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Kings	College	Chapel	
Propers	for	the	Sunday	Next	Before	Advent	
November	26,	2016	
	
From	the	Gospel	According	to	St	John,	
Jesus	turned,	and	saw	them	following,	and	saith	unto	them,	What	seek	ye?	
They	said	unto	him,	Rabbi,	where	dwellest	thou?		
He	saith	unto	them,	Come	and	see.	
	
In	the	Name	of	the	Father,	and	of	the	Son,	and	of	the	Holy	Ghost.	Amen.	
	
Some	of	you	will	remember	the	Ents	from	J.R.R.	Tolkien’s	The	Lord	of	the	
Rings.	 The	 Ents	 are	 the	 guardians	 and	 shepherds	 of	 the	 trees.	 Tree-like	
themselves	in	body,	they	resemble	the	trees	with	respect	to	their	habits	of	
mind,	 too.	When	news	comes	 that	 their	great	 friend	and	ally	 the	wizard	
Saruman	 has	 betrayed	 them,	 they	 take	 days	 to	 decide	 what	 to	 do,	 and	
especially	whether	participate	in	the	war	that	is	now	encroaching	on	their	
beloved	woods.	
	
Now	in	Tolkien’s	book,	the	fruit	of	the	Ents’	long	deliberation	is	a	decision	
to	 hearken	 to	 the	warning	 brought	 them	 by	 two	 young	 hobbits,	 Pippin	
and	Merry,	and	to	take	their	part	in	the	struggle	against	the	forces	of	evil.	
As	 the	 result	 of	 long	 and	 careful	 soul-searching	 and	 discussion	 among	
themselves,	 they	 go	 to	 Saruman’s	 stronghold	 and	 destroy	 it.	 In	 Peter	
Jackson’s	 film,	 this	 is	 not	what	 happens.	 After	 days	 of	 slow	 and	 careful	
consideration,	 the	 Ents	 decide	 that	 this	 is	 not	 their	 struggle,	 and	 take	
Pippin	and	Merry	to	the	edge	of	the	woods.	It	is	only	as	they	come	across	
the	horrors	of	war	in	the	utter	destruction	of	large	parts	of	the	forest	that	
they	change	their	mind.	Reason	cannot	stir	them	to	stand	with	those	who	
are	 bearing	 the	weight	 of	 the	 struggle	 against	 evil,	 nor	 to	 take	 up	 their	
responsibilities	as	guardians	of	the	trees.	Only	passion	-	only	rage	-	stirs	
them.	
	
Peter	 Jackson’s	 interpretation	has	bothered	me	 for	years,	 and	perhaps	 I	
read	too	much	into	it.	But	it	seems	to	me	that	this	part	of	Tolkien’s	story	is	
rewritten	 in	 this	way	deliberately.	 It	appears	 Jackson	 finds	 it	 impossible	
to	 imagine	 action	 arising	 out	 of	 the	 use	 of	 reason	 in	 a	 disciplined	 and	
sustained	 engagement	 with	 important	 questions,	 or	 he	 believes	 his	
audience	 will	 find	 this	 unconvincing.	 I	 can’t	 help	 but	 wonder	 if	 this	 is	
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evidence	of	a	long	tradition	in	the	Western	world	since	at	least	the	time	of	
the	great	Scottish	skeptic	David	Hume	that	denies	to	reason	the	power	to	
discern	 what	 is	 good	 and	 worthwhile,	 and	 to	 move	 the	 passions,	 and	
allows	to	it	only	the	power	to	chop	logic,	after	the	fashion	of	a	Mr	Spock	in	
the	original	Star	Trek	series.	‘Captain,’	he	says	coolly,	‘I	calculate	that	the	
odds	of	 surviving	 this	engagement	are	1714.2	 to	1.’	 In	Mr	Spock	we	see	
reason	 as	 calculation	 to	 the	 exclusion	 of	 reason	 as	 the	 instrument	 of	
spiritual	vision.	
	
What	is	certain	is	that	today’s	Collect,	Epistle	and	Gospel	are	addressed	to	
a	 quite	 different	 understanding	 of	 reason.	 When	 we	 pray,	 ‘Stir	 up,	 we	
beseech	Thee,	the	wills	of	thy	faithful	people…’,	we	are	not	asking	God	to	
stir	our	blind	passions,	not	even	to	do	random	acts	of	kindness.	Looking	
to	 the	beginning	of	 a	new	Christian	year,	we	are	asking	 that	God	would	
use	this	new	year	to	renew	our	memory	and	our	understanding,	and	so	to	
renew	a	love	which	is	precisely	not	blind,	but	sees.	Of	course,	many	of	you	
will	 recognize	 St	 Augustine	 in	 this.	 In	 common	 with	 many	 others,	 he	
maintains	that	it	is	reason	which	makes	us	human.	But	by	‘reason’	he	does	
not	mean	calculation	or	cleverness	or	the	power	to	chop	logic.	He	means	
the	 power	 to	 love	 with	 the	 eyes	 of	 the	 mind	 open.	 It	 would	 be	
presumptuous	 of	 me	 to	 say	 very	 much	 here.	 You	 are	 surrounded	 by	
people	here	at	King’s	who	know	far	more	of	Augustine	than	me.	Nor	is	he	
unique	amongst	the	thinkers	of	the	early	Christian	centuries	in	believing	
that	what	makes	us	human	is	the	power	of	a	love	which	is	not	blind,	but	
sees.	 But	 he	 gives	 a	 powerful	 account	 of	 the	 renewal	 of	 the	 will	 –	 the	
renewal	of	 love,	 the	renewal	of	amor	 and	eros	 –	as	proceeding	 from	the	
renewal	of	memory	and	understanding.	To	put	it	in	a	few	words,	there	is	a	
‘stirring	up’	of	passionate	love	which,	far	from	leading	us	away	from	what	
is	 present	 to	memory	 and	 understanding,	 actually	 proceeds	 from	 them.	
Here	 is	 a	 love	 which	 is	 not	 blind,	 but	 comes	 to	 fruition	 and	 actuality	
precisely	in	vision,	in	seeing.	
	
