Trinity 14.  Sunday 13 September 2020

Called to be a Witness

The Bible readings: 

1 Peter 3:8-16

 8 Finally, all of you, be like-minded, be sympathetic, love one another, be compassionate and humble. 9 Do not repay evil with evil or insult with insult. On the contrary, repay evil with blessing, because to this you were called so that you may inherit a blessing. 10 For,

“Whoever would love life and see good days must keep their tongue from evil and their lips from deceitful speech.  11 They must turn from evil and do good; they must seek peace and pursue it.  12 For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and his ears are attentive to their prayer, but the face of the Lord is against those who do evil.”[a]  13 Who is going to harm you if you are eager to do good? 14 But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed. “Do not fear their threats[b]; do not be frightened.”[c] 15 But in your hearts revere Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect, 16 keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behaviour in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.

John 20:19-23

19 On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were together, with the doors locked for fear of the Jewish leaders, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!” 20 After he said this, he showed them his hands and side. The disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord.

21 Again Jesus said, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.” 22 And with that he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.”

The Collect for this Sunday: Almighty God, whose only Son has opened for us a new and living way into your presence: give us pure hearts and steadfast wills to worship you in spirit and in truth; through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, who is alive and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever.Amen
Post Communion prayer for this Sunday is:  Lord God, the source of truth and love, keep us faithful to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, united in prayer and the breaking of bread, and one in joy and simplicity of heart, in Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen

Sermon.  Revd David Treharne

I’ve told this story before…

The Christian Barber

There was a barber that thought that he should share his faith with his customers more than he had been doing lately. So, the next morning when the sun came up and the barber got up out of bed he said, "Today I am going to share my faith with the first man that walks through my door." 

Soon after he opened his shop the first man came in and said, "I want a shave!" The barber said, "Sure, just sit in the seat and I'll be with you in a moment." The barber went in the back and prayed a quick desperate prayer saying, "Lord, the first customer has arrived and I'm going to share my faith with him come what may.  Give me the wisdom to know just the right thing to say to him. Amen." 

Then quickly the barber came out with his razor knife in one hand and a Bible in the other while saying hysterically, "Good morning sir. I have a question for you... Are you ready to die?" 

Author is Unknown

SHARING OUR FAITH

I like this little story because it speaks directly into the worries many of us have about sharing our faith.  Here we have a Christian desperate to be a witness for Christ and share the hope that he has in God by sharing his faith in the workplace but then fulfilling the worst nightmares about how one might go about it.  Maybe you can really relate to this poor Barber?  Maybe you have had an experience where you have plucked up the courage to say what you believe only to open your mouth and for something really unfortunate to come out?  It’s certainly happened to me!

Christians have a God given calling and responsibility to share the good news of the Gospel, to pass on that which we have received, to be witnesses for Christ (Acts 1:8), to make disciples (Matthew 28:16) and to give an account of the reason for the hope we have in Christ (1 Peter 3:15).  

It's Uncomfortable
Yet this is an extremely uncomfortable part of Christian belief for many Christian believers.  We worry about putting our foot in it like the poor barber.  We don’t want to alienate people from God, from church, from faith.  We’ve heard tales of people being pushed away from God rather than towards him because of well meaning efforts of evangelism, and we don’t want to be a catalyst for that, so very often we don’t say anything even when opportunities present themselves.
As well as saying the wrong things or just not knowing what to say many Christians are concerned they will be ridiculed for verbalising faith.  Well, there is a risk of that.  People rejected Jesus and ridiculed him, as they did his early followers.  And yes there is always a risk it could happen to us (Luke 10:16).  But there’s also a risk they might listen and respond as we share the gospel!
However, the concerns of being ridiculed and being labelled ‘odd’ or equivalent can mean we withdraw from God given opportunities to share faith.  
Good News to proclaim

Nevertheless, is it not worth the risk to share the Good News of the Gospel?  After all people may just respond favourably!
You know we can have confidence in God and in the Gospel.  We have a gospel to proclaim that is good news not bad news.  
And if it’s good news for us who believe, why is it not good news for others?  If Christ Jesus makes a positive difference to our lives why would we not want that for others?  If you know something of the presence of Christ and the power of prayer, why wouldn’t you want that for others?  If you find peace and reconciliation, mercy, and vision for life … this is Good News to share, not bad news!

