RELATIONSHIP NOT RULES

Deuteronomy 11:18-21, John 15:9-17

Famously, C S Lewis once said of a charitable person: “She lived for others. You could tell the others… by their hunted look.” Jesus came up against do-gooders all the time- and was hunted down by those most dedicated to keeping the rules. What the world needs is not do-gooders, but more God-lovers. “Relationship not rules” should be at the heart of what motivates us. 
Last year I spoke to a Mothers’ Union group in the New Forest about the sort of relationships we have with good “soul friends;” the people along our path who help fan the flames of our faith, and deepen our love for God. For we get to know and love God- biographically- through our own stories and those of others who make God real to us. 
For many of us the first to kindle our faith are our mothers! I was born in East Africa. My mother was also born in Kenya, as it was called then, her parents having gone out to farm as a newly-married couple after the First World War. 

It’s only in the last few years that I’ve really learnt about The Mothers’ Union’s work in Africa and elsewhere. I’d had an admiration for the founder, Mary Sumner, ever since I first went to her former home- Old Alresford Place. I’d been struck by her slogan: “Be what you want your children to be”… A stirring call to women to model goodness, good behaviour, just as Jesus modelled complete obedience to his Father, “abiding in his love.” 

I have my father and mother to thank… for teaching me to love; my mother for teaching me to pray. I prayed with my own children using the same words of the simple prayer she’d taught me… But, as I’ve grown up I’ve realised one particular phrase is correct only so far as it goes… It’s this one: “God bless etc, etc”… and then, “please help me… to be a very good girl.” 
Ah… yes, of course we should all like to be “good.” But the desire to be good should never be above the desire to love God… first and foremost. I was reminded of this child’s prayer only the other day while visiting a woman who had recently arrived at a care home.
I work as a Simeon Chaplain to Older People in Alton… and part of my role involves taking services and making one-to-one visits… especially when there’s someone newly-arrived for whom unfamiliar surroundings, the loss of independence, can be disorientating (to say the least).
With this particular lady it was clear from the start that she wanted to discuss faith… and she began by asking me how someone she recognized from watching the news on television,… could now be a visiting her as a Simeon chaplain? 
So I told her a little of my story… and, on hearing about the faith of my childhood, she asked me to share with her that first mother’s prayer- the one I’d repeated, unquestioningly, from being a toddler… onwards.

Now, I won’t dwell on the conversation beyond observing that whenever I visit a resident, I’m struck by what we choose to keep when life has come down to a single room; always precious photographs of those we love… space for only a few books- often the Bible, The Book of Common Prayer and some favourite volumes of poetry or prose. In other words reminders (always) of our relationships, and other tokens of what means most to us in life and has been part of our story. 

But back for a moment to that first-learnt-prayer… why am I still troubled by the emphasis on asking God for help “to be a very good girl”? Well, I think it’s because for Jesus… God was his reality, not goodness. 
Remember how Jesus said to the rich young man in Mark’s gospel, “Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone.” Jesus dismissed the notion, so glibly entertained by the rich and healthy, that men get their deserts in life. Men, he said, did not have to be good for God to accept them; for God deals only in gifts, not wages. 
As a former Bishop of Winchester, John Taylor, once wrote… “No rules, only God! No conditional merit- only forgiving acceptance. The open-ness of such a stance threatens every religious system and calls all principles into question.” “For it seems to me,” the bishop went on, “that more Christians are driven by the desire to be good… than the desire for God, and put their faith in Christ only as a more successful way of enabling them at last to keep the law.” 

It’s the pitfall of the Pharisees, and of us too- all those legalistic attitudes which can so easily lurk below the surface. How readily we succumb to fears that we’re only lovable if we’re “good”? If we can only appear good enough we won’t be found out for who we really are!

But what matters most to God, (to Jesus), is abiding in His love- staying close to the source of love. “Abide in my love. If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love.”

What matters most to God is our relationship with Him. The law, the rules he has given us, are part of a covenant relationship of mutual trust, promise and faithfulness… And that relationship to God is manifested … primarily in the way we relate to other human beings and their needs, rather than in the frequency (or fervour) of our formal religious duties.

