GOOD ADVICE: KNOW WHAT YOU ARE TALKING ABOUT

When you study theology (that is knowledge of God) at college you study it carefully
and quietly; in classrooms with highly educated professors. You read lots of books,
you write long essays in the stillness of the college library. You get your degree; you
are told that you now know enough to become a minister and teach everybody else
about God. You step out of college, all this theology at your finger-tips, and then all
of a sudden everything changes.

The kind of questions people want to ask you as a minister are not the kind of
questions you studied at college. Why did God let my best friend die? Why were the
people in the church I used to go to so horribly unfriendly when they were supposed
to be Christians? My nephew has just come out as being gay- what should I say to
him? Do you really think that prayer can make a difference to my cancer?

And people want to know the answers to those questions right here, right now. They
are not going to wait while you go home, read half a dozen books and write an essay.
They want their answer in the freezer food aisle at Sainsbury’s; in the church car park
in the pouring rain; in the vestibule five minutes before you are about to take a church
service. They want their theology “on the hoof.” So suddenly it is not an academic
subject anymore. It is real life in the real world and it comes as one hell of a shock.

I never used to like St Paul very much. We spent a lot of time studying his letters in
the church where I grew up and he always came across to me as either making a lot of
fuss about petty things or getting into highly complicated theological arguments
which I could not follow. (He did also decree that women should keep silent in
church, which might have been another reason to dislike him).

But as a working minister I have a lot more sympathy for him because, like me, Paul
was brought up to study theology. As a young Jewish man he would have had to
spend hours learning from the Rabbis- the Jewish teachers. He would have known his
Bible off by heart and all the different interpretations of what it said. He had had one
of the best teachers in the country and he graduated to his full status as adult Jewish
male with high honours, all knowledge at his fingertips.

Then he became a Christian, very suddenly and dramatically and everything changed.
We have been hearing over the last few weeks, how he travelled around the
Mediterranean, preaching Jesus Christ as the Son of God and the Saviour of the
human race. Thousands of people accepted his teaching, committed themselves to the
Christian faith and started all these new churches. But then, as Paul moved from place
to place, the questions started coming after him: Paul, what difference does being a
Jew make to being a Christian? Paul, we are having trouble between Jews and
Greeks here. Paul, if a slave comes to our church do we treat him as a slave or as a
free man? Paul, what do we do about women? Paul, some people want to sing happy-
clappy hymns and dance in the aisle, others say it is undignified. Paul, how should we
behave towards these Romans who have marched in and taken over our land?

And so it went on and on and on. There were no telephones, no video links, no fast
means of transport to get Paul round the Mediterranean and back to sort out these
problems. All he could do was to write letters. Write them literally “on the hoof”
sending letters back to the churches where he had been, whilst trying to sort out a new
set of problems in the church where he was now. And yes, I should think that he
found this a hefty shock to his system too.
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You often hear people say, don’t you, that when they have been bereaved or have
been caught up in some other terrible crisis, they will see friends and acquaintances
cross the street, just to avoid speaking to them. I hear a lot about this kind of thing and
I think I know what is going on here. It is not that friends and acquaintances do not
care but that they are scared stiff of saying the wrong thing.

People going through a crisis are incredibly vulnerable. And you hear of these people
saying afterwards of something a minister said or a doctor said or a friend said, which
was entirely the wrong thing and it made them feel even worse. We don’t want to do
that and anyway, what can you say to a distraught person that can possibly make them
feel any better? So we find it safest to keep back and cross the road. Only that is not
right either because the person in trouble finds that backing-off deeply hurtful.

When you are a Christian and you are known to be a Christian, you may feel unsure
of yourself when people at work or at home discuss difficult issues. People will talk
about the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and ask whether they are justified, especially
if someone they know was flown home in a coffin; they will talk about the financial
crisis and whose fault it was; they will question the giving of aid to Third World
countries with corrupt leadership; they will ask why earthquakes, why cancer, why
Aids; they will struggle with painful relationship issues in their lives; they will ask
why religion so often seems to bring out the worst in people. You hear all this but you
don’t know quite what to say. And you are terrified of saying the wrong thing.
Because at the moment the world and the media are full of people who say they were
put off God and Christianity altogether by the things that Christian ministers and
church goers told them.

So you say nothing. You keep quiet. You might even play down your faith when you
are in company. Only that is not right either. Because the world is also full of people
who need someone to talk to; who need someone willing to share their pain and
confusion; someone who is able to talk about faith without becoming aggressive or
tedious. The world needs people who can do theology “on the hoof”’- making God
relevant to real life in the real world. But can we do that? Can we be sure enough of
our own beliefs to feel that we do know what we are talking about? Probably not. So
where does that leave us? Absolutely nowhere.
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Going back to people enduring great pain, my great-grandmother once told my
mother of the time when a neighbour of hers lost her only child, a boy of thirteen.
Great- Gran felt that she must go and see this lady but what, asked my mother, could
you possibly have said to her? I don’t think I said anything much, said Great Gran. [
just held her hand and cried with her.

