him, he was able to recognise that false note, the cunning line of argument. All he had to do was to remember the voice in the desert, the kind of propositions it made, and he was on his guard.


This series of studies takes a look at stories from the Gospels that illustrate the way in which temptation came to Jesus during his ministry. They are occasions when ‘the devil’ found another ‘opportune time’.


Lenten Hymn




Jesus, going without food,
In a rocky desert place,
Hot by day and cold by night,
Stared all evil in the face.
Hard it was for that young man,
With his famous appetite,
To forsake friends’ company,
Swinging parties, laughter bright.


Scorpions sporting deadly tails,
Snakes in slithering twists and bends,
Lions and wolves with cruel fangs,
– Not the easiest of friends!
Great decisions to be made —
Power or service? Love or fame?
Flee the world or be its mate?
Lead revolt or heal the lame?



Who were those who came to care
For the Christ, exhausted, weak?
Lepers’ commune? Desert friars?
They were angels, so to speak.
Praise to God; Give Jesus thanks
That he made the loving choice;
Sinners welcomed, fasts postponed,
Desert people find their voice.





(After ‘Forty days and forty nights’ G. H. Smyttan 1822–70. Best to tune ‘Glad with Thee’, Geoffrey Beaumont)
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Save Me from my Friends
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Mark 1:21–39 and Mark 5:1–20




In the morning, before dawn, Jesus got up and went to a deserted spot to talk with God. Simon and his companions came looking for him. When they found him they said, ‘Everyone’s looking for you.’ Jesus said, ‘Let’s go on to the other villages round about so I can share the Good News with them as well. That’s what I’m here for!’ (Mark 1:35–38, Good as New)







As Jesus was getting into the boat, the man who had been cured begged to go with him. Jesus would not let him, but said, ‘Go home to your own people and tell them what God has done for you and the kindness you’ve been shown.’ He went around the whole area east of Lake Galilee telling what Jesus had done for him. And everyone was amazed. (Mark 5:18–20, Good as New)





Jesus moved from the desert to Nahum town where he taught in the local place of worship and helped a man who was suffering in his mind. Then he went to enjoy hospitality in Rocky’s home on the seafront and brought healing to Rocky’s mother-in-law. At the end of the day there was an open-air meeting outside the front door and more people were healed and comforted. Temptation was left behind in the desert. ‘The devil’ and his murmurings were drowned out by the voice of human need. This was the life! This was the ministry to which Jesus had been called! This was positive! He was actively doing the will of the Loving God. But early next morning, Jesus was out in the lonely quiet place again, talking with that Loving God, thinking things through, planning strategy. ‘Watch out Jesus, here it comes again!’
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