CHRISTIANITY FOR WALLIES

In a novel by Margaret Forster, Catherine comes across a Memory Box left to her by
her mother, who had died when Catherine was only six months old. To be honest
Catherine, now grown-up had never given much thought to her mother. She had been
brought up by a loving father and a stepmother whom she had adored. They had
mentioned the box to her but she had never wanted to see it. It was only now, both of
them having died, that Catherine finds the box, takes it home and opens it.

The box was tightly packed with about a dozen parcels, all very carefully wrapped.
Her mother had obviously given a lot of thought to this box. But, as Catherine opened
each parcel, she became more and more mystified. The objects seemed rather random:
seagulls’ feathers, a hat, a mirror, two pictures, a paint-box, a necklace, an exotic
shell, an address book with no names, only addresses. Catherine searched frantically
through the box expecting to find some letter that would explain what each item was
about, tell her the full story. But there was nothing. She shook out every piece of
wrapping paper; she turned the box upside-down and checked for hidden
compartments but there was nothing. No explanation: just this random selection.

How would you feel? Disappointed? Frustrated? Angry? Catherine felt all of that and
more. Having finally decided it was time to learn about her mother, she felt badly let
down. What was the point of all this miscellaneous stuft?

I remembered this novel when I started thinking about Jesus as a teacher. Because |
know that this disappointment is what a lot of people experience when they first feel
ready to explore the Christian faith and the person of Jesus Christ. They pick up a
Gospel — like Mark- with the best of intentions, ready to learn all about it. Mark’s
Gospel admittedly, does come across as a bit “miscellaneous” with a whole jumble of
stories, sayings, sermons but somewhere, surely, there must be an explanation, a
summary, a kind of “Christianity for Wallies” which sets out in items one to ten,
precisely what Jesus was asking you to believe and precisely what Jesus was asking
you to do. But they never find this. Jesus’ teaching is a bit like Catherine’s memory
box. It is a collection of stories he told, advice he gave, his reactions to different
events but no definitive summary. No basic “Christianity for Wallies.”

People are disappointed and confused by this. They feel ready to engage with Jesus
but, on reading through the Gospel, he just seems to be giving them clues about faith
with no worked-out solutions. (DIARY THIS WEEK....)
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It has always been so. The early church was aware of this problem right from the start.
The first Christians had been left only with this selection of stories and sayings of
Jesus, all totally dependent on different people’s memories. As time went by and the
number of those who actually remembered Jesus started to drop, they realised the
necessity of writing things down, which is why we have our four Gospels. And as
they moved around to different places and preached Jesus as Son of God to people
who had never met him, they knew that they would have to give some structure, some
explanations as to what he had taught. Some of this you find in the Gospels. Most
New Testament scholars, for example, believe that the explanation of the parable of
the Sower- where Jesus takes it apart piece by piece- was actually added by the early
church, as part of their own teaching programme.

You see, organised religion, in their experience, was about sacred books containing
all you needed to know and ever would need to know about your faith. It was about



items of doctrine 1-10; moral codes of behaviour 1-10. So in time, the church also
formulated the creeds, basic statements of faith, two of the most famous of which you
will find at 759 and 760 in the hymn book. The Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds:
Christianity in a nutshell.

What you do not realise of course, as you look at these creeds, each taking barely half
a page of your hymn books, is that each represents hours, days, months, years of
intense study, discussion, argument, tantrum-throwing by a great many people before
these words were finally agreed on as definitive statements of the Christian faith.

And once they were written down, that was not the end of the matter. There have been
centuries more study, discussion, argument, tantrum-throwing and major church
division because Christian believers still cannot agree as to whether these statements
are accurate or not. If you look again at the Nicene Creed at 760, final paragraph,
second line, you will see a short phrase in brackets. The argument over whether or not
that phrase should be included in the Creed was the cause of the major split between
the Christian Church in the East- which became the Orthodox Churches- and the
Christian Church in the West. At least, that is what they said it was all about at the
time. I should imagine that there were a certain amount of personality, cultural and
political clashes involved as well. Aren’t there always?

In the Reformed Churches we seldom use the creeds at all because we are unhappy at
the thought of imposing other people’s words them on free-thinking Christians. (put
books away now)

Compiling a basic “Christianity for Wallies” then, has never been a straightforward
business. Jesus left too many ends trailing and too many people of strong and
differing opinions to tie them all up neatly.
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Then there was another, far more sinister development in the early church as people
realised that the teachings of Jesus could not easily be tabulated, catalogued and
understood in the same way by all concerned. In the early years of Christianity there
was a prominent Greek religion-cum-philosophy known as “Gnosticism.” The word
came from the Greek “gnosis” which means knowledge. For the Gnostics, the key to
understanding the nature of life and of God lay in a special “knowledge” and that
knowledge was not freely available to all. Only special people were gifted with this
special knowledge and permitted to join this special sect. To everybody else this
knowledge would remain for ever a secret.

