READINGS:

Isaiah 2: 1-5; Romans 13: 8, 10-13, Matthew 24: 36-44

Sharing the story…

Today the United Reformed Church across the country embarks on what it has designated a Year of Evangelism! I'm sure those of you who were there at the time remember that this church signed up to this venture - and now it is upon us…

In a church such as ours which responds to the Gospel of Jesus Christ with a broad outlook on life and faith, the word evangelism may engender in us emotions ranging from suspicion to outright fear. And that is not irrational; it grows from experience of particular modes of evangelism which have damaged us or people we know. 

I don't suppose I was the only lucky recipient last week of a leaflet about a new church starting up in Exeter. (Exeter really needs another church…) The leaflet was thrust into my hand in the High Street and it invites me to ask myself four questions:

1) Do I live in fear and the fear of death and fear of the future?

2) Have I been baptised in water of my own free consent like Jesus did? [I quote…]
3) Have I been baptised with the Holy Spirit? If yes, did I have a sign?

4) Am I really saved? Am I really following Jesus? Do I love Jesus or sin?

(Actually I make that seven questions…)

I'm tempted to ask you to turn to your neighbour and discuss these questions for a few minutes - but don't panic, I shall resist the temptation. These questions may be a very effective way of attracting new Christians, I don't know - but they don't seem to me to convey anything of the love of God for every woman, every man, every child, for all of creation, a love which draws us into the deepest interconnection with one another and all of creation. They don't seem to convey anything of the joy or the complexity of life which lie at the heart of the Christian message. 

Perhaps this is just the kind of 'soul-winning' evangelism which strikes fear into us and causes many Christians to reject all evangelism as inappropriate. It is not the kind of evangelism we signed up to as part of our church's national project in which we discern a call to a sensitive communication of the gospel. 

But what exactly is evangelism anyway? Well, let's go back to the root meaning of the word. It's Greek… and its meaning is very simple: the proclamation of the good news, the good news being the Gospel of Jesus Christ. And there are surely more ways than one of proclaiming that gospel. 

Evangelism as we often think of it is something of a modern phenomenon. It may surprise us to learn that there is very little of what we might think of as 'evangelising' in the pages of the New Testament. In the earliest Christian writings - those of Paul - although there are references to people called evangelists, there is no mention of evangelism in the modern sense. 

Paul never commands the ordinary believers who belong to the churches to evangelise. There is no call to share the faith.  He never even encourages it. And he never rebukes them for not doing it. As we have heard this morning, he tells them to stay away from orgies and practice kindness and to live quiet lives but he never says "Go and convert your neighbours."

Ah but what about the Great Commission, I hear you say! That familiar verse from Matthew 28 "Go and make followers of all peoples..." Surely that is a clarion call to evangelise? And yes it is, but let's not fall into the trap of blindly accepting that these words came from the mouth of Jesus. 

They almost certainly did not - they emerge from the community of the Gospel writer we call Matthew as their response to the Jesus story. Nothing that we know of Jesus - and that is very little anyway - suggests that he had any notion of establishing a world mission in the way Matthew 28: 18 suggests. Matthew's community is forging its own vision of what it means to follow Jesus in its own context. 

The Protestant Reformers, in whose footsteps we follow in this church, had almost nothing to say about evangelism. Indeed John Calvin wrote that the role of evangelist was an extraordinary one which has (and I quote) "no place in churches duly constituted…" It was really in the eighteenth century that anything like evangelism as we recognise the term got under way with the great preachers George Whitfield and the Wesley brothers addressing huge crowds and bringing about a revival in church-going. 

And, of course, the twentieth century saw an explosion in evangelism, taking advantage of the opportunities presented by radio and television to reach millions across the world. Billy Graham could preach to more people in one television broadcast than the Wesleys did in their lifetime and, in the process, he became one of the most familiar figures in the whole world! 

Let us not be ashamed to admit that that is not our style. There may be a few who feel comfortable walking up to strangers and talking to them about Jesus but they are the exception. They are not more spiritual than you or me, they are just the exception. Maybe the reason why they are the exception and the reason why so many do not like walking up to strangers simply to talk to them about their sinfulness and need for salvation is because there is no requirement to do such a thing. We need not feel guilty for not engaging in that kind of 'in-your-face' evangelism - and, in any case, making people feel guilty about that would be totally at odds with the New Testament.

In fact, in the third chapter of Peter's first letter, there's more than a hint of what evangelism might have meant in early Christian times. Listen to Peter's description of evangelistic urgency to his first century audience: “In your hearts regard Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a defence to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and respect, having a good conscience, so that, when you are slandered, those who revile your good behaviour in Christ may be put to shame.” Live so that people will ask - that's the key. Don’t force feed them the question. Live the life! How we live speaks volumes about our faith.

