CONFIDENT FAITH: GOSPEL ACTION

Let me say from the outset that we now go from the sublime to the cor-blimey; from high-tech to quill pen and velum. There will be NO SLIDES – beautiful as those we have already had have been; there will be NO BREAK-OUT GROUPS; and there will certainly be NO FREE SWEETS.

So, let us pray:

Blessed Lord, who caused all holy Scriptures to be written for our learning: help us so to hear 
them, to read, mark, learn and inwardly digest them that, through patience, and the comfort of 
your holy word, we may embrace and for ever hold fast the hope of everlasting life, which you 
have given us in our Saviour Jesus Christ, who is alive and reigns with you, in the unity of the 
Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever.  (Collect for Bible Sunday)

On Monday 17th November of last year I received an email from Joan Berry which contained these words:

Would you be interested in leading a Bible Study on Thursday morning?
If possible it should be centred around the theme of Confident Faith - Gospel Action, 
but you have free rein to do what you feel is appropriate.

‘Free rein’: so, be warned!

St Paul tells us in his Letter to the Romans, that, ‘All holy scriptures were written for our instruction, in order that through the encouragement they give us we may maintain our hope with confidence.’   (Romans 15.4)  (See, that’s me trying to keep to the theme of Synod!)

We used to hear those words on the 2nd Sunday of Advent when, as a choir boy, I used to think the Collect for the day was a strange thing to hear not long before going home for my Sunday dinner: (and we had ‘dinner’ up-North, not lunch!) and when I was looking forward more to inwardly digesting what my mum had cooked. 
Now we hear these words on the last Sunday after Trinity – but the sentiment is the same.

I have to say that I was a bit surprised when I received that email from Joan asking me to lead one of the Bible Studies at this Synod. Why me? I thought. I’m just a humble part-time Assistant Chaplain, (now recently re-Licensed!) who came to Spain to work in a semi-retirement post of Sunday Duty plus 3 days a week, and who now works – like the old Beatles song: ‘8 Days a Week’. I’m no great scholar – and although my BD is in New Testament Language and Literature - and that still remains an interest - I doubt Archdeacon David was aware of that when he evidently came up with my name. 
And then, of course, the penny dropped: another extract from Joan’s email:

To help keep costs to a minimum, the Standing Committee's aim is to use our own clergy to lead the Bible Study sessions on Wednesday and Thursday mornings and Archdeacon David suggested you for one of them. 

So, there we are, now we know - you’ve got me because I’m cheap! (I would have been even cheaper if Synod was again meeting at Calpe – which is within our Chaplaincy: but that’s another story…)

I was privileged to study for my BD at St Andrews University. I often joke with people that I attended St Andrews long before they allowed any riff-raff Royals in. I was there in the days of the eminent Professor Matthew Black: he of the Dead Sea Scrolls fame and also Peake’s Commentary – which many of you, I know, will have on your bookshelves, probably gathering dust…a bit like mine.


I can remember Prof Black’s first lecture on Biblical Criticism: it was October 1975, my first Term at St Andrews. I don’t think I knew at the time what that phrase – Biblical Criticism - meant! 
Now I do, and sometimes – particularly on Bible Sunday, when I often relate some of these reminiscences – I have to explain to my listeners that Biblical Criticism isn’t sitting around moaning about the Bible! It’s not that sort of criticism! Basically it’s about looking at the Biblical text, its context; it’s transmission; it’s different versions (and there can sometimes be many!) and seeking – as far as we can – to discern the ‘original meaning’ of whatever text it is we are studying.

