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Romeo and Juliet - Rude will and Grace

Romans Dying and Rising with Christ

6  What then are we to say?  Should we continue in sin in order that grace may abound? 2By no means!  How can we who died to sin go on living in it? 3 Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 4 Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.

5 For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.  6We know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin. 7 For whoever has died is freed from sin. 8 But if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. 9 We know that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him. 10The death he died, he died to sin, once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God. 11 So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.   

37 years ago I knelt on that spot there to receive the laying on of hands for my ordination.  There then began a wonderfully fulfilling curacy and a very happy association with the Theatre and the RSC.  In those days there was always a free ticket for an impoverished young priest with an interest in the Bard!  So with that as the background I was delighted to be asked to preach this morning, and found myself really looking forward to a weekend of gentle memories and comfortable nostalgia.  But that is not exactly how it has turned out to be; because in the play that many of us watched last night, Romeo and Juliet, I was brought face to face with what is at the heart of what had brought me to Stratford in the first place – my faith in Jesus Christ, and my call to be a minister of the Gospel, with all the challenge to radical transformation of outlook and behaviour which the preaching of that gospel always involves.
Shakespeare, man of Stratford, was writing at a time when religious and political tensions in these islands were ever present and very real.  Protestant and Catholic representations of the Christian faith were increasingly polarised and politicised.  Barriers had been erected and blood had been shed, just as between Montague and Capulet.
And in our contemporary world, for those two Veronese families whose enmity and feuding provide the backdrop for Romeo and Juliet, may we not read all those entrenched hatreds and divisions which so afflict our world and cause so much suffering; and not only to those directly involved: Israeli and Palestinian in the Middle East, Sunni and Shiite in parts of the Muslim world, North and South in the Sudan, Turk and Cypriot in Cyprus, Buddhist and Communist in Tibet?  And what about those divisions that at times seem set to pull apart our own church, or those situations where religious groups seem utterly incapable of engaging with one another constructively with any understanding different from their own?  Dare we mention the tribalism that can seem to constrict our political life; the case of old friends who after some rift no longer even speak to one another; and – if we are prepare to admit it - what about those different aspects of character and attitude that can seem so irreconcilable and at war within our very selves?

In fact, it is right here within our human nature that for Shakespeare, drawing on the insights of the Bible, the root of the problem is to be found.  Why is so much hatred and enmity, such division and deep-seated hostility, such irresolvable conflicts, so engrained in human history and experience? Economics, politics, history, personal relationships have all played their part, but what, if anything, lies beneath them all?  Enter, at this point, Friar Lawrence, who in our play, amongst other things, offers both a commentary on the plight of conflict-torn Verona and also has some sense of the reconciliation needed to bring the chaos to an end.  As we meet him for the first time he is gathering herbs and flowers for their medicinal properties and, coming across one that can provide both medicine for healing and poison for death, he meditates on the corresponding dual nature of humanity too.  ‘In man as well as herbs, grace and rude will’ and where the worser is predominant, full soon the canker death eats up that plant.’  Grace and rude will – ‘the way of God, using the means of God, reflecting the character of God’ or ‘self-seeking, self-concern, driven by anxiety or arrogance, pride or pretension, fashion or fear, and shaped by love of self, or party, group, nation or race, as the dominant compass of one’s life.
But that turning from rude will to godly grace, says Jesus, involves nothing less than dying to self, signified for Christians in the waters of baptism, and being turned from darkness to light so as to see a different reality, and new possibilities with it too.  That is the work of grace: ‘Amazing Grace,’ wrote the converted slave trader, John Newton, ‘Amazing Grace – I once was lost . . .  was blind, but now I see’ or in Romeo’s words: (in Juliet) doth grace for grace and love for love allow and so ‘my only love sprung from my only hate.
’
If any of you ever saw the film version of Romeo and Juliet, starring Leonardo di Caprio, you will know just how strongly this theme is allowed to come through there.  Romeo and Juliet, prisoners of their respective families’ deep seated feud, come face to face at a masked ball.  Prior to that each has plunged their head deep into a bowl of water, and with that it appears that ancient hatreds are at least washed from their eyes, and, in one another – each the embodiment of the supposed enemy tribe -the possibility of something different - love and unity - is spied.
Unfortunately though, for Romeo at least, the transformation is by no means as deep as, for all of us, it needs to be.  Love opens his eyes to new possibilities, yes; but still old passions remain, and Romeo cannot yet relinquish that conviction that it is still in his own hands that the tools of destiny lie, and that the ways of using them are for his determination alone.  So, despite the best of intentions, two further tragic and unnecessary deaths – of his friend Mercutio and of Juliet’s cousin, Tybalt – then ensue.  More blood shed to test the way of love and the route to peace.
And yet even before this further violence has occurred Romeo has glimpsed the way things do have to be.  It happens in the most famous scene of all in this play, the one that everybody knows even if they know nothing else.  It is that scene where Romeo, having been captivated by Juliet’s grace and beauty, comes by cover of night to stand quietly beneath the balcony of her room.  And here in the Capulet courtyard he speaks those famous words:
But, soft! What light from yonder window breaks?

