Sunday 1 February 2009 : Psalm 112  & Hebrews 10 : 19-25  
Last weekend, we were away, and I hope you were all behaving yourselves and that I won’t be hearing any bad reports … I’m sure I won’t! By a happy combination of circumstances, we found ourselves in Ayr over the weekend of the big Burns Homecoming celebrations. We thoroughly enjoyed our wee break, and I’d like to share a few reflections upon it, some light-hearted, others more serious.

We had a lovely hotel right slap bang in the middle of town, at an amazingly reasonable price, and we were very well looked after, except for the slight drawback that on the Saturday night there was a wedding reception immediately below us which did not enhance the quality of sleep for my beloved. We paid extra that night, believe it or not, perhaps for the live music wafting our way till 4.am.
On our first night, Ayr United played Kilmarnock in a televised Scottish Cup replay. When we lived back west, our local football loyalties were separated by 15 miles of the A77 – Alexis had been a Killie fan since her youth, but since I lived in Ayr for a time, I had a soft spot for the Honest Men. Actually, since we came across here, we hardly even notice their respective results now, but on Thursday it was like a time-warp. 

Confession time. We went to the pub. Sorry if that offends, but there was no Sky Sports in our room, so we legged it across to Rabbie’s Bar to watch the game. Now that was an education in itself. To say that the locals were partisan would be understatement to the absolute max. Bears might be a more accurate term. When Ayr took the lead, thanks to a goal owing much to the inspiration of Maradona’s infamous “hand of God”, the place erupted in black-and-white fervour. Alexis sat and seethed quietly.
When Killie had what looked like an equaliser denied by the match officials, again the mob howled in glee, but my wife’s sense of righteous indignation remained prudently un-expressed. When, however, the roof fell in on Ayr’s pluck – and luck, the Premier League juggernaut of Kilmarnock rolled ruthlessly over their 2nd division opponents, and the mood in Rabbie’s became one of encircling gloom, Alexis sagely repressed her urge to dance on the table with glee. Where am I going with this tale?
Proverbs 18.21 : the tongue has the power of life and death. Ecclesiastes 3.7 : there is a time to be silent and a time to speak. The wise Killie sympathiser in a bar in Ayr on local derby night will know only too well what wise advice is contained in these texts! Isn’t it true that, all too often, we talk ourselves into trouble? There are times when it is altogether better to keep our opinions, our emotions, altogether to ourselves, instead of digging a pothole for ourselves with an unrestrained tongue.

How often have you or I spoken out and said something that, afterwards, we earnestly wish we hadn’t? Oh, at the time, it seemed such a witty, withering one-liner, such a regal rapier-like response, but in the cold light of dawn we finally see the hurt our smart remarks have caused, but once words are out, they don’t go back in again.        

The tongue has the power of life and death. There is a time to be silent and a time to speak. In summary, when in doubt, zip the lip. Let the gentleness of the Holy Spirit take precedence every single time over the red mist of the flesh. But it’s not just in the realm of gratuitous comments about people that we need to watch our words. You can hardly turn on the telly without being downloaded another slab of gloom about the recession. 

And the more we hear about the recession, and talk about the recession, the more we will believe in the recession, the deeper we will dig a pit of recession. Think recession, talk recession, believe recession, suffer recession. Already, the recession has become, I firmly believe, a convenient excuse to push people out of work without any objective justification for doing so. It does not need to be like that, and Christians should know better, because the Bible does not teach recession.
Psalm 35.27 : The Lord delights in the prosperity of his people. Proverbs 10.22 : the blessing of the Lord brings wealth, and he adds no trouble to it. Psalm 112, which we read earlier, is a song of praise to God for his bountiful provision to us. And Psalm 23, which unfortunately has been hijacked for funerals, is a song of abundant life, not death, and one day soon we’ll look at that in detail. Paul writes in Philippians 4.19 : My God will supply all your need through his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.
So far as God’s Word is concerned, to paraphrase late Prime Minister Jim Callaghan : Recession? What recession? Now, I grant you, the Babylonian greed-based economic system is falling apart at the seams, just as God’s Word said it would – have a look at the last few chapters of Jeremiah sometime – and sadly there have been casualties, even among Christians, and I’m not minimising that real suffering.

