20th January 2008

Grow Up!
Hebrews 5:11-6:3
 

A little boy's mother ran into the room when she heard him scream and found his baby sister pulling his hair. The mother gently released the baby's grip and explained to the crying boy, 'Your sister's only a baby. You'll have to forgive her because she doesn't know that pulling hair hurts.' The mother was barely out of the room when she now heard the little girl screaming.  Rushing back in and asked the boy, 'What's happened?' The boy replied, 'Now she knows.'
 

The mother in that story rather naïvely hoped that her son would have the maturity to understand what she was saying and grow up to her level of thinking rather than down to his baby sister's level.  Those of you who have ever been involved in the care of small children will know that the boy's behaviour was entirely predictable.
 

Michael has been sixteen for a few months, but last weekend he decided to look up what he was now allowed to do - he appeared very disappointed when Katharine and I told him that it was basically only being able to smoke and get married (apparently, neither of those things appeal to him).  But his research did reveal that he could now buy liqueur chocolates  - which he doesn't like, so even more disappointment there.
 

But he's got me asking myself  what we should be able to do at a particular age?  And in the end, the frustrating truth is that even when we come of age at sixteen, eighteen, twenty-one or whenever, we're never fully grown up, and we carry with us all our lives the potential to revert to childish behaviour.
 

Growing as a Christian is no exception.
 

The writer to the Hebrews said, "There has been enough time for you to be teachers - yet you still need someone to teach you. Instead of eating solid food, you still have to drink milk. Let us go forward to mature teaching and leave behind us the first lessons of the Christian message."  In other words, there comes certain moment in our Christian journey when we should make the effort to grow and mature, and take on new responsibilities.
 

One of the things that struck me for the first time this Christmas, when reading about the journey of the wise men, was the indifference of so many people surrounding Jesus' birth - people who should have known better.
 

The three wise men saw something new in the sky and travelled hundreds of miles to see what it all meant.  When they got to Jerusalem, they were at the theological centre of the world, they were surrounded by scholars, priests and so-called prophets - and only six miles from Bethlehem (from here to Sudbury).  But it was only the wise men who could be bothered to travel the distance to see the amazing things that were happening.  When Herod asked the experts where this new king would be born, they all said Bethlehem - they knew, but they couldn't be bothered.  Even Herod, who thought he had more to lose than anyone, couldn't drag himself away from the comfort of his own palace to go and look for himself - instead, he sent the wise men to do the looking and told them to come back when they'd found Jesus.
 

When the wise men left for home without returning to Herod, again he couldn't be bothered to make the effort, he just behaved like a spoilt child, throwing his arms and legs in the air and shouting for them to kill all the boys under two years old - he wasn't interested in the truth, just his own evil and selfish designs.
 

One of the saddest things about the church today is the lack of maturity that's displayed, certainly globally.  Most of the press we get is to report the arguments we have that leave people outside wondering why we don't grow up and move on to more important things.  We're sometimes a bit like the small boy in my opening story - we know the mature thing is to walk away from trying to have the last word (or the last tug) but we just can't resist it, it's too much effort.
 

I know lots of people who are still asking the same questions of God they were asking when they first became Christians, still wanting me or someone else to do their praying, still wanting other people to engage with scripture for them, wanting other people to witness on their behalf.  Of course, there are difficult questions and hard tasks, but there comes a time when we have to move on rather than go round and round in a loop, never breaking out.
 

Before you think I'm having a real 'downer' on you all, there is some good news here which hit home to me when Peter and I were discussing this service and what I might talk about.  Peter said that he thought we'd moved on from having to preach about unity - and he's absolutely right.  All of us here know that it's God's will for the church that we should be united, one body - that's why we've come together this morning.  We don't need convincing of that, and now we can move on to work together and support one another in ways that really do help the wider mission of the church.  In this little part of God's kingdom, we've grasped that part of the gospel and can now move on to the next task that God has set before us.
 

There are lots of really encouraging signs that we are, as we've heard in Hebrews, 'moving forward and maturing.'  Our worship is evolving, both here and down the road.  We have more and more people taking scripture seriously and wanting to study during the week.  Peter and I have both talked about the odd poke in the ribs we get from people to move forward even more.  It might make us sigh, but it's really important that it happens - don't stop pushing.
 

At the end of last year, the school here had a really cracking inspection of it's church status and the Christian ethos that it promotes.  There are lots of people constantly asking, 'What next?' and there are some good answers emerging.  In our youth group at St Mary's someone said it was now time to move on from trying to persuade people that God exists - they've been there and done that (a number of times).  Now we need to look at what next.
 

But, the challenge is still there before us, "There has been enough time for you to be teachers - yet you still need someone to teach you. Let us go forward and leave behind the first lessons of the Christian message. We should not have to lay the foundations again."
 

Today, together, I hope we can celebrate the good news of our love for Jesus Christ - and I hope we can be mature and honest enough to face a difficult task before us, as a church and as individuals - and that's the task of growing up still further.
 

I would be amongst the first here to admit that I get stuck in a loop sometimes.  I know I need to change, to grow up, to try the new things that I believe God is showing me, and I manage it for a bit, but then slip up and find myself back at the place I started a year, a week, or just ten minutes ago.  The writer to the Hebrews urges us not to live this life of going round and round and round, trapped in a cycle of nearly growing up but not quite.
 

And we don't have to - if we're prepared to work a bit.
 

Of course, we have God's help and we have the gift of the Holy Spirit in our lives, but we're not puppets and we have to make some effort ourselves - remember the wise men.  There is a miraculous part of growing up, but there's also a very human part - we can choose.  There is the good news of the changes in us that have already happened, and in the way these churches have grown and matured.  And there's the challenge of growing up in the ways we all know deep down that we should - in forgiveness, in getting rid of bad habits, in learning to love, in speaking about our faith.  You know what loops you get stuck in, you know where you keep going round and round without being able to escape, you know where you find comfort in still being a child and where you don't want to face the uncertainty of growing up, with all the responsibilities that entails.  It can be scary, but it's also terribly exciting.
 

Don't try to be perfect tomorrow, don't think about what scares you most and jump in to try that.  Think instead about what scares you just enough to stop you moving on one more step - and by faith, take that step.
 

In Ch.11 of Hebrews, a bit further on from this morning's reading, half of the verses there start with the phrase, "By faith," and go on to mention the lives of Abel, Enoch, Noah, Isaac Jacob, Joseph, Moses' parents, Moses himself, Joshua, Rahab, Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel and others.  These were all people who have amazing stories to tell - because they stepped out in faith and grew into the maturity God wanted for them.  They did amazing things as they grew up - and what a prospect for us too!