It is the east, and Juliet is the sun!

Arise fair sun and kill the envious moon,

Who is already sick and pale with grief,

That thou her maid art far more fair than she.   

Already he is beginning to understand that giving way to this true love cannot but disrupt the order of his existing life – the sun as maid to the moon?  How topsy turvey can life be?  But Love, true love from true grace, does change things, and not least we ourselves.  And, this time, it is in words from Juliet’s mouth that the necessity of such deep change (and here we might properly use the word ‘conversion’) begins to be found:
O Romeo, Romeo!  Wherefore art thou Romeo?

Deny thy father, and refuse thy name;

Or, if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love

And I’ll no longer be a Capulet.  

To Love wrote the theologian, Ladislas Boros, is to pledge to another: From this moment on you will never be alone.  Everything that I have and am will be at your disposal, and I know that my own person will be kept safer in your hands than in my own." - 
"My own person will be kept safer in your hands than in my own."

"Your life will be safer in my hands than in your own."
To offer love, as opposed to hate, to live by grace rather than rude will, in one’s dealings with another person, another race, another nation, tribe, caste or family, involves nothing less than this kind of radical reorientation of outlook and priorities; but it is only through such fundamental re-ordering and refocusing – the religious word for it is ‘repentance’ – that there is any possibility of real, lasting, reconciliation and change.  Yet it’s not easy, as the Gospel of St Luke tells us:
A great crowd came to Jesus, and he turned and said to them: ‘If anyone comes to Me and does not hate his father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and his own life also (in other words anything that locks one into the past) then he cannot be my disciple.’

And the amazing thing is that Romeo, under Juliet’s balcony, seems to really grasp this:

 I take thee at thy word (he responds to Juliet)

Call me but love, and I’ll be new baptiz’d;

Henceforth I never will be Romeo.  
But words are one thing, and living them out quite another.  It’s one thing to talk about death to self (for that again is what to be baptiz’d signifies), but letting go of those fears, those vanities, those ambitions and hurts, that so persistently shape our words and actions, is (and I speak very much for myself here) another thing altogether.  To let go and let God, to trust rather than to negotiate, to listen rather than to argue, to offer rather than to bargain, to affirm rather than to deny – how hard these things are even in relationships with those closest to us, let alone with those whom we fear, or dislike or who have done us harm.  Again, speaking for myself, how often do I find myself at one with St Paul when he writes: ‘I do not understand my own actions.  For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate’
.
Having our eyes open to the possibilities of love and reconciliation, speaking words of love and peace, even pledging that we will act to that end – these things are all well and good, but on their own not enough.  If they were, then with the balcony scene the drama of Romeo and Juliet would have come to an end.  But Shakespeare knew that it could not finish there.  The agreement to love has been made between Romeo and Juliet but they, let alone their families, are yet far from unified.  There is still great trouble abroad between them.  While their love has been expressed, they are still prisoners of old hatreds and the grip of sin; they are still being sucked down by enduring strife between their communities.  The only way forward is to let themselves go - into love and grace - totally, even though this means facing the risk of real and final death.  For Juliet it is a risk she is willing to take, along with the cup of poison which she drinks on trust.
And so it is as a corpse that Romeo finds her as he returns from that exile to which he has run away.  In that 1996 film version that I have already mentioned, it is literally from the desert, where he has been alone with himself, that Romeo (Leonardo di Caprio) returns.  Coming into the church he approaches his love, with the way of the cross (in garish neon) marking his way.  Juliet’s body is on something like an altar surrounded by candles and flowers - like the holy sacrament, the remembrance of Christ’s Body, on Easter’s eve.  In her sacrifice does he see only death?  Or is he able to glimpse the possibility of hope and new life?

It is in fact only death that he sees, but rather than turn from it, for him true love, and unity with the loved one, requires that he embrace death to his own self too.  At that moment, as he dies, Juliet awakens from her deep sleep and, seeing what Romeo has done, she now takes the same path as well. And through their death, the poet would show us, they are now united, as are love and reconciliation also.  As St Paul wrote in his letter to the Romans, and in that version of the Bible that William Shakespeare would have heard read in this church here: ‘If we have been planted together in the likeness of Christ’s death, we shall be also in the likeness of his resurrection:6knowing this, that our old man is crucified with him, that the body of sin might be destroyed, that henceforth we should not serve sin. 7For he that is dead is freed from sin... 11Likewise reckon ye also yourselves to be dead indeed unto sin, but alive unto God through Jesus Christ our Lord.  And by grace that is what happened.  Contemplating this sacrifice of death through love, Juliet’s father reaches out to Romeo’s in reconciling grace: O Brother, Montague, give me thy hand – for no more can I demand.  It’s a risky act, grace putting itself as the mercy of potential rude will.  But Montague responds: I can give thee more.
Grace upon grace, grace triumphing over rude will, enmity is routed - once hopeless hope is hopeless no more. 
There is nothing inevitable about this: peace and reconciliation, love and grace involve trust, and cost and death to self.  But to how many of this world’s current tragedies might such a drama be conveyed, by such as you and I, as truly Good News and a challenge to so much fateful hate? 
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