





Talk for Village Service, 17 February 2017
‘To Respond or not to Respond - that is the question’

Section 1 (10 mins)

Introduce myself 
	Good morning/ Cassa: vicar at HT/Great pleasure to speaking to you this morning at this special joint Village service with out friends here at Seer Green Baptist Church. 

I thought I would begin by sharing an interesting fact about myself! In my early 20s I ran up to the top of Ben Nevis and back down again. From this fact you will realise I am an outdoors type, which will become relevant in my talk a little later on. 
	I have called my talk, ‘to respond or not to respond - that is the question’. This morning I hope we can explore together something of what Christian faith is about and consider how we might respond to the ‘good news’ that is at the heart of Christian faith – but more of that later. 

[Slide 2]
What makes you go wow!? What stops you in your tracks and takes your breath away? 

I have some pictures for us to look at and I wonder if any of them will make you go ‘wow’!

[Slides 3,4,5,6,7]
I am a big fan of creation – landscapes, animals, the natural world makes my heart sing. I often find when I am out walking/running I try and ‘breath in’ the beauty I can see around me – have you had this kind of experience? 

It seems like there is something inside you which wants to respond to the beauty you can see…..

One of my favourite verses in the Bible is from Psalm 121, it says:

‘I lift my eyes to the hills – where does my help come from? My help comes from the Lord, the Maker of heaven and earth.’

I wonder if you have had this feeling that somehow seeing the beauty of our world stirs your heart, maybe gives you strength and somehow calls a response from you? 

We might call this internal part of us our spirituality. 

We watched a film at the beginning of our service today. The film may have left you with the ‘wow’ feeling. When I watched it I loved the going out from the eye but the real ‘wow’ came when we went into the body. 

Watching this gave me a deep sense of awe of the creation and the creator – the patterns, beauty and scope of the universe that we live in is utterly amazing.


Story 1 (Learn and then tell)
One of the most amazing things about our world is the delicate balance required to sustain it, that is, to have a universe capable of producing and sustaining life as we know it. 

In his book  The Creator and the  Cosmos,  astrophysicist Hugh Ross points out twenty five factors that must all exist within very narrowly defined ranges for life of any kind to exist. 

Just one of these is the number of electrons. Unless the number of electrons is equivalent to the number of protons to an accuracy of one part in 10 to the 37, or better, then galaxies, stars and planets could never have formed. 

[Slide 8]
To get an idea of just how sensitive this is, Ross gives us an analogy…

	Imagine covering the entire continent of North America in 10p pieces all the way up to the moon. 
	Then do the same thing on a billion other continents the same size as North America. Now you have 10 to the power 37 in 10p pieces.
	Now imagine that just one 10p piece is painted red. You have mixed it in with all the others. 
	Now take a friend and blindfold them and stand them in front of those of those billions upon billion of 10p pieces covering a billion continents and piled to the moon and ask them to pick it out. 
	Your friend’s chances of selecting the red one are one in 10 to the power 37. 


These are the same odds as the ratio of electrons to protons being at the precise level required for life, and this is just one of many parameters that must be so finely tuned. 

[Slow]
Ross and many other scientists believe this points to a universe which has been carefully and skilfully designed by a Creator.

What a Creator that must be!

What is interesting is that for all the awesome power and creativity this Creator must have, is the desire to communicate with the creation. There is also a seemingly built in desire within human beings to respond to this communication from our creator.  


However there is a problem…….

How would this all powerful creator who created heaven and earth be able to talk to us the creation?

Do you talk to your pets? If you have them, maybe your dog or cat or tarantula?

We have dogs and of course we talk to them, they even understand some words like ‘walkies’ or ‘treats’. 

But if I tried to talk to them about how much I love them, they might have a sense of the emotion, but not really much more. 

I certainly could not explain that because my love for them and wanting the best for them I would like them to behave in a particular way. That stealing the treats from the side and eating them in one go is bad for them and means there are none for later!!!

If we take this analogy a bit further and ask if it was possible for me to talk to the bacteria on the back of my hand at the moment? 

