20th June 2010

Needs-based evangelism

 Readings:

2 Kings 5:1-15  
Elisha Heals Naaman

 1Naaman was the commander of the Syrian army. The LORD had helped him and his troops defeat their enemies, so the king of Syria respected Naaman very much. Naaman was a brave soldier, but he had leprosy. 2One day while the Syrian troops were raiding Israel, they captured a girl, and she became a servant of Naaman's wife. 3Some time later the girl said, "If your husband Naaman would go to the prophet in Samaria, he would be cured of his leprosy." 

    4When Naaman told the king what the girl had said, 5the king replied, "Go ahead! I will give you a letter to take to the king of Israel." 

   Naaman left and took along seven hundred fifty pounds of silver, one hundred fifty pounds of gold, and ten new outfits. 6He also carried the letter to the king of Israel. It said, "I am sending my servant Naaman to you. Would you cure him of his leprosy?" 

    7When the king of Israel read the letter, he tore his clothes in fear and shouted, "That Syrian king believes I can cure this man of leprosy! Does he think I'm God with power over life and death? He must be trying to pick a fight with me." 

    8As soon as Elisha the prophet heard what had happened, he sent the Israelite king this message: "Why are you so afraid? Send the man to me, so that he will know there is a prophet in Israel." 9Naaman left with his horses and chariots and stopped at the door of Elisha's house. 10Elisha sent someone outside to say to him, "Go wash seven times in the Jordan River. Then you'll be completely cured." 

    11But Naaman stormed off, grumbling, "Why couldn't he come out and talk to me? I thought for sure he would stand in front of me and pray to the LORD his God, then wave his hand over my skin and cure me. 12What about the Abana River or the Pharpar River? Those rivers in Damascus are just as good as any river in Israel. I could have washed in them and been cured." 13His servants went over to him and said, "Sir, if the prophet had told you to do something difficult, you would have done it. So why don't you do what he said? Go wash and be cured." 

    14Naaman walked down to the Jordan; he waded out into the water and stooped down in it seven times, just as Elisha had told him. Right away, he was cured, and his skin became as smooth as a child's. 

    15Naaman and his officials went back to Elisha. Naaman stood in front of him and announced, "Now I know that the God of Israel is the only God in the whole world. Sir, would you please accept a gift from me?" 

Luke 10:25-37

The Parable of the Good Samaritan

 25 On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. Teacher, he asked, what must I do to inherit eternal life?

    26 What is written in the Law? he replied. How do you read it?

    27 He answered: 'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind'; and, 'Love your neighbour as yourself.'

    28 You have answered correctly, Jesus replied. Do this and you will live.

    29 But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, And who is my neighbour?

    30 In reply Jesus said: A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he fell into the hands of robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half-dead.

    31 A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on the other side.

    32 So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side.

    33 But a Samaritan, as he travelled, came where the man was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him.

    34 He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and took care of him.

    35 The next day he took out two silver coins and gave them to the innkeeper. 'Look after him,' he said, 'and when I return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.'

    36 Which of these three do you think was a neighbour to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?

    37 The expert in the law replied, The one who had mercy on him. Jesus told him, Go and do likewise.
Sermon
 

The Archbishop of Canterbury said in an interview I saw a while ago that the Church of England was really good at giving brilliant answers to questions nobody was asking.

 

So, for example, many gifted theological, ecclesiological, legal, pastoral and other brains are currently devoting a huge amount of time and energy to show why women bishops are a good thing - and some of them, to show why they're a bad thing.  The trouble is, I suspect that not many of those who don't come to church in this village are sat around the table at home right now asking each other what they think about this particular issue.

 

In my pre-Christian days, or 'pre-Christian with a bit more understanding' days, when I was at university, my Christian friends tried to convert me from time to time by asking me how I dealt with all my feelings of guilt.  Now, I didn't think my lifestyle was such that guilt was the immediate issue - but they obviously saw more sin in it than I did.  The trouble is, it really wasn't an issue for me - I wasn't going around beating up old ladies and robbing banks, and when I did things wrong I just moved on.  And I was perfectly able to sleep at night.

 

I know some of you have heard me saying this before, but in order to argue properly with these fellow students, I decided to read the New Testament.  Now, I arrived at university in October having spent all that year, thousands of miles from home, working in the Canadian forests.  My dad had died in the January, when I had just settled in out there (at the thoroughly mature age of seventeen), and when I got back, he was the one person I knew who would really understand what I'd got up to and be able to share the experiences.  So there I was, home down south, university in Scotland, miles away from home, surrounded by strangers, with tons of stuff buzzing around in my head.  What the lovely Christian folk around me didn't appreciate was that, although sin was not an issue for me, there were still plenty of other issues.

