Evensong Reflection: 5th Feb 2017
Readings: Isaiah 58.1-9a, p 744; Psalm 112.1-9, p 614 (or p 494 Prayer Book); Matthew 5.13-20, p 969

Theme: Religious ritual is not enough; actions speak louder than words

Aren’t we good?  We’ve all turned out of bed early to get to 8 o’clock/we’ve torn ourselves away from our afternoon’s activities to come to 8 o’clock/evensong to worship God.  So we can tick that off, we’ve done our duty.

Ouch.  That’s not quite it, is it?  Although if we’re honest are we here out of a sense of duty?  Or are we here because the nice quiet services make us feel good?  Or because we feel our fix of religion will set us up for the week?  All very acceptable reasons for coming out on a (wet?) Sunday.  But is that enough?  Not if we look at our readings this morning/tonight.  

In our reading from Isaiah the Israelites were being berated because their religious ritual – fine and valid though it might be – was just not enough for God.  Isaiah actually describes it as rebellion.  They may have been seeking God day after day with their fasting and religious ceremonies, but they were not living out their faith in practice in their daily lives.

No, says God.  It’s not enough.  On the days of fasting they ended up quarrelling with each other and even striking each other with wicked fists.  That’s not the sort of fast God wants.

He tells them he wants them to loose the cords of injustice, untie the cords of the yoke, set the oppressed free, share their food with the hungry, provide the wanderer with shelter, clothe the naked – all actions that are a far cry from perhaps skipping a meal for a fast only to make up for it with the next meal, going to the synagogue or temple and uttering a few prayers and maybe even sacrificing an animal.  

When Jesus talks about the salt of the earth losing its saltiness, he is echoing the message of Isaiah and getting at the Pharisees who are so busy with their religious rituals, fast days and petty laws that they never look outside their doors and see the hungry and homeless.

But what about us?  Are we any better?  We live in a very nice area and all have very nice homes to which we are only too happy to invite our nice friends and relatives round for meals or drinks.  But what about the homeless or the drug addicts, would we really be willing to welcome them through our doors?  

The pussy lovers of Seer Green and Jordans just could not wait to go to Chorleywood a couple of months’ ago to meet James Bowen and his now famous street cat Bob.  But would we have been so keen to turn out on a dark November night to see him when he was a drug addict sleeping rough on the streets of London?  I doubt it.  

I was very struck that, despite his new-found comfort and fame, he still makes a point of talking to any street person he meets and finding out their stories. Would I do so?  No.  How often do I go up to London and walk straight past those sleeping rough on the streets not giving them much more of a glance than the shop windows under which they sleep?  I might even have walked past James Bowen in the past.  It’s so much easier to throw a bit of money at the charities that help the homeless and down and outs telling myself that it is better to leave it to the professionals.  

I may put on fancy robes and lead services and preach but I’m really no better than the Pharisees Jesus so much despised.  

So this morning’s/tonight’s readings really are a challenge to us in our comfort zones.  What does God want us each to do to provide shelter for the homeless, food for the starving and to set the oppressed free?  How he wants each of us to re-act individually is a matter for private prayer and discussion with our loved ones.  

Some of our congregation do, I know, go and work with charities that provide help to the homeless and destitute.  Others help with those who are sick or lonely.  We may not be in a position to go and individually help set the oppressed free, but we can support campaigns to put right the injustices in our world.  

On our doorsteps are many people living in our villages on their own or in need of some practical help, and it may be that God is calling us to spend more time with those people.

Whatever it is, it is those practical outworkings of our faith that will speak much louder than any words we may express to tell people about our faith.  That does not mean that we should keep quiet about it either.  If asked, we must respond that we love other people because God loved us first.  It may be that God wants us to speak out for him or at least give someone a card inviting them to our guest services, Alpha or Just One.

Today’s/Tonight’s readings really are a challenge.  And an uncomfortable one.  But we can take comfort from the words of our Psalm.  If we do as Christ commands and go and do good deeds sharing food with the hungry, providing shelter for the homeless, clothing for the naked, and helping people get out of the chains of injustice, we will be blessed.  And as we show forth that light for Christ, we will discover how generous he is to those who love him and keep his commandments.  

We will not have to fear when the going is rough, because God will give us strength.  And above all we will have his peace.

May God bless us as we contemplate what our re-action should be to the challenges of this morning’s/tonight’s readings.  

Let us pray:

Dear Lord

We thank you for all the luxuries you have given us and for the lovely homes we have in such a nice area.  We admit that too often we ignore the homeless, the hungry, the refugee, those without adequate clothing, and those suffering from injustice.  Please make us more open to their needs and help us to know how we as individuals should be helping them.

In Jesus’ name we ask this.  Amen.

(7 mins)
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