28 February 2021, Lent 2
Romans 4: 13 - 25; Mark 8:31 - 38

Ashdon zoom 9.30am

1.
Words that mean a lot to us

I went this week to a meeting organised by the Archdeacon for all who had been licensed during lockdown. One of the things we have all missed are opportunities for hospitality. This week we welcome a new Rector, but with no quiche, sausage rolls and drinks after the service and - perhaps more upsetting – no chance to ask him and his wife round for a meal in the near future. Another sadness is the inability to sing hymns together in church.

One event that we enjoyed in our previous church, that combined these two things and which I would like to try here too (when we can) was something we called ‘Hymns and Pimms’. Modelled on Desert Island discs, 6-10 people were asked to choose a favourite hymn and to say why it was important to them. This was always in Summer, and glasses of Pimms were served before, during and after the service! Apart from the Pimms, one thing that was very meaningful was hearing what different hymns meant to people.
Hymns have a way of evoking memories, but also use imagery that can speak to us at a deep level. For example, in the hymn that we shall sing after our prayers, the writer speaks of Jesus as providing a resting place, revival for the soul and light in the darkness. It may of course be particular words in a service that mean a lot to you – that is why there is often resistance when we change the words of a service. Others words may, however, go over our heads or seem to be simply religious jargon. which is why I think we have all enjoyed a change recently to this simple service that changes some of the long prayers.
2.
Today’s readings 

Our readings today speak of faith. First the faith of Abraham which he held on to despite everything. And then we hear of the words of Jesus to his disciples, where he tells them that he is going to suffer and die, and that they too must deny themselves and loose their lives for him. No wonder Peter can’t get his head round it. The gospel reading ends up with reference to those who are ashamed of Jesus – a theme that John Risby takes up in the Grapevine reflection, with a moving story about a young boy who was ashamed of his mother’s deformed hands until he learned the reason for them.
Are we ashamed of our faith? How equipped are we to speak of it? I think that this can be a real problem for many, if not all of us. A lot of people – even those of us who are still faithful church goers – have damaging experiences of being on the receiving end of clumsy evangelism, and we tend as a result to keep our faith private. Some ways of speaking about things don’t help. You may have wondered why I did not use the words of the collect that is on the Grapevine today. I usually find the words of collects very meaningful, but the one set for today is not one that I can relate to at all, since it speaks of a clear distinction between those who have the truth and those who do not. I tend to see this as much more of a process, and know that I have many doubts, and there is much that I don’t see clearly at all, however committed I am. Indeed, I believe that God is beyond my comprehension, so this will probably always be the case. All I can do is to speak of what I have known from my own experience, and even this is not always easy.
3.
Evangelism: a difficult topic

Evangelism is not an easy topic, and is indeed one that makes many of us feel uncomfortable. This year I am leading a Lent course that is based on a book about this topic. It is not a favourite topic of mine, but happens to be the focus of the annual book recommended by the Archbishops of Canterbury and York, and there are also some useful supporting materials which make it good for discussion. The group meeting in Ashdon is focussing on a smaller leaflet that is related to this topic.
I wondered how discussions would go, and was a little apprehensive. It is clear that there are a variety of views within all the groups: even within the church, we use different language to speak of our faith, and have different views about what is important. Yet it has been fascinating, even so far (we have met only a few times as yet) to hear from each other about what is meaningful to each person and why we are still Christians. The main theme of the book is about telling our own story. 
It is clear to me that we are not ashamed of our faith, but often find it hard to put it into words. Yet when we do so in a non-threatening space it is very meaningful to other people, and we find that the words of others either make sense for us, or challenge us to see something differently. One person spoke of the childhood experience of seeing church buildings as safe, happy spaces. I was very moved by this and it made me think about all the things we can do to reinforce this for those who visit our building. I have been pleased that in Ashdon we have been able to keep the building open – despite the fact that few have used it. It only needs to have been important for one person to have been worthwhile.
One of the phrases from our study booklet is that we are called to find our what God is doing, and join in. This does not suggest an ‘us and them’ approach, for God may well be working through our food banks, for example, and with other volunteers helping people in these hard times. We have seen many signs recently that I would see as God at work – often through people who do not call themselves Christians. And many Christians have joined in too.
I am challenged by the study that we am doing together this Lent to ask how we can become more practised at sharing our own stories of why faith matters to us. I feel privileged every time I hear from someone who tells me their story. I wonder if telling us about a hymn that you like would be a way to do that, and what hymn you would choose. In our Christmas study in Ashdon we shared thoughts on carols that were especially meaningful, and that too was really interesting. 

We meet each week in church – either in person or via zoom - and some of us know each other well. Yet often we do not speak much about our faith. It is not shame that keeps us from sharing it, I think, but a sense that it is something private, and that we do not want to have to defend something that matters so much but which is hard to put into words.
I will end with a prayer from Vanuatu. I mentioned that the service for the World Day of Prayer (formerly Women’s World Day of Prayer) which is this coming Friday was written by women from that country. It is in the South Pacific, and they are an island people. Alan and I have had the privilege of working there and joining them in their lively worship. You will see in this prayer how their experience has shaped their conversation with God. Our faith has to become truly our own before it can be shared with others.

O Jesus, be the canoe that holds me up in the sea of life;

Be the rudder that keeps me in the straight road;

Be the outrigger that supports me in time of temptation;

Let your Spirit be my sail that carries us thro’ each day;

Keep my body strong so I can paddle steadfastly on in the 
voyage of life.



Amen
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