6th April 2008  
Somewhere …Within the Rainbow
Readings:  Acts 2:14a, 36-41,  Luke 24.13-35
 

Since Easter Sunday, we've obviously had quite a stash of chocolate to get through, and I always feel duty-bound to carry my share of that particular burden.  My inclination with chocolate in the house is to eat it - and yet my head tells me to be a bit more sensible and ration things over at least a few days - and maybe even let Katharine and the boys have some.
 

I'm pretty sure we all have similar struggles, though probably over more profound issues than chocolate - some of us being better at letting our head rule, and others our heart.  Some of us like to be spontaneous, active, doing stuff (following our heart), whilst others might be more thoughtful or analytical in outlook (being driven a bit more by what goes on in our head).
 

Last week I had to go to a training thing for some clergy in Chelmsford where we were looking at learning styles - the preferred way in which I like to be taught as opposed to the way you or someone else might prefer.  Essentially, it all boiled down to four different styles, and they were classified as cool blue, firey red, earth green or sunshine yellow.
 

Cool blue people are those who like lots of facts and figures, they enjoy the theory and use their heads a lot and they're quite cautious.  Their slogan might be, 'Do it right'
The earth green folk are the reflective type, standing back to observe, not being rushed, they want time to absorb and learn from sitting at the back.  Their slogan would be, 'Do it without making a big fuss.'
The sunshine yellow brigade are the activists, the hands-on doers as opposed to the thinkers.  They enjoy using their imagination, don't mind it being a bit chaotic, and so on.  Their party-loving instincts would make their slogan, 'Do it together.'
And the firey red lot are the pragmatists - stuff the detail, does it work?  They want to know techniques for getting things done so they can get on with the job straight away - and their slogan would be, 'Do it now.'
 

As I said, the point of the day was to find out how we best like to learn.  So, for example, if we were to try and teach everyone here this morning how to absail down the church tower, some of you would love to start the process by studying gravity, the breaking strength of the rope, weighing the climbers, measuring the height of the tower and the wind direction, and so on (the blue people - whose Easter eggs last a long, long time).  Others would want to know more practical information - what do I have to do, and will it work (the practical reds)?  Some would stand back and learn by watching everyone else doing it first (the reflective greens), and the rest would just jump up and down shouting, 'Come on, let's all go!' (the activist sunshine gang - whose eggs have long since been devoured).
 

As you might imagine, the day in Chelmsford was all was all quite fun, but one of the more serious sides to it centred on the way we try to communicate the Christian gospel.  If you go up to a blue person (one of these facts and figures type people) and put your arm around them, give them a big hug and say, 'Fancy jumping off the church tower after the service?'  They will have a fit - they don't want to be hugged, they don't want to be surprised, and they want time to analyse, etc..  Conversely if you go up to a yellow person and ask them to read a three hundred page manual on absailing, it will be weeks and weeks before they do it - if ever.  Of course, most of us overlap between two or three colours (that's why they used colours, because some folk are purple or orange, and so on), but essentially people have one colour or style that they most often communicate in and most easily understand.
 

You can see that this might have consequences when it comes to communicating something of the Christian message.  The simplest divide would be between those of us driven by what we feel in our heart and those who are more heady and logical in the way we process information.  If a church only talks in one language, it will only gather people who can speak that language - but the gospel is supposed to be good news for all people.  So how can it be, how can we appeal to everyone?
 

In the story of the walk to Emmaus, we have one of the classic accounts of hearts battling with heads, people either being sensible or sensitive - and I wonder if we had been there whether we would have spotted Jesus on the road, in the breaking of the bread, or in his teaching about the Old Testament prophets?
 

I want to look at the 'colours' in this story, because in it, Jesus showed his amazing understanding of human nature long before any educationalists came along to tell us how we learn - and I hope that you won't be completely confused, but understand better how you think, how others think, and therefore who you can approach with more confidence, and when you might need to change your approach because of the differences between you.
 

At the start of the story, two disciples were walking along discussing all that had happened over the previous days.  This is the reflective type of learning - where actually most church-goers are.  They were discussing, thinking, wondering, reviewing, standing back from all the things they'd seen and heard - they were typical Anglicans (the green reflective types).  Jesus coming along to walk beside them was also a very green way of doing things.
 

But these two weren't exclusively Anglican - as I said, very few people are only one colour.  Once Jesus was alongside, "beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself."  This was the bit that would appeal to the blue theoretical learners, the ones who love information and love to understand the detail.  Whilst the two on the road might not have thought they were great theorists this did appeal at some subconscious level since they admitted later, "Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road and opened the Scriptures to us?"  Learning the detail, what lay behind all the events of Holy Week, did appeal and help them understand.
 

As it started to makes sense, it fell into place properly when Jesus sat down and broke the bread, "Then their eyes were opened and they recognised him."  Through his actions and through sharing in a meal with these men, Jesus became known.  The active, sunshine yellows, saw Jesus in this act of fellowship.
 

And their response, "They got up and returned at once to Jerusalem."  Being really good disciples, these two had a bit of everything in them - and here was the red.  When Jesus drew alongside at the beginning and questioned them, they replied concerning him, "We had hoped that he was the one who was going to redeem Israel."  In other words, 'We're walking away from it all because it hasn't worked.  But now, 'What shall we do now that we know that it did all work?  I know, let's go back to Jerusalem and tell the others.'
 

The area that we cover least well in church is this practical, red area of learning.  We're very good at the touchy-feely stuff, but not very good at showing how it works in practice.  There's a huge amount of research that shows one of the most common criticisms of the church concerns the gulf between what we proclaim and what actually happens.  We talk about peace, love and reconciliation, but always appear in the press arguing; we preach forgiveness whilst harbouring grudges and highlighting the sins of others; we proclaim healing whilst never having the courage to pray ourselves or ask for prayer; we talk about the sacrifice of the cross, but hold back offering even the smallest part of our own lives.  What many people need to know before they'll come to church is, 'Does it work - and if it does, what can I now do?'
 

The green and blue people, the people who like reflecting and analysing, will talk and talk and talk, but nothing will happen - and the red and yellow people, the people for whom actions speak louder than words, walk away because it just makes no sense to them.  Of course, left to their own devices, the reds and yellows would soon be so 'off task' that there'd be lots of fun and programmes for this, that and the other - but everyone would have forgotten why.
 

Above all else in church, we need more hearts 'burning within' for the sake of Christ.  What that means will be different for each of us.  The first hymn we had this morning had lots about trusting in the promises laid down in scripture - Jesus walking alongside the two on the road to Emmaus.  We've just sung about a bit of doing, going back to tell the others.  We've got some touchy-feely stuff and some that's more factual than emotional.  Of course, you might prefer to judge the hymns by the tune or the instruments used, but try the words just for today.
 

Jesus became one of us so that he could speak as one of us - and look how that message has taken hold.  If we want it to spread further, we too must learn to speak in such a way that others might not just hear, but actually listen and take in for themselves, the wonderful truths of this Easter joy.
