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A little over thirty years ago | embarked on a degree in Politics. As part of that degree course we were given,
in my first week, a passage to read from Book Five of Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War known as
the “Melian Dialgoue”. This famous passage described the negotiations that took place between the people
of the neutral island of Melos and the all-conquering military power of Athens. At the heart of the debate is
a reflection on the meaning of raw political power. In the midst of their wide war with Sparta the Athenians
gave the people of Melos an ultimatum: surrender and pay a tribute to Athens. Faced with this the Melian
tribunes argued that as they were neutral in the ongoing war and so could safely be left alone. The political
calculation for the Athenians was should they show mercy to this neutral island in a way which could be
perceived as being weak, or assert their power against a people that were of no threat to them.

The outcome to the debate fell firmly on the latter choice — that might was right. As Thucydides famously
summed up the Athenian position:

the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must.

In the context of my Politics degree this was an introduction to the hard logic of political realism which we
have seen played out the news in the last few weeks. For all the column inches spent describing the death of
the liberal-rules based international order, what the actions of the last few weeks remind us is that, in the
context of a world where the two-and-a-half thousand year old words of Thucydides seem relevant, what
we are experiencing at the moment is if anything a reversion to the norm.

Political sages fill our airwaves quoting Thucydides, or Palmerston or Bismark to remind us of this seeming
deep truth. One, Stephen Miller, one of the most outspoken advisors to this most outspoken to American
Presidents, last week spoke as a latter-day Athenian when he said:

we live in a world, in the real world ... that is governed by strength, that is governed by force, that is governed
by power...these are the iron laws of the world.

This assertion of the iron and immutable laws of politics provides a stark backdrop to the story and feast we
keep today. At the heart of this story — a version of which we hear in all four gospels — as an assertion and
statement of power. What, after all, is more powerful than a voice from heaven stating that this is “my Son,
the Beloved, with whom | am well pleased”. But if this is an assertion and statement of power it is one which
manifests itself in a manner that is in stark contrast to ironclad statements of human power. This contrast
comes not so much in the words used, but in the form in which they are lived out and embodied. As we
heard in our reading:

Jesus came from Gadlilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him. John would have prevented him, saying,
“l need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” But Jesus answered him, “Let it be so now, for it is
proper for us in this way to fulfil all righteousness.” Then he consented.

In being baptised, John did not come to Jesus, but Jesus came to John. There he stood on the banks of the
Jordan with those others seeking John’s baptism of repentance. At the moment of baptism he submitted
himself physically to John as he was submerged in the waters of the Jordan in an actual of ritual and spiritual
death and rebirth. And then in this context of submission and service do we hear in the voice from heaven
this great statement of power:

This is my son the beloved, in whom | am well pleased.
The story of the Baptism of Christ is placed at the beginning of each of the four gospels not only because it

was the act that inaugurated Jesus public ministry, but because in it were the seeds of the truth and power
which he came to reveal to all nations.



That is this is a statement of power is a power which was lived out by one who came to serve, not to be
served. A power realised in the one who took the form of a slave and

humbled himself
and became obedient to the point of death—
even death on a cross.

For all the claims of iron and immutable laws political power the reality is that all these powers, when they
serve only to perpetuate power, inevitably decline and fall.

Ten short years after the Athenians asserted their ironclad right and power over the people of Melos, they
too had been defeated by their Spartan adversaries. The memory of that Athenian power was only a faint
glimmer four centuries later as Jesus stood on the banks of the Jordan in the sight of the raw power and
might of the Roman Empire.

Empire after Empire, be it Roman, or Carolingian, Spanish or British, built only on the logic of perpetuation
of power for its own sake inevitably decline and fall. Today on the streets of Iran the seemingly immoveable
power of the Islamic Republic — built on retaining power for its own sake — is been shaken and, we pray,
brought down. The error of those who assert the logic of the Melian dialogue, the inherent weakness of
“might is right” is that understood on its own terms and for its own benefit it will always crumble and fall.

A little over five-hundred years ago a Spanish soldier, who knew all about the realities of raw power having
fought and served at the heart of what was, at the time, the greatest empire the world had ever seen saw to
the truth of this deeper magic; that power true power can only succeed if it exists to serve.

It is a truth which is deeper than any of the wisdom we can find in the ancient pages of Thucydides, or in the
wisdom of Palmerston of Bismark. It is a truth which is revealed to us in the story of the Baptism of Christ,
and a truth that we will see made manifest to us again as we explore in this year ahead the story of God’s
love in the person of Jesus Christ.

It is a truth which that soldier turned priest who we know as St Ignatius of Lyola, summed up most eloquently
in this prayer that draws us to the true end and purpose of human power:

Teach us, good Lord,

to serve you as you deserve;

to give, and not to count the cost,

to fight, and not to heed the wounds,

to toil, and not to seek for rest,

to labour, and not to ask for reward,

except that of knowing that we are doing your will
Amen.



