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Preacher: Brian Goss
Hymns: 

18 
“We give immortal praise”


287 
“Granted is the Saviour’s prayer”

73
“Through all the changing scenes of life”



“Happy Day”
________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Exodus 3. 1-15

John 3. 1-17
“EXPERIENCE WILL DECIDE”
Last Thursday, I was fascinated to come upon an article in our weekly paper, the Methodist Recorder, by Rachel Gallehawk.  I first knew Rachel in her early teens at Barking Methodist Church in the 1980s. Her article begins like this: “Imagine a place which embraces you like and old friend as soon as you step across the threshold.  Imagine a place that exudes peace and tranquillity.  A place where you are accepted and welcomed.  It is a place to pray, a place to sing, a place to laugh, a place to meet new and old friends.  It is a place where you can rest.  It is a place to meet God and feel God’s touch.  It is simply a place to be.
As you continue to read, you discover she is describing a Healing Centre in East Sussex, in the village of Crowhurst.  I don’t know it myself, but Rachel’s article did prompt me to think about a place I do know, and which deserves the same kind of warm and welcoming description.  It is known as Mount St Bernard Abbey, in Leicestershire, a Benedictine foundation which at an earlier stage in my ministry I was accustomed to visit for an annual retreat; and as an expression if its ecumenical spirit, it used to enable groups of Methodist ministers and lay people to spend five days at a time in the monastery, with a member of the community giving talks and looking after the visitors.  It was in those days that I discovered that one article of the Benedictine rule is that no sermon should be preached on Trinity Sunday, on account of the difficulty of the subject!
Well, today is Trinity Sunday, and since I’m a Methodist preacher who owes no obedience to the Benedictine rule, but only to the Circuit Plan, it looks as if I’ve drawn the short straw.  The first thing which comes to mind about this Sunday is that Trinity is the only Christian festival which is not based on an event.  The season of Advent leads up to Christmas, with the shepherds in the fields, electrified by the message of the angels sending them scuttling off to the manger in Bethlehem, where they find Mary and Joseph and the baby Jesus, and are shortly joined by the three kings.  The period of Lent prepares us for the drama of Holy Week, and the crucifixion of Jesus on Good Friday, followed on Easter day by the triumph of his resurrection from the dead.

The significance of Ascensiontide is not so much whether the risen Jesus goes ‘up’, but that it is a parting from his disciples, and they understand that, and are not dismayed.  And then at Pentecost, which we were celebrating last Sunday, there is the gift of the Holy Spirit to give life to the fledgling Christian community, which signals the foundation of the Christian Church.  Now it was as time went on, and the early Christians reflected upon their experience that the unlikely notion of the Trinity was born.  How did it come about?
Well.  Jesus they knew, as someone who could b e touched, watched, listened to; he wept, he got angry.  Is there any evidence, asked someone writing to a national newspaper, that Jesus had a sense of humour?  I’m sure there is, and some of the stories he told would have had his hearers in stitches.  So this Jesus was a flesh and blood figure, and yet with an aura of mystery about him, which evoked from doubting Thomas the awed response, ‘My Lord and my God’.  The signs at his baptism and on the Mount of Transfiguration showed to those who were closest to him that this was no ordinary mortal.  On the road to Caesarea Philippi when he asked who people thought he was, and then said, ‘And who do you say that I am?’ ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living God’, said Peter.

But always, always, Jesus was deflecting praise and worship away form himself and towards God the Father.  He spoke of his Father continually.  He safeguarded times of prayer, often very early in the morning, and his prayers were addressed to the Father.  When the disciples asked him how they should pray, he said, ‘when you pray, say Abba – not so much ‘Father’ as ‘Dad’ or ‘Daddy’, the intimate form of address.  Years ago, sitting on the beach one day during a seaside holiday, there was a Jewish family next to us, and it included a little boy, say four years old, I heard him say to the older man ‘Abba’.
So that as the earliest Christian community reflected on the teaching of Jesus, and especially on his own personal practice, they remembered his insistence on the Fatherhood of God, who loved his children equally and only wanted their highest good.  But then as the end of his earthly life drew near, Jesus spoke to the disciples about sending them his Spirit who would be with them forever.  ‘The helper will come – the Spirit, who reveals the truth about God and who comes from the Father.  I will send him to you from the Father, and he will speak about me’.  And then when the Day of Pentecost came, they knew it was not an empty promise, because although they could not see him, God was present with then in such a way that they were galvanised into action.

