MARKS OF A CHRISTIAN: THE HERO INSIDE

The second “Shrek™ film opens with the handsome Prince Charming riding to rescue
the beautiful princess who is imprisoned at the top of a tall tower. The Prince scales
mountains and crosses rivers; he journeys through fire and snow; he reaches the castle
and climbs to the top of the tallest tower. He enters the Princess’ room, pulls aside the
curtain around her bed and sees..... a wolf, dressed up as Little Red Riding Hood’s
grandmother, comfortably reading a novel. “Where’s the Princess?”

“She’s already been rescued,” says the Wolf. “She’s gone on her honeymoon.”

Now a truly heroic Prince, who wanted more than anything else to see the Princess
free and happy, might have been glad at this piece of news but this Prince is not. He
wanted to be the one to rescue the Princess. He wanted the fame and the glory (and
the financial reward). He throws a tantrum, runs home to his mother and sulks.

It was Shrek, the ogre, who had rescued the princess and as the first film begins, he is
not exactly a hero either. He is lonely, morose and apathetic. He cares nothing for
anyone or anything and just wants to be left alone to live his own life. He rescues the
Princess only because the King has seized his land, and is refusing to give it back
unless Shrek takes up this quest. Grudgingly and most un-heroically, he sets out.

What is it then that makes a true hero?

It is being fired up by a cause, a love, a passion that is greater than yourself; setting
aside what you want for the sake of the greater good. It is about commitment, loyalty,
love and self-sacrifice. It is about being inspired by high ideals and living up to them.
So neither Shrek nor Prince Charming, being motivated by self-interest, were heroes.

Christianity is, ideally, about heroism. It is about being fired up by a greater power
than your own,; it is about giving your life to the service of God; it is about
commitment, loyalty, love and self-sacrifice. But it does not always work like that. If
you trawl through the pages of church history or even your own memories you will
find people like Prince Charming who did great things for the church and in the cause
of Christianity but who wanted the fame and the glory and most of all the power and
who sulked magnificently or stirred up trouble when they did not get it. And you will
find people like Shrek who went along with Christianity because they did not have
much choice or because they thought it might offer them a more comfortable life or
because their parents pushed them into it. Not what you might call “heroic.”

But that famous song, “Look for the hero inside yourself,” insists that there is a hero
inside every one of us and that once we find it, we will find the key to our “selves”
and to our lives. We will learn what we were put on this earth for. We will find
something worth getting out of bed for in the morning. We will unleash all the
greatest and the best in ourselves. And this was what Jesus promised to all who
committed their lives to him- that they would find a divinity inside themselves, the
power and the very nature of God. They would be the people to transform the world.
We are called to be heroes.
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It is not that easy though, is it? The single most crucial quality in a hero has to be
motivation. If a hero is truly inspired by a cause greater than himself, then there will
no limit to what he can do; no limit to what he is prepared to give. We have known



heroes: people who have had an inner strength and love which has enabled them to
achieve the most tremendous things- at national level, at community level or even just
at family level. Get the inside right-as Jesus always said- and the outer will follow.
That Prince Charming may have done some amazing deeds but, because of his selfish
motives, he crumpled into a petulant child when things did not go according to plan.
Shrek, on the other hand, discovered a love deep within himself which enabled him to
rise above his selfish apathy, overcome pain and disappointment, even risk personal
loss for the sake of someone other than himself. He did find the hero inside.

If we then have the love, the faith, the passion for God and for the kingdom of God,
then there will be nothing that we cannot achieve as God’s heroes.

But motivation, I sometimes suspect, might be our biggest problem.

By the end of the Second World War, many people were cynical about the centuries-
old tradition that dying for ones’ country was a great and glorious way to go. Their
older generations had fought in the First World War, barely twenty years later,
another had come along to take the next generation. They had seen soldiers’ widows
struggling to survive, and the injured cast onto the scrap- heap. They had heard too
much of the suffering and of the mismanagement to see anything glorious about war.
Since then there have been various conflicts to which our regular armed forces have
been sent but, although the dead have rightly been honoured, there are many people
now saying that these conflicts have been unnecessary and far more about greed and
politics than about fighting for justice.

