 

7th June 2009

The Non-sense of Our Faith
 

 

Readings:
Romans 8:12-17
12Therefore, brothers, we have an obligation—but it is not to the sinful nature, to live according to it. 13For if you live according to the sinful nature, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the body, you will live, 14because those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. 15For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, "Abba, Father." 16The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children. 17Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory.
John 3:1-17
 1Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a member of the Jewish ruling council. 2He came to Jesus at night and said, "Rabbi, we know you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the miraculous signs you are doing if God were not with him."  3In reply Jesus declared, "I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again."   4"How can a man be born when he is old?" Nicodemus asked. "Surely he cannot enter a second time into his mother's womb to be born!"   5Jesus answered, "I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. 6Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit. 7You should not be surprised at my saying, 'You must be born again.' 8The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit."   9"How can this be?" Nicodemus asked.   10"You are Israel's teacher," said Jesus, "and do you not understand these things? 11I tell you the truth, we speak of what we know, and we testify to what we have seen, but still you people do not accept our testimony. 12I have spoken to you of earthly things and you do not believe; how then will you believe if I speak of heavenly things? 13No one has ever gone into heaven except the one who came from heaven—the Son of Man. 14Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, 15that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.   16"For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 17For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.
 

Let me start with a little bit of nonsense from the courtroom.  These are genuine quotes taken from court transcripts in America:

 

Question: (Showing man a picture.) Is that you?
Answer: Yes, sir.
Question: And were you were present when the picture was taken?

 

Question:  How many autopsies have you performed on dead bodies?
Answer:  All my autopsies have been on dead bodies.

 

Question:  Do you know how far pregnant you are right now?
Answer:  I will be three months on November 8th.
Question:  Apparently then, the date of conception was August 8th?
Answer:  Yes.
Question:  What were you and your husband doing at that time?

 

Question:  Before you started the autopsy, did you check for a pulse?
Answer:  No.
Question:  So the man might still have been alive?
Answer:  No.
Question:  How can you be so sure if you didn't check his pulse?
Answer:  Because his brain had already been removed and was on my desk.
Question:  Nevertheless, might he still not have been alive?
Answer:  I suppose it is just possible that he was alive and practising law somewhere.

 

It's amazing how determined some people can be to make the facts fit their particular agenda - even if they have to talk nonsense in order to do it.

 

Today is Trinity Sunday, a part of Christian doctrine that seems to confuse more than clarify.  And so I don't want to talk, in particular, about how we can believe that God is three persons and yet one God, but I want to address this whole area of the mystery of our faith.

 

Some folk believe that we can't really know very much about God because he is such a mysterious being.  And the lack of concrete evidence, the fact that God is a bit of a mystery, is used by others as a sort of proof that there can't be a God anyway.  So is God a mystery or not? Can we be sure of anything let alone be happy with ideas like the Trinity?  Well, being a good Anglican, the answer is yes... and no.

 

If we say that, as Christians, we can know God, and know something of his plans and purposes for the world, it typically leads to the accusation of religious arrogance and intolerance.  People today are immediately suspicious of any claims that show too much confidence in matters of faith - and, because we're nice people, we then quietly resign ourselves not to mention God too loudly.  When Jesus said that nobody can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born again, I suspect he meant it - but it's a pretty bold and divisive claim to make these days.  Today, we'd prefer it if he said that some folk can enter the kingdom that way, but the rest of you can enter however you like, just as long as you're sincere about it.

 

But to say there is no God, or if there is, he's not like it says in the Bible, is of course, just as much a statement of faith as to say there is - and no less arrogant.  To proclaim Jesus as Lord might sound presumptuous to some, but saying that he isn't is arguably just as presumptuous.

 

My plea this morning is not that we all believe difficult things without questioning, but simply that we all approach God consistently - embracing the mystery, but also trying to solve some of it.  Jesus once said to his disciples, "I have much more to say to you, more than you can now bear.  But when the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all truth."  Which implies there are things we've been taught and shown by Jesus, but also things we're still ignorant of, things that have yet to be revealed.

 

People who deny things about God tend to do so on the basis of what they think they have worked out on their own - but is that really a secure foundation for life?  When people are learning to preach one bit of advice I give is that they should never say, 'I think...' from the pulpit.  I don't want to know what they think, I want to know what God thinks, I want to know that what they're telling me is based on something a bit more solid than their own opinions or ideas plucked out of thin air - I have plenty of those myself, but most of them are pretty useless.

 

The lawyer arguing that the dead man with no brain might still be alive was making it up as he went along and was rightly ridiculed by the doctor he was cross-examining.  Where do you get your ideas from, and exactly how are you going about solving the mysteries of faith?

 

Imagine picking up a book you've never heard of before.  At the point that you pick it up, you cannot possibly know if it's worth reading or if there's any point to it.  As you progress through it, you might start to get some idea, but it's still impossible to work out what's going to happen with certainty - whatever you might begin to suspect.  But then imagine someone sees you reading it and comes up and introduces themselves as the author.  Suddenly a source of authority has arrived that can tell you everything about the rest of the story - the bit you don't yet know.

 

If it is the author speaking, you can say that you'd rather not listen, that you don't want to know the ending just yet, but you cannot listen to his or her explanation, their revelation, and then say they're wrong just because what they say doesn't square up with what you have so far come to imagine or because you wouldn't have written the story that way yourself.

 

I haven't a clue how God can be one, and yet three.  And how can Jesus be fully human and fully divine at the same time?  I don't know, but if that's the way God has revealed himself to us, then we have to live with that and start working from there.

 

The Christian faith is a revealed faith - it's about a people struggling along trying to work it out, and a God who appears to them and says, 'Here I am, and I am the author.  Let me tell you about all this and show you what I mean.'  We have some hard evidence to go on (Jesus is the way, the truth and the life; the Spirit leads us into all truth and testifies that we are God's children), but we're still surrounded by a bit of mystery.  

 

So when it comes to all the difficult questions this isn't a plea that you believe without thinking, but a plea that we don't pronounce about God in our own strength and wisdom, but be do proclaim with confidence what has been revealed by Jesus and his Spirit.  Jesus taught his disciples for three years - he told them things.  Some, they understood, but other bits seemed just too much - they needed the Father's help, and they needed to wait until they were clothed with power from on high.

 

We need a more confident approach to our faith - the parts we can be sure of and the parts that are still a bit of a mystery.  We mustn't listen to the charge of arrogance or intolerance that people use to make us feel guilty, embarrassed or reluctant to talk about God.  We have as much wisdom in our own right as they do - but we also have God's wisdom, we have what he has revealed through his Son, through his word in Scripture, and through his Holy Spirit.

 

The Christian gospel is good news for everyone, for all the world, and it is worth telling - and telling with enthusiasm and confidence.  It says in the letter to the Hebrews (13:6), 'The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid. What can anyone do to me?'
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