In	 today’s	 Collect	 then,	we	 have	 asked	 God	 to	 ‘stir	 up’	 our	wills	 by	 the	
renewal	of	understanding.	And	 the	 single	most	 important	 source	of	 this	
renewal	 is	 the	 Bible,	 read	 in	 the	 way	 the	 ancient	 system	 of	 prayers,	
epistles	and	gospels	–	 the	ancient	 lectionary	 -	 teaches	us	 to	 read	 it.	The	
collect	assumes	an	understanding	of	 the	Bible	as	a	means	not	to	replace	
the	use	of	our	minds	but	to	renew	and	strengthem	them	in	the	pursuit	of	
wisdom	and	love.	It	is	this	same	understanding	that	Thomas	Cranmer,	the	
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Archbishop	 of	 Canterbury	 who	 translated	 and	 edited	 the	 first	 two	
versions	of	The	Book	of	Common	Prayer	when	he	said,	 ‘the	Scriptures	be	
the	fat	pastures	of	the	soul.’	He	said	it,	and	meant	it,	and	did	not	consider	
that	 he	 was	 saying	 anything	 new	 when	 he	 said	 it,	 because	 he	 knew	
something	 of	 the	 countless	 witnesses	 who	 had	 understood	 them	 in	
precisely	 this	way	before	him.	Because	he	believed	 this,	he	 retained	 the	
ancient	lectionary	and	an	approach	to	the	Bible	which	seeks	in	them	first	
an	answer	to	question	what	we	can	hope	for,	and	on	what	grounds,	and	
how	to	live	so	as	to	take	hold	of	this	hope.	So	Cranmer	will	have	us	pray	in	
two	weeks	on	 the	Second	Sunday	of	Advent	 that	we	may	so	 ‘hear,	 read,	
mark,	 learn,	and	 inwardly	digest’	 the	contents	of	 the	Scriptures	 ‘that	we	
may	 embrace	 and	 ever	 hold	 fast	 the	 blessed	 hope	 of	 everlasting	 life,	
which	thou	hast	given	us	in	our	Saviour	Jesus	Christ.’	
	
With	all	these	things	in	mind,	the	Epistle	and	Gospel	make	excellent	sense.	
At	 the	 beginning	 of	 Jesus’	 public	ministry,	 St	 John	 the	 Baptist	 points	 to	
Him	 and	 says,	 ‘Behold,	 the	 Lamb	of	 God.’	Here	 is	 the	 one	 for	whom	we	
have	been	waiting.	Taking	their	master	at	his	word,	John’s	disciples	leave	
him	to	follow	the	One	for	whom	he	has	prepared	the	way.	‘What	seek	ye?’	
asks	 Jesus	 of	 them,	 and	 of	 us.	 ‘What	 are	 you	 looking	 for?	 What	 is	 the	
desire	of	your	heart?’	Trusting	 John,	 they	ask	to	be	near	 Jesus,	 that	 they	
may	come	to	see	for	themselves	what	John	has	told	them	that	he	has	seen.	
‘Rabbi	 (which	 is,	 being	 interpreted,	Master),	where	 dwellest	 thou?’	 And	
Jesus	answers	them,	as	He	answers	us	if	we	would	dwell	with	Him	to	see	
for	 ourselves	what	 holy	men	 and	women	 have	 seen	 in	 Him,	 ‘Come	 and	
see.’	
	
