A sermon by Canon Maggie Guite
Bible Sunday                          23rd October 2016
Romans 5.1-6                          Luke 4.16-24

When I opened my copy of the Church times this week, an insert fell out. Well, of course, that always happens – it’s one of the annoying features of modern life – the amount of extraneous advertising you have to pick up and throw away. At least now we’re allowed to put the ‘window envelopes’ into recycling, without having to make the effort to tear the little windows out!
But this time, I didn’t just throw the envelope away – I could see. Through the window, that it was from the Bible Society, which is  something that interests me; so I opened it, and I found that their special appeal for this Christmasis to support Bible-based  trauma-healing groups which  cousel  for Syrian Refugee Children in the Lebanon and Jordan.
Well, you might think of some highly religious countries, soaked in the message of Christianity  (perhaps the Bible belt of America) - or you might think of Bethlehem, where it all began. Surely the children of Bethlehem know the Christmas story? – after all, it’s what draws so many visitors to their city, and fuels cottage industries in olive-wood carving, and such- like.

Yet, this year, Bible Society’s special appeal for Christmas is to support  the work they’re doing – which is, in itself, support for local churches – in presenting to the children of Bethlehem the Christmas message. Around 30 nativity shows, with Jesus at their heart, are being put on in churches in Bethlehem and its environs, and, as one priest said: ‘It’s the best thing the children get this Christmas.’

You can read about this work in the Bible Society magazine that’s pinned up on one of the free-standing boards in the Narthex, and you can give to help it, next week, when Bible Society is our charity of the month.

Why do the children of Bethlehem need to hear the Christmas story? Well, it’s partly because the population of Christians there has gone from being 80% of the population in 1947 down to 30% today; and it’s also, of course, because all the inhabitants of Bethlehem, Christian and Moslem live under such pressure and difficulty. The conflict between Israelis and various Palestinian groups, including Hamas, the separation wall, the encroachment of settlements on the West Bank, the fragile state of the Palestinian economy, the daily difficulties of work, of getting to hospital, and all the rest of it, make this an extremely hard place to live. And  particularly, perhaps, for indigenous Christians. They need all the patience and comfort  that the Word of God in Scripture can give, and their children need to have it alive in their hearts, to help them face an uncertain and a frightening future.
Those words I’ve just used – patience and comfort – were taken from the first part of the Epistle reading we had today. St Paul wrote;:Whatsoever things were written aforetime were written for our learning; that we through patience and comfort of the Scriptures might have hope.’ (Romans 15.4).The word ‘patience’ in this context doesn’t mean exactly what it usually means today , a quality of calmness in waiting. Rather, it means ‘perseverance’ or ‘endurance’. So the Bible, Paul is saying, is the mainstay of Christian perseverance, as well as a source of comfort: and those two things together give hope.

And isn’t hope exactly what people need in harsh circumstances, like those faced by the people of Bethlehem?... But isn’t also what we all need? In these dark days of winter we have a symbol of the darkness  - of fear, of dread, of meaningless and depression  - which can so easily swamp people in our own society, too. We  all need a source of solid hope, and a mainstay for perseverance in living life as it should be lived, in the face of all difficulties.

Today is traditionally called ‘Bible Sunday’, because of the Collect for the day – ‘Blessed Lord, who has caused all holy Scriptures to be written for our learning: Grant that we may in such wise read, mark, learn and inwardly digest them, that by patience and comfort of thy holy Word, we may embrace and ever hold fast the blessed hope of everlasting life, which thou hast given us in our Saviour Jesus Christ.’

That picture of someone ‘reading, marking , learning and digesting’ the Scriptures could sound very calm and studious – a matter of serene reading in a religious setting. But, in fact, Archbishop Cranmer who compiled our prayer book,  links  both that collect, and St Paul’s words about comfort and hope, with a passage from St  Luke’s Gospel about times of extreme  suffering  - a passage which may be partly about the Fall of Jerusalem which Jesus predicted

 ( terrible  and very cruel event, which actually happened 40 years after the crucifixion), partly about the forthcoming persecution of Christians, partly about all the kinds of anguish and disaster which recurrently and continuously afflict the world, and partly about the Last Days.
And, in the midst of all these things, Jesus says, his words will not pass away. So, when we think of Bible reading, Bible learning, and people taking the Scriptures to heart (‘digesting them’), perhaps we should think more about the extreme situations that many have to face, and less about quiet perusal of the Bible in calmness.

And the truth of it is that those of us who live in peaceful places and less challenging circumstances very often take the Bible more for granted, and pay it less attention, than our brothers and sisters who live amidst stress, poverty and disaster. They want Bibles more than we seem to do; they will walk for miles to get a Bible, or pay painfully by instalments to buy one. The comfort of God’s word in the Scriptures seems, to a large extent, to mean more to them.

I’m generalising, of course. But the Bible Society can tell many, many stories of the joy – real joy – which possession of a Bible brings in less privileged places than ours; whilst surveys show that in countries such as Britain, even many churchgoers don’t ever read the Bible at home, even though they probably own several copies.

But we all need comfort, we all need perseverance, we all need hope. Perhaps we have something to learn from believers in war-torn countries, refugees and extremely poor people, who know that it’s not just material things they need, but something which will bring them those wonderful gifts – hope, endurance and comfort.

And these are gifts, too, which we would surely wish to share with others. So, making the Bible come alive is something we need to do not only for ourselves, but also for our culture.

I started by talking about how the Bible Society is supporting nativity presentations in Bethlehem, so that children should know. In this country, too, Bible Society is behind innovative ways of reaching out to children, so the message of  the Scriptures isn’t entirely lost to our culture. And one of those ways of making the content of the Bible known is through something  which St Mark’s is joining-in with: the presenting of ‘Open the Book’ assemblies in our local primary school.

Just as in Bethlehem, through  engaging drama and reading of the Bible stories, presented by church members, children all over the country are being introduced  to the great treasure which the Scriptures are. And the whole organisation behind it, which trains, resources, and encourages the teams from local churches, is part of Bible Society and its work.

On this Bible Sunday, I ask you to consider the place of the Bible in your own life: do you turn to it  regularly enough, learn from it, digest it into your life, so that it can  be a true source of comfort and hope in affliction, and a mainstay for your perseverance in faith? And, if not, what would help and encourage you to do so? Let me know if there’s anything St Mark’s  could do to help you more.
And I also ask you to remember, next week, when our collections will be in aid of Bible Society, to give generously so that people all over the world, in our own secularised culture, and far away, in difficult places like Bethlehem, and in places  where the church is growing rapidly (like China, and believe it or not, Algeria, for example), may have the joy of owning and reading  their own Bibles. May they and we experience (as Paul prayed at the end of the Epistle reading)  the God of hope filling us with all joy and peace in believing, so that we may abound in Hope, through the power of the Holy Spirit.  (Romans 15,13)
