MARKS OF A CHRISTIAN: HOLDING ON

It was in my final year of training for the ministry that I received a letter from a friend
who had left college and been ordained the year before.

Do you know what I have discovered in my first year of ministry, he wrote. I have
discovered that people are a big disappointment. They are unreliable, petty-minded,
poor-spirited, apathetic, fault-finding and bad-tempered. And do you know the worst
thing of all? I have discovered that I am just as bad as any of them.

It is rather like those young parents who are shocked to hear themselves scolding

their children in exactly the same way as their own parents used to scold them- the
time comes to all of us-at least, to those of us who are honest- when we realise that we
are as hugely imperfect as the rest of the human race. Sad, is it not?

And it is even worse nowadays because given our efficient worldwide communication
system we are also confronted with unpleasant truths about our part in global crises.
We- each one of us- are partly responsible for global warming and rising sea levels
and carbon footprints. We are each in our own way contributing to poverty and gross
exploitation when we buy goods produced by sweated labour or by the plunder of
another country’s natural resources. We might even be playing a tiny part in terrorism
and international warfare through our support for Governments and Trade Policies
that benefit us but do no good to anyone else.

Yes, people are a big disappointment... and I am just as bad as any of them.

It is a depressing picture and, to a certain extent, neither of our Bible readings this
morning do much to cheer us up. In the first reading Jesus is warning his followers of
trouble to come. If you were here last week you will remember that he began this
chapter by calling disciples to go out into the country offering healing, comfort, help,
and inspiration to suffering people. Fine, but now he is warning them that not
everyone will welcome them with open arms. There will be plenty who suspect them,
hate them, refuse to co-operate with them, stir up trouble against them and they will
be so badly hurt by this that they will start to wonder why they bother.

In the second reading St Paul is well launched on one of his favourite themes: the total
depravity of our human nature, how we are all miserable sinners.

I know that a lot of people give up on faith because of all the evil and suffering in the
world. They cannot understand how God can allow war and terrorism, violence and
abuse, greed and injustice to go on to the extent that they do. I know that many others
give up on faith because they cannot understand why so many Christians can be as
power-hungry, hypocritical, unfriendly and unreliable as they have found them to be.
And I know that some give up on faith because they cannot cope with their own
frailty. I am not good enough. I am not sure enough. I do not understand enough.
People are a big disappointment and I am just as bad as any of them.
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Both Jesus and St Paul do say though- that yes, human nature is bad; yes, human
nature can be a big disappointment; yes, you are just as bad as the next person; but
hold on there. That is not the end of the story.

“Don’t be afraid of other people,” says Jesus

“Don’t give up on yourself,” says Paul

I am sending you out as sheep among wolves, says Jesus, but you will be all right.



You are incorrigible sinners, says Paul, but there is still hope for you.
Now either these two are not-even-very-convincing con-artists. Or they are telling us
something breathtakingly and audaciously true. Which do you think it is?

What we have to remember about St Paul’s writings is that he was not an academic
theologian writing a carefully thought-out thesis on human sin and salvation which
other academic theologians could then debate at great length in their lecture halls.
Paul was writing from his own personal experience and in the hope that this might
help the men and women he had met in his travels to understand their personal
experiences. He was a human being writing for other human beings.

So- let’s remember his story. Paul had come from a respectable, god-fearing family.
He was well-educated, held a high position in the religious community and earned a
good living. So far, so good, but he had become narrow-minded in his religion and his
position of authority had made him arrogant. The combination of narrow-mindedness
and arrogance is a very dangerous one and Paul became a fiercely intolerant religious
autocrat- there is my way of believing and there is the wrong way. And it is my high
and holy duty to hunt down those who are wrong and, if necessary, destroy them.

You are talking Al-Qaeda stuff here. When the first followers of Jesus appeared in the
local communities, Paul was the foremost of those whom Jesus had predicted would
hate them. He pursued a ruthless campaign of intimidation, imprisonment and murder.

Then he encountered Jesus himself on the road to Damascus and his life did a
complete U- turn. He became a Christian believer, worshipping Jesus Christ as the
Son of God and the Saviour of the human race. His old life, he said, was gone. His
former sins were no more. It was like one of those before-and-after transformations
you see on the television about houses or outfits or washing-powders.

But was he really transformed? Anyone who tries to keep New Year Resolutions will
know that life is never that straightforward. And if you read Paul’s letters you will see
that it was not that straightforward for him either. He still struggled with narrow-
mindedness when it came to new ideas in churches and the admitting of new people.
He was still deeply aware of a tendency to arrogance and had to keep writing down-it
is not about me anymore, it is about Jesus. He still had outbursts of temper when
people seemed to be deliberately misunderstanding him or unjustly accusing him. He
did not become some kind of pious stained-glass saint overnight.

