Cheriton Service Sunday 20th March 2011
I love Lent – it’s a great time to really concentrate on our faith – to make a special effort to develop our relationship with God before Easter.  

Faith.  But how much should we have?  We have doubts sometimes.  Does this mean that we don’t have enough?  How much is enough?  Does it matter if we don’t believe everything that we hear in church?  Does it matter if we don’t believe everything in the creed?  Some people seem to have more faith than we have?  What does that mean?  It’s very confusing.
Lucy and I have just returned from a week’s visit to see our daughter Claudia who is on her gap year in Hong Kong.  She is working for an organisation called the St Stephen’s Society which cares for drug addicts.  It is the work of Jackie Pullinger who wrote the book Chasing the Dragon about her experiences there since the 1960s particularly in the notorious walled city which was a den of prostitution and opium smoking in an enclave owned by China within the Crown colony of Hong Kong.  

The walled city has been pulled down now and the charity has a facility in the New Territories called Shing Mung Springs.  The striking thing for me about this place was the atmosphere.  Most of the addicts are former triad members – the triads are the Chinese mafia.  They have done terrible things in their lives.  Many of them are murderers.  One had set fire to a room with five people in it. All had backgrounds in violence and had stolen from friends and relations to support their habits.  
But the extraordinary thing about the place was its incredible spiritual atmosphere.  It was like walking into a monastery. These were truly transformed people – the former addicts are called brothers.  They are (or at least most of them are) totally committed Christians.  Jesus is their life.  You can tell in the way that they treat each other.  You can tell in the way that they sing worship songs and in what they say when they are praying out loud (translated for Lucy and me into English from Cantonese).
The experience of attending this place has made me wonder at the contrast with much of England; with the six villages where we live.  When we talk together about Christianity, we often talk about our doubts.  Few of us would regard Christianity as the most important thing in our lives.  How is it that this group of ex murdering drug addicts can be so confident about their beliefs and yet many of us in the affluent South Downs can be so uncertain.  After all we have so much!
I think this brings us on to the reading today in John 3.  The story of Nicodemus.  Nicodemus was an important man in Jewish society.  He is a member of the ruling council.  I have the impression in verse 2 that he is about to launch into a complicated theological question he says “we know that you are a teacher who has come from God.  For no-one could perform the miraculous signs you are doing if God were not with him”.  Very logical.  Look at the evidence, he is saying.  Events which defy the laws of nature – must mean that God is involved.  But then Jesus responds in a way which answers the question behind Nicodemus’ statement that is “who are you?”.  Jesus says “I tell you the truth, no-one can see the kingdom of God, unless he is born from above”.  In some translations this appears as “unless he is born again”.

13 years ago (when I was 42) if I had heard the words “born again” I would have immediately switched off.  I wasn’t too interested in Christianity and in particular could not stand “born again Christians”.  It was the intensity of their preoccupation with this subject which I could not tolerate.  Also I didn’t think it was, well, quite right to talk about these things.  Religion was a private matter or rather I just wasn’t interested in it.

My boss’s secretary was called Rita.  Occasionally the whole team would go out for a drink.  She was a born again Christian.  She did not drink much and on one occasion when we were all at the boss’s house having a drink to celebrate something, she launched into this long explanation of the gospel.  She went on and on.  I remember squirming with embarrassment.  I think I was pretty foul to her about it afterwards.
Some years later we had moved to Tokyo where I was running the branch office of my firm.  We used to go to an expatriate church there called St Albans on Sundays to give the children an Anglo Saxon experience in their rather international and Japanese focused lives.  I felt I knew all about Christianity because I had had to go to chapel every day at school.  The church decided to run a Christian basics course called Alpha.  Lucy and I had never heard of this but she decided that we would go on it.  I agreed saying “I won’t be able to make all the sessions” and thinking “we don’t do this sort of thing and that all the people on the course will be weirdoes” – I had this idea that Christians wore open toed sandals and smelled of BO.  We discovered, of course, that the people attending were just like us.  We really enjoyed it and (miraculously) I managed to attend all the sessions.
It was during this course that we had a crisis and it was in that context that Jesus met us and as a result we experienced a change of heart. What we had learned on the course was actually true.  Jesus Christ was really alive and could transform lives – even ours, which despite our temporary crisis, was filled with blessings.  The penny dropped.  It was a turning point.  Since then our lives have been totally transformed.  And now here I am!