But here we are on the first Sunday of the Year of Evangelism. We are signed up to the project! What, as a church, are we going to do about it? 

Evangelism is about sharing the good news of the Gospel - it is about telling the story of our faith. The Jews know that only too well. It is not only at Hanukkah they tell stories. Every time they meet, whether it be at the synagogue or around a table, they share stories of the faith to keep the faith alive. And so it should be for us - but it is a strange paradox that the one place where it sometimes seems most difficult to do that is in church. There are precious few opportunities for us to share our stores with one another, let alone share them with people beyond the confines of the church.

So the starting point of this Year of Evangelism is finding a way of enabling that process of sharing our story to take place. And, after Christmas, I am going to suggest that we try. On 30th January (that's a Sunday), I invite any who would like to stay after church and have lunch here followed by a discussion about these matters. It will not be a coercive session - nobody will be out on the spot and required to tell how they came to Jesus. This is not about making testimonies - it is about looking at matters of concern in the world and seeing what the Gospel has to say about them and how our faith helps us to come to a view about these concerns. 

You see, you can't separate evangelism from concern for the world. The gospel is about the personal and the social, they are not separate, they are two sides of the same coin. What is the good news for the poor, the hungry and the oppressed if we are not concerned about them, concerned with them?

I have said this before and I will say it again. Outside the church is displayed the statement issued by the United Reformed Church's social issues team about the public expenditure cuts. It expresses outrage at the unfairness of them. I think it is vital - and indeed central to our evangelical mission - that people know where we stand on these matters. It is vital that they know that the churches will not be passive onlookers as core social services are dismantled. It is the church's prophetic role to stand with the marginalized and put the case for those who have no voice. 

That is a tradition that goes back way before Jesus. The prophet Isaiah offers a lyrical vision of an alternative economy, one in which weapons of war are decommissioned and human energies and public resources are re-assigned to nurturing vineyards and agriculture. It is a vision of an economy transformed and of the earth transformed from battleground to fertile garden. Don't let anyone tell you the Hebrew Scriptures have nothing to say in the 21st century.    

Jesus interpreted the religious tradition in ways that startled some and enthused a few. The earliest Christians interpreted his message for their time - and we are called to do the same. 

We cannot read passages such as we heard from Matthew's gospel this morning with its highly symbolic language of apocalypse and second coming and pretend that there is no cultural gap between us and them. To interpret these texts literally in our time is a nonsense, as I said when we looked at similar verses in Luke a few weeks ago. To do so leads to absurd claims about the imminent end of the world. 

Let us avoid at all costs the excesses of those who see in texts like this a specific timetable for the events of the end-time. That way leads to ridicule and dismissal on the part of reasonable people. After all, these verses in Matthew suggest that even Jesus himself did not claim to know when the end would come. Why should anyone else claim to know..?

So, if we are to make sense of these frankly bizarre texts in Exeter in 2010, we have to come at them from a different angle. And actually, we don't have to look far for a clue…

Two vivid figures stand out in the gospel passage. One is Noah. All around Noah people are getting on with their lives; they are eating, drinking, marrying and giving their children in marriage. In short they simply assume that things will always be the same and they can just go on doing what they have always done. Everything is fine.

The other figure is the householder who has been a bit lax in securing his home. Everything is fine, he thinks. As a result, the thief breaks in and plunders the house. 

Noah's neighbours and the self-satisfied householder are unaware of any impending crisis. They are lulled into a false sense of security by savouring the present. Everything is fine…

Sound familiar..? I hardly need to spell out the parallels with our own time, the perils of not heeding the warnings and of not being prepared for what may be round the corner. We are learning the hard way the consequences of that - and our friends in Greece and Ireland and elsewhere even more so.

The key to living out the implications of our faith today lies in making connections, connections between the pictures the Bible paints and our own circumstances, connections among ourselves, connections with other groups in the city with whom we have a common interest, and connections with people who are adrift in a world where they long for something they cannot even identify, perhaps, and with whom we may be able to share something life-enhancing.  

On this Advent Sunday, as we embark on our Year of Evangelism, let us determine to go on interpreting the message of Jesus in time-honoured Biblical tradition, to share our stories - and to be beacons of hope in a world where hope seems in short supply. Let us live the life and be ready to answer people's questions. In short, let us be Christ to one another and to the world.   

Thanks be to God. 

Footnote. I have used many sources without acknowledgment. I do not claim that all is original and am very grateful to those whose thoughts have fed mine. 
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