This loss of the “fight for your country” tradition has many advantages. I do not need
to spell them out. But the passion to protect your homeland, to fight for your
community, to give your life for the nation has not been replaced with a comparable
passion. (Unless you count Premier League football) There is no great cause, no high
ideal for our children to be taught. People have become cynical about their country
and their community. And I wonder if this is why many young people today indulge
in binge-drinking, drugs and knife crime- what else is there get excited about?

In the same way, there has been a reaction in the mainstream churches against strong,
fundamentalist Christian teaching-this is the way it is and no argument; against the
compelling of children into the church; even against the missionary ideals to covert
the world to Christianity. The hard line theology, the emotional and spiritual
blackmail, the social and family pressure, the conviction that “our way is the only true
way” are mostly gone in churches like our own. And again, there are many
advantages. We would not want to go back.

But again, we have lost the passion; we have lost the fire in our belly; we have lost the
motivation to make Christians and to create the kingdom of God. In many of what we
call “middle of the road” churches, beliefs have become vague and wishy-washy;
worship uninspiring and unchallenging; church life weary. Not only children but
people of all ages drift off because they feel no compulsion to stay. Others get tetchy
because it all seems a little tedious and there so many other things they might be
doing. Others make mountains out of molehills in church because they cannot find
any real mountains to ascend. And new projects and ideas come to nothing because
not enough people can find a strong enough reason to get involved. If a race of true
Christian heroes is to come to birth then we need, as Jesus said, to be born again of
the Spirit of God.

&&&&&&&&&EE &



And this, I think, is what the United Reformed Church Programme-Vision4Life- is
aiming to achieve. It is not, like many other programmes in the past, about doing
something different, doing something more, doing something which the denomination
thinks is a good idea but you cannot see the point. It is not really about doing at all.

It is about re-visiting what is going on inside us. It is about encouraging those tiny
sparks of faith, those faint longings that we cannot explain but which bring us here-
encouraging them into a vibrant, motivating religion. It is about finding a reason,
other than habit, to keep our churches open. It is about re-discovering a passion for
something far greater than ourselves that will take us out of ourselves and give us new
energy and power. It is not about becoming crashing bores or dangerous brain-
washers. It is about becoming as Jesus was- so filled with love, with inner strength,
with spiritual power, that people will come to us as they came to him, because they
see a quality of life and a heroism they want to share in

Because people do still want God; they do still crave a sense of meaning and worth in
life; they do still want healing and holding; they do still want forgiveness. Nothing
much has changed since Jesus looked at all those people who were harassed and
helpless like sheep without a shepherd and told his disciples to gather them together,
to feed them with the bread of life, bind up their wounds and create a community.

We need to look, as Jesus looked on the world, with love. And rather than promptly
sink into depression, feeling totally overwhelmed by all that is wrong, we are called to
find the hero inside, the child of God who, in God’s strength, can achieve great things.

Vision4Life then, is firstly about rediscovering the Bible as the Word of God to
inspire and guide us; secondly about rediscovering prayer as a means of power and
inner strength; and only after a year spent focussing on each of these two do we move
to the final part which is rediscovering mission as the focal point of our church life
and worship. It is not about lots of extra meetings but about creating a stronger focus
for those we already have. It is not about adding yet more duties to your list but about
finding fresh inspiration for what you are already doing.

Remember the legends of the Knights of the Round Table? Before setting out on their
heroic quests they would place their sword on the altar of God and spend the night
kneeling before the altar in prayer. They opened themselves to the power and
guidance of God because without the spirit of God within them they would achieve no
truly great or heroic deeds.

So if, after our Church Meeting discussions today and in July, we decide to follow the
Vision4Life programme, this is how I see it: a time to focus on the power of God and
on the call of Jesus Christ, to kneel before the God renewing our courage and
commitment, to find the “hero inside ourselves” and the key to our life.

So be it. Amen.



