Sermon 27.3.11 3rd of Lent. Ex 17. 1-7, Rom 5. 1-11, John 4. 5-42 Faith
The lectionary is the book that lists all the readings for each day of the year, and it can sometimes seem as if its compilers have invented a sort of game that they play with those who are preaching. It’s called ‘Spot the Connection’ and is designed to challenge preachers to see what links they can find between the Old Testament, the Epistle and the Gospel. Sometimes it’s obvious but at others it seems impossible and I have visions of compilers sniggering to themselves and saying, ‘Ha! Got you there!’ Of course it doesn’t really matter if you can link them, it’s just rather satisfying. So I was delighted when I discovered that I could join up all today’s readings even though I am not sure if my joins were exactly what the compilers had in mind. It would depend whether they had read a book by Gerard Hughes. There are a number of Christian writers whose work I particularly value and when I say writers I don’t mean theologians although some of them may be but rather those people who write for ordinary Christians in ways that are accessible and comprehensible: who deal with the reality of what it means to be an average person attempting to make sense of their faith in a complicated and challenging world and who have authenticity because they too have encountered what we encounter. Gerard Hughes, a Jesuit priest, is one of them and his book God of Surprises is one I return to quite often. I know how important it has been to me by the significant number of passages that I have underlined. The essence of the book is to do with the search for what Hughes calls the buried treasure that lays within us all, the treasure being a knowledge of God that, once found, transforms individuals and communities. But the first part of the book is predicated on the work of a man called von Hugel who examined how people develop in religious or faith terms by considering the needs and activities of the three main stages of human development; infancy, adolescence and adulthood and showing how religious growth must also take account of these stages which he called the institutional, the critical and the mystical. 
In infancy our needs are primarily for food, warmth, protection and affection and our activities are concerned with physical movement and sense impressions. Our energies are directed to learning to walk and talk in a safe environment and we learn about our world through what our eyes, ears, taste and touch tells us. We take what we experience at face value. Of course children ask questions, which parent has not played the 

‘Why?’ game to infinity and beyond, but it is as we enter adolescence that we become increasingly aware of the complexity of the world and the contradictions that it throws up. We start to question much of what as infants and small children we had taken for granted. Our activities may take us to some risky places as we stretch the boundaries to see how far we can go as we try to make sense of the world and ourselves. The characteristic of adulthood is a growing awareness of our inner consciousness, of the complexity of feelings and emotions within us, particularly as revealed to us through our encounters and relationships with others. We become more conscious of the hopes and despairs, sadness and joy, certainties and doubts that are intrinsic to our inner world but also somehow mysterious. We gain a greater realisation that this inner world is what differentiates each of us from the other and is unique to ourselves. 
Our religious development follows the same pattern. In an ideal world, as children, we should be introduced to the great stories of the bible, to Jesus’s story and to an understanding of God that is simple enough for us to accept and understand, a God who loves and protects us. We also learn the basics of moral behaviour – what is wrong or right. Children will generally accept what they are told as the truth and this acceptance is a necessary base upon which in due time the child will learn to ask questions. Perhaps inevitably in adolescence we will challenge what we have been told as children as we seek to find our own meaning for existence. We may and indeed should question, criticize, and theorize about our own experiences in relation to what we have been told. We become aware of the paradoxes that exist such as why does a loving God allow suffering? In this critical stage we need people of faith who are prepared to take on those questions, allowing them to be asked and having something to say in reply. And then as adults as we find our inner lives, the mystical part of us, and we come to learn that this is where God is to be found – that it is within each of us that he draws us to him and this can be both frightening and fascinating as we develop our own spirituality. It is a life long journey but we gradually discover that God is experienced from within rather than presented from without and is loved and lived rather than theorised about, that God is at the end a mystery but a knowable mystery.
It should be said that these stages do not happen to the exclusion of each other. So for instance the need for affection in the infant is still a need for the adolescent and adult, the need to question and explore is just as necessary to the adult as the adolescent. Equally, the child may have the beginnings of the critical or the adolescent the mystical, it is simply that the primary feature of each stage is differently focused. However while acknowledging that it is necessary to retain elements of each stage it is also the case that there are dangers if we stay fixed in there and this may have nothing to do with our chronological age. It is possible to be stuck in religious infancy or adolescence even in old age.
And it seemed to me that as long as the analogy isn’t pushed too far, that what links our three readings corresponds roughly to these three stages of religious development.
Take the Israelites in the wilderness. Not for nothing perhaps were they called the children of Israel.  Through their desert journey they were generally content when they were fed and watered and when Moses was telling them where to go and what to do. Such questions as they asked were not of a deep and philosophical nature but more to do with where their next meal was coming from or demands to know why Moses had brought them into the desert to die when they had really been quite comfortable in Egypt. The problem with this infant- like stage is that because it answers our basic needs it allows us to become passive. We may faithfully attend services and listen to the church’s moral and doctrinal teaching but if we do not question or critique what we hear we will never be able to own our faith – it will always be second hand. It can also make us deeply fearful of change. We want things as they are because that is where we are comfortable and unchallenged. The problem is that in the past and still in some churches those in authority become complicit in keeping people as children. By calling this state being humble, loyal and faithful it can be difficult for those who want to move on and ask their own questions as they fear to seem arrogant, disloyal and unfaithful. We might remember that the Inquisition arose from a desire of the church for conformity not criticism.
If we move on to the woman at the well I see her as being more in the adolescent stage. It certainly seems as if she had pushed a few boundaries but perhaps we could view her series of relationships as attempts to find some answers in her search for meaning and affirmation. When she meets Jesus she is able to both question and challenge and equally he is prepared to answer her questions, challenge her in turn and draw her into a deeper understanding of faith. It is I believe meet, right and our bounden duty to ask questions about religion. If we don’t it not only leaves us in the simplistic understanding of infancy but also calls into question how much our faith matters and therefore how much relevance it really has to everyday life. No one should ever be afraid to ask questions and explore their faith. This is why reading what others have written and studying the Bible either alone or in groups is of such infinite value. And also why none of us when asked what may seem to us a simple question should do anything other than treat it with seriousness and respect, the more so as increasingly we will encounter those who do not have even a basic understanding of Christianity.

And so what about Paul and his letter to the Romans?  It can sometimes seem as if Paul takes the relative straightforwardness of the Gospel message and makes it complicated and certainly some of the theology he expresses in Romans is a far cry from the beautiful simplicity of the Beatitudes. But as he himself says, ‘When I became an adult I put away childish things.’ Paul did not move straight from his conversion to his writing and teaching. We know there were several years during which we can assume he was asking questions, thinking, praying and coming to terms with the change in himself. His letters show that he never stopped asking questions but they also demonstrate a profound awareness of the inner life, of the importance of discovering who we are and of finding the richness of Christ that dwells within us. His life is rooted in prayer which is the most important work for all of us seeking to develop our spiritual life. 
I am of course extremely biased but I think that here at King Charles we are doing reasonably well by Gerard Hughes reckoning. There is a great deal of the love and care that the child in us needs. This provides a firm base upon which we are able to ask questions and explore our faith safely and be open about our doubts and anxieties. And prayer is becoming an increasingly important part of our corporate life. All this has combined to make us more willing to accept change when it occurs and to look beyond these four walls. This does not mean that we should be complacent or smug but rather thank God for what he is doing in, through and among us.
Amen.
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