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PERFECTION and RESURRECTION
All I want to know is Christ, to experience the power of his resurrection, to share
his suffering … (but) I do not claim that I have already succeeded or have already
become perfect. Philippians 3:10-12

Today (2/4/1995) is a very special day for me personally. It is exactly fifty years
ago that I was liberated by the Canadian armed forces. All relatives and friends
had given me up for dead. Anybody taken to Nazi Gestapo camps for
‘undermining the German war machinery’ was very unlikely to get out alive.

Yet here I was, liberated and still alive. That day also happened to be Easter
Monday in April 1945. Since that day Easter, or the resurrection in our text, has
meant freedom and liberation to me. It meant and means to me, even now, that
death has been left behind.

I was twenty-one when the Gestapo picked me up and twenty-three when World
War II finished. I had grown up on a bankrupt farm in a small Dutch village,
where I occasionally played the organ in the mediaeval church. The minister
there was a learned and powerful preacher. He would hold forth on sin and
crucifixion, but it didn’t mean much to me at the time. I went to church for the
music. I felt that Bach’s music reflected the anxieties and the turmoil of my
teenage years. I attended a high school too demanding for my mediocre talents
(the Gymnasium in Tiel failed thirty percent of students each year, mainly
because it insisted on the mastery of six languages). Organ music to me was
consolation, particularly when I could play it myself on our twelve-stop organ.

But whatever was said from the pulpit went in one ear and out the other. To me
it was drivel. What I lived by was the latent ideology in both high school and
university; a philosophy built on reason and Jean Paul Sartre’s existentialism.
That fitted with my experiences of the humanistic liberalism of secondary
education in the Netherlands and not at all with Christian theology.

And then I was plunged right into the immense suffering of the Gestapo camps
and prisons. It was not just physical survival I needed. It was also backbone
and spine to face it all. It was then that the preaching of this learned minister
came back to me. I began to realise that I could cope with all the pain and hurt
and the problems that were part of living towards the end of the Second World
War in German camps and prisons if I could see myself in the larger context of
sin/breakdown and salvation/wholeness. Morale needed bolstering even more
than ability to survive physically. Just as important, what I remembered of the
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sermons in the village church of Ophemert fitted better with my war experiences
than French existentialism.

But I don’t want to talk too long about my personal story. The excerpts of the
crucifixion from Bach’s St John’s Passion before the sermon and of the
resurrection from Handel’s Messiah later are more important today. Yet this
illustration of my own experiences fits in both with the music, and what St Paul
says in the third chapter of the epistle to the Philippians. To him the crucifixion
and the resurrection form the drama in terms of which he would find his identity
and integrity. It also would lead to his becoming more perfect. To say this
differently, he would fulfil his destiny, he thinks, if he were to become part and
parcel of this human drama of sin and salvation or crucifixion and resurrection,
it would unify him with Christ’s suffering and rising again.

In the beginning of the third chapter, St Paul says that all things he relied on
for his former sense of confidence and righteousness (nowadays we would call
this his sense of integrity, his identity) would have to be counted as ‘sheer loss,
because all is far outweighed by the gain of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for
whose sake I did in fact lose everything’ (verse 8). He mentions those things that
formed the essence of his former confidence in verses 5-7: circumcised on my
eighth day, Israelite by race, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born and bred
by attitude to the law, being a Pharisee, pious zeal, being an early persecutor
of the church. Yet all these things, so important for his former sense of self, he
now declared as ever so much garbage (verse 8). They were cut from underneath
him.

Calvin’s commentary on these passages compares St Paul’s loss of everything
for the knowledge of Christ with the sailors on the verge of shipwreck. ‘They
throw everything overboard, that, the ship being lightened, they may reach the
harbour in safety.’ Justification by good works has to be jettisoned. Or as Calvin
summarizes it: ‘(Paul) divested himself – not of works, but of that mistaken
confidence in works, with which he had been puffed up.’