Human nature does not change that easily. People will disappoint themselves and
disappoint others until they day they die and Paul never denied this.
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So where does the change come in? When does the Christian transformation start?
What was the point of it all?

What it was, was that the underlying hope for Paul’s life had switched from himself to
Jesus Christ. That basic hope of creating a happy, worthwhile life- a hope which
underlies all our lives- was no longer dependent on him but on Jesus. It was not up to
Paul anymore to “make something” of his life. It was up to Jesus Christ. It is no
longer I who live but Christ who lives in me. That was how he saw it.

And what kind of a difference did that make to him?

First, Paul lost that desperate panic to prove himself: that panic which squeezes the
confidence and sense of proportion out of most of us at some time or other.



Second, he lost the conviction that he had to be right: that conviction which destroys
so many of our relationships at home and at work. (and even in the church...)

Third, he lost the fear of failure: that fear which holds us back from trying anything
new and makes us short-tempered with other people.

Fourth, he lost the heavy burden of guilt and regret: that burden which weighs us
down and swings into our faces every time we try to pretend it is not there.

Fifth, he lost his perception of other people as potential rivals, potential enemies,
potential disappointments. If his life was Christ’s then so might theirs be. They were
his brothers and sisters and there was hope for them too.

Sixth, he lost his grudges against those who had let him down or caused him pain:
those grudges which keep pouring poison into our souls.

And seventh, his whole approach to life became optimistic rather than pessimistic.
Despite all the pain and suffering and loss he experienced, he was able to believe in
life, believe in goodness, believe in people and trust in God.

Yes, Paul still had his fair share of human weakness but his life now belonged to
Jesus Christ and it was in Christ he now trusted to make something good of his life, to
use what he could do, to transform even the weaker parts of his nature into a vehicle
of God’s grace and a channel of God’s love.

And I do not think any of us can deny that Jesus Christ exceeded even Paul’s wildest
expectations. The narrow-minded, arrogant, implacable enemy of the Christian church
became one of its greatest leaders, taking it through the most unsettled times,
incorporating people of innumerable races and religions, constantly developing his
own understanding and beliefs, getting the church onto a sound enough footing to
survive for the next two thousand years before bravely going to a martyr’s death,
accepting that his work was done.

If this was a con-trick then it was an amazingly good one. If it is the truth-that Jesus
Christ can transform human lives and carry human sin and save the world even
through human weakness- then it may sound audacious but it also sounds like our best
hope yet.
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You see, the world might be bad and human nature worse, but without hope that
things might be better, it will just remain bad and almost certainly get worse. It is the
people with hope who change the world; the people who do not give up on
themselves, who don’t give up on others, who don’t give up on goodness, who do not
give up on God. I was thinking of Anne Frank, cramped up for two years with her
family in a tiny attic, knowing that many of her friends were being murdered by the
Nazis and that it would take a miracle to keep her safe and how she wrote in her diary
only days before she was discovered and sent to Auschwitz, that she still believed in
human goodness and hoped for a better world. Maybe you think that her faith was
misplaced; after all, she died and so did most of her family. But the inspiration for
love and tolerance, respect and peace that her hopes and ideals have given to several
generations now is immense. She has played her part-and continues to play her part-
in changing global attitudes and promoting huge projects for peace.

This then is the mark of a Christian. We do not make false claims that we are better
than everybody else. We do not make false promises that if you commit your life to
Jesus Christ you will become perfect overnight. We do not pretend that the world is



really a very nice place filled with very nice people. We believe in the existence of
evil and we admit that we have our share of it.

But because our lives belong to Jesus Christ, we hold on. Because we have seen Jesus
Christ carry human sin and get the better of it, we hold on. Because we are called to
live in Christ and let Christ live in us, we hold on.

We live and work and love and dream in hope; hope not in what we could be and in
what we could do but hope in what Jesus Christ can do in us. We do not shrug our
shoulders and give up on the world and on ourselves. We hold on.

And because our lives belong to Jesus Christ we are not afraid. Yes of course we get
nervous about what might be expected of us, anxious about other people, scared stiff
at times at what might happen in the world but not ultimately afraid that our life will
come to nothing; that what we are might be destroyed, that it will all be worthless.
And it is people with hope and people without fear who change the world.

You will be glad to know that my friend in the ministry who found other people and
himself such a disappointment is still a Minister twenty-five years later. After all, it is
not about him, is it? And it is not about them. It is about Jesus Christ, the Son of God
and the Saviour of the world. He is the reason for holding on.

Amen.



