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Sermon for Trinity 12 Sunday 30th August 2020

I wonder if you respond better to a carrot or a stick?

Most of us, I suspect, prefer an inducement to a threat, the promise of something nice, not the dread of something unpleasant.

If I have a lot of fairly boring tasks to get through, I often reward myself with the promise of a piece of cake or chocolate once I’ve got through this or that. I never threaten myself by denying a nice privilege or reward if I don’t get through my list for the afternoon.

For centuries the Christian faith thrived on the back of threats and rewards. Doom pictures in churches taught generations the inevitable consequences of sin. The lure of heaven ensured good behaviour amongst many. 

Clergymen of old often kept their congregations in order by preaching fire and damnation; though once congregations no longer felt required by social custom (or even the law) to attend church, those kinds of messages no longer proved to be effective recruitment cries.
In practice, with the exception of the youngest perhaps, carrots and sticks prove equally unreliable ways to motivate behaviour. If you want people to behave in a particular way today, then, financial inducements or penalties apart, the most effective methods are probably peer pressure and the influence exercised by celebrities.

There’s plenty of evidence though, both anecdotal and research based, to show that presented with an emergency, very large numbers of people will do the right thing, simply because it is the right thing to do. We see this especially poignantly in the way people react to terrifying acts of terrorism. People will run towards danger in respond to the human need of others.

I wonder how that instinct to do good might be replicated more frequently in ordinary life?

The truth is, of course, that this is precisely what happens, though it goes unrecorded most of the time.

People are naturally good; the default human position is kindness.

When asked, why do so many good people get hurt in the world today? I reply with a simple statistical response – because there are so many good people around.

Now all this presents enormous challenges for the Christian faith. We have no monopoly on ethics, and few Christians are motivated in their actions by the desire of heaven or the threat of hell. As I am fond of saying: “There is nothing you can do to make God love you any more, and there is nothing you can do to make God love you any less.” God’s view of you is unaffected by anything you say or do, for God is love and all God can do is love.

So why bother to take up your cross and follow Jesus, as we are commanded to do in this morning’s gospel reading? What kind of life are you going to find, by losing it, by forfeiting all that the world can offer you? If the risk of eternal damnation is not real but just a piece of manipulative middle ages theology, why not live selfishly, indulgently, and enjoy everything you possibly can obtain? Why not be the younger son who disappeared with his share of the family’s wealth or the rich man who built more and more barns in which to store his assets?
We all know the answer to this, and it is very simple. A life lived for others – whether in small ways or great – is a full life, a rewarding life, a life with meaning, purpose and infinite rewards now. It is a life with colour, vitality, breadth and depth; it is a life of ever-expanding horizons, interests and relationships. It is a life that is alive.

I have not kept a record of how many funerals I have taken these past eleven years but it is something approaching 300. On far too many occasions I have sat with relatives who have absolutely nothing to say about the deceased. It’s not that they are tongue tied or grief stricken, though both may be true to some extent. It’s just that they have so little to remember. Some lives are frighteningly empty of stories.

Live a life actively, following the injunctions of Paul in our first reading today and your life will have more stories in it than a thousand eulogies could express.
Every phrase in this passage contains a sermon. I’m going to focus on just one: Rejoice in hope; be patient in suffering; persevere in prayer.

Compared with most of the world’s population I’ve had a very blessed life. So, it is easier for me to ‘Rejoice in hope’ than it is for many. I recognise that.

My understanding of hope though is a little different to the popular imagination. My hope is not rooted in wishful thinking but in certain knowledge. I hope for the future of the world because I know it will be glorious, for God has promised it so. Something horrible is happening somewhere in the world as I speak, but so are many, many more beautiful things. And for me that is what is meant by overcoming evil with good.

To be patient in suffering is not to accept it unequivocally as if it were deserved or inevitable or just. It is simply to acknowledge its reality, for it is only by acknowledging the truth of a situation that it can ever be transformed.
This is one of the problems our country is currently having with the virus. Too many are living in denial of its reality, thereby preventing the challenge from being appropriately addressed. We need to be patient for the virus can only be eradicated slowly, methodically, carefully. It’s a long-term challenge in a world wedded to the short-term fix.

Finally, prayer: one of the most unrewarding spiritual activities I know, most of the time. But we persevere with it, because, once in a blue moon, we are silent long enough for God’s voice to break through our internal bickering and we experience – momentarily - presence, insight, wisdom, light and overwhelming love. We only glimpse it for a moment as if through a mirror dimly or in RH Thomas’ wonderful poem: Folk Tale. Let me close by reading it to you:
Prayers like gravel

flung at the sky’s

window, hoping to attract

the loved one’s
attention. But without

visible plaits to let

down for the believer

to climb up,

to what purpose open

that casement?

I would have refrained long since

But that peering once

Through my locked fingers

I thought that I detected

the movement of a curtain.
Persevere in prayer my friends. It only takes one glimpse to offer you eternal hope.

Amen.