During these Covid times the majority of people, believer or unbeliever, have felt wobbly and we have tried to find security in our uncertainty and peace in our anxiety.  Jesus said, “peace I give you, my peace I leave with you… not as the world gives do I give.” (John 14:17) This time has hopefully reminded us that Jesus offers us a peace in our hearts that the world just cannot give.  That is just a little, or rather quite a substantial, part of the Good News.  The world can’t give that peace in the soul, heart and mind.  The world doesn’t offer reconciling forgiveness, healing and new life, godly life.  The world can’t give eternal life in the face of death, but the living God can and does!

We have a Gospel to proclaim.  Good news for all people in all the world.  A message of love, hope, peace, healing, reconciliation and life… not despair!  Embarrassment or concern about a negative response must surely be overcome!  
SONG…

If you hear of a neighbour, friend or colleague who is struggling for a reason, sharing faith and witnessing to the love of Jesus can be as simple as asking how things are and offering to pray for them, and saying that you have found prayer to be helpful when you have faced times of distress.  I know people who have given a prayer to parents on the occasion of a birth or placed a holding cross in a dying person’s hand.  Sometimes sharing faith is just about sharing life together.  
My own experience is that only on very few occasions has anyone refused an offer of a prayer, or been unwilling even to have a conversation about matters of faith and belief.  They might say a polite “no” to coming to church, but there has rarely been a negative hostile reaction to the offer of prayer or discussing faith in general.  Even when they are not believers, they have been moved to think that I care enough about them to want to pray specifically for them.

Brothers and sisters, please don’t withhold your faith on the unfounded assumption that people don’t want to know about God, talk faith, pray or even go along to church.

It’s about God and Us, not just us
Of course being a witness for the Lord isn’t all about all about our words, debates and arguments.  
As St Paul says, “I didn’t come to you with wise and persuasive words but a demonstration of the Spirit’s power.” 1 Cor 2:4  

We don’t have to overly worry about having a perfect reasoned argument… as it’ll be down to God working in the person and in us as to whether they respond.
Thankfully, whether someone responds to God and the Gospel has a lot to do with God himself not just us!  
As Pope Francis says in his book on the Joy of the Gospel…

“Though it is true that this mission demands great generosity on our part, it would be wrong to see it as a heroic individual undertaking, for it is first and foremost the Lord’s work, surpassing anything which we can see and understand. Jesus is “the first and greatest evangelizer.”

God is always moving towards people with his love and knocking on the doors of hearts.  The working of his Spirit in us and others is key.  We must never forget that and think it’s ALL about us.
However, we do have a vital part in this work of the spread of the Gospel … “how can they believe in him if they have never heard about him.” Romans 10:14.   And as we heard today “always be ready to give a reason for your hope.”  (1 Pet 3:15)  And the Spirit of God can work in us and through us to do this.
Actions speak louder

However, whilst words are important the Bible reminds us that it is our lives, our attitudes, our behaviour, our conduct and character… and not just words that witness to the love of God in Christ or not.    “If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge”  (1 Cor 13:2) but don’t have love I am nothing and my words are likely to be empty, incongruent and unhelpful.
Whereas the person that is infused with the love and life of God can have a massive impact on someone else sometimes just by being.  That love and life of God comes from spending time with him… and it will show.  The actions will speak just as loud if not louder than words!
We are God’s love letter

St Paul talks in 2 Corinthians Chapter 3 about our lives being a letter from Christ to everyone.  It’s a lovely image to have and for me to leave you with today… our lives being an open book that others can read… how the love and goodness of God is written in our lives.  Brothers and sisters, you and I are meant to be God’s love letter to the world.  
Our behaviour speaks volumes and will show whether we know God (Titus 1:16) and whether we are the disciples of Jesus (John 13:35).
May you and I through the grace and power of God’s Spirit witness to our friends, foes, neighbours and colleagues and broken world… the beautiful good news of the saving love of Jesus Christ with our words, with our actions, with our whole lives.
