Queen Street Methodist Church, Stirling – Sunday 11 October 2009

The Double Edged Sword 
Job 23: 1 – 9, 16 – 17

Heb: 4: 12 – 16

Arthur Turnbull was born in Glasgow in 1884. From school he went on to Glasgow University where he was awarded an MA, a BSc, then an MB, ChB – in other words a medical degree. In 1914 he joined the RAMC. He served in France and Belgium and then in 1915 /16 he served in military hospitals in Malta. Whilst in Malta he saw horrific head injuries to soldiers who had been in the fighting at Gallipoli until the British withdrawal in 1916, and who had not, at that time, been issued with steel helmets. 

It is ironic to compare this situation with the current press coverage suggesting that in 2009 the army is suffering unnecessary casualties due to poor equipment.

In 1916 Arthur Turnbull made efforts to stir the War Office into issuing steel helmets but his efforts were ignored. So, in March of that year he left Malta without leave to do so. He made his way to London, went to the Strangers Gallery of the House of Commons. There, in uniform, he left his seat, hung by his hands from the balcony and dropped twenty feet to the floor of the House. As he was led away he shouted “I ask you to protect the heads of British soldiers against shrapnel fire!” The incident was reported in the national press. Soon afterwards steel helmets were issued to British soldiers. 

He was allowed to resign his commission and was then confined to a mental hospital - until his mother prevailed upon a former beau, by that time a general, to have him released. Had he not been a commissioned officer he might well have been put in front of a firing squad.

He subsequently re-enlisted as a private soldier and served in the ranks of the Royal Scots on the Western front. 
Arthur Turnbull was my maternal grandfather, my mother’s father. After the war he worked in London and then returned to Glasgow where he established a medical practice conducting research into Radiology. He was author and translator (from German to English) of several medical text books.

In going absent without leave in wartime and making a very public protest, he did a very dramatic thing. He took a huge risk. What compelled him? His passion for medicine or his horror of unnecessary injury and death? His conscience? Or was it a sense that God wanted him to make a protest that might put at risk his life, his professional reputation, his livelihood, the well being of his family?

Did he pray about making the right decision? Did he agonise in the night and ask God to give the cup to someone else? I don’t know.

But I do know that in church today there are people who have felt God compel them into a course of action or a lifestyle change that was dramatic. And I am sure there are people amongst us who have thought they knew where God was leading them only to discover they were being taken in a different direction to the one they had expected.

I am sure if we sat in small groups and shared with one another stories of how God has worked in our lives, has intervened or compelled us to follow a course of action, we would leave church today in no doubt about the power of the Almighty to intervene in our lives.

After I read the lectionary readings for today I came across a phrase that suggested a church should be considered the most dangerous place in town. It immediately went through my mind that we should not tell the P&FC about this in case the next time there is a gas leak they leave the gas on and allow us all to light the candle! That’s not what the writer was meaning!
I think the author was trying to say that if we really understood and accepted the power of God, and the power of God to work through the people of the church we might view the church as a dangerous place, where anything is possible.
But would we welcome that?.
The passage from Hebrews referred to a double edged sword – a dangerous, deadly weapon that could cut through substance with both sides of the blade. In our time we know that phrase to have another meaning. The power of God can renew and excite and lift us up. But it can also challenge – take us from a “safe” place into a place of risk or danger, from comfort to a place of discomfort. Do we really welcome that?

And I wonder - if we did sit quietly together sharing our experiences, would we also talk about times we have felt cut off and remote from God, times when we wanted so much to feel God’s presence, possibly cried out, but could not get any sense of that presence.
A few years ago I had been struggling with something, praying with increasing intensity, asking God to show me what direction to take on a particular issue. I went out one morning early to talk to God again about this situation. It was a bright morning but cloudy. I found myself saying “I am beginning to wonder if you are there. I I desperately need to know you are there. And I will stop going on about this now and just place this into your hands and wait for you to speak to me in your own time and judgement.” And at that moment the sun came out, behind my right shoulder, casting a shadow at 45 degrees to my body. I had an immediate sensation that I was not alone.  About 30 seconds later the sun went back behind the cloud and I could no longer see the shadow. It was a spine tingling moment. 
Coincidence or God incidence? As far as I am concerned God responded to my prayer in a wonderful, unambiguous way.   But as time has gone on I have also had to accept that my need for some response from God said a lot about my faith – or lack of it. Gradually, I learned a lesson – that when we feel abandoned by God yet continue to trust Him, we worship in the deepest way.

This is my morning for public confession. Here is the next one! 

It is exactly 6 years since I felt compelled to offer as a LP. I had been fighting against the growing sense that God wanted me to explore this. I did not want to do it and I kept telling God this was not a good idea!  I did not think my faith had sufficient foundation. I did not think I had anything to say. I did not want to have to do a course of study. I did not want to reorganise my time to embark on the course. I DID NOT WANT.  Not once did I ask God what he wanted me to do. 
But in the end the compulsion was so strong that I spoke to my minister. Even then I dithered about going ahead. Paul just said “Well, think about it and tell me what you decide”.  Later the same day I happened to come came across a copy of the Methodist Recorder. Inside was an article about Christians who drag their feet when responding to God, who offer themselves and serve begrudgingly, who behave as if they are doing God a favour! And I realised this was exactly how I behaved; it described exactly how I was responding to what I knew to be a clear call to begin the LP training. So I apologised to God and I changed my attitude. I phoned my minister and said I still was not sure I was going to become a LP but I was sure I was meant to start the training for some reason. 

And I went into the course with enthusiasm and determined to get all I could from the course and experience.
A number of things began to happen:
1. the study helped me lay much stronger foundations for my faith – I had to work out what I believed and why I believed.

2. Church services became a joy – full of new insights and experiences

3. miraculously preachers became much more interesting! 

4. began to look at preachers in a new light – men and women who for 40 or 50 years sometimes continued to lead services of worship on a regular basis, whether they were brimming with spiritual enthusiasm or struggling with physical or spiritual health – such was their continuing commitment to help congregations relate the Bible to our lives today

But most importantly, I discovered that worship is
· For God’s benefit – not ours. 
· About how we live – not what we do on a Sunday morning.
Each one of us is a unique being. Each one of us walks our own unique journey of faith. Some of us may be slow plodders, some may make progress in short sprints and some may be steady marathon runners. 

But whatever our pace, we do not travel alone. We travel in the company of others. We draw strength from our corporate worship of God and the mutual encouragement of being part of a worshipping community. 
But ultimately we are required to have faith in our unique relationship with God through Jesus Christ. If we can hold before us the redeeming sacrifice Christ made for each one of us then, knowing we are loved and accepted by grace, we can continue to grow in faith on our journey 

That great evangelist and hymn writer D L Moody said “I prayed for faith and thought that some day it would come down and strike me like lightening, but faith did not seem to come. Then one day I read the tenth chapter of Romans “Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God.” I closed my Bible, and prayed for faith. Then I opened my Bible and began to study and faith has been growing ever since.”

In the name of Christ, let us continue to grow in faith.

Thanks be to God.
Amen

