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4th December 2011
That Point of Light
Readings:  
I Kings 18:31-40
 31 Elijah took twelve stones, one for each of the tribes descended from Jacob, to whom the word of the LORD had come, saying, Your name shall be Israel.  32 With the stones he built an altar in the name of the LORD, and he dug a trench round it large enough to hold two seahs of seed. 33 He arranged the wood, cut the bull into pieces and laid it on the wood. Then he said to them, Fill four large jars with water and pour it on the offering and on the wood.
34 Do it again, he said, and they did it again. Do it a third time, he ordered, and they did it the third time.  35 The water ran down around the altar and even filled the trench.

36 At the time of sacrifice, the prophet Elijah stepped forward and prayed: O LORD, God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel, let it be known today that you are God in Israel and that I am your servant and have done all these things at your command.  37 Answer me, O LORD, answer me, so these people will know that you, O LORD, are God, and that you are turning their hearts back again.

38 Then the fire of the LORD fell and burned up the sacrifice, the wood, the stones and the soil, and also licked up the water in the trench.

39 When all the people saw this, they fell prostrate and cried, The LORD— he is God! The LORD— he is God!

40 Then Elijah commanded them, Seize the prophets of Baal. Don't let anyone get away! They seized them, and Elijah had them brought down to the Kishon Valley and slaughtered there.

Matthew 6: 5-14 – Prayer
 5 And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. 6 But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.

7 And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words.  8 Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.

9 This, then, is how you should pray:

 'Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name,
10 your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.

11 Give us today our daily bread.

12 Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.

13 And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.'    

14For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.
Sermon

In the early 90s, after the defeat of Communism, a young British pastor went out to teach 20-30 year olds in a Lutheran Church in Russia. On his first day he got into a conversation with a girl and he asked her:  “Was there a church in your village?” 
“No, the Communists closed all of them,” she replied.
“Did some saintly grandmother instruct you in the ways of God?”

“No, all the members of my family were atheists.”
“Did you have secret Bible studies, or was there an underground church in your area?”
“No, none of that” came the answer.
“So what happened?”
She told him the following story:
“At funerals we were allowed to recite the Lord’s Prayer. As a young child I heard those strange words and had no idea who we were talking to, what the words meant, where they came from or why we were reciting them. When freedom came at last, I had the opportunity to search for their meaning. When you are in total darkness, the tiniest point of light is very bright. For me the Lord’s Prayer was that point of light. By the time I found its meaning I was a Christian.”

