6th June 2010
Intimacy
Readings:
1 Samuel 18

Saul's Jealousy of David

 1 After David had finished talking with Saul, Jonathan became one in spirit with David, and he loved him as himself.

    2 From that day Saul kept David with him and did not let him return to his father's house.

    3 And Jonathan made a covenant with David because he loved him as himself.

    4 Jonathan took off the robe he was wearing and gave it to David, along with his tunic, and even his sword, his bow and his belt.

    5 Whatever Saul sent him to do, David did it so successfully that Saul gave him a high rank in the army. This pleased all the people, and Saul's officers as well.

    6 When the men were returning home after David had killed the Philistine, the women came out from all the towns of Israel to meet King Saul with singing and dancing, with joyful songs and with tambourines and lutes.

    7 As they danced, they sang:

   Saul has slain his thousands, and David his tens of thousands.    

 8Saul was very angry; this refrain galled him. They have credited David with tens of thousands, he thought, but me with only thousands. What more can he get but the kingdom?

    9 And from that time on Saul kept a jealous eye on David.
John 15

The Vine and the Branches

 1 I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener.

    2 He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful.

    3 You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you.

    4 Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me.

    5 I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.

    6 If anyone does not remain in me, he is like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned.

    7 If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you.

    8 This is to my Father's glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.

    9 As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love.

    10 If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father's commands and remain in his love.

    11 I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.

    12 My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you.

    13 Greater love has no-one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.

    14 You are my friends if you do what I command.

    15 I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master's business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you.
Sermon
 

I found a lovely book last week that I just had to buy - it was only £1.99 on Amazon...
'One-minute bedtime stories.'

 

I bought it because I wasn't sure if the title made any sense.  The 'Bedtime stories' bit of the title implies snuggling up with your children or grandchildren to enjoy a special moment with them before they go to sleep.  There's a sense of intimacy, of unhurriedness, precious moments - the story is almost incidental to enjoying one another's company, it's just an excuse to be together.

 

But the other part of the title, 'One-minute', seems to be trying to sell the book as an easy option, a quick fix - almost implying that you can trick your children into thinking they've had some quality time with mum or dad without you actually having to go to all the trouble of giving them quality time.  It suggests that you can achieve what you want without having to put in the effort.

 

But I'm not so sure.  As I said, I think much of the value of a bedtime story is not in the story, it's in the creating an environment for intimacy, honest sharing of hopes and fears, the huge affirmation that comes when someone gives you the gift of their time.
Neither of the readings we've heard this morning involve story telling, but that's because they were about the relationship between adults, not adults and children - and it's because, whilst they didn't include the reading of stories, they went one better and were about the actual making of stories.  The best kind of stories are not the ones that are made up, but the ones we create, the ones that tell of real experiences and encounters - these are the ones that draw us closer together, that define us as a family or a nation, or that explain who we are as a church, a pilgrim people.

 

The account of Jonathan and David's friendship and Jesus' teaching about the vine are about creating the same kind of intimacy that comes from sharing stories together - and the question they pose for all of us is this, 'When it comes to issues of faith, do you look for real intimacy or for one-minute stories?  Do you see the value in the sacrificial offering of the time you give to others and the time they give to you?  Are we just reading short stories to one another, or are we determined to write life histories together?'

 

We live in a society where everything must be delivered quickly - 'One-minute bedtime stories'.  We want to know how to lose a stone in just one week, how to make a million before you're twenty-five, and how to get the book you've just ordered delivered tomorrow morning.

 

Put enough effort into building and you can build quite quickly, but Jesus spoke about a vine, not a building - and growing and bearing fruit, forming relationships, are not things you can rush.  The sort of friendship that David and Jonathan shared is not forged in a day.  But when things don't come quickly, we easily give up either wanting or waiting.

 

Crucial to the life of any church is the creation of intimate relationships - because it's only with them that life stories will be written and shared.  And there are two kinds of intimacy illustrated in the passages we've just heard - the intimacy between us and God, and the intimacy that extends between each of us.  We need both.

