Out of Practice
John 14: 15-21 and Acts 17:22-31

It’s a while since I have been here.  A while since I have preached anywhere.  John Butterfield gave me last quarter off the Plan, so it is 6 months since I last led worship – October last year.  I’m out of practice.  I’m not sure how that makes you in the pews (seats) feel, but I’m worried.  What if I’ve forgotten how to do it?   This could be an embarrassment; even - my daughter tells me I’m prone to melodrama – a disaster! 

I suppose I am relying on preaching being one of those skills, like riding a bike or driving a car which, once learned, is never forgotten.  You can be rusty, but it will always come back when you try.  It becomes intuitive; second nature; like standing in front of the bank machine, not remembering your PIN, and yet your fingers instinctively type it in anyway.    

Not all skills are like that.  Tell me about it.  The new tennis season has just begun, and I have set about a fitness drive.  Last year I started playing again after 20 years off.  I found I could hit the ball OK; even my backhand (flaky at the best of times) worked OK.  But my legs didn’t work properly – pain in the ankle, pain in the knee, pain in the groin – I was hobbling round the court like an old crock.  If ever there was a picture to adorn the phrase “out of practice”, or even more so “out of condition”, it was me on the tennis court last summer.  This year I am determined to do something about it, so I’m out running 2-3 times a week at present to build up my fitness. 
All this got me thinking about being out of practice with regard to attending church; being out of condition with regard to faith.  Is faith a skill like cycling which, once gained, is never actually lost, and can be re-activated by instinct whenever required or desired?  Or is it like my fitness, something that atrophies inexorably over the years, and once lost cannot be regained without considerable pain and effort?
Some of the initiatives around at the moment imply that faith can quite easily be rediscovered.  I’m going to a training day for one such event this week – Back to Church Sunday – and next weekend sees the Church Without Walls gathering in Edinburgh.  Others such as Fresh Expressions give the impression that if we simply repackage or re-present faith in different or more modern way, then people will certainly return.  I even saw a book in the shops this week entitled “Why young people are returning to traditional Christianity” when it seems self evident to me that the young people are doing anything but.

Others would have us believe that society’s loss of faith is irreversible.  Another book I saw this week concerned the New Atheism of people such as Richard Dawkins.  They argue that Christianity is literally unbelievable today; that once faith is lost to the enlightenment of scientific rationalism, it can never be regained – in much the same way that childhood innocence disappears as we become worldly wise adults. 
So who is right?

We might begin to find an answer in today’s lectionary readings.  When Paul went to Athens he came up against the cream of the worldly wise of his day.  And, armed with his own new found faith, he argued with them.  He met them on their own ground.  Cleverly he pointed to one of their own statues – “to an unknown God” – and told them “what you worship but do not know, this is what I now proclaim.”  It was an approach guaranteed to make an impact, to capture attention.  And he went on to talk of the God who lies behind all things, the God in whom we live and move and have our being.  Brilliant stuff!  I imagine his audience captivated, impressed, eager for more.
So, Paul goes on to talk of Jesus (although he is never actually named in the passage), of his call to repentance, of God’s judgment pronounced through his death, of God’s assurance which comes from his resurrection.  That’s where our lectionary reading stops; but read on to the next verse and the mood changes:

When they heard about the raising of the dead, some scoffed; and others said: “we will hear you on this subject some other time”. And so Paul left the assembly. (v32-33) 
Paul had lost his audience.  Talk of raising the dead they could not believe, so they scoffed and they left.  And so did Paul.

The last verse of this section tells us something different.   

However some men joined him and became believers, including Dionysius, a member of the court of Atreopagus; also a woman named Damaris and others beside. (v34) 

Maybe because of them, or maybe because of the psychological blow Paul suffered from his more general humiliation – we don’t know why – but when he went to Corinth (next verse) he resolved to preach only Christ crucified, Christ raised from the dead.  And this has ever since been the core of the gospel – the message that converted Constantine, established Christianity as the de facto Western religion, led to the Crusades and the missionary movements, and gave Christianity its global stronghold. 