And I can remember Prof Black telling us, ‘You can make the Bible say pretty much what you want, if you manipulate the text in the right (or rather, the wrong, way). And he gave an example:

Matt 22. 40 (2nd half only) -  ‘Hang all the law and the prophets’.  (if only we could…!)
That’s what it says – so it must be true!  
But, of course, that’s NOT what it says. The full verse says:
‘On these two Commandments hang all the law and the prophets’.
Or - from one of my favourite films, ‘Heavens Above’, Starring Peter Sellers and Ian Carmichael. They both play Vicars from very different backgrounds, and ironically they both share the same surname. And that’s where the ‘Gilbert and Sullivan-esque’ confusion arises’. The ‘posh’ Reverend Smallwood (played by Ian Carmichael) gets sent to a rough parish in the East End of London, and the working-class Reverend Smallwood, played by Peter Sellers, gets sent to a posh parish in the leafy suburbs. And, of course, they are both disastrous in their placements. 
However, when the mix-up is eventually resolved and each go to their ‘correct’ parishes, still his parishioners aren’t happy with Peter Sellers, as he wants them to put their faith into ‘Gospel Action’: (there’s the Synod theme again!) - but all most of them want is to benefit from all the charitable schemes he’s managed to set up. 
And so poor Peter Sellers makes a visiting round of his parishioners before he is once again moved on. (I won’t say where, in case you haven’t seen the film.)

And here I’m reminded again of Prof Black’s words about manipulating scripture:
One of Peter Sellers’ parishioners quotes scripture to him on the doorstep:
Matt. 27.5    (‘Judas went out and hanged himself’.)
Lk 10.37 -   (‘Go and do thou likewise’.)

If you haven’t seen the film I can recommend it for a rainy Sunday afternoon. 
You’ll probably find it on YouTube. It’s actually quite profound in places.
Perhaps the most profound scene is when Peter Sellers is in the pulpit giving his farewell sermon, and he says to his soon-to-be-past parishioners:
‘What you need you don’t want, and what you want I can’t give’.  Profound indeed.



On a personal note, just last week I sent a Biblical message to our tame plumber, whom we’ve been waiting to come back since before Christmas to finish some outstanding jobs:
The message was simply: 

Matthew 11.3. (Are you the one who is to come or shall we look for another?)

Well, he must have been able to lay his hand on a Bible because he replied, ‘I can come in February’  Woopee!

As Shakespeare says in the Merchant of Venice, ‘The Devil can site scripture for his purpose’.


NONE of which brings me to what I suppose is the crux of what I want us to look at this morning, though I hope it might have brought some lighthearted diversion into what has been – necessarily – a pretty intense few days so far.

*****************************************************************************************************

When I left my title parish in 1987 I was asked by Bishop David Sheppard to go to Southport, in the north of Liverpool Diocese, to establish a new parish. The area was known as Kew – not as in Q, the hypothetical source for the sayings of Jesus: see, I can’t get away from Biblical Criticism – but Kew as in Kew Gardens. And there actually was a Kew Gardens there in Victorian Times. 

Anyway, to a young (and I was young once); to a young Curate born and brought up in Liverpool, Southport was posh. It was where you went for a special day out. Footballers and other celebrities (like Jean Alexander, who played Hilda Ogden in Coronation Street) lived in the poshest parts of the town and it’s surrounding areas. I suppose I felt a bit like Peter Sellers in ‘Heavens Above’.
Was the Bishop mixing me up with someone else and sending me to the wrong place?

However, I soon discovered that no footballers or TV celebrities lived on Kew. It was, however, a perfectly respectable modern, private housing estate, at that time established for about ten years. It had a school, a few shops, a doctor’s surgery, an almost completed pub, but no Church. And it was to be my task to establish a Church presence as a Local Ecumenical Project in partnership with my neighboring Methodist colleague. And so it was here that I was ‘R & R’d’ – Not rested and recuperated – but Recognized and Regarded as a Methodist Minister, which meant I could go out and take Services on the local Methodist Circuit. I also learned something of the ‘mechanics’ of Methodism – such as the ‘Circuit Plan’, as well as something called the Methodist Sacramental Fellowship. 

Having grown up in what would be considered by some to be a rather High Church expression of Anglicanism (though, of course, I wasn’t particularly aware of that, especially in my younger days: it was just ‘how we did it’ in my home Church.) Later in life I came to discover that not all Churches did things like we did! Can you imagine that? (Though, of course, we did things ‘proper’!) But when I encountered the Methodist Sacramental Fellowship I also discovered that there were some Methodist Ministers who seemed more High Church than I was! 
My colleague in Kew certainly fell into that category! We got on pretty well!
But it was also here that I was introduced to the riches of the Methodist Covenant Service.
And that’s what I want us to take a little look at this morning. 