‘Come	and	see.’	That	 is	 the	business	of	 the	new	Christian	year,	as	 it	was	
the	business	of	the	old.	To	come	and	see,	that	we	may	find	for	ourselves	
how	ancient	wisdom	and	warning	–	the	law	of	Moses	and	the	preaching	of	
the	prophets	–	points	to	Him,	and	come	to	fulfillment	in	Him.	 ‘Come	and	
see’	 how	 in	 Him	 the	 promise	 recorded	 in	 the	 lesson	 from	 the	 prophet	
Jeremiah	 is	 fulfilled.	 Memory	 is	 to	 renew	 understanding,	 and	
understanding	stir	the	will	–	stir	up	love	–	no	longer	simply	by	recalling	
how	 the	Hebrew	 slaves	 in	 Egypt	were	 freed	 from	 an	 outward	 bondage.	
The	Wisdom	of	God	has	drawn	closer	to	us.	It	has	come	in	our	very	flesh	
and	blood,	calling	us	from	where	we	have	scattered	to	a	unity	in	a	life	of	
continual	conversion,	continual	movement	deeper	into	a	wisdom	and	love	
that	 reaches	 across	 borders	 and	 barriers	 of	 language,	 culture,	 religion,	
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prejudice,	 and	 long	 and	 bitter	 histories.	 We	 are	 being	 gathered	 into	 a	
Kingdom	of	the	Spirit,	an	eternal	Kingdom,	a	universal	City	‘whose	builder	
and	maker	is	God’,	as	St	Paul	puts	it.	
	
All	 around	 us	 there	 are	 forces	 at	 work	 to	 stir	 up	 blind	 passion.	 The	
violence	of	 the	 recent	Paris	massacres	 is	 intended	 to	 stir	us	up	 to	blind	
fear	 and	 hatred.	 The	 muzak	 soundtrack	 and	 the	 constant	 barrage	 of	
advertising	 to	 which	 we	 are	 subject	 between	 now	 and	 Christmas	 is	
intended	to	stir	up	blind	greed	and	envy,	and	to	turn	our	every	whim	into	
a	need	that	will	make	us	miserable	until	 it	 is	fulfilled,	and	perhaps	more	
miserable	when	 it	 is,	 as	we	discover	 that	 the	 things	we	have	 longed	 for	
cannot	 deliver	 on	 their	 promise	 of	 happiness.	 And	 then	 there	 are	 the	
voices	 that	 rejoice	 in	 others	 faults,	 that	 call	 us	 to	 a	 grim	 feast	 of	 self-
righteous	delight	in	others	failings.	That	seems	to	go	on	all	year.	It	needs	
no	special	season.	
	
All	around	us	are	voices	that	seek	to	override	and	replace	our	humanity.	
They	deny	 to	us	 the	power	 to	 see	 the	 good,	 however	dimly,	 to	 know	 it,	
however	 inadequately,	 and	 to	 love	 it,	 however	 feeble	 and	 shallow	 our	
capacity	for	love.	They	would	turn	us	from	the	slow,	arduous	movement	
of	 the	 soul	 into	 the	 life	 of	 God,	 and	 make	 us	 serve	 gods	 which	 must	
disappoint	and	frustrate	the	deepest	desires	of	the	human	mind	and	heart	
with	a	blind	devotion,	by	means	of	blind	passions.	Here,	at	the	turning	of	
the	Christian	year,	the	ancient	prayers	and	readings	call	us	the	renewal	of	
the	 powers	 of	 the	 human	 mind	 and	 heart	 to	 see,	 to	 grasp	 with	 the	
understanding,	 to	be	grasped	by	truth	and	beauty	and	goodness,	 to	 look	
upwards	through	His	gifts	and	above	all	through	the	gifts	of	Jesus	and	His	
Spirit	into	the	face	of	the	Good	God,	who	loves	us	and	all	the	human	race	
and	the	whole	created	order	which	is	His	handiwork.	
	
Surely	 Tolkien	 got	 it	 right,	 and	 Peter	 Jackson	 missed	 it.	 The	 Ents	 by	
diligent,	patient	pursuit	of	knowledge	of	what	it	is	good	to	do	in	a	violent	
and	 dispirited	 age	 take	 their	 part.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 they	 take	 on	 the	
burden	of	 their	brothers	and	sisters	among	rational	creatures	who	have	
taken	 up	 the	 costly	 struggle	 against	 evil,	 and	 fulfill	 their	 calling	 as	
guardians	and	shepherds	of	the	forests	entrusted	to	them.	We,	too,	have	
been	entrusted	with	many	precious	things,	and	we	must	find	out	how	best	
to	 serve	 them	 in	 a	 world	 that	 is	 violent	 and	 dispirited.	 But	 it	 is	 not	 to	
blindness	nor	to	blind	passion	that	Christ	calls	us,	but	to	love	which	sees,	



	 5	

love	 which	 knows,	 love	 which	 remembers,	 love	 which	 is	 informed	 by	
Wisdom,	 love	 which	 looks	 toward	 and	 longs	 for	 what	 is	 highest,	 best,	
most	lasting	and	most	worthwhile.	
	
We	pray,	‘Stir	up,	we	beseech	thee,	O	Lord,	the	wills	of	thy	faithful	people.’	
Stir	us	up	truly	to	love	what	is	truly	good.	Men	and	women	transfigured	
by	wisdom	and	love	point	to	Jesus	and	tell	us	that	here	are	the	treasures	
of	wisdom	and	knowledge,	so	that	we	ask,	‘Master,	where	dwellest	thou?’	
And	to	 this	prayer	 Jesus	answers,	 ‘Come	and	see.’	See	 for	yourself.	Look	
and	go	on	looking	until	faith	is	swallowed	up	in	vision.	
	
In	the	Name…	