 

Millions of people all over the world, many of them living in Bures, Assington and Little Cornard, believe that faith is a very private matter.  They live independent Christian lives - and nobody ever gets to hear their story.  Of course faith is private, but it's also meant for sharing in order that others might be helped, encouraged, taught, loved and supported.  Possibly the best vehicle for that sharing is in smaller groups than the one gathered here in church this morning - that's why we have homegroups.  
Jesus gathered twelve apostles around him - a small group with whom he shared everything.  But even within that group, the gospels suggest that he had a particularly close relationship with just three of them - Peter, James and John.  There were private, intimate moments, but the faith of these few men didn't stop there.  The privacy of their faith showed itself in interdependence, not independence.

 

In the Old Testament reading, neither Jonathan's present rank as the king's son nor David's future rank got in the way of their dependence on one another, "Jonathan made a covenant with David because he loved him as himself."  In the New Testament reading, the fact that Jesus is Lord, was there at the beginning of it all, doesn't mean that he doesn't want to include us in the story he's writing, "Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me. I am the vine; you are the branches."  
We have different roles, we have different skills, but we need each other, we need to learn to trust one another with everything we've got - Jonathan gave his robe to David, but also his sword and bow and belt.  And Jesus gave his life.

 

The intimacy between us that I'm talking about means meeting in smaller groups than a Sunday congregation, and the investment of time.  It's hard to find intimacy in a crowd, it's hard to share experiences and stories with large groups.  I was at a meeting recently where everyone was invited to share something of what's been going on in their part of the church, but there were twenty-five of us there and twenty minutes set aside for that part of the agenda, which meant less than 'One-minute bedtime stories'.

 

When Katharine and I first met, the early days we spent together we spent alone, just with one another.  It's what you do when you're creating intimacy.  It's only later, when you're secure in your relationship that you feel able to make it a little less private and a little more public - but it does become public, it has to.  There's some evidence that it might be better for someone to start their journey of faith in a small group, creating the intimacy first, and then come along to church - rather than starting off in the larger congregation.  Whichever way round we do it, we need to move from independence to interdependence.  The vine cannot bear fruit without the branches, but the branches wither if they try to go it alone.

 

So interdependence and sacrifice - in order that our gifts can be used to bear fruit.  One of the inevitable consequences of love is creation, love is incredibly creative, and that creative force is powerful enough to find expression in the most amazing and unlikely circumstances.  When there was nothing but chaos, God created the world.  When all was lost, Jesus redeemed.  
I know there are lots of people who like to think that the presence of suffering proves that there is no God, but why then do so many people find faith through sometimes unbelievably hard circumstances?  The creative potential here in this church is, quite literally, unbelievable.  "If a person remains in me and I in them, they will bear much fruit. If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you."

 

But we have to do the 'remaining' bit - which is the intimacy with God.

 

When I was writing this sermon I wanted to come up with some sort of spiritual test that you could all use to determine whether or not you have an intimate relationship with God.  I know some folk find the whole idea of a 'relationship with Jesus' quite hard, but it's what so much of the New Testament is about.  I suppose part of intimacy is spending time and talking.

 

Coming back to my 'One-minute bedtime stories' - that won't do.

But do you pray at all during the week?

Do you invest more than one minute in your relationship with God?

Are you part of a small group that belongs to the church - a homegroup, the MU, the choir?  
Are you part of an even smaller group than that - not for gossip and complaining, but for support and help?  Can you be open and honest in that group?  Can the group be open and honest with you?

Is there anyone you talk to about your faith - not just about the church or what you thought of the service, but about your faith?

Do you converse with God in a polite way or a passionate way?  In other words, do you agonise and wrestle in prayer, or do you apologise for bothering God, sorry that it's only you and nothing that important but you wondered if he might just, possibly, if he had a spare moment, help with such-and-such?

 

"Remain in me, and I will remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you.  As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you.  Now remain in my love.  You are my friends."  Jesus said that what would define the church was the intimacy and quality of the relationships - and those outside the church would see that and marvel.  
Children can tell if they're being short-changed in their relationships, we all can, and so too can God.  Let's build a church on the basis of the intimate story we have revealed in scripture and the story that God wants us to write with him today - his story and ours.
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