And it might just take us back to our theme:
Confident Faith: Gospel Action.
1. So, What Is the Methodist Covenant Service?
The Covenant Service is an occasion when Methodist Christians renew their covenant with God. It’s traditionally held at the beginning of the year in Methodist churches. It emphasizes God’s grace and our willing response of obedience and surrender.
John Wesley adapted this service to help believers recommit themselves fully to Christ—not just emotionally, but practically.  (Confident Faith: Gospel Action)
2. Understanding Covenant in the Bible
[bookmark: _Hlk220053861]Key Scripture: Jeremiah 31:31–33      (read passage)
“I will make a new covenant… I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts.”
Discussion Points:  (Turn to neighbour: this is NOT a break-out group!)
· A covenant is more than a contract; it is a relational promise.
· God initiates the covenant; it is up to us to respond.
· The Covenant Service reminds us that we belong to God entirely.  (CONFIDENT FAITH?)
3. Covenant Requires Commitment and Choice
[bookmark: _Hlk220053945]Key Scripture: Joshua 24:14–15    (read passage)
“Choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve…”
Reflection:
· Joshua calls the people to a deliberate decision.
· The Covenant Service is a moment of intentional choice, not habit.
· Faith is not passive; it involves daily allegiance.  (GOSPEL ACTION?)
Question: What competing loyalties might prevent us from fully choosing God today?

4. Living Out the Covenant Daily
[bookmark: _Hlk220054192]Key Scripture: Romans 12:1–2   (read passage)
“Offer your bodies as a living sacrifice…”
Application:
· Covenant renewal leads to transformed living.
· Our work, relationships, time, and resources are offered to God.
· The service is not an ending—it is a beginning.
Activity Suggestion:
Invite participants to silently pray:
· One area they struggle to surrender
· One way they sense God calling them to deeper obedience

5. Closing Reflection: The Covenant Prayer  
		Beloved in Christ, let us claim for ourselves this covenant which God has made with his people, and take upon us the yoke of Christ. This means that we are content that he appoint us our place and work, and that he himself be our reward.
 
Christ has many services to be done: some are easy, others are difficult; some bring honour, others bring reproach; some are suitable to our natural inclinations and material interests, others are contrary to both; in some we may please Christ and please ourselves; in others we cannot please Christ except by denying ourselves. Yet the power to do all these things is given to us in Christ, who strengthens us. Therefore let us make this covenant of God our own. Let us give ourselves to him, trusting in his promises and relying on his grace.
 
I am no longer my own but yours. 
Put me to what you will,
rank me with whom you will; 
put me to doing, put me to suffering; 
let me be employed for you or laid aside for you,
exalted for you or brought low for you; 
let me be full, let me be empty, 
let me have all things, let me have nothing;
I freely and wholeheartedly yield all things 
to your pleasure and disposal.
 
And now, glorious and blessèd God, 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, 
you are mine and I am yours. 
So be it.
And the covenant now made on earth,
let it be ratified in heaven.  Amen.


HYMN: (Hymns and Psalms: 649. Tune: Dundee)

Come, let us use the grace divine,
And all, with one accord,
In a perpetual cov’nant join
Ourselves to Christ the Lord:

Give up ourselves, through Jesu’s power,
His name to glorify;
And promise, in this sacred hour,
For God to live and die.

The cov’nant we this moment make
Be ever kept in mind:
We will no more our God forsake,
Or cast his words behind.

We never will throw off his fear
Who hears our solemn vow;
And if thou art well pleased to hear,
Come down, and meet us now.

To each the cov’nant blood apply,
Which takes our sins away;
And register our names on high,
And keep us to that day.

So, how do we maintain Confident Faith alongside Gospel Action?
I would suggest 3 things: (but these are only my suggestions)
1st – by maintaining a sense of worth: remembering we are infinitely loved by an infinite God who can work in us infinitely more than we can imagine or conceive.
2nd – by maintaining a sense of proportion. We can’t do everything.
3rd  by maintaining a sense of humour. (I don’t think that needs any further comment!)

