 

2nd November 2008

Read the bus or read my face
Readings:  Micah 3:5-12,  Matthew 24:1-14
 

You may have seen in the news last week that Richard Dawkins and the British Humanist Association are co-sponsoring some ads to be plastered along the side of double-decker buses in London.  The posters will read, 'There's probably no God.  Now stop worrying and enjoy your life.'

 

It's reassuring to learn that 'probably' is as far as the Humanists and Richard Dawkins are prepared to go - but the really interesting part of the campaign is the bit that says, 'Now stop worrying and enjoy your life.'

 

I certainly don't see may faith as something that brings me nothing but worry and misery, but you can understand why these people might say what they have given what we've heard this morning.  The Old Testament passage ended with this warning, "Zion will be ploughed like a field, Jerusalem will become a heap of rubble, the temple hill a mound overgrown with thickets."  And in Matthew's gospel, Jesus said, "You will be persecuted and put to death, and you will be hated by all nations because of me."

 

Not much to enjoy there.

 

Jo spoke last Sunday about the credibility gap that can exist between what Christian people profess and the way we go about our lives - we can proclaim good news but live in a rather mean way that leads others to believe that God is bad news and that we don't like the thought of others enjoying themselves more than we do.

 

I found a lovely prayer last week, from a child just before going to bed:


'Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep,
And if I die before I wake, I pray the Lord my toys would break,
So no other child can play with them. Amen.'

 

You laugh because you secretly sympathise with the sentiment - you're obviously all bitter and twisted people and Dawkins might be right after all.  But, if we don't like the ads, how come such good news as we have has become so badly misrepresented to so many?  How is it that a huge chunk of society has come to believe that the absence of God is the only way to help people stop worrying and start enjoying themselves?

 

This is a tension we all feel.  God is good, but he's also pretty challenging and says some things that make us all feel uncomfortable; we all like coming to church, but it's not always the most exciting part of your week.  We don't want God to appear harsh, judgmental and anti-fun, but how do we get around the hard sayings we find in scripture and the behaviour of so many who profess to be 'alive' with their Christian faith?

 

Perhaps the messages we've heard from Micah and Jesus aren't messages for other people, those with no faith, but for us.  We, more than anybody, need to listen to the right voice and rediscover where our true peace and happiness lie.  Dawkins thinks it lies without God - but he's not telling the truth.  He's not probably wrong, he is wrong.  The lies that Micah and all the prophets were trying to expose are the lies about wealth, position, youth, celebrity, power, health, beauty, technology, education and so on - all the false gods that appeal to so many.  They say, 'put yourself at the centre of everything and you will lose all your worries.'  Any true prophet would say, 'Do that and your worries have only just begun.'

 

But we still like to keep a foot in both camps, we still guard our toys jealously.  As Jo was saying, we're often just too indistinguishable from everyone else because we secretly believe that all these false idols are actually quite attractive.  But we've spent a fortune on ourselves and are no happier for it - how come we're still tempted by promises that have never delivered?

 

Just imagine...

 

Imagine that you had a bit more money, not millions, but just a bit more.
Imagine that one or two of your worst aches and pains could be healed.
Imagine that your job, if you're not yet retired, was now guaranteed for life (and the pension too).
Imagine that you could look in the mirror and tweak one or two wrinkles or shave a pound or two off here and there.
Imagine that you had a bit more control over your life, your diary, everyone around you.

 

And now tell me what you think all the evidence and research says would happen to your level of happiness and sense of well-being if all these imaginings came true?  I'm afraid you'd be looking up at the side of the double-decker bus, scratching your head and thinking, 'Why am I still worrying?' - because you would still be worrying.

 

I came across some fascinating research into happiness that looked at people who have had either amazingly good things or horrendously awful things happen to them and then tried to measure the gain or loss in happiness that resulted.  What they have discovered is that if you win the lottery, your level of happiness shoots up, but only for about a year or two - and then it returns to where it was before.  Likewise, if you lose a fortune, the depression that follows usually passes within the same time span and you bounce back to where you were before.  The same goes for people who suffer a disability too - their base level of happiness soon returns to where it was.  That's why growing older isn't half as depressing as we young things think it will be - we think that losing our good eyesight, thick hair and so on will matter, but it doesn't.  It's why people in poor countries smile and laugh just as much as people in rich ones - we think that we couldn't enjoy living in such simple surroundings, but we could and would.

 

Despite knowing all this, we still seem to have become preoccupied with accumulating wealth, preserving youthful looks and refusing to grow up.  Richard Dawkins, the Humanists and countless others come running along proclaiming the way to peace and enjoyment, and Jesus says, 'Stop listening to all these false prophets - they come only to deceive.'

 

The most powerful influences on how happy we feel at any given time having nothing to do with our circumstances or even what it is we're doing at the time.  It's all about the people we're with and the quality of those relationships - being with friends makes us happier than anything else can.  Among people all over the world, nourishing relationships are the single most universally agreed-upon feature of a good life.  At the heart of it all is... the heart - which shouldn't be that surprising since God is love and we've been made in his image.

 

Micah's problem with the false prophets of his day was that they, "Despise justice and distort all that is right; build with bloodshed, and wickedness.  They judge for a bribe, teach for a price, and tell fortunes for money."  It's not the material things he was worried about, all these things he's listed distort the relationships within a community and between that community and God - they destroy love.

 

The first Jesus warned against was this, "Many will come in my name, claiming, 'I am the Christ.'"  In other words, 'Top of the list of worst lies is the one where people try to take my place amongst you.'  Jesus isn't as worried about us falling sick or losing our money as he is about the relationship we have with him being usurped by someone else - that's the thing he really treasures.  And he goes on, "Because of the increase of wickedness, the love of most will grow cold."  The most valuable thing we all have is the love we share with one another and with Christ.

 

If some people look at us and think we're all a bit glum, then we need to invest more on our relationships with one another and with God - spend our way out of the recession, if you like.  Rather than go all negative about material things we should concentrate on being more positive about our friends, our neighbours, our families - treasure the love around us and the God who will do anything to woo us to himself.

 

As for Dawkins and the humanists, Psalm 14 says, "The fool says in his heart, 'There is no God.' Will they never learn? There they are, overwhelmed with dread."

 

The Christian gospel really is good news.  It is joy and peace, it is life in all its fullness - and if people can't read that on the buses they should at least be able to read it on our faces as we grow in love for one another and for God.

