28th February 2010
“Taking risks”
Readings:  

Genesis 15:1-6:
God's Covenant With Abram

 1 After this, the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision: 
       "Do not be afraid, Abram. 
       I am your shield,  
       your very great reward." 

 2 But Abram said, "O Sovereign LORD, what can you give me since I remain childless and the one who will inherit my estate is Eliezer of Damascus?" 3 And Abram said, "You have given me no children; so a servant in my household will be my heir." 

 4 Then the word of the LORD came to him: "This man will not be your heir, but a son coming from your own body will be your heir." 5 He took him outside and said, "Look up at the heavens and count the stars—if indeed you can count them." Then he said to him, "So shall your offspring be." 

 6 Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness.

Luke 13:31-35
Jesus's Sorrow for Jerusalem

 31At that time some Pharisees came to Jesus and said to him, "Leave this place and go somewhere else. Herod wants to kill you." 

 32He replied, "Go tell that fox, 'I will drive out demons and heal people today and tomorrow, and on the third day I will reach my goal.' 33In any case, I must keep going today and tomorrow and the next day—for surely no prophet can die outside Jerusalem! 

 34"O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing! 35Look, your house is left to you desolate. I tell you, you will not see me again until you say, 'Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.'"

When Ernest Shackleton was planning his great Antarctic Expedition in 1913, he placed an advertisement in the newspapers, which said: 

“Men wanted for hazardous journey.  Small wages.  Bitter Cold.  Long months of complete darkness.  Constant danger.  Safe return doubtful.  

Honour and recognition in case of success.”

Apparently, over 5000 men applied for 26 places!  Danger can be very alluring, risk all tied up with adrenalin and adventure, some people say it makes them feel alive, even though they are actually risking their lives to achieve that feeling.  

And the appeal of danger has been very apparent on our screens over the last fortnight.  Many of the events in the Winter Olympics involve flying through the air in massive jumps or doing aerial tricks.  Or they involve hurtling down an icy slope on skis or a board or a bobsleigh or a luge – or even more insane is ‘ski cross’, I don’t know if you saw that, but it involves 4 people skiing downhill at the same time at top speed over huge bumps racing against each other, and they are very likely to wipe each other out.  We watched it on the edge of our seats!   All these events are high octane stuff.  The speeds are huge, and the potential for accident and injury is enormous, and sadly, one man did pay the ultimate price just before the Olympics began.
But on the whole this is danger that excites and entertains.  Perhaps what makes the difference is that the rewards are high as well as the risks.  Olympic gold.  What Shackleton would call: “Honour and recognition in case of success”.  And of course the athletes do choose to do this. They may feel driven, but the fact is that they could walk away at any time.  Perhaps the dangers that are really frightening, and horribly so, are the ones we can’t walk away from or do anything about.

In our gospel reading today, Jesus is offered the running away option.  Some Pharisees came to him, it says, and said to him: “Leave this place and go somewhere else, Herod wants to kill you.”  We don’t know what the intentions of these Pharisees were.  The Pharisees were the church leaders of the day, and the irony here is that some of them were very against Jesus and actively sought his death.  So perhaps this suggestion is simply an attempt to get rid of him without having to do that.  But there were some good Pharisees too, who were intrigued by Jesus and caught on to something of who he might be.  So this suggestion might equally have been made with Jesus’ best interests at heart.  But for whatever reason it’s made, it’s a temptation.
Last week we heard how Jesus spent 40 days in the wilderness, where he was tempted by the devil to divert from God’s will, to do his own thing, all phrased – by the devil – in a way which seems to have his best interests at heart.  But I don’t for one minute think that was the only time he was tempted.  At the end of that passage about the temptation in the wilderness it says the devil left him ‘until an opportune time’.  It most certainly does not say, “at this point, the devil gave up!”  I think that temptation probably came again and again, sometimes through the mouths of others, his own disciples too, urging him not to go to Jerusalem, but as a voice in his own head as well, he was made human after all.

But Jesus is resolute.  I must keep going he says.  I will carry on towards danger not away from it.  I will carry on doing my work, healing and driving out demons until I reach my goal.  But his words are full of sinister overtones.  He identifies Jerusalem as a place where prophets are killed, that is those who speak the word of God, which surely he does.  And the word he uses for ‘reach my goal’, which can also be translated as ‘finish my work’, that word in the original is the same word he uses on the cross, just before he dies, he says, “It is finished”.  Jesus knows exactly what he’s in for.  And it isn’t pretty.  And it doesn’t look much like honour and recognition.  But he will stick to his allotted God-given course.  He will persevere, and many will be saved because of him.
His is a mood of grim determination, which you might expect to carry with it a sense of self pity, in a human anyway.  ‘I’m going to do this, because I’ve got to, but poor me’.  And what comes next is a powerful lament, but Jesus isn’t sorry for himself.  His sorrow is for others.  And especially for those who will turn their backs on all that he has to give.  He uses an incredibly tender image: “I have longed to gather you together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings…but you were not willing”.  What saddens him is not his own fate, but those who reject his grace, and compassion, those who reject him as a messenger from God.
So in his words there is an appeal to all the people of God not to reject God’s purpose for their lives.  What does that mean for us, Christian disciples in this 21st century world, following our path through Lent, heading with Jesus for the cross?  Robin spoke to us here last week about Jesus’ experience in the wilderness as an example of obedience to God, and of living by faith.  This week we might think about something else connected to those things, which is taking risks.
People of God should take risks, we are called by him to do that.  Yes, he is our protector, as he says to Abram in our OT reading this morning, “do not be afraid, I am your shield.”