[Slide 9]

	What language would I use? 


	Would the bacteria understand what I said? How would I know they had heard and understood? 


This in some senses is God’s problem – how does the awesomely powerful God of the universe speak to the creation? 

We are to God like bacteria on the back of my hand. 

Of course God has tried to communicate with us through the ages. We see recorded in the Bible God speaking to the people of Israel through the prophets.  

God sent the ten commandments and some great leaders.   

God has endeavored to speak to humanity about the way they should live for our benefit but we have continued to made mistake after mistake after mistake with a few deliberate bad choices thrown in for good measure. 
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All through this time God promised a ‘Messiah’ – someone chosen and anointed for a special task. This person would come and free people from their mistakes from the hurt and pain that they were heaping upon themselves. 

God worked out that the only way to speak to humanity was to become one of them. A bit like us deciding to become bacteria in order to communicate with them. 

Imagine what you would have to give up to become bacteria? God did this. 

For ‘God so loved the world’ that God became a human being in order that we might know God. God’s communication to us is Jesus. 
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I am going to leave you with something to ponder – if God the Creator wants to speak humanity through Jesus; what does God say through Jesus?

End of Part 1. 

Section 2 (10 mins)

Well I hope you enjoyed the beautiful singing, well done Mia and it is so good to hold our world in prayer. Let’s go on with Part 2 of my talk. 

[Slide 12]
	So Jesus, Moses, and an ‘Old Man’ go golfing. 


	The first one to tee off is Moses. 


	He hits the ball and it is heading right for the water hazard before the green.


	Moses raises his club, the water parts, and the ball makes it to the green.


	 Jesus takes his turn next, hits the ball, and it too is headed for the water hazard. 


	Jesus closes his eyes and prays. 


	The ball skips across the water and lands on the green two feet from the hole. 


	The old man's turn comes and he drives the ball. 


	The ball looks like it is going to drop directly into the water. 


	But then a fish jumps from the water swallowing the ball, as an eagle drops from the sky, grabbing the fish. 


	As the eagle flies over the green, a bolt of lightning strikes the eagle, making it drop the fish. 


	As the fish hits the green, it spits out the ball and the ball falls into the hole, making a hole in one. 


	Jesus looks at Moses and says, "Next time I’m leaving Dad at home!" 


So this mighty God of the Universe wants to speak to the creation and he chooses to become a human being in order to do that. In part one of my talk I asked you what does God say through Jesus?

Well, God speaks through Jesus in a number of ways:

	First his life, the way he behaved. 

Second his teaching. 
	Third his self-sacrifice in his death and his powerful resurrection. 

[Slide 13]
In the Bible we see the word ‘gospel’ used a lot. The writers of the books in the New Testament (the bit about Jesus) talk about the ‘gospel’ of Jesus. Gospel literally means ‘good news’ – so these writers are talking about the good news of Jesus. 

Are you in need of good news? Fed up with the media’s Trump fest, Brexit in-fighting, the ongoing crisis in the Middle East? Well Jesus is good news, let me tell you why……

The Bible records what Jesus’ mission was. (If you are wondering if we can trust the Bible then you will be glad to hear that talk number 6 in our Alpha course covers this – the short answer is yes, we can trust the Bible). 

So in John’s Gospel Jesus says, ‘I have come that they might have life, life in all its fullness’. 

This is one of the main parts of Jesus’ message from God. 

I wonder what fullness of life means to you? Is your life full or are there empty bits? Is there a part of you longing to respond to your creator?

The first way God speaks to us through Jesus’, is through his actions. Any of us know that words without actions are worthless, we might view this as hypocritical. 

So what is very interesting is that Jesus did what he taught and taught what he did. 
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Jesus was compassionate, he fed thousands of people who had come to hear him preach. He healed many people. 

He shared meals with people considered outcasts in his society and he washed the feet of his disciples to show them how they should care for each other.  

These are just a few examples of how Jesus lived his life. 

