Head and Heart

10th Sunday in Ordinary Time

Related Readings:

Genesis 12: 1- 9, Psalm 33: 1 - 12, Romans 4: 13 - 25
Matthew 9; 9 - 13, 18 - 26

On the Right Road?

Today’s story of God’s invitation to Abraham to move on for himself, his family and his
people and the subsequent difficulties he encountered on the way, has a special meaning
for me. It did for Jesus too, as the gospel reading shows. From the beginning of his ministry
right through to the Cross, he lived and taught a way of faith in God, his Father. That way,
he said was not through sacrifices and special vows of obedience, but by supreme love,
kindness and caring. He made that clear to Matthew. His teaching about faith in God
started with John Baptist. Together they called people to real ‘life in the Spirit’. It begins
with being personally ‘right with God’ through ‘being changed - getting rid of the excess,
unworthy and unnecessary baggage of living and putting love for God, who is LOVE, at the
centre of everything. The ‘religious’ were amazed to see Rabbi Jesus not just talking to a
taxman like Matthew, but sharing friendship and hospitality with him! He also teaches us
the ever-contemporary relevance of his Faith-Way as we still face even more disturbing
issues of racial and cultural difference. In the Jericho community where trade was
prominent with riches and poverty apparent on opposite sides of the same street, having
Matthew on board was a huge statement of God’s way of understanding, forgiving love. It
was also an extraordinary challenge to Matthew himself. He had previously accepted how
being a ‘go-between’ for people’s wealth provided easy opportunities to ‘make a bit on the
side’ - to become rich. Surely, people would ask, ‘Who is he to speak to us about living
simply and giving to the poor. Is Jesus bengefitting too?’

Jesus could have ignored those issues, but they were important for learning the nature of
‘faith in God.” As the prophets had taught, the secret of national and personal success
and right living was to have God at the centre of everything. It was not first a matter of
rules, rituals and sacrifices but of knowing God in the best ‘father and child’ relationship.
This, of course, is the heart of the gospel. I hear Jesus saying, ‘It is the active, working,
sacrificing love of God which brings you to eternal life as you believe him and live his way.
Outcastes are far closer to me than 'respectables’ It’s they who need me most!!’

While religious practices are still dominant — even sometimes divisive - in many aspects
of Christian life and worship, we do still need them to aid our devotion to God. However,
they must never be a substitute for real trust in God, our true father, and forever, forgiving,
friend. Apostle Paul learned this in a dramatic conversion experience on the road near
Damascus. Multitudes have followed him ever since, bringing Spirit-renewal for
themselves and for others. Notably, we often remember others, like Saul from Tarsus who
have greatly influenced friends and changed Church history. Martin Luther for example
while ritually climbing the Lateran staircase in Rome, acknowledging that being right with
God was not a matter of climbing stone steps on your knees, but by ‘faith alone’ - a living,
trusting, obedient, sharing of life with God. Then came ‘Reformation’ across Europe!!



Charles Wesley had a similar awareness during a stormy crossing of the Atlantic on the
way home from a disappointing work in America, as did his brother John in a meeting
house at Aldersgate in London. Many in the established church regularly discover varied
expressions of this Spirit renewal as they reach out to God in Jesus, like trusting children
seeking to prove him true to his word. That was the faith which began with Abraham,
and why Paul gives such prominence to the story!

I note that Abraham’s story is not one of easy success throughout his journey. In fact it
was a way of many challenges and changes, successes and failures, sacrifices and
heartbreaks, but he travelled along it by faith in God, to build a people of faith through
whom God would show his loving grace to save the whole, trusting world. We share that
way. The faith and the trusting is often hard, but grows and is strengthened along the way,
as Abraham discovered - and like so many others, Pamela and I learned. Among many,
but now declining, bundles of papers and diaries in my study there is one more half-started
book with the title, 'The Abraham Way.’ It relates a somewhat traumatic experience of
serving Christ in war-disrupted Sierra Leone.

It begins rather like the Abraham story, with the call of God to ‘leave home and country’.
While living in Cumbria we enjoyed crossing the border to walk in the Northumberland
area along the South Tyne river, a few miles south of Hadrian’s Wall, near Featherstone -
a place where I often felt the jumbled emotions of previous inhabitants - the hopes,
dreams, fears and awful memories of the seventy thousand German officers whose war
experience ended there in Camp 18. I also heard the voice of God there - I want you to
go to another country - to return to West Africa.” What seemed impossible became reality,
but in a very different way to our imagining - not least because of war and its effect on
life in the church and society in general. Whilst we had memorable moments and
friendships, for the most part, everything seemed to go wrong. On reflection we were able
to see it in terms of Abraham faced with the challenge of sacrificing his son Isaac - it was
not a call to service so much as a challenge to learn the true meaning of faith. Our painful
decision to resign coincided with a letter from a dear friend and ex-colleague telling us of
his prayerful, sleepless nights, compelling him to tell us God wanted us ‘home’. The day
we left the town of Koidu, the gold-digging stopped, as the majority of its people were
busy celebrating the Muslim festival of Eid Al-Adha which marks Abraham’s obedient faith
in offering Isaac as a sacrifice and God’s rewarding of his faith with a substitute lamb! The
Lord had taken him to the far end to learn true faith. Of course, for us there was much
more faith-testing still to come - and is still coming!! Faith-rewarding too!! One day
our whole story will be made clear and we shall fully understand, but for now it is enough
to follow the ‘Abraham Way’ - believing and (mostly) obeying.

A Prayer with Psalm 33 in mind.

Lord, the deep questions of who? where? when? how?
why? flash like red warning signs on my life’s highway;

help me to hold on to your sure word - amber and green
flashes of memory - reminding me that my way is
always on the atlas of your truth and love.

I have so much more to learn and understand of you and your planned ways for me.
May each winding lane and every wrong turning be for me a faith-learning route.
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