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“Nearly all men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man’s character, give him power.” Abraham Lincoln well understood the seductions offered by political power.

The Bible is a book with no illusions about human nature. In the Old Testament even the greatest heroes are flawed. It shows us all of life: human beings in battle, in love, in bereavement, in adultery, in rejoicing, in every situation. The Bible is neither gushing nor romantic. It shows real life, with all its warts, but set in the context of faith in Yahweh.. 

Some of the Old Testament readings we have heard recently at daily Mass appear far removed from our relatively placid parish life of 2006. What have Nebuchadnezzar’s invasions, the siege of Jerusalem in 597 BC, the deportation and exile to Babylon, to do with us today?  

Wait a moment. Some of our churches do have exiles: exiles from war in the Congo, Eritrea and the Sudan. We have many who have deported themselves from poverty  - rightly or wrongly - in the hope of a better life in the United Kingdom. They know that yearning for the land of their childhood, that difficulty of stumbling in a foreign tongue, that pain at racist remarks or even blows from the natives of the place where they have found a new livelihood, but not yet a true home. 


In Northern Ireland both Catholic and Protestant communities feel at times under siege. On many streets and estates the elderly may feel under siege by vandals and hooligans. 

If a particular Biblical passage sounds irrelevant to us personally, remember that the Bible has to speak to men and women in every situation, throughout the wide world and throughout the whole of history. Stories of siege and warfare had direct relevance to Britain in 1940. Imagine the inhabitants of Prague or Paris or Warsaw or Amsterdam reading the Bible during those terrible years. The underlying message was the same as now: Be true to God and ultimately He will see you through. Disasters may fall upon you, but stay faithful, and one day you will be vindicated. 


The Bible is also realistic about those in power in society or in God’s Church. This weekend we hear: “Doom for the shepherds who allow the flock of my pasture to be destroyed and scattered – it is the Lord who speaks!” (Jeremiah 23:1)  Doom in this sense means a severe judgement, an official condemnation.

Does this apply to Israel’s kings or her priests? Probably her kings. The shepherd-king is a popular biblical type. Today does it apply to politicians or churchmen? Or both?  The Biblical writers are often suspicious of those in power, and aware of the dangers of corruption in high places. 


Power in itself is not evil; after all, God is all-powerful. But Kings and rulers can easily err and fall into temptation.

First when Moses and Joshua led Israel to the Promised Land, she was ruled by judges and prophets, not by kings. Later the Israelites decided they wanted a king like the other nations around them – a sad case of wanting to “keep up with the Jebusites!”

God tried to dissuade them: A king will tax you and oppress you, take your sons for his army, wage war, build his own house and court at your expense. You are better off without a king. 

There is Jotham’s fable in Judges 9, where the trees of the forest try to choose a king between them. The olive tree, the fig tree and the vine are all unwilling to forego their oil, their sweetness and their wine. In the end the kingship falls to the thorn bush, because no one else wants the job. There comes an additional warning: if they are not in good faith, fire will come from the thorn bush and devour the cedars of Lebanon.

The Israelites persisted, so God gave them a King – first Saul, who grew melancholy and jealous. He disobeyed God, summoned up the witch of Endor and forfeited his throne for necromancy.


David the shepherd-boy hero succeeded him. He raised Jewish power over the heathen tribes to its zenith. Yet he committed adultery with Bathsheba, and engineered the killing of her husband, Uriah the Hittite, in battle. For this he was punished with the rebellion and death of his own son Absalom…


Solomon reigned next. He began, wiser than any man ever before him, but ended in folly, seduced by his three hundred pagan concubines, his heart swayed to Milcom and Baal and the false idols of the Gentiles. As a punishment, the Jewish kingdom was divided in his sons’ days: Israel with ten tribes in the north, and Judaea with two around Jerusalem. It was this weakness and division which allowed Israel fall to Assyria in 721 BC and Judah to Babylon in 597 / 587 BC.


Many of the subsequent kings were unjust and exploitative. There were only a few righteous examples like Hezekiah.


These words of St Gregory the Great apply to the temptations of power:


“For the human mind is prone to pride even when not supported by power; how much more, then, does it exalt itself when it has that support! But he disposes his power aright, who knows how with great care both to derive from it what is profitable and to subdue the temptations which it creates, and how, though in possession of it, to realise equality with others, and at the same time set himself above sinners in his zeal for retribution.” (St Gregory the Great, Pastoral Care 2,6) c.600 AD.


William Pitt the Elder, warned about the dangers of any one person enjoying unfettered power: “Unlimited power is apt to corrupt the minds of those who possess it.” 

It was these insights which Lord Acton famously re-expressed: 

“Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely. Great men are almost always bad men, even when they exercise influence and not authority: still more when you superadd the tendency or the certainty of corruption by authority. There is no worse heresy than that the office sanctifies the holder of it.” (Letter to M. Creighton, 1887) 


The Middle Ages had a surer grasp of the truth that any ruler needs God’s grace to keep him on the straight and narrow path of justice and truth. They realised that “Power gradually extirpates from the kind every humane and gentle virtue.” (Edmund Burke) 

In comparison the Marxists and indeed the democrats of our day are unspeakably naïve,  if they think that human nature of a leader can be purified by Marxist ideals or the “democratic process” and “public accountability” alone. History teaches a different lesson: “As wealth is power, so all power will infallibly draw wealth to itself by some means or other.” (Burke).

The medievals anointed their monarchs with sacred chrism, almost like an eighth sacrament. Although at the “Reformation,” the seven sacraments of the Church were pruned down to two, the others declared superstitions or “states of life permitted by the Gospel”,  the chrismation of the monarch was retained. This underlines the continued belief in the monarch as “divinely anointed,” as she should be if she is exalted as Supreme Governor of the Church.


The anointing survived in the Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II in 1953. After solemnly promising to rule with justice and in mercy the peoples of the UK , Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, Pakistan and Ceylon, she said she would to the utmost of her power to maintain in the United Kingdom the Protestant Reformed Religion established by law, and “maintain and preserve inviolably the settlement of the Church of England, and the doctrine, worship, discipline, and government thereof.” 

After the Veni Creator Spiritus, The Archbishop continued in prayer:[image: image1.png]




“O Lord and heavenly Father, the exalter of the humble and the strength of thy chosen, who by anointing with Oil didst of old make and consecrate kings, priests, and prophets, to teach and govern thy people Israel: Bless and sanctify thy chosen servant Elizabeth, who by our office and ministry is now to be anointed with this Oil, and consecrated Queen: Strengthen her, O Lord, with the Holy Ghost the Comforter; Confirm and stablish her with thy free and princely Spirit, the Spirit of wisdom and government, the Spirit of counsel and ghostly strength, the Spirit of knowledge and true godliness, and fill her, O Lord, with the Spirit of the holy fear, now and for ever; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.”

The Byzantine rites too stress the importance of praying for those who wield great power. At every Liturgy they sing in the great Litany: “For our nation under God, for our government and for all the military, let us pray to the Lord.” This is not creepy flattery or favour-seeking. It is based on the realistic knowledge that those in power can easily turn bad, if the grace of God does not protect them.

“Power is never good, unless the one who has it is good.” (King Alfred)