So much has it become standard coinage, it is hard to think of Christianity without a focus on judgment through Christ’s death and salvation through Christ’s resurrection from the dead.   But think for a moment.  What if Paul had been of a different character; what if he had reacted differently to the scoffing and the people walking out in Athens?  Might he not equally have said to himself: “I had their attention; I had them eating out of my hands … until I mentioned judgment and resurrection.  I resolve from now on never to preach of Christ crucified, Christ risen from the dead.  Instead, I will focus on the God in whom we live and move and have our being.”

Had Paul been so inclined, he would have found plenty of support within the early church.  We see that in our passage from John’s gospel.  God here is referred to as the Spirit of Truth, a spirit that dwells within us, a spirit of mutual interconnectedness – “I in you, and you in me”, a spirit which is characterized by love.  It is a Spirit, John records Jesus as saying that “the world does not know”, but those who have once seen it, sensed it, experienced it, are utterly captivated by it, so consumed that this Holy Spirit and their own spirits are interchangeable.  The knowledge and awareness of this Spirit of Truth are never lost.  Why?  Because this is the God in whom we live and move and have our being. 

The magnitude of Paul’s decision on leaving Athens can barely be overstated.  He chose to focus on the God of resurrection over the Spirit of Truth.  The church has been so focused ever since.  Who is to say it was wrong, since through that decision so much has been achieved.  But there was an alternative.  And the path he chose did alienate at least some people, probably most people among his Athenian audience.  

It is my contention that it is also alienating, unnecessarily alienating, vast numbers of people today.  When we say that people are out of practice in terms of faith, if the faith we refer to is built solely or mainly on raising the dead, on the supernatural, then I would suggest that faith may well be irreversibly lost.  When we say that people are out of practice in terms of faith, if the faith we refer to is built solely or mainly on the judgment brought about by Jesus’ death, on sin and salvation, then I would suggest that faith may well be irreversibly lost.  But when we say that people are out of practice in terms of faith, if the faith we refer to is built solely or mainly on the Spirit of Truth, on the God in whom we live and move and have our being, then I would suggest that faith remains latent, instinctive, ready to be recovered when given the right setting, the right encouragement, the right opportunity.

Faith as belief, or more especially as a set of beliefs, for many people has little or no future.   In the 21st Century, belief once lost in the literal Creation, the Virgin Birth, the Atonement, the Physical Resurrection etc, cannot easily be recovered.  People have left the church in their droves, and at the heart of their disillusionment is their sense that membership of the church is about upholding a set of beliefs whose sell-by dates have passed.
Contrast that with faith as awareness of the Spirit of Truth, as experience of the God in whom we live and move and have our being.  When people cry out against injustice – this week the abolition of the 10p tax band, abuse of power in Zimbabwe – are they not speaking out of an awareness of that spirit?  When people campaign for peace, when they try to order their lives so as to preserve energy supplies and minimize their carbon footprints, are they not aware of the interconnectedness of all life?  When people grieve for lot friends, and feel the pain of those in suffering with illness, are they not encountering the Love that dwells in and among us every day?  They may not talk of God; they may be out of practice, but it wouldn’t be too difficult for them to recover or discover that way of seeing the world. 

I am increasingly convinced that this is the radical makeover that the church needs.  Yes, we also need to look at times of services, types of services, do we call them services at all; we need to look at how and when and where we meet; in short we need to look at Fresh Expressions of being church.  But all of this will just be window dressing if we do not also address ourselves to the fundamentals of our faith.

Adherence to traditional beliefs still works for some people … possibly it always will.  But for many of those who have lapsed in their faith, this is no longer adequate.  It’s not necessarily that they have lost their faith; but the God they have faith in is decidedly different.  Perhaps, just perhaps, it is the God in whom we live and move and have our being. 
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