But it’s happened because the merchants of doom and gloom have been allowed to get away with their pessimistic talk. Now God is looking to us, as his church, to reverse that downward spiral, to kick-start a recovery but on a whole new basis – of living not just to please ourselves but to bless others. Let our confession against the recession be : My father loves me and provides for me. My saviour has broken the curse and set me free. I’m out of debt. My needs are met. I live to give. If you’re like us, you might be saying that by faith for quite a while before the visible effects kick in, but that’s OK.

We went to church last Sunday, in a Church of Scotland congregation we’d never been in before. Let me share with you one good thing about it. It was a much bigger building and a significantly bigger attendance than ours, yet the welcome was tremendous. From the moment we turned up at the church door, right till we left at the end, people went out of their way to come over and talk to us and treat us with friendship and genuine interest. Welcome is an important witness, and we always need to be aware of it.

We had a message left on our website from visitors who observed that they had not been made to feel welcome at a Sunday service. Never mind wondering which of our buildings it was, that’s not the point. I’m pleased to say, they’ve been back, and have said there’s a marked improvement, but we still need to pursue excellence on this.

Let us be honest and ask ourselves if there are people in church today that we’ve never spoken to, whose names we don’t know, and make a point of putting that right before we go home. Or if there’s people we know fine well, but just don’t notice them?

One thing that wasn’t so good. At the end of the service, the minister went to the door to shake hands, but one person “hogged” him so the rest of us had to walk by. I’d never notice before how bad that looks. The church door is a good place for me quickly to pick up snippets of news, but not a lengthy conversation, whilst others walk by ignored.

Final point. Unusually blessed by a fair amount of sunny weather, which for Ayrshire in January is remarkable, the Burns 250 events were well attended, which was great and we’re pleased that the hard work of the organisers was thus rewarded. At risk of being burned at the stake by Burns aficionados, however, I can’t help wondering what it says about us as a nation that we so enthusiastically celebrate a man who was undeniably gifted, but whose character and personal ethics were so complex and contradictory?

Those who toast his immortal memory with relish might have thought long and hard, for example, about letting Mr Burns too near our wives or daughters. Tonight in our Songs of Praise at Crailing we’ll honour Rabbie as we sing all our hymns to Burns-related tunes, but let’s keep things in perspective. The frisson of excitement generated by Burns, by Common Ridings, by sporting events, the passions for good or ill stirred up by potential supermarkets or wind farms or railways, surely should barely register on the radar of our heart as against the pure joy of what God has done for us in Jesus.
Yet it is these ephemeral things that seem to get people out of their houses and up on their hind legs on cold winter nights, whilst the Good News of a loving Father God who has chosen by grace to charge our human faults and failings to the account of his sinless Son, to dump all disease and distress and disgrace on the broken shoulders of the Christ who hung and suffered on a cross for our sakes, to redeem us – in all our imperfection – from the curse of disobedience and set us free to enjoy unlimited & unmerited blessing without measure at the expense of Jesus – that seems to fly over the heads of so many people, even those who once upon a time stood up front and confessed faith in Him.
The real Homecoming celebration in 2009 will be when the lost sheep of Ale & Teviot parish are reunited with their Shepherd, and discover in Him that wonderful free gift of new life that can never end, and is in every way superior to their wildest dreams. Let us pray that never again will anyone in our family, or our parish, leave this earthly life without making a genuine personal commitment to Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour.

Let us make sure that never again will anyone in our family, our parish, endure illness or stress, or in any way exist below the very best plan God has for them, when we know the glorious truth, the gospel of God in Christ setting the human race forever free from the lies and deception of the devil to live within the city wall of God’s love, mercy, healing, deliverance, guidance and protection. Let’s do all we can to bring them back home to Father, knowing His Word never returns empty, without achieving its purpose.