But why would God offer to be a shield, if we don’t take any risks? If we don’t stick our necks out, we wouldn’t need one then.  So that’s not the sort of safety God intends, but rather that he will help us in our boldness.  So how can we be more bold?  What sort of risks should we taking.

Firstly, I think we can be more bold about our faith out in the world.  Not by thrusting it under peoples noses, which would be counter productive.  Not by boastful proclamations that I am right, and you are wrong. But by not acting as if faith is something to be ashamed of either.  As an example, we have our home group on a Thursday night, and if we get invited to something else on a Thursday, I’m afraid I usually say a rather coy “I’m sorry, I’m busy”.  Fred’s much more upfront, he’ll say: “sorry, that’s our home group night” no matter who he’s talking to, and if they want to know more he tells them, risking his street cred, if you like, but just saying this is who I am, this is what I do, because I think it’s important.  And he’s discovered that people are not as anti as you think, in fact some people are then very keen to grasp that opportunity to talk about faith, with a normal bloke, in the pub or the office or wherever.  Quietly acknowledge that you are a Christian, and some very exciting conversations can result!  
I also think we can be more bold in our prayer life.  Jesus tells us in this very passage that healing is his work, and yet we can be so reluctant to ask.  Is that because we run the risk of our prayers not being answered, of being disappointed?  Isn’t that a risk worth taking?

And are we generally reluctant to run the risk of being more open to God, because who knows where that will lead?  There is a Christian book group here that meets every couple of months or so, and at the moment we are reading The Screwtape Letters, partly because it’s by C S Lewis and it ties in with the Lent course we’re doing.  The book consists of letters from a senior devil called Screwtape to a junior devil, giving him advice on how to tempt the man he’s been given as his ‘target’, to draw him away from faith and Christianity.  It is a work of fiction, of course, but it gives a fascinating insight into the ways in which we ourselves might be prevented from getting close to God.  On the subject of prayer Screwtape advises his apprentice on the many distractions he might use, and warns him never to let his man “trust himself completely to the presence and will of God”.  And he says this: “In avoiding this situation – this real nakedness of the soul in prayer – you will be helped by the fact that the humans themselves do not desire it as much as they suppose.  There is such a thing as getting more than they bargained for!”  We should take that risk, of getting more than we bargain for, by being more open to God.
And then I think we could also be more bold in our acts of compassion, in our giving and caring.  That might seem a weird thing to say, but there is a risk attached to that.  The risk of having others rely on you.  The risk of becoming emotionally involved.  The risk of starting something you have to continue.  It’s a bit like feeding the birds – the worst thing you could do would be to feed them for a bit and then stop when they’ve come to rely on it. In the same way you can’t start something like Solos on Sunday or Open Door, or even just doing someone’s shopping, and stop it when you feel like it.  There is a vulnerability to being caring and compassionate, which comes across also in the image Jesus uses of the hen and the chicks – the hen protects yes, but is still vulnerable herself, she puts her own neck on the line for those she cares for.
And so did Jesus.  Jesus became human and risked his own life to show us God’s love for his world.  He calls us to be risk takers too in showing our love for God and for the world he cares for so much, and he calls us to do this because we choose to, not because we have to.  And he calls us to do so trusting in God and trusting in his promises – as Abraham did in the Old Testament, risking everything to do as God asked and discovering many blessings as a result.  

Many of us have seen the film ‘Shadowlands’ as a part of the Lent course we are doing.  It’s a film about CS Lewis and how late in life he discovered love and marriage.  In the film clip we watched in our groups this week, we saw the scene from early in the film where CS Lewis and his brother Warnie are waiting in a café for the mysterious American woman who has been writing to CS Lewis and asked to meet him.  Warnie has reservations and expresses the opinion that his brother should have fobbed her off, but CS Lewis says look it’s no big deal, ‘a cup of tea, an hour’s conversation, and everything will go back to the way it was before’.  How wrong he was!  He met his true love and his life changed for ever.  And although he then had to live with grief when Joy died, there is no way he would have wanted everything to stay as it was before he met her, to have missed out on that experience of love.  He realises that the safe comfortable bachelor life he lived before was not a full life at all.  He needed to risk his heart.
Can you think of another group of people that meets for about an hour and has a cup of tea and hopes for nothing more than that life will carry on as before?  Does that maybe sound a bit like us, the church?  Who knows what we are failing to discover and experience as a result, but it might be nothing less than God’s purpose for our lives.  The regret that Jesus expresses in our gospel reading is not for the risk he has to take, but for a people who are not willing to be part of his adventure.  Let us be willing. Let’s be bolder.  Let’s spend more time with God.  Let’s be more generous to our neighbour.  Let’s stick our necks out – and come alive as a result.  Let’s help God to reach his goal.  It may well be an uncomfortable ride.  It could also be the thrill of our lives.
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