St Peter’s Church    2nd March, 2014  Sunday before Lent
Does your car run on faith?

If not, what else does it need?

Churches and other faith communities were delighted by research which, I am told, produced a car that would run on faith.  It was spoken of as the very latest evidence of ‘the glory of God’, shown, in this instance, in the glory of a motor car. The Churches were aiming to show it off in Bournemouth’s forthcoming “Wheels” festival in May ~ that would be ‘one in the eye’ for the atheists!

There was great excitement when a prototype was produced for testing.  The driver got in and was told that if you said, “Thank God”, the car started and would increase speed with more “Thank God”s!  
It sounded good ~ after all, isn’t faith and gratitude what the world needs more of? ~ so ~ very good to encourage them!  Oh, and to slow or stop you said, “Amen”.  Easy ~ and brilliant! ~ the glory of God shining forth in a car!
So the test drive began.  “Thank God”, said the driver, and off it went; and all went smoothly until he reached a hill.  It took quite a few “Thank God”s to get the car to make it up the hill, but, once over the top, it positively whizzed down the other side ~ indeed, a little too fast:  “Amen”, said the driver.  Nothing happened.  The car gathered speed even more as it went downhill.  “Amen!!”, said the driver again, more sharply. Nothing.  And he saw a cliff approaching at a hair-pin bend, with the car now going far too fast to make it safely round the corner.  He positively yelled, “Amen!!!”, and, in the nick of time, the car shuddered to a halt, front wheels already over the precipice.  The driver wiped his brow, “Phew! Thank God!  …… Aghhh”
After his funeral, it was agreed that production of the once-glorious faith-car would proceed no further.

You need more than just faith to run cars.
Faith and a show of glory don’t get you very far by themselves, there has to be a lot of hard work going on under the bonnet!

So it is with our readings today.  There is a lot of talk about ‘the glory of the Lord settling on Mount Sinai’, in the passage from Exodus; but after all the pyrotechnics, with fire belching out of a cloud-covered mountain, the result was God giving the ten commandments to Moses, & making it clear that God’s glory had a down-to-earth moral aspect to it ~ that is, the way you treated other people, and all life on earth, mattered.  And did the people of God immediately respond with enthusiasm?  They did not.  Rather, Moses discovered that, whilst he was talking with God up the mountain, the people had been up to all kinds of things ~ read the story for yourselves!  Glory is very easily lost, or turned upside-down, by unlovely human behaviour.
Now, don’t misunderstand me, this is not leading to a guilt-trip!  Most of us don’t need that; and the church has somewhat  ‘gone to town’, unhelpfully, on guilt in the past.  

We don’t need more guilt; but we do need both realism and hope, and ‘the glory of God is about both’.  In his second letter, which x read to us, Peter refers to God as, “the majestic Glory”, and my suggestion to you is that God’s majesty is that of a servant-King and God’s glory is deeply rooted in relationships of mutual respect, in which justice and mercy balance each other.
That’s why I am so very pleased that we are opening our church building on alternate Monday evenings to offer hospitality to the homeless.  That’s also why the work of our nightclub chaplaincy is at the core of what it is to be ‘church’ here in the town centre ~ it’s not really an optional extra, for those who like that sort of thing (like the chess- club in schools!), it is central to the living-struggling with moral issues Glory of God.  I know you will welcome very warmly our new Nightclub Chaplain, Kenny Mitchell, when he comes to preach here, to start off Lent for us, next Sunday.  He will be commending to you, as I do, our Lent Study Groups, for exploring faith, based around these Sunday scriptures ~ but Kenny knows very well, as we do, that all our group discussions will be just so much hot air unless they help God to change our lives and our town centre for the better.
Transfiguration is the ‘name of the game’.  And our Gospel story, in which Jesus is transfigured, in front of Peter, James and John, gives us a wonderfully evocative picture of his will for each of us, and for his whole creation.  It may be that this is a misplaced resurrection appearance; but, if it is, it’s not depicting resurrection as like flicking a switch, as in switching-on a light in a dark room, and suddenly, as if by magic, it’s all changed.  No.  The resurrection of Jesus came after his crucifixion, and so the transfiguration is an invitation to engage, with hope, but also with resilient determination, in the moral struggle for God’s goodness to prevail.  Indeed, no sooner are the disciples down the mountain than they are embroiled in disputes about what goodness actually is in practice!  It wasn’t easy for them either!
In other words, lest we are tempted to think otherwise, the ‘glory of God’ is not just a fireworks show ~ wonderful divine entertainment! (and then go inside, to go back to being exactly as we were before the display).  Rather, God’s glory is only seen, enduringly, in love-in-action.  Indeed, it is the integrity and focussed love of a person that means we can sometimes see a certain radiance about them; because moral goodness shows, more clearly than anything else, the deep passion of God, in God’s very being, for justice, peace and healing.  Therein lies our hope:  not that we are made to live that way, and sometimes fail, and often have to start again; no, that’s just a fact of life!  Rather, our hope lies in the very nature of God, as ‘loving-kindness’, who is always ahead of us, and leading, beckoning and persuading us forward, towards greater goodness than we had ever thought possible.
Bishop John Taylor got it right in his poem, Lent:

Jogging blind through winter’s leaflessness

We must last out this marathon of rain and cold,

Though grime gathers under the grey duress

And faith is grown old.

Give back our springtime so the first petals’ pink

Falls like alleluias through the melting air,

Deep in the loose loam let the gnarled roots drink

And clenched ferns open to the sun in prayer.
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