8th March 2009
Thinking God’s way
Readings:  
Romans 4.13-25

13 It was not through law that Abraham and his offspring received the promise that he would be heir of the world, but through the righteousness that comes by faith. 14 For if those who live by law are heirs, faith has no value and the promise is worthless, 15 because law brings wrath. And where there is no law there is no transgression.

16 Therefore, the promise comes by faith, so that it may be by grace and may be guaranteed to all Abraham’s offspring—not only to those who are of the law but also to those who are of the faith of Abraham. He is the father of us all. 17 As it is written: “I have made you a father of many nations.” He is our father in the sight of God, in whom he believed—the God who gives life to the dead and calls things that are not as though they were.

18 Against all hope, Abraham in hope believed and so became the father of many nations, just as it had been said to him, “So shall your offspring be.” 19 Without weakening in his faith, he faced the fact that his body was as good as dead—since he was about a hundred years old—and that Sarah’s womb was also dead. 20 Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, 21 being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised. 22 This is why “it was credited to him as righteousness.” 23 The words “it was credited to him” were written not for him alone, 24 but also for us, to whom God will credit righteousness—for us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead. 25 He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.

Mark 8.31-38

31 He then began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and after three days rise again.  32 He spoke plainly about this, and Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him.  33 But when Jesus turned and looked at his disciples, he rebuked Peter. “Get behind me, Satan!” he said.   “You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.”  34 Then he called the crowd to him along with his disciples and said: “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.   35 For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it.  36 What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul? 37 Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul? 38 If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his Father’s glory with the holy angels.”

A business had just moved into its smart new offices, the owner of the business received a wreath of flowers with a card 
saying, “In deepest sympathy”.  The florists had obviously made a mistake so he rang them to complain.  The girl who took the phone call apologised profusely but then made a good point, “Sir” she said “it might be bad for you, but just think of this, somewhere there is a funeral, where a bunch of flowers has a note that reads, “Many congratulation on your new location.” 

The business man was looking from his view point, the florist was looking at the problem from the other side as well. 

In the epistle to the Romans, St Paul is explaining about the need for a change in thinking.  The Romans had been brought up believing that their many gods were essentially rather whimsical and frightening,  like power-hungry children who needed to be appeased, flattered and cajoled into treating them well.  There was an overwhelming sense that mere mortals were just puppets, at the mercy of the equivalent of despotic toddlers.  As a result there were rituals that had to be observed throughout the day just to keep the various gods sweet, and to stop disaster striking your household.   
But we know that the one true God is different, he doesn’t want to control our lives, he doesn’t want to coerce us into being better people.   He wants us to be more Christ-like out of love for him.  It’s not by rules and regulations, that we are saved, it’s not by threats that we begin to understand, it’s by loving Jesus that we can begin to align our thinking with His.

In the Gospel reading Peter gets told off for thinking in a human way, not being able to see the bigger picture and “think outside the box”.   “Not having in mind the things of God, but the things of men.” 
By this point in the gospel story, the disciples had understood that Jesus was the Messiah, so their hopes were high, here at last was the victorious champion they had been waiting for, for centuries.  But now here he was saying that he was walking calmly towards his death, and so must they -  not what they had in mind at all.  Peter remonstrates with him, and if you think about it for a moment, how would you feel if the person you most loved and most admired gave you that bit of news.  Peter’s horror and anger are hardly surprising.  He must have been deeply shocked and longing for Jesus to be the conquering hero he dreamed of, and maybe he had hadn’t really heard the “rising again” bit.  
Charlie Brown in Peanuts once said “Winning ain’t everything, but loosing ain’t anything at all”.   
And Jesus seemed to be saying to the disciples  that they were all on the loosing side.  This is a challenge to all of us, as the church in every generation struggles to not only think how to live from God’s point of view in a world where such a thing is madness, but also to ditch our assumptions about the power and the glory of the past.

Perhaps some of you have been watching “The History of Christianity”.  The final episode last Sunday was all about the decline of the Christian churches in Europe.  We love our church the way it is, it’s a beautiful building and a wonderful place for our worship, but we don’t realise how it looks to others. It all means so much to us, but perhaps we just don’t realise how off-putting we can be. 
A friend of mine came to church here recently for the first time and quite nervously asked the sides-people where she should sit.  The very polite answer was, “O, wherever you like” but twice when she went to sit down, she was told, “O, you can’t sit here, sorry”.  What a terrible welcome!  
I remember the first time I came here (other than Christmas or Easter) I was met with the question “What on earth are you doing here?”  We don’t realise how daunting we can be without meaning to!  

