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KING CHARLES THE MARTYR 18 January 2009 
Vocation and Discipleship

THERE IS PROBABLY NO GOD. NOW STOP WORRYING AND ENJOY LIFE.

No I have not lost my faith – or my marbles.   As some of you may know these words are appearing on the sides of about 800 buses in cities throughout the United Kingdom. They are an advert paid for by a group of atheists who have raised £130K to pay for the project. Mind you they are not saying anything new.   One hundred years ago, Sigmund Freud predicted the death of the idea of God and the demise of religion. This has not happened. Faith in God is alive and well. Religion flourishes. Here we are today, still gathering to worship God and claiming that the story of Jesus is somehow important for our lives. 

But  why? Why, in spite of all the counter arguments, do we still do this?  In trying to answer this question my starting point is today’s Gospel.    It is a story about vocation and discipleship. It is a story about being called and its about following Jesus.  But what does this mean for us?   Does the experience of Peter and Philip and Nathaniel and connect in any way with our experience? Because there are obvious differences between their experience and our experience.
Philip said COME AND SEE, and those who followed Jesus in the days of his flesh saw Jesus in the flesh. Can the words COME AND SEE have any meaning for us? Our experience is a different experience.   For Peter and Philip and Nathaniel the encounter with Jesus was immediate It was face to face. They heard his voice. Their eyes met his eyes. But with us it cannot help being different. Our encounter with Jesus is mediated. Separated from Jesus by 2000 years of history, there is a sense in which our encounter with Jesus can only be second hand, filtered through the pages of Scripture or through another person.   There is a sense in which it is foolish to talk about vocation  (as Paul himself pointed out) and at one level the new atheists are right. To talk about being called by God and being called to follow Jesus just does not make sense to them. But for many people, maybe for all or most of us here, it does make sense. We are drawn – called  - Sunday by Sunday to word and sacrament. The story of Jesus evokes within us a precarious vision of the possibility that there is a reality, a goodness, a grace beyond ourselves. So what is going on?

Some time ago I came across an article in a learned journal. The article itself I found incomprehensible but the title intrigued me. The title was ON KNOWING AND JUST KNOWING – knowing and ‘just knowing’. And it seemed to me that that title spelt out for me something very important, namely that there is more than one way of knowing, that there is one kind knowledge that we need to take on board so that we can pass examinations for example, or simply function as human beings in a complex world. And that there is another kind of knowing, a kind of intuitive knowing, or a knowing based upon experience, which goes beyond rational knowing. And is not THIS is the kind of knowing that informs the most important things in life, in human relationships for example. So what I am suggesting is that in our Christian discipleship we should not be afraid to trust in what we ‘just know’, that this intuitive sense of the reality of God is a trustworthy part of our experience.

Now if you are with me, or even or two steps ahead of me, you might be thinking that this preacher is getting into very dangerous territory. I agree. History is littered with stories of people who ‘just knew’ that certain things were so  - and who were quite deluded.  A mental health chaplain told me the rather sad story of two patients in a hospital ward who were very antagonistic to one another. It turned out that each one  ‘just knew’ he was Jesus – but each had enough rationality left to realise that they could not both be. 

What then is the difference between being deluded and ‘just knowing’?  Could I suggest that one criteria of knowing that the things that we ‘just know’ are true is that they are shared by many people.  I don’t know how many of you have been watching the new Friday night TV series Around the World in 80 Faiths. In it an Anglican vicar from Sussex, Peter Owen Jones, is travelling the world encountering the adherents of many different religions, Christian and otherwise. Whatever might be said about the programme (and many things might be said) one thing which stands out for me is the universality of belief in God whatever that means for each believer, certainly a belief in the transcendent. Belief in God transcends religion and cultures. Despite what the new atheists say, belief in God just will not go away. 

Within our own Christian tradition the sense of being called to worship God and follow Jesus is pervasive and communal. When I was Principal of New College my job was to look after the ordinands. In the Church of Scotland, candidates for the ministry are trained in university Faculties of Divinity But now, the number of ordinands being what they are and universities being what they are, the ordinands are greatly outnumbered in classes and seminars by other students of many different faiths and none. We think this is a good thing. As one ordinand put it to me ‘ There can be  no challenge to our faith out there in the world which we have not already met in here in the university‘

But besides this rigorous academic preparation for ministry, it is recognised that this is not enough. They need something else. From time to time, they need to go away on retreat as a group of ordinands.  They need  a space in which they do not need  to explain themselves  They need a space in which talk of vocation, of being called, is a commonly shared  language for a mutually recognised experience.

I am not suggesting for one moment that  it is only ordinands who  are called.  We are all called by a grace which comes from beyond ourselves. We are all summoned to explore, to live in, to live out, the mystery of Jesus. We can only do so when we say Yes to those things which we ‘just know’ .Can I suggest that this is precisely what we do Sunday by Sunday as we gather together around word and sacrament. As individuals the vision may sometimes be quite precarious. But in our common worship   we realise that that this precarious vision is  one which we share with many other people. And so we take courage and live our lives in the conviction that there almost certainly is a God and that we encounter this God most securely in the story of Jesus.

Oh, and maybe someone should tell them - belief in God and the enjoyment of life often go together very well.