You will find traces of this in the New Testament: references to secrets and special
knowledge imparted by God to those he had chosen. Even the chapter we read today
from Mark’s Gospel hinted that Jesus gave more specialised knowledge to some than
to others. Gnosticism was a powerful influence in the early church and let’s face it,
elitism is a very powerful temptation in every walk of life. We cannot quite resist the
thrill of feeling that we belong to an exclusive and superior group.

From the elite in the playground who declare that you cannot belong to their gang
unless you wear red shoes or own a particular brand of football boot, to our private
sports and social clubs, freemasons, rotary- anything which you join by invitation
only- we love it, don’t we? It makes us feel just that little bit better about ourselves.
And religion is an open target for this kind of elitism. I was brought up in a church
where the Communion Table was closed to anyone who was not either a member of



our church or who carried a letter of introduction from a church in the same sect. No-
one else was allowed to receive communion. The table of Jesus Christ had become the
exclusive property of one small group of Christians who had come to believe that they
were in some way superior to all the rest. To me now, that seems like sacrilege and
yielding to the temptation to elitism in religion has caused pain, division, false
teaching and misunderstanding in abundance. It has alienated thousands of men and
women who were honestly searching for God and this is a huge sin on the conscience
of the Christian church.

Yet you still cannot deny that Jesus did appear to spend extra time talking to his
particular followers as well as teaching the crowds in general. There were people who
seemed to grasp and accept what he said more easily than others. And there are hints
right through the Bible that the Word of God, the teaching of God will divide the
human race into those who hear and understand it and those who do not.

So does God pick and choose? Are there people more gifted by him than others?

Was Gnosticism in fact a fairly reasonable way of explaining why religious teachings
make more sense to some people than to others?

But one look at the way Jesus behaved proves beyond any doubt that elitism was not
his “thing” at all. One of his most controversial habits-as we heard last week- was that
of mixing with people whom nobody else was prepared to accept as friends and
equals. He persistently broke barriers down; he did not build them up. If his teaching
comes across to us as rather obscure in places, difficult to understand, not entirely
coherent, it is not because he only intended a small, elite group to understand it.
Gnosticism was eventually declared a heresy by the early church and quite right too.
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When you think of the Old Testament story of how Moses was said to have received
the Ten Commandments directly from God himself: items one to ten, Judaism in a
nutshell, no argument; you wonder why could Jesus have not done the same and
saved all this trouble? Why did his teaching have to be so “miscellaneous?”

Going back to the story about the Memory Box Catherine, once she had got over her
first disappointment, decided to spend some time just following up what clues she
could find in the selection of objects her mother had left her. In the course of the story
she does find out a lot more about her mother’s story and personality but she also
discovers a lot more about herself. She comes to understand more clearly who she is
and where she has been. Finally she concludes that her mother, knowing that she was
dying, that her child would have no memories of her and would be totally dependent
on what others told her, had tried, through these objects to “ignite a spark” herself.
Catherine would have to think about each object. She would have to commit herself to
following the signs and clues each one threw up, not knowing where they would lead
her. Her mother would not have known quite where all this would end but then, can
any living mothers plan and chart each step their child will take?

All she could hope, as any of us can hope, is that Catherine will come to understand
her mother and understand herself. And, let’s face it you cannot tabulate either of
those processes in steps 1-10.

I suspect that this is what Jesus was trying to do in his teaching. Rather than lay the
law down in a neat set of definite commands, he leaves a series of questions and



stories that will get people thinking these things out for themselves and finding their
relevance to their own situations. Rather than leave his definitive autobiography he
leaves sayings, riddles that are designed to spark off our curiosity and lead us into our
own understanding of who he is and what he has to do with us. Rather than compile
“Christianity for Wallies” in terms of a simple summary, he leaves “Christianity for
Everyone” in teachings which can be understood and interpreted by any person at any
stage in their life if they will just follow him. The only people who will not
understand are the people who think they know it all already.

Jesus Christ was and is a teacher who taught not only through words and statements
but through an inter-active relationship. He knew that his time in this world was brief
and that there would be millions of men and women who would never know him as
the man who lived and walked around the Sea of Galilee. They would know only
what others told them. Sets of rules, lengthy statements of doctrine would, as we have
seen, cause only misunderstanding and division. Stories, sayings, teachings on a
whole miscellany of subjects would hopefully “ignite a spark™ in the people of each
generation, a spark which, if fanned into flame by their own commitment and the
encouragement of the church, would bring them to a clearer understanding of him and
of themselves.

And so I close with these famous words by Albert Schweitzer:

He(Jesus) comes to us as one unknown....as of old by the lakeside he came to those
men who knew him not. He speaks to us the same word,” Follow.. me” and sets us to
the tasks which he has to fulfil for our time.... And to those who obey him, whether
they be wise or simple, he will reveal himself in the toils, the conflicts, the sufferings
which they shall pass through in his fellowship, and as an ineffable mystery, they
shall learn in their own experience who he is.

Amen.
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