That was also my experience. In the Gestapo camp and in the prisons there was
nothing from the past that I could rely on for security. The comfort of music,
friends, relatives, status as a university student, capacity for reasoning, logical
competence, confidence in man-made truth, all vanished as anchors for one’s
self-respect. In the Nazi prison system political prisoners who were unfortunate
enough to be university students also, were at the very bottom of the pile.
Unexpectedly and miraculously in that situation of rejection and despair, affinity
with, understanding of, and faith in, the crucified Christ did well up as a deep
surge of inner power, as an inner spring of living water (John 4:10). God’s act
of resurrecting a quenched spirit did become supreme reality, pivotal to a
changed identity.
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Both Paul and Calvin call this experience ‘election’, a sense of God injecting
sublime order and trust at the very moment of personal chaos in an existential
wasteland. Both Paul and Calvin have been accused of overdoing predestination.
Yet God’s order is not a cold, static, impersonal execution (as people interpret
predestination to be) but an exhilarating, dynamic, personal response to human
disorder.

To me the incredible complexity of the human brain, for instance, is an example
of God’s blueprint for existence and indeed may seem an impersonal ‘given.’
But there is more to God’s order. Generally, and especially in Philippians chapter
3, God’s ordering is a highly specific and personal act. It consists of God actively
counterbalancing moral, mental and physical breakdown (sin, as epitomized in
the crucifixion) with moral, mental and physical integration (salvation as
epitomized in the resurrection).

Conversion experiences as well as ‘rites of passage’ (birth, initiation, marriage,
death) always involve the stripping of an obsolete, decrepit, threadbare identity
and the welding of a new, better fitting, better-suited one. To St Paul, St
Augustine, Calvin and hosts of others before and since, salvation, the
resurrection, Easter, represented this new, better fitting, identity, or the new
life in Christ. Yet the old life (one’s previous emotional attachments) had to
become obsolete, decrepit and threadbare before the new one could be grafted
on.

Therefore crucifixion and resurrection are not just events that one can look upon
from a distance and say: ‘Well that is interesting.’ The perfection that Paul is
talking about in verse 12 is more than a description of an event. It doesn’t mean
much unless you and I are part and parcel of this dynamic, the never fully
completed struggle for perfection, wholeness and integrity. It is not just a scene.
Unless it is part and parcel of our thinking and feeling, our inner being, our
inner self, it is, as Calvin suggests at the end of his commentary on Philippians
3, not very efficacious. And by efficacy he means that the boundless power of
God has to show itself in action.

Yet that very action is spiritually anchored in the deepest source of one’s being.
Motivation stems from this source. The survival value of any religion and
Christianity in particular rests on its ability to inform and mould this inner
wellspring. St Paul calls this ‘experiencing the power of Christ’s resurrection
(verse 10).’ Calvin (commenting on verse 21) calls this being ‘wholly attached
to Christ because this body which we carry about with us is not an everlasting
abode, but a frail tabernacle, which will in a short time be reduced to nothing.’
They both refer to the unifying core of one’s personal identity. St Paul (Calvin’s
comment on verse 12) ‘did nothing except under Christ’s influence and guidance.’

In other words, Christ is the model, both as a blueprint for action and as a
prompter and protector of basic values. The closer one’s attachment to this
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model, the more integrated one is both within and without. Within, because it
provides balance, serenity, capacity to cope. Without, because it tames one’s
beast or demon, provides the humility, understanding, responsibility, reliability,
altruism, self-denial, honesty and discipline which any society and culture needs
for its integrity. It is in this way that God the father carries out his blueprint of
order, counterbalancing man’s ingrained capacity for disorder, chaos, in other
words, sin.

And that is the message of Paul in Philippians chapter three. It depends on God’s
coming to man in the form of Jesus Christ, living by the Holy Spirit as God
provides it to all humans, free of charge. It is about this that we are going to
celebrate because from here onwards in this service we are thinking about the
great gift of God’s power. The trumpet shall sound and we celebrate the fact of
our delivery, of our redeemer living. Redemption is not just something to do
with a dead saviour, it is the redeemer who lives … and that’s what we now
hear in Handel’s aria ‘I know that my redeemer liveth.’
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