





(11. Go and Proclaim the Good News











Draft 6 – 22/9/96 after lay review by Becky Howden, Clerical Review by Bp Lindsay Urwin and then revised in detail with Bp Geoffrey. and Star Mini-Conference comments. Revised after Mk 2 & Conference. 


<<This should not be the last talk in the course. If you are using it in the course, put it after talk 9.  Otherwise, use it for the ‘leaders and helpers’ who are preparing to lead the next Star Course, as a separate session.>>


1—Why?


When St Mark explains why Jesus called the apostles, he says:


And he went up into the hills, and called to him those whom he desired; and they came to him.  And he appointed twelve to be with him and to be sent out to preach (Mark 3:13–14� XE "Mark 3\:13–14" �).


—Now what St Mark says does not just apply to the apostles, it is for us as well.  It is one of the marvellous truths of the Christian faith that there are no ‘qualifications’ necessary to have a relationship with Jesus.  He just wants us with him.  But his second purpose for us is that we might ‘preach’, and the Greek word, keerusein has all the sense of a town crier, ie someone who goes out to tell another person’s news ... the King’s news!  As St Paul says, “For what we preach is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake” (2 Corinthians 4:5� XE "2 Corinthians 4\:5" �).


—Jesus puts his faith in, and entrusts the faith to, men and women.  As with Jesus himself, word and action go together.  Every Christian is the product of another person’s evangelistic effort: indeed usually many other people.


—Our faith, like everything that matters most deeply to us, is both something that we long to share and yet understandably find it difficult to put into words which can convey its importance to us.  Those who are deeply in love want to share that love, and yet know in their heart of hearts that there is something of that love which is a mystery too great for words.  Our Christian faith is a love affair with the God of love, who shows Himself to us in Jesus, and gives Himself to us in the overwhelming grace of His life-giving spirit.  Of course no one of us will even be able to express the wonder and the mystery of the love of God in words that are adequate to that mystery.  But Jesus himself assures us that we are to trust him, that when you do not know what to say, the Spirit will come to your aid (Luke 12:12) and St Paul, echoing the same sense of trust in God, says that when we do not know how to pray, it is the Spirit who comes to our aid, enabling us to cry out, Abba, Father.  So we must trust that God Himself will give us the words to express and share our faith, and the love which reaches out to our fellow men and women, whom God also has created in the image of His love, and with whom He longs to share His life and love.





1.1—Jesus asks us to


Jesus knew that, as human beings, we long to share the things that are most important to us, which excite us, and which shape our lives. When a baby is born, the parents announce it to the whole world, sometimes in cringe-making language!  (cf Ref Luke 15:8).  And Jesus himself asks those who are caught up into his Way to encourage others to share the journey into the fullness of life.  “I came that they may have life, and have it in all its fullness (John XX).”  For the life he shares is eternal life, a life that lasts for ever, the most wonderful life there is, the life of God himself.  That is the Good News  That is why he says so often:


Go ... to the lost sheep...' (Matthew 10:6� XE "Matthew 10\:6" �)


'Go and tell John...' (Matthew 11:4� XE "Matthew 11\:4" �)


‘Go ... and make disciples ..’ (Matthew 28:19� XE "Matthew 28\:19" �)


'Go into all the world and preach the gospel...' (Mark 16:15� XE "Mark 16\:15" �)


Then Jesus came to them and said, ‘All authority in and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of theFather and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And lo, I will be with you always, to the very end of time (Matthew 28:18–20� XE "Matthew 28\:18–20" �).


1.2—People need to hear about Jesus


Jesus puts flesh and blood on the mystery we call God.  Just as the words we speak articulate an inward thought and make it accessible – when I say ‘I love you’, I let you know my inward thought and then there is the possibility and opportunity for you to respond to it – so Jesus was called the Word made flesh.  Jesus is God made accessible.  Jesus is the agency whereby the hidden God emerges and makes himself known in a finite and sinful world.


—Because this is true, people need Jesus because they need God, and as St Augustine says, they will be restless until they discover him. Woody Allen� XE "Woody Allen" � said somewhere: ‘People long for immortality, but they don’t know what to do on a wet Saturday afternoon.’


1.3—Pass it on


Of course, because we desire to do so, this doesn’t mean that we won’t be nervous about it and wonder what we should say!  


—Think back to when you fell in love for the first time!   Didn’t you tell your best friend? When you’re in love, you can’t help yourself, you have to tell someone.  Love is for sharing!  And if you’re really in love, it’s written all over your face anyway!


