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Sermon for Trinity 8 Sunday 2nd August 2020

We’ve heard two wonderful stories of friendship this morning.
The first – the story of the lion and the mouse, and how the unlikely small and weak mouse saved the life of the mighty, strong lion.

The second – the story of the friendship of Naomi and Ruth, and Ruth’s determined loyalty to stay by Naomi’s side even though it was going to prove costly to her, living in a strange country amongst strange people.

At the heart of both of these stories is a Christ-like quality that I feel is often overlooked: curiosity.

To be curious is to express an inquisitive interest in something or someone. Not from a position of superiority, nosiness or condescension but through humility, a very simple desire to explore, learn and appreciate.

Curiosity is more essential to friendship than we might think.

In today’s culture the ‘ego’ has taken centre stage. How such an such an event affects ‘me’ is seen as so much more important than the events themselves. When the government re-imposed travel restrictions to Spain, for example, few interviewees saw the good intentions at the heart of the policy, only the negative and personal impact.
Good friendships depend on us being naturally curious about one another. We are interested in our friends because we find them interesting.

Searching for that which is interesting about the stranger is perhaps more difficult; but we need to take it seriously for it is a recurring theme in scripture and especially in Jesus’ life, ministry and teachings. 
Reflect on any of Jesus’ interactions and his natural curiosity seems to come to the fore – Zacchaeus, the woman at the well, Nicodemus, the rich young man, and so many others. Every time Jesus is seen as being interested in the ‘other’, and rarely ever is Jesus seen promoting or drawing attention to himself.
As a society we need to re-discover the value of being curious. Recognising others as individuals with lives and pressures of their own would help transform relationships in so many settings. The bus driver who is grumpy or the shop assistant who is distracted or the policeman who is overly pedantic – the reasons will be human, and very ordinary, and yet so often the ‘customer’ considers such behaviour to be an affront.
Liz and I are in the process of being registered with Redditch Nightstop to provide emergency accommodation for young people aged 16-25. This is a scheme promoted through the Basement Project whereby a young person recently made homeless – temporarily or permanently – is found a bed for the night whilst other arrangements are made. 

In this instance, the kind of curiosity required is different again. It would be inappropriate to pry into the life of the young person staying the night with you; they need a relationship rooted in acceptance rather than cross-examination. The curiosity this calls for, is to look deeper into the soul of the person in search of their identity as a human being, a child of God, a gift of creation for the benefit of others. This means looking beyond labels, stereotypes, images and pre-conceived ideas about the person – perhaps based upon how they dress or how they communicate – to reach out to the original concept that God has for each of us.
A few weeks ago, Liz noticed that someone was sleeping amongst the bushes at the front of St Godwald’s. Breakfast was offered and gratefully received, names exchanged and onwards Steve – as he called himself – went into town. I’ve thought about Steve a lot since then; where he is; where else he has slept; who else has offered a helping hand. I’m curious; hoping he’s OK; hoping that life is offering all he needs right now.

Friendship Sunday strikes me as a more important label than the 8th Sunday after Trinity. It gives us the opportunity to celebrate the idea of friendship; to pray for our friends by name; to mourn those friends who have now departed from our sight; and to pray for those who we believe need new or better friends.

And it reminds us of our one true and eternal friend, Jesus.

If we were singing today, then we would most definitely be singing What a friend we have in Jesus. 

I know it’s sentimental and takes many of us back to our childhoods. But the words are also true. So, let me read them to you as a way of drawing this time of reflection to a close.
What a friend we have in Jesus

All our sins and griefs to bear

And what a privilege to carry

Everything to God in prayer
Oh, what peace we often forfeit

Oh, what needless pain we bear

All because we do not carry

Everything to God in prayer
Have we trials and temptations?

Is there trouble anywhere?

We should never be discouraged

Take it to the Lord in prayer
Can we find a friend so faithful

Who will all our sorrows share?

Jesus knows our every weakness

Take it to the Lord in prayer
Whatever guilt erodes your sense of self, whatever sadness prevents you from stepping forwards with joy; whatever trials and temptations you face this week, I pray that you will take it all to God in prayer. Please, do not suffer restless nights or burdensome pain, because you cannot find the words to pray to God. Open your heart, let the tears and words flow, and let God’s peace do the rest.

Amen.