So although it seemed ridiculous to speak of three persons in one God – three in one and one in three – it was the only way in which they could do justice to their experience.  Experience was the key.  Experience came first, not the idea.  I suppose you might put it like this: Ernest Edmund Goss was my father, and that’s what I called him – Daddy when I was a small boy and Father when I grew up.  But, of course, that wasn’t what my mother called him was it?  She addressed him as ‘Ern’, or on more formal occasions, Ernest.  He died when our children were very young, but our elder son retained some memories of him, and what did he call him?  Grandpa.  Ernest – Father – Grandpa – does that mean he was three different people?  Not at all.  It means that he was experienced differently by his wife, his son and his grandson.
When I was trying to come up with a title for this sermon, I suddenly thought of a hymn which all through the years I have found to have a resonance with members of the congregations, and it contains the verse, 

O make but trial of his love, 

Experience will decide

How blessed they are, and only they,
Who in his truth confide

Experience will decide.

Last Sunday, because it was Pentecost, we listened to that passage in the second chapter of the Acts of the Apostles which describes the coming of the Holy Spirit, and St Luke notes that the believers who were gathered together saw what looked like tongues of fire which spread out and touched each person there.  And Leslie reminded us of Charles Wesley’s great hymn:

O Thou Who camest from above,
The pure celestial fire to impart,
Kindle a flame of sacred love
Upon the mean altar of my heart.

There let it for Thy glory burn
With inextinguishable blaze,
And trembling to its source return,
In humble prayer and fervent praise.
And he pointed out that that hymn which I’ve known all my life which was sung when I was inducted into my first Circuit as a raw, young probationer in 1955 and three years later at my ordination, that this hymn was based and found it’s inspiration in the story of Moses and the burning bush, and to my shame I’d never made that connection before.  And one reason why that fact registered so strongly with me last Sunday was that I knew that the Old Testament reading for today would be that very story.  Hear again the first few verses:

Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of Midian; he led his flock beyond the wilderness, and came to Horeb the mountain of God.  There the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a flame of fire out of a bush; he looked, and the bush was blazing, yet it was not consumed.  The Moses said, ‘I must turn aside and look at this great sight, and see why the bush is not burned up’.  When the Lord saw that he had turned aside to see, God called to him out of the bush, Moses, Moses!’  And he said, ‘Here I am’.  And there and then, though he was to be the man who would lead his people out of slavery in Egypt.
You might say that a bush on fire in a hot climate was no big deal, and he might easily have ignored it, but he didn’t.  He said, ‘I must turn aside and look at this great sight, and see why the bush is not burned up’.  During his earthly ministry, there would be loads of people who took no notice of Jesus at all, or of what he said or did.  Even crucifixion was not uncommon.  But those who became his disciples did listen, and what they heard and saw - and believed – was a life-changing experience.  And on the 24th May 1738, John Wesley wasn’t the only one who was present to hear Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans.  But because he was listening expectantly, to the description of the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ it became a reality for him, and his life and ministry took on a new dimension, and the evangelical revival of this country in the 18th century received a brand-new impetus.
We – you and I – are experiencing the presence and activity of God through his Spirit all the time, but mostly we don’t notice it.  When the Lord saw that Moses had turned aside to see, He called to him out of the bush, “Moses Moses!” When the early Christian believers sat down to reflect on their experience, they knew that what was of central importance in their lives was the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit.  Succeeding generations of theological students for hundreds of years would struggle to make sense of it, but the early Christians spoke of what they knew.
The gospel for Trinity Sunday tells the story of Nicodemus going to meet Jesus by night, and because St John’s gospel is full of symbolism, maybe John was using the time of their meeting to emphasise that Nicodemus was pretty much in the dark as to who Jesus was and what he was about.  Jesus acknowledges that Nicodemus is a great teacher in Israel, and maybe Nicodemus had anticipated that their time together would be spent exchanging theological propositions.  But he must have been rocked to his foundations when Jesus said no-one can see the Kingdom of God unless he is born again.  Now being born is a tumultuous and dangerous and unpredictable experience.  It’s not an intellectual process.  Evidentially you have to be prepared to have you life turned upside down.

I began by quoting Rachel Gallehawk’s article about a place she discovered, a place which exudes peace and tranquillity, a place to ‘be’.  And this reminded me of my visits to Mount St Bernard Abbey.  One feature, not just of ministry today, but of other walks of life also, is the sabbatical, whereby people are enabled to take time off from their normal routine – three months perhaps – to reflect upon the meaning of what they are doing.  The value of Sunday worship is that it enables us to pay attention (as Moses did to the burning bush) to passages of scripture, prayers, words of the hymns, even the sermon, and so to hear what God has to say to us.

So is the message for us on Trinity Sunday, in the light of the scripture passages, to have the confidence to live life with greater openness and spontaneity, trusting that God will show us new truth – about ourselves, about how we should be spending our time and energy, about our priorities; and recognising that truth and reality can confront us in all sorts of unexpected guise and through all sorts of unexpected people.  And as long as our hearts and minds are not closed, and we are willing to go on learning and being led, then the best is yet to be.  AMEN
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