 

What I found when I read the gospels and Acts, and then Paul's letters, was that God was a loving heavenly father who know me, who understood me, who was interested in me, who was there all the time, who could listen and speak to me.  It came as quite a shock, but what I discovered was that the students around me were right about God, but they were just scratching places that didn't itch - at least, not for me.  They were answering questions I wasn't asking.

 

Now I know that for some people, guilt was the issue and the reason for turning to Christ.  But that's the point of the stories we've just heard from the Bible - two different people had two very different needs, and if you'd met one with the solution the other needed, it would have been no help at all.  If the good Samaritan had approached the poor man lying in the road bleeding and, instead of pulling out bandages and oil from his bag, he'd given him an anit-leprosy pill, we would all know that he was not being much help and we'd call this passage the parable of the pretty clueless Samaritan.  But he was a good Samaritan because he was good news to the man in need.

 

News that's irrelevant is never any good, it's just irrelevant - but we have been called to preach good news to the world.  That means we have to address the issues that people face, the reality in their lives, not simply pursuing our agenda of arguing over the fine details of various theological controversies - but if we do address the issues they face, they might just discover what a wonderful God we serve.

 

I have a view on women bishops, but what I really want an answer to (and think others do as well) is how we can create a society where we can find some solid ground in such uncertain times; where there's a future for my children and security for me in old age; where the powerful don't pile up riches for themselves in reckless ways; where we can learn to be contect with what we have, not with what we haven't.  I want reconciliation in a divided world; and it would be great if  nobody would hate anybody so much they'd want to plant bombs to kill and terrorise - basically, a world where people know how to be happy and get on with each other.

 

We haven't got time now, but the Bible addresses all these issues.  Jesus really is good news, not just for the guilty, but also for the lonely, depressed, hassled, stressed, anxious, hate-filled, fearful and confused - amongst others.

 

Of course, sometimes we don't address these issues because we don't see the need in others - but that's not because the needs's not there, it's just that they're able to disguise it and pretend all is well.  The man lying in the road, and Naaman with his leprosy, had obvious needs that all could see.  We mustn't assume that people who aren't outwardly bleeding aren't inwardly hurting somehow - because they almost certainly will be.

 

At other times we don't dare mention the good news we have because the issues seem so big we can't think where to start.  We think the church has too small a voice in the world - but, whilst the voice may be small, it's still a good voice.

 

In the parable we've heard, the Good Samaritan met the immediate needs of the injured man but had other things to do and didn't know what the next step might be - but at least he left him with someone who could do that bit for him.  "He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and took care of him. The next day he took out two silver coins and gave them to the innkeeper. 'Look after him,' he said, 'and when I return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.'"

 

We can be good news in the world without having all the answers, without having the resources or skills to do everything - but we'll never be good news if we don't stop, listen and then do what we can.

 

Of course, that listening doesn't mean that we don't have an agenda of our own.  In the Old Testament reading Elisha said to the king, "Why have you torn your robes? Make the man come to me and he will know that there is a prophet in Israel."

 

Elisha didn't just want to cure the man, he wanted to him know more - and in the end Naaman was able to declare, "Now I know that there is no God in all the world except in Israel."  The slave girl who worked for Naaman's wife couldn't do very much, neither could the King of Aram, nor Elisha - but, bit by bit, they addresed Naaman's needs in such a way that he came to know God for himself.

 

Those of you who tend your gardens know all about this.  If it hasn't rained for days and days, you know not to sit down and read up on diseases that might spoil your roses - that's not the issue, you need to get out there with a hose.

 

St Paul said that throughout his ministry and all his missionary travels, he became all things to all people in order that he might save some.  Naaman thought there were plenty of good enough rivers in Damascus, but none of them flowed with the Holy Spirit.  The water of life in Jesus Christ is good news and we must be inventive and adapt to makes sure that the news gets out in appropriate ways.  You know your neighbours, but if you don't tell them, invite them, make them curious about your faith, who will?  If not you, who; if not now when?

 

"Then Naaman and all his attendants went back to the man of God. He stood before him and said, 'Now I know that there is no God in all the world except your God.'"
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