Remember the prophet Amos in the Old Testament... relaying God’s words about having had enough of empty worship devoid of true desire? “Please,” says God…” No more chanting, no more of your strumming on harps:” “but let justice flow like water, and integrity like an unfailing stream.” 
Doing justice, having right relationships…these are what matter most. It’s NOT that rules don’t matter. Those things warned against in the Ten Commandments have been described as “thumbnail sketches of de-humanising behaviour.” Genocide, corruption, every crime of murder, theft, abuse… these are all life-denying ways of behaving… individually and en masse.
But rule-keeping without relating, (choosing to focus on formal correctness of conduct, rather than on a personal closeness to God and our fellow human beings), is another way to SIN;… to miss the mark… to lose the opportunity for wholeness, of being fully human: “so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete.”  
There is an ancient prayer, which asks: “Almighty and ever-living God, increase our faith, hope and charity, and that we may be able to obtain what you have promised, make us love your commandments.”
This goes beyond the incompleteness of my childhood prayer, to be a prayer all about our desire for God. He already wants to give us every good thing; his desires are not in doubt. But if we are to receive what God wants to give, we have to ask, to want, to look, really look at God (be attentive to him in the way lovers are to one another)… so that we may… desire Him.

St Augustine wrote of the deep longing of the human heart for God; the God in whom all truth and meaning will be found. He penned the phrase: “Love God and do what you will.” Not a charter for doing just as you please, in spite of God… but an acknowledgement that if you love God and abide so closely to the source of all truth… then your will cannot help but reflect the will of God.
If we are to desire God and possess his promises, truly be his people, then we must first love what he commands. So we pray that God may reveal the perfection of his law to us through grace, and that we will know the Spirit of truth abiding with us too. 
The only requirements for belonging to The Mother’s Union are to be baptized and share the charity’s objectives. At baptism we are called by God. The Bible’s whole story is of God inviting a particular group of people to get to know him, so that in the long run the whole world may learn to know and love him. All the books of the Bible speak of our relationship with God and with our community- especially God’s people, the Church. 
The Bible was written and compiled mainly for a community. It shows how God’s people are meant to reflect in their own lives God’s character, and his concern for the whole world. No wonder The Mothers’ Union, as well as initiating and sustaining development projects in areas of disadvantage, also encourages us to study the Bible and to pray together. 
Jesus’ exhortation to “love one another” is not so much a commandment as an invitation, a transformative one! The kind that turns a servant… slavishly obeying rules and orders, into a friend;… someone close enough to be “in” on what the Master is doing… who shares what is closest to his heart.

Two weeks ago I was back at Old Alresford Place… under the watchful eye of Mary Sumner’s portrait which gazes down on groups meeting in what was her drawing room. I was listening to a talk about the late Welsh poet-priest, R.S Thomas. 

The Archbishop of Wales, Barry Morgan, told how he became a friend of his after (it has to be said) an inauspicious start! R.S Thomas’ opening line when Archdeacon Morgan first introduced himself was: “I’ve been avoiding people like you for years!” As it turned out Barry Morgan was to be at his bedside at the very end of his life, and conducted his funeral. 
The Archbishop spoke of Thomas’ insistence that it is man’s relationship with God that is of supreme importance- the most important relationship of anyone’s life. Yet, he said, nothing can be more difficult and problematic than establishing that relationship.
His poetry bears the stamp of his wrestling with God, of a relationship often characterized as much by a sense of God’s absence, as by occasional, tantalizing glimpses of a God who had “just left the room.”       
R S Thomas lived his life as one compelled to address God, but who knows he might not receive a response…and that, for me, has a ring of authenticity about it. It’s characteristic of people of faith throughout the ages. 
Whether God chooses to speak or stay silent…we get to know Him, and love Him, through story… our own and other people’s and, of course, through the life of Jesus Christ… entering our world and forever changing human history. 
“No rules, only God! No conditional merit- only forgiving acceptance.” What a message we have to proclaim… Motivation enough, I hope, for each of us to leave this beautiful building this morning with our love re-ignited, ready to serve. I leave you with R.S Thomas’s vision of how Jesus made that choice to be “one of us,” God with us.
“The Coming”  
And God held in his hand a small globe. Look, he said.

The son looked. Far off, as through water, he saw
A scorched land of fierce colour. The light burned there;
Crusted buildings cast their shadows: a bright serpent,
A river uncoiled itself, radiant with slime.
On a bare hill a bare tree saddened the sky.
Many people held out their thin arms to it, as though waiting
for a vanished April to return to its crossed boughs.
The son watched them.
Let me go there, he said.

