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‘It’s not rocket science, but it is out of this world’

Could you change the world?  What extraordinary skills and training and equipment and support and sheer good fortune would you need if you were to change the world?  Would you need to be at the top of your game: a Prime Minister, a pioneering transplant surgeon, an astronaut? 

Life, for most of us, is lived at the other end of the spectrum: an ordinary, often messy, essentially unremarkable sort of existence.  And there’s a whole way of looking at the world which goes with being ordinary, which doesn’t expect to find the extraordinary.  When we want to tell someone to get on with a straightforward task, there is a phrase we may use: ‘it’s not rocket science…’.  In other words, ‘I’m not asking you to change the world, I’m just asking you to do this simple thing.  It’s not rocket science, you know.’

I’ve been reflecting on the lack of rocket science involved in changing the world at Pentecost.  When the Holy Spirit transformed a group of ordinary, fallible believers into the infant Church on that day of Pentecost nearly 2000 years ago, there was no request that they should perform open heart surgery, swim solo across the Mediterranean or be elected as Emperor; it wasn’t rocket science, after all.  Yet, there was every expectation from God that these people would change the world.

God does extraordinary things; he’s the ultimate rocket scientist, but it never fails to amaze me that he doesn’t just do extraordinary things to us or for us, he invites us to be a part of his extraordinary work with him.  The best definition of ‘mission’ is ‘finding out what God is doing, and joining in with Him’.  God has this wonderful habit of using the ordinary, the attainable, the essential, and transforming them into the mystical, the majestic and the transcendent.  This is the power of the Spirit and the mystery of the sacrament.  There are currently 2 billion Christians in the world, and there wouldn’t be any if the earliest disciples hadn’t been fuelled by the Spirit to spread the word.  Their passion for sharing the joy of the gospel transcended all other concerns, yet these people weren’t religious freaks, or unhinged.  They were a selection of ordinary people: trades people, artisans, some more wealthy merchants, some disreputable tax collectors who had been stealing from others, some were officials, some were from the seedier elements of society, the prostitutes.  These were the people with whom God changed the world, but, for them, it wasn’t rocket science.

In fact, what was required of this motley bunch was remarkable only in so far as it was so unremarkable.  Six things were required; six things which needed no qualification, no status, no wealth, no prior knowledge, no cultural allegiance and no particular virtue.  Six timeless things which could lead us into a world-changing relationship with God.

So let me tell you what these 6 extraordinarily ordinary things were.  They were required to wait, to receive, to tell, to do, to share and to grow.

The disciples were required to WAIT for the Holy Spirit to come.  They needed to recognise that the gift of the Spirit came from God for his mission; it wasn’t theirs for the asking if and when they felt like it.  God’s terms, not theirs.  What they needed to do was to wait.  That’s not rocket science.

Then they needed to RECEIVE the Spirit.  To accept and say ‘yes’ and be filled and swept away; to let the life of the Spirit burn within them.  To give themselves so completely to the power of the Spirit that they even appeared to be alight with its power.  There was no room for ‘maybe’, ‘not yet’, ‘when life’s a bit less busy’, ‘not in front of my friends’, ‘when I’ve had more practice’.  When God calls, we turn.  All we need to do is to say ‘yes’.  It’s not rocket science.

Thirdly they needed to TELL others about the extraordinary power and life and love and grace of God.  That might seem a bit of a challenge to those of us who feel reticent, who couldn’t possibly speak about an intimate experience of faith, who would never in a million years stand up and speak in public, but ‘the one who calls in faithful’, and God provided for this.  Their passion was such that they couldn’t keep quiet: they had to go out and tell the world and when they began to speak they found that the Spirit enabled them to communicate in different languages.  The Spirit equipped them, all they needed was to be prepared to open their mouths.  That’s not rocket science.

But words alone weren’t enough, the fourth thing was ACTION.  They were called to be ‘do-ers’.  They were emboldened to take action.  To mould their lives to give priority to sharing their amazing gift.  They went out into the community.  They began to live the gospel as well as tell it.  Actions speak louder than words.  It’s not rocket science.

This transformation was not for their own personal gratification, however, it was for the building up of the community, so the fifth requirement was that they should SHARE.  They began to work together in what became known as the church, sharing their gifts, resources, skills, talents and love.  They reckoned that if they had more than enough for themselves, they should share with others.  The sum is greater than the parts.  Pretty basic stuff really - not rocket science.

And finally, they were required to GROW: to keep alive, to keep feeding, to keep returning to the source of life so that they became the beginning of the story and not the end of the chapter.  To draw in others, mindful that Jesus asked them to make disciples of all nations.  To gather, to welcome, to share, to pass on.  Jesus didn’t ask for structures and legislation and business proposals and schedules: he asked for human connection and a generosity of spirit.  It’s not rocket science.

God’s work is breath-taking; we might say that it’s out of this world.  But it’s his way of working that astonishes me.  He uses the ordinary human ways of working, basic human resources, simple human experiences and his Spirit transforms them.  Not just then, but now, and so it will continue in the future.  The gift of the Spirit transforms us too, enabling us to do the ordinary things of life extraordinarily: to live for God in everything we think and say and do; to honour God in every relationship we have and every task we undertake, in work, in rest, in play; and giving us the capacity to achieve extraordinary things like forgiveness, sacrifice or turning our lives around.  

It’s not easy to live a committed Christian life, but we might be a little more willing to try if we remember the power to change comes not from us, but from God.  It’s not rocket science, but it is out of this world!!         Amen. 