It was of course embarrassing when I returned to England.  I had to seek out Rita and apologise to her for my behaviour and to say that she was right all along.  And being the wonderful Christian that she is, she was very gracious about it all!  The change in our lives has been huge especially in our attitudes and values.  It has without a doubt been a new birth.  We saw things in a different way – we appreciated things and people differently – although not perfectly – and we still have a long way to go – we started to see the invisible kingdom of God – where its boundaries are; who are its subjects and how they show their allegiance – it was a transforming experience.  This is such good news – so amazing that we want to tell everyone about it!
The other night I was talking to one or two of those in our church community about this question of faith and rebirth.  Why is it that in England (particularly rural England) Christianity does not appear to have the energy to transform lives?  But is the church in our community how the church is described in the gospels and in Acts?  A church that was on fire – people were being cured; repenting and being transformed.  Surely the one thing that we should expect to see in a church community is changed lives.  Transformation should be visible – the invisible kingdom of God should be visible.  We should be seeing rebirth.  Transformation happened in the Acts of the Apostles in the first century; it is happening today in Hong Kong.  Do we see it here?  
Now I don’t want to suggest that the rebirth I am talking about necessarily happens in the dramatic way that it happens for the Chinese drug addicts – just like that – overnight they get it.  It can sometimes be a bit like travelling on a night train – when you go to sleep you are in one country and when you wake up you are in another – you can’t tell when you crossed the border.  It’s often a bit like that with faith – looking back you can see that you have been transformed, it’s just you can’t put your finger on the precise moment when it happened.  

But do we need a crisis for this to happen?  Is it only when we are on our knees begging God to intervene as the Chinese drug addicts do that something happens?  Going back to the conversation I had the other night, I crassly wondered whether the problem in our communities was that life was too easy -  that crises do not arise.  But of course that is nonsense.  You only have to get to know someone a little bit to discover that they hide under their jolly or calm exterior all sorts of terrible tragedies and anxieties.  So I don’t think that it’s that we don’t have the crises to turn us to God.  We have plenty.  
But perhaps the problem is that we think we can cope.  The temptation is to rely on our abilities to fight to make things better – we can call our councillor or solicitor or MP when something happens.  We can rely on our insurance or our pension or our investments or our legal rights to make it better.  The last place we look is to Jesus Christ to help us.  
People say “Christianity is a crutch” and one person said to me that for the addicts they replace one support (heroin) for another (Jesus).  But that supposes that we do not need His support.  Is it that we are so well provided for that we don’t think we need him.  
The expression in a desperate situation  “all we can do now is to pray” comes to mind – when surely prayer should be our first recourse – prayer should be flowing out of us all the time – it should be as easy and as continuous as breathing – Jesus should not be the one we turn to when all else has failed; we should be in a continuous dialogue with him all the time.  For the Chinese addicts, the brothers, their lives are constantly focused on Jesus - they have nothing and no one else to help them.  And it’s Jesus who does.
Not only does he give them a sense of forgiveness for everything that they have done and for the shame that they have brought on their families; but most importantly he brings them direction in their lives.  It is like having a map and compass in order to direct our lives – when we go sailing we can go a long way without a map or a compass but eventually we will end up on the rocks.  Having Jesus’ gentle guidance in our lives enables us to be fully human; as he intended us to be.  So using the nautical analogy again, it’s like taking the pilot on board to navigate us through the shifting sands of life.
Now I know that many of us know all this very well and please let me apologise to those who were “born from above” a long long time ago and for whom this is very basic stuff.  But perhaps there is just one person here who does not know this who will benefit from this point being rehearsed again.

During Lent we have an opportunity to engage again with our Father in heaven - to engage again or for the first time with Jesus; if we call on Jesus to meet us in our crises or difficulties He will step in.  But even if we are not at crises point – we can use this time of Lent to engage with him – to ask him to step into our lives.  And he will if we ask him.  Then we will not be worrying about our faith and whether we have enough or not or whether we have been born from above.  The penny will drop.  
All we have to do is to ask; to ask for forgiveness for what we have done in the past to thank him for what he has done for us and that he will help us to navigate through the rest of our lives.  We have that opportunity now.  Let’s grasp it!
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