Believing … and speaking

(THE CANDIDATE)

During the general election campaign, Rachel was at home in the evening after a busy day’s work. She was watching some coverage of the campaign on the TV and, unusually for her, finding it quite interesting. Where should she place her vote? Which party had the best policies? Then there was a ring on the doorbell. Standing on the step in the pouring rain was a woman with a rosette and a clutch of rather soggy leaflets. She declared herself to be a local candidate from one of the major parties in the election. 

“Great,” thought Rachel, “perhaps she’ll be able to give me some pointers.” 

The candidate smiled and offered Rachel a damp handshake. 

“Not very nice weather,” she said, “though I heard on the news that it’s going to clear up for the weekend.” 

“Let’s hope so,” replied Rachel.

“Yes, my nephew is going on holiday to Norfolk tomorrow and he’s hoping for some sunshine,” said the candidate.

“Really? Where in Norfolk?” asked Rachel, to be polite.

“Near Hunstanton. I have a caravan there and I like it to be used.” 

The rain fell with ever greater determination and Rachel felt she ought perhaps to invite the candidate in.

“Actually, I am interested in asking you something about your policies. Would you like to come in for a moment?”

“Thank you for the offer but I have a lot of other houses to visit. I don’t move as quickly as I used to since I had my operation.”

“Oh dear, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Yes, well it had to be done. I was very uncomfortable. I found sitting down very trying. And standing up…. And walking about. So I had to go in.”

Rachel arranged her face into a suitably sympathetic expression.

“Yes, well,” sighed the candidate looking gloomily at the dark, rain-heavy skies, “I suppose, I’d better get on.”

“Can I have one of your leaflets?” asked Rachel.

The candidate looked at the sodden wad of papers in her hand and attempted to peel one from the top. The leaflet came away from the mass as several pieces of gaudily coloured pulp.

“Sorry,” she said holding up the dripping fragments of ripped leaflet, “No point.” And with that she made her way across the road narrowly avoiding the spray of a passing car.

Rachel’s husband came in from a meeting a few minutes later.

“Quiet evening?”

“Yes,” replied Rachel. “I’ve had a visit from one of the local candidates in the general election. You’ve just missed her”

“Right. Are you any the wiser? What did she have to say for herself?”

“Quite a lot about all sorts of things but very strangely she didn’t mention politics or the election”.

It is written: “I believed; therefore I have spoken.” With that same spirit of faith we also believe and therefore speak, because we know that the one who raised the Lord Jesus from the dead will also raise us with Jesus and present us with you in his presence.

“I believed; therefore I have spoken.” We can manage the believing bit (though, that can be a struggle too) but the speaking part is a lot harder. I have been wondering why I, and most Christians I know, find it hard to speak to others about our faith. We can talk about almost everything but.  

And, as a reflect on this fact I am aware that it’s not just speaking about these things to those who might not share our faith. It’s something that we find hard to talk about amongst ourselves. We will spend an hour together this morning in the presence of God, offering him our praise and worship, encountering him in the bread and wine and we will pray that he will equip us to serve him in the world but at the end of the service, over coffee or whatever, we will find ourselves talking about the weather or football or the flower rota or our illnesses. We could be talking about our faith, getting the hang of sharing faith amongst ourselves so that we can share with our friends and neighbours, but we find it difficult and so swerve off onto other topics.

So what stops us? Well, we lack confidence in all sorts of ways. There are some fairly obvious reasons why this might be so when trying to talk about such things to those who don’t share our faith. None of us wants to be mocked or scorned because of what we believe. We risk this kind of reaction (though not as often as we think) if we allow ourselves to touch on something as personal as faith and belief with other people. We live in a culture where one of the greatest crimes is appearing to “impose” your views on someone else and our natural English reserve means that religion, sex and politics are still not considered polite topics of conversation which is a shame because they are three of the most interesting topics in the world. So there is an anxiety about how others will react, how we will be perceived by them. But this doesn’t quite account for our reticence with one another. Presumably we ought to be able to expect a reasonably encouraging response from those who share our Christian faith and yet we are embarrassed. Why is this?

I want to suggest two reasons why this might be so.

Firstly, we have no language, no vocabulary to talk about faith. Partly because we do it so infrequently and partly because we think we have to use a heightened form of religious-type language quite different to our normal speech, we have no words to use when it comes to faith. Physically, getting the words out is hard work. So how do we talk about feeling angry with God when someone we love is ill? What words can we use to describe the fact that we find it incredibly difficult to pray? How can we share with our Christian brothers and sisters a moment when we felt really close to God? What words would you use? We find the words to talk about our families and friends and their ups and downs. Is it the same vocabulary, or something close to it, that we need to talk about our relationship with God? Now, I think it is also true that there some experiences that we cannot and don’t want to put into words – they are hard to communicate to other people. But I still think we could be better at talking to each other about our experience of God. If we can talk like this to one another we have a better chance of being able to do with our non-believing friends and family.

My second reason is this: many of us feel that actually our experience of God is a pretty poor thing. We can’t talk about God to others because we think we’ve got nothing worth saying or we feel we lack sufficient “knowledge”. We would be revealed as frauds or our faith would be exposed as something paltry and inadequate. We are pretty good at doing ourselves down. For me and, I am only guessing, for many of you perhaps, there is an awareness of how fragile my faith is and sense that everyone else has a better time of it and would be shocked by my doubts and struggles and questions. And here I think we begin to address the tricky question of honesty and trust. How far do we trust one another not to laugh at, ignore or devalue our halting attempts to share these deep things? Where are the places where you and I might speak of these things in safety and free from fear? In what contexts can we practice speaking about God. Because if we can create such safe places, I think we could make real progress in building our confidence and then be better equipped to speak the word of God in other contexts.

“I believed; therefore I have spoken.” I know, it’s easier said than done. There are all sorts of ways in which we might better help one another overcome our shyness, lack of confidence and feelings of inadequacy. But this must be more than techniques, or something “worked up” like a sales patter. The desire to speak comes from a deep reflection on the goodness of God. St Paul says: 

All this is for your benefit, so that the grace that is reaching more and more people may cause thanksgiving to overflow to the glory of God. 

It is from a sense of gratitude that the words come, gratitude for the grace of God “because we know that the one who raised the Lord Jesus from the dead will also raise us with Jesus”. Our task as church is to find ways in which we reflect together on this joyful mystery of grace so that it becomes new that is too good not to share amongst ourselves or with our friends and families.

