Sunday 31 August 2014 : Luke 10 : 25-37 



Watching the ladies strut their stuff, knowing I’m up next, expected to impart some golden nuggets of inspiration, the words “Follow THAT, pal!” ran through my head. One of the best-known and best-loved of all the teachings of Jesus, dragged kicking and screaming into the 21st century and brought to life for us as only our Guild could! 
And maybe that, in itself, is a fitting message, on a day when we are delighted and honoured to welcome five young people into membership of our congregation, bringing their abilities and their enthusiasm, their hopes and their visions and their energy, into the Kingdom of God – called to be a new generation of world-changers.
What does our “faith” actually mean today? Does our faith work? Does it shape how we think, how we act, how we live? Is it a living, breathing, dynamic thing? Or is it just a tick-box job, that we accept the stuff in the book is true in that it happened once upon a time, and we’re quite happy to pop along here once in a while on a Sunday to hear about it and sing about it, but that was there and then, and this is here and now. 

To believe whilst safely cocooned in the stillness of the sanctuary, with the organ gently playing and the stained glass windows to admire, isn’t that hard. But you and I need the teaching and example of Jesus, above all the love of Jesus, to shape and direct how we live when it’s all kicking off outside these reassuring sandstone walls. 
Are we taking the presence and the peace and the power of Jesus from this place to face up to the chaos awaiting us at work on Monday, the visit to the Health Centre for the test results on Tuesday, the tensions within our home life on Wednesday, the expensive grinding noises emanating from under the car bonnet on Thursday, the dreaded exam on Friday, the first date with that special person on Saturday?

Faith should not be a religion, but a relationship. Religion is an artificial thing, a set of rules and rituals by which we hope, by some magic, to find God. Can I ask, how often have you done the car-key dance? For car-key, read also wallet, purse, glasses, whatever you can’t find. How many frustrating minutes have you spent, guddling around, to the soundtrack of the relentless ticking of the clock, trying to find this wretched object without which your day will take a sudden nose dive? 
And the odd thing is that your car keys didn’t miraculously grow legs and run away so they could wind you up by playing hide-and-seek with you. They’re exactly where your human hand put them. That’s not a bad picture of much of what passes as religion nowadays – chasing around like the proverbial blue-tailed fly, trying this, trying that, trying the next thing, hoping somehow to touch base with this elusive God. When in fact God was there, ready and waiting for you, all the time. 
We don’t have to tie ourselves in ceremonial knots trying to find God. He’s not the One who was lost. That was us, confused, scared, sick, broke, busted and disgusted. God took the initiative to reach out to us and rescue us, as He came down from all the glory and splendour of Heaven to the grime and the sweat of human life. 
For 33 years God became just like us, so that for eternity we might become just like Him. God made a way where there seemed to be no way, and He still does. God is not a mysterious forbidding being, with lightning bolts of judgement lurking behind every divine fingernail. Now we may know Him as He is, because Jesus His Son is just like His Dad. You hear the voice of Jesus, you hear the voice of God.

You see Jesus reach out as He does to people of all nations, all backgrounds, always willing to embrace them in His perfect love, fill them with His healing, forgiving grace, and welcome them back where they belong, into relationship with the Father. When you say YES to Jesus, when you realise you can’t make life work all on your own and you turn to Him, He gives you a whole new life, a fresh start, the failures and the disappointments of the past deleted from the heavenly database.

You become a new creation, a son or daughter of God, a brother or sister of Jesus, enjoying the same favour God shows to Jesus, exercising the same power God gave to Jesus. It’s family business now, and it’s a full-time thing. I’m not fond of the cliché 24/7, but it does apply, very much, to our relationship with Jesus. He’s never too busy, never off-line, never on holiday. You are His focus, His pride and His joy.
And nothing gives Jesus greater pleasure than when we follow His lead in the way we treat other people, when we take the same love that He pours out on us, 24/7, love that moves mountains and melts hearts, and pass it on to other people. Especially when the other people we pass that love on to, are in a mess and, on the face of it, not deserving cases, not nice nor respectable, not useful contacts to network with.

The ladies showed us that the call of Jesus to love our neighbour is a radical call, with a radical redefinition of who our neighbour is – to include the very people we’d rather not have anything to do with, the people we instinctively regard as a pain in the neck. It’s not that hard to be nice to people who are nice to us, but to be like Jesus means making a special effort to be nice to the people who talk about us and laugh at us behind our backs. Love your enemies, and bless those who curse you, Jesus said.

Tough? Yes. Impossible? Under our own steam, yes. But we’re not under our own steam any more. [Trolleybus – battery vs overhead wires] We’re God’s kids, even those of us with gray hair and nae hair, so all of God’s resources are available, in particular the same love that reached out to us when we weren’t necessarily all that lovely, and changed our lives when we’d done absolutely nothing to deserve it. 

Let that love work in us and through us now. The miraculous life-giving power of the love of God, given to us by Jesus, is for us to offer back to Jesus as we reach out to others, and we can do it. To the ladies of the Guild, stalwart in worship, fellowship and service ; to the young people taking this bold step of commitment today ; to all of us wherever we are in our walk with God, let me share these words of encouragement from Paul : God is working in you, giving you the desire and the power to do what pleases him. For we can do everything through Christ, who gives us strength. 
