Amazing Grace.

How sweet the sound,

that saved a wretch like me.
I once was lost, but now am found.

Was blind but now I see.

The High Sherriff and I share a love of Liverpool and you can find those words newly inscribed on the new ferry terminal at the pier head. 
They are words from the famous hymn written by the Church of England clergyman, John Newton in his Vicarage at Olney, Northamptonshire.

I once stayed the night in that Vicarage. Very atmospheric it was with a foot of snow on the ground outside. The parish ran it as a kind of hostel then and I was meeting some friends there, but most didn’t make it. The electricity got cut off so we were sitting round candle flames in the freezing cold. The next morning we went up to the wood panelled study in the attic to say Morning Prayer before going home. It was the very room in which Amazing Grace, perhaps the best known hymn of all time, was written by Newton. Singing those words together in that place was something I’ll never forget.

Pictures of John Newton show him as a typical grey haired 18th century clergyman, comfortable and respectable, and you can picture him pottering around the country parish he served faithfully for many years. You’d imagine he had lived his whole life sheltered and closeted from the world. And yet nothing could be further from the truth. As a young man he was press ganged into the navy and beaten severely when he tried to desert. He took the chance to join a slave ship instead off the coast of Africa and entered that appalling world, collecting slaves from up and down the rivers and coastlands of West Africa. Sharing in the barbarities of everyday crew life including the routine rape and ill treatment of women and girls taken on board. 
When the ship had enough slaves, which could take up to a year, they sailed for the West Indies or to America, selling the slaves on before bringing sugar and rum into Liverpool to complete the trade triangle that brought such great, yet terrible, wealth to this island. Slavery was such an accepted part of life that even after he became a Christian he did not at first question the status quo. Eventually though he became a leading abolitionist with Wilberforce, speaking with immense passion and insight about this evil business. He lived into his 80’s; dying in 1807 just months after the slave trade was finally outlawed in this country. 
Newton knew his need of God. “Twas Grace that taught my heart to fear.” He knew the depth of his sin and that he deserved the harshest of divine punishment from God, his final judge.  And yet, on turning to Him in true repentance, he found not wrath, but grace, free undeserved love, and that grace had changed his life. 

Today’s bible readings are about finding the lost and bringing them back to the fold. St Paul’s letter to Philemon, begging him to receive back Onesimus, his runaway slave, who had found his way to Paul. The best a runaway slave could expect on return was to be branded on the forehead with the letter F for fugitivus. The worst would be the tortured death of crucifixion. Paul appeals to Philemon’s sense of grace and forgiveness, hoping he will receive Onesimus back ‘no longer as a slave, but as a brother.’ And that he would ‘welcome him as you would welcome me.’ Onesimus took the letter to his Master by hand. He wasn’t going to trust that to the post!
Luke chapter 15 focuses on God’s love for the lost and the outcast. God’s like a shepherd, we’re told, who risks all to save the one sheep that is lost. Or like a woman who searches every corner of the house by lamplight, till she finds the one tiny lost coin. There is more joy in heaven, we’re told, over one sinner who repents, than over 99 righteous people who need no repentance.  
Three years ago that passage changed someone’s life. She’d come to see me, deeply troubled and very unhappy. 15 years before, when first married, she’d become pregnant. It was an accident, she felt unable to cope and the doctor arranged an abortion. When she felt ready to try for a baby she found she could not conceive and day after day bitterly regretted her decision, feeling completely cut off from God in her guilt and inner sense of shame. This went on for many years until all hope seemed gone. She could barely bring herself to go into a church, and yet managed to a drop in session I run called, ‘Open Door’. We talked, prayed and I felt guided to suggest she read that passage from Luke 15. She returned a week later already brighter. The child she had lost all those years before she had secretly named Luke. Could he now be part of her healing? And the line ‘there is more joy in heaven when one sinner repents’ had jumped out to her. Perhaps it was not God’s anger but her guilt that was the barrier? She made a confession and received absolution. We prayed that her Luke might both rest in peace with the Lord and also know the joy of heaven. The lady found she could come back to church, came to bible study, her face growing lighter and brighter week by week. A year later she gave birth to a daughter, now a bouncing two years old. 
‘Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound, I once was lost, but now am found.’

We’re not sure what happened to Onesimus, the runaway slave. But 50 years later St Ignatius writes a letter which still survives, talking about the great Bishop of Ephesus, one Onesimus by name. Could it be the same? The runaway thief and slave who had yet become a Bishop, through God’s love and the kindness of Paul. 

And John Newton, the slave trader turned around by repentance and grace, turned around to seek the ending of that vile trade and to share that amazing grace with others through words and music.
Before coming to Stratford I was a Vicar in Smethwick, a poor black country town. In the congregation were two elderly ladies who had arrived amongst the first wave of immigrants from Jamaica. They’d had tough, tough lives, facing much prejudice in early years from community and church alike. They still carry the surnames of their ancestors old slave master. The Great Grandmother of the older one had been born into slavery. It is still that recent. 
Her favourite hymn was Amazing Grace ‘It speaks to my soul’ as she put it. How would John Newton feel to know that his hymns brought such deep deep solace and hope to the very descendants of those he had helped to enslave? To the Great grandchildren of the crime he so bitterly regretted? 
Amazing Grace indeed, that saved a wretch like me.

Dispensing justice is a fearful thing for we are all sinners, and we do pray for you in the judiciary who carry this weight on our behalf. The slave trade as such may have ended, but people are still enslaved by cruelty, greed, ignorance and prejudice. We need detachment too to be able to question the law as we know it, as Newton eventually did in his day. To interrogate the status quo, not just blindly follow it. 

We pray for you in your work. 

You must see many wretched lives, and yet I pray that you can keep alive to the possibilities of God’s amazing grace.  
Amen.
