4th February 2007   

From the Given to the Variable

1 Cor 15:1-11,  Luke 5:1-11
 

I've told this story before, but it made me giggle when I stumbled across it again last week...
 

A few years ago, British Rail wanted to test the windscreens for high-speed trains and someone had the bright idea of asking the Civil Aviation Authority how they did it for aeroplanes.  The recommendation was to try firing a dead chicken out of a canon straight at the train.  The first experiment didn't go quite according to plan as the dead chicken went hurtling through the windscreen of the train, then through the wall at the back of the driver's compartment, then through the wall behind that, and lodged against some obstruction halfway down the first carriage.  When they got back to the Civil Aviation Authority to find out what they might have done wrong, the answer was quite simple - thaw the chicken first.
 

Things went badly wrong in that experiment because the hard object (the train) turned out to be the softer half of the equation, and what was meant to be the soft bit (the chicken) was completely solid.
 

In much that we encounter in life, there's a similar equation or balancing act.  There are certain givens, certain things that are what they are, no matter what - they are fixed, solid facts.  And there are also certain things which we can manipulate and change - so, the fact that it's cold outside is a given, but whether or not we feel the cold is down to us and how many layers of warm clothes we put on.  And just like British Rail, we can get into a serious muddle when we try to freeze the bits that should be soft, and push hard to break or soften the bits that are fixed, solid, matters of fact.
 

In both the readings this morning, there's that ever present equation shown again - the interaction between fixed points and variable points.  Starting with Corinthians, St Paul outlined one of the given parts right from the start, "For what I received I passed on to you... That Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised according to the Scriptures."
 

The reality of Jesus is obviously the basis of the givenness in the four gospels as well - in the passage we've just read from Luke, Jesus was there, centre stage.  He was seen and heard by the crowd, he was there talking, instructing, explaining, and so on.  There could be no denying his presence on earth.
 

But the givenness of the gospel is not something that everyone accepts.  In fact, there are probably very few who don't try to squirm around certain things Jesus said and did in order to avoid doing some things and in order to justify doing others.  You will probably know just how you've tried to do it yourself - much to my shame, I certainly do.  St Paul spotted this in the Corinthian church and he wrote them, "I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, which you received and on which you have taken your stand. By this gospel you are saved. Otherwise, you have believed in vain. For what I received I passed on to you..."  The gospel isn't something we make up, Paul receiving one version and adjusting it to suit his needs before he passes it on to others for them to then make their adjustments.  What he received is exactly what he passed on and exactly what we stand or fall on ourselves, and it's exactly that version that we pass on to others.
 

But... because we don't want to change ourselves, because we don't want to stick our neck out too far, because we want to be popular with everyone, because our old ways are just too comfortable now, we want our nature to be the set part of the equation and the Jesus bit, the gospel, to be the variable half.  If you analyse any conversation you've had with anyone who objects to Christianity it will almost certainly be an expression of this - they have the best theories, they like the way things are with them, and we must change God accordingly.
 

But to behave like that is to court disaster in the same way that BR virtually destroyed a train getting it wrong in their particular way.
 

During my last week of sail training, we had an instructor on board called Kent - an American ex-special forces chap.  He used to hop all over the boat with quick deft movements, looking for the next disaster that was going to happen, anticipating anything and everything - but when it did all go horribly wrong, instead of shouting and screaming at us all (which is usually what happens on boats) he used to say, 'It is what it is - just deal with it.'  Our reaction was to despair, to find a culprit, search for an alibi, making our feelings the reference point for all that we did next.  His example was to make the fixed bits the starting point - however uncomfortable that starting point felt.
 

Please don't think I'm saying that we shouldn't have feelings and that our faith should turn us into cold, analytical, hard-nosed realists.  That's just what I'm not saying - we will have feelings, hurts, reactions and doubts, but the question is more about where we go from there.  The courageous place to turn is towards Jesus, the easy way out is to make him the victim of our frailty.
 

The one other given point in Paul's letter brings me to those feelings of ours.  Paul came up with his own version of my friend Kent's, 'It is what it is,' when he wrote, 'I am what I am.'  And that's part of the good news - we are who we are, God knows that and so we don't have to pretend otherwise.
 

In the gospel reading, Jesus represents the fixed points, naturally, and Peter the variable.  Jesus is also who he is (that's the givenness of the gospel) - Peter was the one who should have adjusted his position, and had to in the end.  He'd been fishing and now it was time to mend the nets - until Jesus got into his boat and asked him to push off from the shore.  Peter knew that it was the wrong time of day to fish but, "because you say so, I will let down the nets."  Peter knew that such a sinner as he was would never be of any use to Jesus, but Jesus said, "Don't be afraid."  And then Peter probably thought he'd go back to fishing again the next day, until Jesus said, "From now on you will catch men."
 

Jesus is the fixed point in our lives - in our world.  We can re-write the gospel to accommodate a particularly thorny issues we face, or we can engage (intelligently, I hope) with the plain sense made by most of what's written in scripture, and just deal with it - shaping our response, our lives, around the givenness of what Christ has done.
 

When Paul was outlining the gospel, he highlighted a sort of progression - from the given to the variable.  "Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, he was buried, he was raised on the third day."  But he then added, "and he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred at the same time. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also."
 

The cross and resurrection are the central parts of our faith, they lay down the foundation, the starting point, for our life and faith - but then comes the variable bit, our response and our experience.  A truly Christian creed should never be a set of simple doctrinal truths (like we have in our books) - crucial though they are.  As Paul showed, after the resurrection comes our encounter with Jesus.  The fixed bit is the part of the creed before the 'Amen,' but it mustn't end there, it would be too unbalanced if it did.  Okay, so Jesus died and rose again.  Now what?  That's almost as exciting to discover - the part of the creed that comes after the 'Amen' and that perhaps only you can recite.
 

In my opening story, the train was supposed to be the 'given' and the bird the bit that would  change shape slightly when it encountered the train.  Done the way it was, it was the train that was sacrificed because the solid, unyielding nature of the frozen bird.  We need to learn to work better with the bits that are given and on the bits that aren't, not the other way round.  Let's not have a soggy gospel and hard hearts, but rather a sure foundation and soft, loving hearts.
 

Jesus said, "Don't be afraid; from now on..."
 

And the silence, the space, is for you to fill.  RK