There was nothing great-grandmother could have said to lessen the excruciating pain
of that poor mother. All she could do was let her know that she was not alone.
Someone at least was holding her hand and sharing the tiniest part of her pain. That is
all these people who see their friends crossing the street need: they don’t expect
answers or words of wisdom. They just want to know that they are not alone.

And I think that, at the end of the day this is what the world needs most from the
Christian church. People are not stupid. They know that life is complex and that there
is a lot we do not know. They do not expect a religion to come up with all the
answers. What they need is to know that they are not alone in wondering why, in
asking questions, in having doubts, even in feeling angry at the physical, mental,



emotional and spiritual violence which can be inflicted by some brands of religion.
They need to be told that they are not bad, not stupid, not unique in asking the
questions they ask and feeling the way they feel. They need to be given space and
time and a community in which to work through their needs and issues. They do not
need people to tell them the answers so much as people who will share their journey
with them and offer them the support of faith.

When Paul wrote his letter to the Romans, he was trying to grapple with some very
complex questions about God and life and religion; he was also trying to sort out
some tricky issues raised by people living in a multi-cultural society; plus he was
addressing men and women who were having a very bad time, living under an
oppressive and ruthless Government. Now you try dealing with that lot when all you
have is a few sheets of parchment and a quill pen and you are trying to work full-time
in a church on the other side of the Mediterranean. ....

Paul does very well under the circumstances. His letter to the Romans has some
powerful insights into the nature of God, the person of Jesus, the meaning of the
Jewish law and the sufferings of the human race. But he does not write from the point
of view of someone who knows all the answers. He writes as someone who is still
grappling with the questions, still struggling to make his religion work in an unfair
world, still persevering-with very mixed success- to be a better person. He shares his
frustrations as well as his faith. He shares his own questions as well as the answers he
has received.

Paul is not crossing the road to avoid confronting situations he is not sure he can deal
with. Nor is he trying to escape to a safe place where he can stand on a pedestal of
supreme religious authority, above all contradiction, protecting himself from people’s
pain and fear and anger. He takes on every difficult question and painful situation
which is thrown at him, confident that he will have the strength to deal with it.
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What do you think gave him this amazing confidence? My own guess is that it was
what he had learned for himself about God and about life and about humanity.

In a nutshell, Paul had come to realise that the whole of the human race was in the
same boat. We are all less-than-perfect people living in a far-from-perfect world. No
one person and no one race can claim to be in any way exempt. And no matter how
strong and capable we are, we cannot claim to be invincible. We all have our
weaknesses and we all have our problems. That was lesson number one.

This way of looking at life could make you very depressed but Paul found that, in a
way, it lifted the pressure off his shoulders. That frantic striving, with which he had
been brought up, to make yourself perfect, was of no real use because he never would
be perfect. For myself, I can achieve nothing, he wrote. That was lesson number two.

But this way of looking at yourself would surely make you totally depraved. If you
are never going to be good then why not just enjoy being as bad as you possibly can?
But that is not what we want, said Paul. I don’t want to be bad. I want to do good, to
live a worthwhile life, to reach my full potential, to enjoy being who I am. We are not
animals. We do have higher aspirations and ambitions in life. That was lesson number
three.

So if what we want is not something we can achieve by ourselves, what then do we
need? We need help. We need a power that is greater than our own. We need God.



And- lesson number four- in Jesus Christ Paul had found a God who did not cross the
road or stay safely in heaven to avoid people’s pain and sin but a God who came right
down to where we were, confronting evil head on and getting the better of it. Paul
found a God who held his hand, bore his pain, suffered the consequences of his
mistakes and got him through.

We are justified through faith he wrote. In other words, his confidence, his self-
esteem, his satisfaction in life came through faith in God, not through faith in his own
abilities. Faith removed the pressure and mightily increased the potential.

So when he was faced with a difficult situation he did not say in panic, how am I
going to deal with this? He said with confidence, it is not I who will deal with this but
Jesus Christ working in me. Jesus Christ will inspire me to give and he will inspire
the people to whom I am sent to receive. That is the most important thing for me to
know and to hold onto at all times.

Good Advice: Know what you are talking about. And the most important thing to
know is that God can do the talking even when you think you have nothing to say.
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So- just to finish- what do we say when a child asks us why they were baptised? What
difference did it make to them? What will you say to Adam?

Baptism is about letting Adam know that he is not alone; that we have claimed the
power of God for him in his life.

Baptism is about letting Adam know that he is loved; that although in many ways he
has been brought into a world of pain and uncertainty and injustice, he has also been
brought into a world underpinned by God’s love. And it is this love that will make all
the difference, that will in the end get the better of the pain and the uncertainty and the
injustice and make all things new.

Baptism is about bringing Adam into a community of people who will let him ask
questions, who will allow him to express doubt and anger, who will encourage him to
laugh and play and enjoy life as a gift of a loving God, who will hold his hand and
share his journey.

Baptism is about knowing that, at the end of day, it is not all down to him but down to
God. The pressure is low, the potential is amazing. Teach him all of this, share the
journey with him and he will be glad of what was done today.

Amen.
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