This week in E100 (the 100 essential bible readings) we’re looking at the Teachings of Jesus. It’s noticeable that before particularly big events Jesus always got away for a prolonged time of prayer:  before he was tempted by the devil, before his preaching tour of Judea, before calling his disciples, before the transfiguration, where he appeared in gleaming white.
The disciples had noticed this and they asked him, “Master, teach us to pray”. The result is what we now know as the Lord’s Prayer.
What was this prayer like? Was it long and complicated like the ones they heard in the Synagogue? No, it was breathtakingly simple.
The start is particularly striking. In those days the more important you were, the longer and more impressive your title was. (Rather like today!) And you’d expect to be addressed in full.   There was a Caesar called Galarius whose gave himself this title:  
The Emperor Caesar, Galerius, Valerius, Maximanus, Invictus, Augustus, Pontifex Maximus, Germanicus Maximus, Egypticus Maximus, Phoebicus Maximus, Sarmenticus Maximus, Persicus Maximus, Carpicus Maximus, Armenicus Maximus, Medicus Maximus, Abendicus Maximus, Holder of Tribunical Authority for the 20th time, Emperor for the 19th, consul for the 8th, Pater Patriae Pro-Consul.........      47 words!
So, if Galarius insisted on this enormous 47 word title then how are we to address the maker of the whole Universe? Surely he should have a title that would take all day to announce.  But Jesus says, just use one word, Father. In fact it’s even more intimate than that. He said we should call him Dad or Abba; and Abba is still the first word children learn in Hebrew and Arabic.
It’s difficult for us not to think that surely this is a bit too personal. Doesn’t that make us take God for granted? – make him too “small”.  The commentator, William Barclay, gives a good illustration in order to help us put this into perspective:
A Roman emperor was enjoying a triumph he’d had in battle. Marching his troops through the streets of Rome, he was followed by his trophies of war and his prisoners. The roads were lined with his cheering subjects. Guards lined the edge of the streets to keep people in their places. At one point there was a little platform where the empress sat with her son. Suddenly the boy jumped off the platform and burrowed his way under the legs of the crowd. He tried to dodge between the guards and get to his father’s chariot. But one of them caught him before could get into the road. “You can’t do that, my boy. That’s the emperor. You can’t run out to his chariot”. The little boy chuckled and replied, “He may be your emperor, but he’s also my Dad”.
The second thing that is worth noticing is that the words “we”, “us” and “our” occur six times in five verses. There is no “I”, “me” or “mine”. This prayer is meant for the Christian community, the body of believers.
The whole prayer consists of six requests – three wishes for God himself and three requests we are to make of him.
The first wish for God:  Hallowed, or honoured, be your name.  Last Sunday, after church I got in my car at 11.55. I turned on the radio and listened to the end of Desert Island Discs. The guest was Bear Grylls. “Bear” – what a great name. I would love to be named after an animal. Just imagine, Tiger Emerson! Or you could have Gorilla Goymour!  Robin, of course, could be called Lion King! Sorry, my imagination is running away with me!
Anyway, Kirsty Young then said, “Now, Bear, if you could only take one of the 8 records which one would it be?” “Oh, that’s easy,” replied Bear, “Amazing Grace. My faith is the most important thing in the world to me”.
In our office on Monday morning I heard this voice behind me. “Ere, Murray, I was listening to Radio 4 yesterday and they had that Explorer bloke, that ex-SAS man, Bear Whatsit on Desert Island Discs. I didn’t realise he was one of your lot. I didn’t think any heroic blokes like that were Christians”. By his words Bear Grylls had hallowed, or honoured, God’s name.  
But sadly, compare that to the “Christian” country we live in where nurses offering to pray for patients or wearing crosses may be reprimanded or sacked; or councils now refer to Christmas as Winterval.  And how many of our Christmas cards will actually mention Christmas?  “Season’s greetings”, “Happy Holidays”!  Ashamed to mention Christ. That’s how NOT to hallow His name.
(I am just changing the order of the next two wishes for God). “Your will be done”. Recently I heard about a small group of believers in a foreign land. The missionary who had brought them to Christ had died. Out of ignorance, quarrels, lying and cheating were rife. They still met every week to worship but they only knew five Bible stories which were repeated week after week. And mostly they got them wrong!  A new missionary came and gave them good, thorough Bible teaching. Before he came they really didn’t know what God wanted of them. But they soon realised and obeyed. Peace and love then broke out. God’s will was being done.
 “Your kingdom come”.  I wonder why you came to church today. Out of duty? To hear the choir?  To listen to a brilliant sermon?  Or, possibly to experience a taste of Heaven? You see, Heaven is not all in the future. As believers meeting together, we should feel something special. We should have our hearts warmed because of our common belief and the presence of the Holy Spirit among us. We should encounter that taste of Heaven as we take Communion, as we meet over coffee, as we gather in our home groups, or even meet as a PCC!  Meeting together should provide inspiration for the rest of the week.  