Second – Jesus’ teaching. There are no two ways about it if you read Jesus’ teaching in the Bible it is very challenging! Here are some examples of what Jesus taught:

‘Love your neighbour as yourself’. Sounds easy doesn’t it? But I think we all know it is harder than it sounds!

[Slide 15]
‘Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who ill-treat you’.  

This teaching is even harder!! Imagine if we actually managed to put it into action. 

Jesus also said:
‘Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Forgive and you will be forgiven.’

He also said:
‘Do not worry about your life, what you will eat; or about your body, what you will wear. Life is more than food and the body more than clothes’. 

Jesus also taught about God…..

[Slide 16]
One of the best examples of this is the parable of the Prodigal Son, with the father (who is God) welcoming back his son who had spent all his fortune on wild living. His son asks his father’s forgiveness and his father opens up his arms of love, forgives him and restores him to his rightful place. 

This parable is key to understanding the nature of God: God loves us and wants to bring us forgiveness and redemption. 

Jesus also taught about who he was…..he said:
I am the Light of the World
I am the door
I am the way, the truth and the life. 

[Slide 17]
No human being could make these sort of statements, only God in human form trying to communicate with God’s creation would make these huge claims about who he was. 

C S Lewis argued that one can not say:

‘Jesus was a great moral teacher but not God’. 

Lewis said: “A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic — on the level with the man who says he is a poached egg — or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God, or else a madman or something worse.”
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The Bible records Jesus’ death and resurrection. This is the fundamental part of God’s communication to us. 

How can we understand what God is communicating to us through Jesus’ death? A death he did not deserve, a punishment for a crime he had not committed but which he went to willingly. 

To help us think about Jesus’ death I would like to tell you a story of a Polish priest who was a prisoner in Auschwitz. 

	Maximilian Kolbe lived in Warsaw in a monastery, where at the outbreak of World War 2, his community were caring for refuges including around 2,000 Jews. 


	When the Germans invaded Poland, Maximilian was arrested and sent to Auschwitz.


	In order to discourage escapes, Auschwitz had a rule that if a man escaped, ten men would be killed in retaliation.


	In July 1941 a man from Kolbe's bunker escaped. 


	Ten men, not including Maximilian, were chosen by the camp commander to die in the starvation bunker. 


	One of the ten men selected to die began to cry: "My wife! My children! I will never see them again!" 


	At this Maximilian Kolbe stepped forward and asked to die in his place - his request was granted. 


One of the SS guards remarked: this priest is really a great man. We have never seen anyone like him.


[Slowly] And yet they had because Maximilian did what Jesus had done for him. 

Before Jesus died he said ‘No one has greater love than this, to lay down his life for his friends’. 

God says to us, ‘I love you this much that I am prepared to take your place and die for you’. 

(Pause)

A significant theme in the New Testament is that the cross was the place where Jesus battled against the evil powers of this world and defeated them.

Yet if Jesus had remained dead in the grave there would have been no certainty for his followers that he had won. Doubt would have reigned. 

The resurrection of Jesus proclaims the fact that he was victorious over evil and that God’s love for us is stronger than death. 

Most people find it hard to get their head round the resurrection but if God the Creator can bring the universe into being he can recreate Jesus after the death of the Cross. Creation and recreation are within the power of God and show Jesus is God’s ‘Messiah’. 

Jesus talks all the way through his life about the Kingdom of God. He says at the start of his ministry, ‘The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!’ Jesus’ resurrection is the first fruits of the Kingdom of God. 

The good news of Jesus is that all who choose to turn to Jesus, throw off sin and death and follow his way will be brought into the Kingdom of God. 

Jesus is the Creator’s way of speaking to us, to show us how much God loves us and longs for us to know this. 
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So our question today is ‘to respond or not to respond’. 

Are we going to respond to the part of us - the part that goes ‘wow’?

Are we brave enough to respond to the call of our creator who longs for us to know him? 

We can respond in different ways. The way we are suggesting today is to respond by signing up to the Alpha course. This is a starting point for people who want to know more, who have questions and want to be able to ask and discuss them. 

So to whet your appetite we have a short Alpha video to play you now………..