—St Paul says, “Woe to me if I do not preach the Gospel” (1 Corinthians 9:16� XE "1 Corinthians 9\:16" �).  It’s as if he will burst if he doesn’t tell someone the good news about Jesus.


1.4—Your own salvation may depend on it


Note that Paul says “Woe to ME”, not “Woe to THEM”.  Paul has caught hold of the truth that somehow his own salvation is bound up with the salvation of other people.  He can’t just work about his own soul.  Because God is a Father we are in relationship with each other, and so what happens to you matters and affects me.


—St John Chysostom� XE "St John Chysostom" �, an early bishop, says something very startling:


I cannot believe in the salvation of anybody who does not care about the salvation of others�.


1.5—Because you’ll be judged by the company you keep!


If you decide to keep company with Jesus, not only will your friends make judgements about you, some of Jesus’ personality will rub off on you.  Just as Jesus strengthens us and gives us courage to speak, so he also continually reminds us of the dangers of pride in our own ‘success’ and abilities, and of a lack of sensitivity to others.  When you die you will be judged by him, and Scripture tells us that our care for others will be crucial.


2— Positive Approaches


But how can we go about this tremendous task?  However eloquent or ‘spiritual’ we may be, we can never hope to achieve God’s work on our own.  So how do we begin?


2.1—Prayer


This is a really vital point.  Prayer is at the heart of all effective Christ-centred evangelism.  Only those who make “Come Holy Spirit” their prayer can evangelise, for only God’s breath – as Scripture sometimes calls the Spirit – can bring forth God’s word. Remember that, as we saw in Talk 6, Hebrew and Greek have the same words (ruach� XE "ruach" � and pneuma� XE "pneuma" �) for breath and Spirit.  Just as only your breathing can bring forth words from your mouth, so only the breath of God within you can bring forth God’s word from your lips.


—Scripture says that only in the power of the Holy Spirit can anyone confess that Jesus is Lord (1 Corinthians 12:3� XE "1 Corinthians 12\:3" �) and only in the same power can you profess it to others.


—If you are too busy to pray, you are right – you are too busy!


—We cannot, and indeed must not, seek to proclaim the Gospel in our own strength and through our own efforts (see eg 1 Corinthians 2:3� XE "1 Corinthians 2\:3" �).  Without the Holy Spirit our words will be empty�.


—Intercession is crucial to evangelising!  How dare we talk to someone about Jesus if we have not been praying for them?  How will we know what to say, or whether it is the right moment to speak.  There are many reasons why a person may not be able at that moment to hear the Good News that Jesus loves them, and shouting doesn’t help!  We need to pray to know God’s time to speak, the kairos� XE "kairos" �� moment.


—Everyone should ‘have a little list’ of people with whom they rub shoulders each day.  When we intercede for a person we put Jesus between us and them, and we begin to see them as Jesus sees them.  Consistently pray for your friends who need to know Christ.  It can take years – we saw in talk 4 that St Monica� XE "Monica, St." �’s prayers for the conversion of her son were ‘unanswered’ for over 15 years.  But he became St Augustine� XE "Augustine, St" �, one of the greatest teachers of the Church in its entire history.  We have already seen the importance that prayer had in the life of Jesus. I think more people have been prayed into the Kingdom of God than we realise.  [Do you know who prayed you into these meetings? probably best omitted if a small group]


2.2—Presence


You are the salt of the earth. But if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trodden under foot by men. You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hid. Nor do men light a lamp and put it under a bushel, but on a stand, and it gives light to the whole house. Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven (Matthew 5:13–16� XE "Matthew 5\:13–16" �).


—Proclaiming the gospel is not just, or mainly, about our words, it is about our lives.  Love and service.  It is amazing how often the message gets through in our lives (however imperfect they seem to us) when we think that our words are getting nowhere.  How often have you heard people say: “I don’t know what it is about John, or Mary, they just seem to have something about them”.  The Spirit of God works to change our lives, but that change may be more apparent to others than it is to ourselves, for we have always to remember that the greatest saints of god are those who often thought of themselves as the greatest sinners –not that they were guilty of dramatic wickedness, but they knew how much growing they still had to do to come closer to the likeness of Christ to which they were called.  They remind us that it is our business to keep looking at Jesus, and not at ourselves. St Paul speaks of our ‘beholding in a mirror the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ, and being changed into his likeness from Glory to Glory.  When we look into a mirror, we see our own faces.  The wonderful thing about the Christian calling is that we are to look into a mirror and see the face of love, the face of Jesus Christ.


<<It might be appropriate to break with a song at this point>>


When we do get opportunities to speak, how do we go about it?


2.3—Process


One helpful approach to sharing the good news about Jesus is simply:


make a friend


be a friend


bring your friend to Christ.  


