Back to Church Sunday, Cheriton

Trinity 16, 27th September 2009

James 5: 13-20; Mark 9: 38-50

What do you expect ‘going to church’ to be like if you’re not used to it?  Are there hidden codes of behaviour?  Will you know what to do or say?  I once went into a mosque and was acutely uncomfortable because I didn’t know the etiquette & was terrified I was going to commit some terrible mistake or offence.  We needed to remove shoes – that in itself told me, before I had got beyond the door, that I was in a somehow ‘different’ place, whose rules and judgments I had no control over, no knowledge of.  A bit like being forced to take an exam in a subject you’ve never studied.

It was a jolly good experience for a priest to have.  I hope that everyone who has come to church here today has been greeted warmly and made to feel comfortable and welcome.  I hope you don’t feel anxious about what to do when, but that someone close by will show you our customs – because that’s what they are, customs, not rules.  So if you do stand or sit at a different time from everyone else, that’s absolutely fine!!

But I wonder what you imagined coming to church would be like?  Many people’s image of church comes from TV or films and it seems to me that there are three prevailing images of church in our media and popular culture: the first, probably the most engaging, is the Vicar of Dibley – jolly and quirky, but not much more than light entertainment.  The second is the completely out of touch, irrelevant church which is so busy gazing at its own naval that its lost sight of the rest of the world.  And the third is the fire and brimstone preaching which speaks more of guilt and hell than grace and heaven.

So what is the reality of church?  And what should it be aspiring to?  Many people feel that it is possible to be a Christian without going to church, so why do church-goers feel that it’s so essential?  Today’s bible readings begin to answer those questions.

Our first reading, from a letter written by James, the brother of Jesus, tells us of the importance of prayer: prayer in absolutely everything, when things are hard, but also when things are going well; prayer for the sick and prayer for forgiveness.  And for James prayer doesn’t mean reeling off lots of esoteric words which we learn by rote.  Prayer has more to do with a manner and attitude of living.  Prayer is a matter of asking God to be a constant companion in life, to accompany us in our actions and thoughts, to be present in our conversations, to support us in our sorrow and laugh with us in our joy.  But this isn’t a solitary occupation: James doesn’t suggest that we each carry around with us an image of Jesus who exists only in our private imagination – a mental comfort blanket.  As a Christian community we must pray together, and learn and worship together, and (crucially) confess our sins to one another, so that honesty and integrity are hallmarks of our communal identity.  So anyone looking at that bunch of people who climb the hill to church every Sunday, should be able to discern something common to us all: we should be actively seeking the presence of God, aware that the true importance and value and power of life lies beyond our strivings, with God.  Do we live up to that?

Our second reading, which records words of Jesus himself, contained a brilliant image, the sort of thing you can take away with you and mull over.  Jesus talks of salt, referring to it as a preservative.  Meats and other foods can be preserved 

in a good condition if they are salted – but the salting only works if the salt is really salty.  There’s nothing particularly clever or difficult about that idea, but what Jesus is teaching is that the Christian should be like salt in society.  Christian people, who walk with God day by day, aspiring to follow Jesus’ example and teaching in their work life, family life, social life, etc. should be influencing those around them with their attitudes and actions so the values of God’s kingdom can be preserved throughout our society.  But they can only do that if they are really salty – and how is that saltiness refreshed and sustained?  Through the fellowship of the church, which is the family, the collection, of Jesus’ followers.  We need one another, fellow Christians, to sustain and develop our faith, to keep our bite and our flavour.  We need to be accountable, we need to be loved, and we need to be sent back out again to share God’s love.  A Christian without a Christian fellowship is like a salt pot which has lost its salt.

So our Bible readings today urge us to be the salt in society, and to keep ourselves salty by our worship and fellowship together.   I’m in – are you?
Amen.