Quite a few people have asked me why some people now go and “do church” in the school hall on the Second Sunday.
Robin was inspired by what his crew-mates on his trans-Atlantic race told him  - they were interested in hearing about God, but didn’t think they were the sort of people who would belong in a church.  
Well, there are now two, if not three, generations of people in the village who have not been brought up in a church tradition, haven’t been taught much Scripture at school, and who don’t think they are the sort of people who belong in a church, other than for a wedding or funeral.   To reach those people, to tell them the good news about Jesus Christ, 
means meeting with them where they feel at home.  Where they can sit where they want, and don’t have to guess when to stand up and sit down, where the music is contemporary and where things are discussed and explained in a more everyday style.  
It’s all about making a church, a people of God, wherever they happen to be.  Last Sunday Archdeacon David spoke about different church ideas.  He has noticed, moving round the Diocese, that the places where they have these ‘new-ways-of-doing-church’ are having great success in telling the good news of Jesus to more people, and in a way that they can relate to.  If you have not yet experienced “Second Sunday” in the school hall, then do give it a try sometime.  Ask some of the people who have been, I can see Josephine and Enid and Sylvia for example, and see if they recommend a visit.   I have only been once but I loved it. 
Sometimes the “Second Sunday” crowd will come here; they came for Christingle and the next one may be the Good Friday family service, still with a ‘café-church’ feel to it, but in this building. It’s good for us to experience them, and them to experience us, we are all one, we are all on the same side and worshiping the same God.  And thinking God’s way means reaching out to all people.

But back to Peter…. Jesus says to him, “You are thinking human thoughts not God’s thoughts.”   Jesus urges us to be different, to say no to ourselves,  and pick up a cross and follow him.  He says “If you try to save your life you will lose it.                                                           but if you are willing to lose your life because of me and the message I bring, you will save it” and “Don’t be ashamed of me, I don’t want to be ashamed of you.” 

We tend to be a bit choosy with our Bible readings: we know what we like, the Sermon on the Mount, the healings and miracles, and what we don’t like - the thought of picking up our cross. But we must take the rough with the smooth.  Jesus asks us to act counter-culturally, and think afresh, think like He does.   Being a Christian means being different, and not minding being different.  Robin’s letter in the parish mag, talks about simple acts of generosity each day. Combating the selfishness of modern life by doing nice things for random strangers, just out of pure kindness.  
It was a privilege today to re-commission Sarah and Virginia as Elders.  Here are two women who I respect enormously, 
who have taught me so much about the Christian life, and who have nurtured me in my faith from the beginning nearly 20 years ago.  Most of their work as lay elders goes un-seen, they visit and spend time praying with people behind the scenes.  We are really blessed to have six elders here and I can’t think how we would manage without them. Here are people who although they are human they can think in a God way and not in a human way.  They do wonderful work just for God’s sake, there is no financial reward, or any other reward much.  They serve here out of love and because they feel called by God to do this work which is unglamorous and un-glorious and never ending.  They don’t just think worldly thoughts, they think Godly thoughts too.
Because we don’t have a demanding God, like the old Roman gods, do we get complacent or casual in our relationship with Him, not actively pursuing him but settling for a satisfactory, rubbing-along sort of relationship with Him?   C. S. Lewis put it like this, "Christ says: give me all.  I don’t want only so much of your time or money or work, I want you.    No half-measures are good enough.  Hand over the whole self, all the desires which you think innocent as well as theories you think wicked - the whole thing. And I will give you a new self instead."  If that’s right, then Lent is a time to re-evaluate our lives, to think where are we going, and what’s it all about.  Perhaps our relationship with God should be less about theory and more of a love affair.  It’s a challenge to turn aside from our everyday lives and find time to ponder and marvel at the wonder and the majesty of God, and how much he loves us.
Last week I fell in love.  The moment I saw my new grand-daughter Flossy I was hooked, completely enslaved for life, by this dear tiny little creature.  Total unconditional love is an amazing feeling -  suddenly the world is a better place.  It would be quite easy for me to lay down my life for Flossy.  Jesus laid down his life for us, a bunch of ordinary people, because he loves us in that extraordinary way. Perhaps we can only really imagine God’s love for us in the context  of a great love that we have, or have had, that intoxicating, crazy, yearning, all embracing, all consuming love that helps us to think God’s way.
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