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Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
_______________________________________________________________
Hymns: 
7
“Holy, holy, holy””



492
“Give me joy in my heart”


431
“Where cross the crowded ways of life”
689
“Will your anchor hold in the storms of life”
______________________________________________________________

Readings:
Psalm 16


1 Corinthians 5: 14 - 6:2
“SILENT WITNESS”
On June 14th there was no “formal” sermon.  Two of our young men, Carl Humphries and Theo Fasanya, were being awarded their Queen’s Badge – the highest award that can be given to them as members of the Boys’ Brigade.  In the circumstances, it seemed more appropriate to preach a “charge” to the two young men.  So a conversational style was adopted and, despite the fact that over 600 people were in church, this was maintained throughout.  The rest of the congregation were invited to listen in.
Carl and Theo, you simply have to know how proud we are of you.  You’ve worked so hard to gain these awards and you’ve persevered over several years as you’ve built up your skills and your service record.  These awards are not offered lightly.

I want to share three observations from the letter of St Paul to the Corinthians (5: 14 – 6:2) which we’ve heard earlier in the Service.  It was the chosen passage for today but, as it happens, it’s a piece of writing that affected me personally when I was a young man.  It touched my life at three points during my twenties.  And I want to tell you about them now.
1. The passage ends with a very clear word of St Paul: “you have received the grace of God, do not let it go for nothing”.  If it was true for St Paul, then you may be sure it’s true for you two young men today.  You have certainly been blessed with great attributes of character and personality.  You must now see to it that what God has invested in you should not come to nothing.  We’ll help you.  We’ll stand by you.  We’ll be there for you at your difficult times.  And we’ll help you pick yourselves up when and if you make your mistakes (we all do that!).

That verse is always associated in my mind with another, this time from St Mark who writes: “what does it profit a man if he should gain the whole world at the cost of his true self?  What can he give to buy that self back again?”  You can see where this is going.  It’s the same thing all over again.  I want you to get good jobs and, of course, good salaries.  But don’t imagine for one moment that you’ll have “succeeded in life” simply by pinning those two things down.  There’s far more to life than the accumulation of status and wealth.

I said these passages had touched my life.  Let me explain.  When I was twenty years of age, a new translation of the Bible (the New English Bible) appeared and it swept me off my feet.  These two verses sprang up off the page and struck me with great force.  I was on the verge of a new life that was opening up for me.  I was contemplating what career to pursue.  I felt there was nothing I couldn’t do.  I looked forward, in the words of the old hymn, “to laying hold on life”.  But I was stopped in my tracks by these words.  I reflected long and hard.  And I decided that the Christian faith which I’d flirted with for some years needed to mark my lifestyle.  I submitted to the claims of Christ and offered myself for baptism.  My life as a “signed-up Christian” began.  You’re nearly twenty yourselves.  You must make your mind up on this important question.

2. So I became a Christian and, eventually, offered for the Methodist ministry.  They sent me to Cambridge to study theology and the next point I would want to make relates to something important that I learned in my middle twenties whilst studying to become a minister. 
A genial Professor, an Anglican priest at that, was giving a lecture about the official documents which all Anglican priests sign up to when they are ordained.  One of them is called “The Thirty Nine Articles”.  The second of these says something like this: “We believe in Christ who truly suffered, died and was buried in order to reconcile God to us….”

So what, you may say?  We haven’t got the point yet.  Hold on a minute.  This is important.  The Thirty Nine Articles were put together in the 17th century as part of the shaping of the Church of England after the troubled years of the Reformation.  They were a statement of faith put together by the “evangelical” section of the Church.  (They called it “Puritan” or “Presbyterian” in those days).  In any case, it was the Bible-centred party that constructed these Articles.
My Professor pointed out just how appalling these words are.  It’s as if God had seen what a mess we’d made of things and gone into a corner to sulk.  He was implacable in his rejection of us, he wanted to wash his hands of us.  Only Christ could approach him.  And he could do so only when he’d “died a perfect death”.  It was he who persuaded God that a price had been paid that was sufficient to earn God’s good humour again.  And so, on that basis alone, God was prepared to contemplate a reconciliation between sinful humanity and himself.

So why exactly am I mentioning such an abstruse point this morning?  For the simple reason that the position I’ve just described is exactly the opposite of what the Bible says.  You’ve heard the correct version in the reading earlier this morning.  What was it?  Listen again: “God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, no longer holding our misdeeds against us…”  Get it?  It wasn’t God who had to be persuaded to turn back to humanity.  It was God who, despite the fact that we’d made such a mess of things, wanted to try yet again to woo us into a more healthy relationship with him.  It was God who noticed, God who was concerned, God who took the initiative.

Please note that we should be properly suspicious of those who resort too easily to the formula: “the Bible says…”.  So very often in my experience, they really mean to say: “the Bible says what I want it to say in my attempt to buttress my argument (or even my prejudices)…”
I learned this salient fact whilst I was preparing to become a Methodist minister.  It’s undergirded the whole of my 40 years in that role.  We can never wander so far that we go beyond the reach of God’s love.  We can never fall so low that we fall beneath his “radar screen”.  His love holds fast to us wherever we go, whatever we do.  Even when we don’t love him, he goes on loving us.  And when we do turn towards him, it gives him such joy.  Like the father of the Prodigal Son, he’s there waiting to meet us, arms out-stretched, with all the paraphernalia of a party waiting to be sprung into action.
Don’t forget this key thought, Carl or Theo, as your lives unfold. 

3. When I’d finished studying theology, the Church sent me to my first posting.  It was in the Caribbean – in Haiti to be precise.  This is the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere.  I was heartbroken by what I saw.

Haitians have a very poor idea of God.  They “justify” (or certainly try to explain) the ghastly conditions they endure in everyday life by turning God into someone who’s impossibly distant and despotic.  He’s not at all interested in what happens to people.  So they put their trust in the voodoo spirits whom they invoke to help them with daily living.

I was ordained as a minister in Haiti.  Haiti was part of the Methodist Church in the Caribbean and Americas.  Its motto, engraved on its coat of arms, is a verse from this same passage of scripture: “the love of Christ compels me”.  As I faced this tremendous challenge and the innate fatalism of the Haitian people, I simply had to remember the obligations of love.  These were my brothers and sisters.  I must address their needs with the same seriousness as I would anybody else’s.  And I hope that’ll be true of you too.

The scripture says, after reminding us that God was seeking to reconcile the world to himself, that: “he has called us to this ministry of reconciliation”.  As we have loved, so we must love.  So my prayer for you two (and everybody else here also) is that we become agents of love, seeking to make the world a better place, ready to sacrifice a little of ourselves to add value to life around us.  As you have been loved, it’s up to you now to show that you can love others.

Carl and Theo, we’re so proud of you.  You’re an inspiration to us.  Thank you.  
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