2nd Sunday before Lent

15th February, 2009

“Celebrating Lifestyle – Get a Life!”

Angela spoke last time – two weeks ago – about celebrating a loving relationship. Implicit within that is an assumption that God has not just dumped us into a world he made and left us to get on with things. Relationships have consequences and being in one means that things are not the same now as they were before – they’ll probably never be the same again. Encountering God has that effect!  

We come to the second in our series introducing and expanding a little on St Mark’s vision and mission – Jesus at the Heart, inspired by the Holy Spirit to serve, share and support.
So what has lifestyle to do with that and how could we determine what that ought to be? What or who could inform us about choices we have to make every day, let alone give us some kind of overall direction? Some big questions aren’t they – probably so big that most of the time we tend not to bother with them.

Now, let me try and come at this from a slightly different direction for a moment. 

Can you imagine what life would be like without a conscience? I don’t just mean you or me, but if no one at all had a conscience? It might begin to sound attractive – just think, you could do exactly as you pleased; there would none to say you couldn’t because they would be doing the same. If some one did something to us we didn’t like we could go and pay them back, maybe with interest, just as we felt like. 

What kind of world would we find ourselves in if society operated like that? We kill off people we don’t need, or don’t like, doesn’t matter which. We don’t have any concept of doing anything for anyone else unless there’s something in it for us. We have no laws as we now know them – remember, no one has a conscience, not even the politicians, bankers or  …. – hmmm, nothing new there then. We would be free not to pay tax, our employer could choose not to pay us, we could choose not to bother turning up for work – the list is endless!

But can you really imagine what this would be like? I suspect not, because it’s almost impossible to imagine a society like this – we have actually never lived in a society like this, nor, even if our current structures were to break down, would it become like this. We do have this in-built “thing” that seems to stop us crossing certain lines, or, if we do, deliberately or otherwise, makes us look back with remorse, regret or even guilt.

So what actually is “conscience”? The dictionary offers a number of alternatives:

1. The awareness of a moral or ethical aspect to one's conduct together with the urge to prefer right over wrong
2. A source of moral or ethical judgment or pronouncement
3. Conformity to one's own sense of right conduct
4. The sense of right and wrong that governs a person's thoughts and actions
Is it only humans that have it? – it would seem so, when we reprimand animals I suspect that it rather fear than conscience that makes them cower. But where does it come from? What governs it? Who decides where the line is? C.S. Lewis wrote a terrific dissertation deducing from this argument that God must exist - but that is not where I am going with this.

So, I take it for granted that we all have a conscience. Something within each of us that tells us when we have crossed that line, or even worse, warns where the line is but doesn’t actually prevent us crossing it – free will is dreadful prospect to behold when it has to be exercised within the constraint of a conscience! Look at Psalm 139 v 14 – I praise you (Lord) for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.

Let me put my cards on the table here. I am what is known as a cognitive behaviourist – no that is not just a polite way of saying I am a single brain-celled, numpty trying to find the quickest way to retire (although I am that as well). No, it simply means that I explain behaviour in terms of attitude and thinking, i.e. what I think determines how I behave – and that thinking involves making choices about what I do and, sometimes more importantly, how I do it.

But it still does not explain where the rules or guidelines or constraints, or whatever you want to call them come from. I am not intelligent enough to have made them up. In my formative years, my mum and dad were pretty influential – but that approach doesn’t seem to be quite so fashionable at the moment. Letting children do as they please seems to be the current upbringing of choice – by the way, have you seen any of that Channel 4 programme “Boys and Girls alone” where groups of 8 – 11 year olds are left to get on with things on their own without adults? Guess what the results are – bullying, tantrums, fighting, etc. No surprise at all there.

Anyway, my mum and dad must have got their values from somewhere or someone, as did their mums and dads before them. These values, then, might be man-made but they do seem to be externally inspired.

So that brings me back to one element of our vision and mission “inspired by the Holy Spirit” …. How is that going to happen? How can we encounter Him and hear Him speaking to us? Next week Dave will talk to us about prayer. Today, I want to emphasise the importance of scripture, the Bible, in shaping our conscience and therefore informing our thinking and so how we “live and move and have our being” (Acts 17 v 28).

Which brings me to our two Bible readings today – Psalm 1 and Luke 6: 46 – 49.

They both have the same thrust – but form slightly different perspectives and it is from these that I to want explain why I believe it is absolutely imperative that we look at what scripture says and let God speak to us, to move us and inspire us, if you will, into making the right choices, as the writer of Proverbs says in chapter 3 v 5 & 6 “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him and he will make your paths straight”.

It is entirely appropriate that we look at Psalm 1 in this introductory series because it is itself an introduction the whole book of Psalms, or Psalter. It is almost like a bouncer at the door of the night club keeping out the “unwanted” – read it and you have a pretty fair summary of what is to come in the rest of the book. It makes us face up to the choices we must make if we are to be members of “the assembly of the righteous” (v 5), it confronts us with divine the truth (v 2) that must inform those choices and also with the ultimate judgement that looms up beyond those choices.

So, v 1, “Happy are those ……” it is a deliberate choice not to walk in the counsel of the wicked, go the way of sinners or to sit with those who mock. Jesus expounds this even more radically in the Sermon on the Mount. “Counsel”, “way” and “seat” are references to thinking, behaving and belonging – things which show how a person’s choices determine their allegiance and how they demonstrate this in their lives. You could almost take these as three steps or aspects or degrees of departure from God by portraying conformity to this world and its standards – look at what Paul recommends in Romans 12 v 1 & 2! – with most contempt reserved for those who mock.

These three negatives clear the way for what is positive – v 2 says that the Law of the Lord is the antithesis of all these and the delight of the happy man – and Law, here is the whole canon of scripture, not this Psalm on its own.

V 3 & 4 form the centrepiece of this Psalm and the key phrase is “its fruit in season” which emphasises both the distinctiveness and the quiet growth of the happy man. A tree is not merely a channel for getting water from one place to another. No, the tree is a living, growing organism which absorbs the water to produce something new and delightful.

The promise for the leaf is not independence from the rhythm of the seasons (see above about the fruit) but from the crippling effect of drought.

We move on to v 5 to find that the wicked, the other choice, as it were, will be condemned. Like chaff they will be blown away, they will not even get as far as being judged since they are judged already and the sinners will never be able to join the assembly of the righteous. 

And it culminates in v 6 – the Lord watches over those who make either choice but the word perish here means coming to nothing or to ruin or even people getting lost and plans frustrated. The two ways part and there is not third choice!

In the four pithy stories or parables Jesus recounts in Luke 6 39 - 49, the fourth of which is about the two house-builders, the analogy is much the same. We are presented again with two choices – the solid one, or the one that will crumble under the stress of adverse conditions.

And that is the choice that still confronts us, both individually and as a church. As we hear said so often today, we need to “get a life” – which choice will your conscience, inspired by the Holy Spirit through scripture, tell you and us to make? 