Recently I have been copied in on emails circulating in a group in this church for whom I have huge admiration. They don’t make much fuss. They are too modest for that. They are the Elders. They take a taste of heaven to those locked in at home through illness, to those in hospital, to those who are bereaved. It takes up hours of their time.  They make that taste of Heaven available – a little bit of God’s kingdom on Earth.
Now we turn to three requests we make for ourselves:  for food, forgiveness and freedom.
“Give us today our daily bread”. At first we may think that this doesn’t relate to us. Most of us have fridges and freezers groaning with food, particularly with the prospect of Christmas.  But the request here is not “give me” but “give us”. All the new initiatives in this church seem to revolve around food – Open Door, Solos, Lunch Club. That’s great. And here again we see this is a community prayer.  
Here’s an amazing story from Mother Theresa:  “I will never forget the night an old gentleman came to our house and said that there was a family with eight children and they had not eaten, and could we do something for them. So I took some rice and went there. The mother took the rice from my hands, then she divided it in two and went out. I could see the faces of the children shining with hunger. When she came back I asked her where she had gone. She gave me a very simple answer: “They are hungry also”. And “they” were the family next door and she knew they were hungry. I was not surprised that she gave, but I was surprised that she knew...... I had not the courage to ask her how long her family hadn’t eaten, but I am sure it must have been a long time, and yet she knew – in her suffering ... in her terrible bodily suffering, she knew that next door they were hungry also.”
There may not be many in our benefice who cannot afford to feed themselves but many struggle, just through frailty, just to get it to the table. Providing OUR daily bread is a communal responsibility. 
“Forgive us our sins/trespasses”:  forgiveness is the very heart of Christian message. We all know that to receive forgiveness we must first forgive others. But what if they don’t ask us to be forgiven? 
Here’s a powerful piece I read this week:  The cry, “Never forget and never forgive” has echoed many times down the corridors of history. But in the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus asks the person wronged  to forgive the one responsible for the wrongdoing even when there is no confession of guilt. Is this really possible? Can the Christians of Southern Sudan forgive the Sudanese Muslim government for forty years of murder and mayhem, which the Northern Sudanese do not admit ever happened? What of the African Muslims and Christians of Darfur Province who, as we write, are enduring brutalities that are beginning to be called genocide? Can the Armenians forgive the Turks for the Armenian genocide, which to this day deny ever took place? These are hard questions to which those of us who have never endured such suffering cannot presume to give easy answers. Yet there is a voice from the cross that echoes across history to all saying: “Father, forgive them for they know not what they do.” 
Neither Pilate nor the High Priest nor the Centurion offered any apology to Jesus, yet he prayed for divine forgiveness for them  in the midst of their brutality to him. This is not the cry of the weak but the awesome voice of the strong.
So when we are treated rudely by the checkout girl at Tescos who’s had a row with her boyfriend; when a neighbour has Eastenders on so loud it deafens us; when we are cut up on the M25 by a red Ferrari because the owner just wants to show off his flash car – we get angry.  These people who cross our path will never ask for forgiveness but we must forgive them anyway.
“Lead us not into temptation”.  A couple years ago Sue and I went on a boat trip to see the Northern Lights. The weather was so bad that we never made destination. We had to turn back. It was blowing a Force 11 gale. It was very frightening. If I’d seen the Captain I would have said, “Please keep us safe”.  I’m sure he’d have replied, “Of course”.  
The same attitude applies here for us to God. The future can be frightening for all of us. We look forward with trepidation. We pray, “As our guide you won’t lead us into temptation, will you?” The answer comes back, “Just hold my hand”.
The last phrase looks for comfort and confirmation too. It can be more fully translated, “Keep us from the Evil One”.  And every Christian knows that Jesus defeated the Evil One on the Cross. His track record is perfect. He died that we might have freedom from the devil’s clutches. We lean on him because of what he has done. He will never let us down. 
Prayer is a wonderful thing. (We heard a magnificent one from Elijah in our Old Testament lesson that Andrew read for us.) One great American Christian said this: “A Christian on his knees sees further than a philosopher standing on tiptoe”. And what a prayer Jesus gave us. No wonder that Russian girl described it as “that point of light”. 
It’s a most wonderful thing that the Lord of the whole Cosmos wants to treat us as sons and daughters; he wants us to enter his palace; he wants us to open the doors of his throne-room; he wants us to walk up to him and to address him as Dad. Our Father longs for us to spend time with him. He warmly smiles and welcomes every believer and whispers in our ear, “My son, my daughter, let’s talk together”.
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