Think about how you react if you have two friends who have not met, or who know each other only slightly, but whom you would like to get to know each other better.  You bring them together.  You don’t try to force them: you know you can’t.


—We are all aware of how easy it can seem to manipulate other people for our own ends. The freedom which God gives us means that sometimes, alas, it is possible for Christians to attempt to pressurise people into sharing their faith, but faith (trust in Jesus) like the love with which it is linked, must be freely given, and as we share our faith we need to be sensitive to the freedom of others.


—Of course this does not mean that you should make friends with people simply in order to bring them to Christ!  There is far more to loving your neighbour than just evangelising him or her.  But it is a very important part.


—And of course this process is primarily a corporate activity of the whole Church.  For example, I may begin the process by making the friend, but it may be 10 years later and someone else who brings them to Christ.  I just simply play my part in the process.  When people reflect on their Christian journey they will often mention encounters and friendships which greatly influenced them years ago.


—This process also has a humility about it, and we must always remember that friendship was at the heart of Jesus’ own relationship with the disciples...  ‘I call you friends’ (John 15:15� XE "John 15\:15" �).


2.4—Persuasion


Some people imagine that Science, or Philosophy, has ‘disproved’ Christianity.  Of course this is nonsense – as everyone who has studied the subjects properly understands there are no ‘knock-down’ proofs either way (although there are some compelling arguments, see for example Does God Exist? by Prof. Richard Swinburne).  It can be important to explore with people who have genuine intellectual difficulties the points that disturb them. But equally, we must not get into long and fruitless intellectual debates when the real difficulties lie elsewhere.  When someone announces that he is leaving his wife and children and moving in with his mistress, and by the way he has discovered overwhelming intellectual objections to the Christian faith, you can at least suspect that these ‘intellectual objections’ are not the heart of the matter.  But when they are, we should deal with them sensitively.'�


—We cannot give people faith by overcoming their objections, but we can remove obstacles.  We can help people remove the weeds, so that the flowers can grow�.  


3.5—Proclamation


Having said all this, we do need to be able to bring people to hear about the Good News.  Churches, and courses like this, can be very helpful ways of achieving this.  It is often easier and ‘safer’ to bring a friend along to a talk, or a course.


—To respond to Jesus is to do exactly what the first disciples did, they took the risk of trusting Jesus when he said to them follow me, even though they did not know where that following was to lead them.  All human life, in once sense, has to be lived by faith because we can live it no other way.  We know that we were born, we know that one day we will die, but what  the shape and pattern of our lives will be no one of us really knows.  We can only step out in faith towards the future.  In an important sense, the question is not whether we have faith, but what we have faith in: money? Achievements? Sex? Beauty? Popularity? Progress?  Or the true and living God?  That is the way, and the truth, and the life, that Jesus offers. It is a life that is an eternal life, a truth which is the richest, deepest and all-encompassing truth, and a way which is a journey, not only through our earthly lives, but which leads beyond death to the vision of “the Love that made the son and other stars” “A light that once a man has seen, he can never turn away from.”  (Refs Dante).


—At some point, your friend may want to make a clear and definite conscious commitment to Christ.  There are various prayers, such as the one on the handout, that can help in this.  This is an important initial step on a journey but it is a long journey – one stretching out into joyful eternity.  If he or she has not already been baptised then they should do so, because this is God’s unique and sacramental way of bringing people into his church..  Jesus says, ‘go ... and make disciples ... baptising them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.’ (Matthew 28:19� XE "Matthew 28\:19" �).  One of the earliest Christian writings, the Didache� XE "Didache" � talks about ‘The living water bubbling away within you saying “come to the Father”’ They should also join a church, preferably their local parish Church.  Christianity is not about an isolated personal salvation.  We are united in Christ to God and to our brothers and sisters in Christ. In Talk 9 we look in more detail at the Church, what she is and what she is not.  As with every topic in this series, there is a great deal more to the Church than meets the eye, or than can be covered in a 40 minute talk.  Suffice it to say that the Church, properly understood, is an essential element in coming to a knowledge and love of God and his son Jesus Christ.


4. Persevere


Finally, we need to remember that God is very patient and very loving.  We will never see the full results of our actions in evangelism, because it is God’s work and He is working in us and through us.  


—A friend lived in a remote town in Australia for a year, and there she got to know the local doctor’s wife very well.  This woman was a devout Christian but my friend was not convinced.  Some years later my friend went on a Star Course and committed her life to Christ, and a great deal of this was due to the Doctor’s wife.  Meanwhile the Doctor’s wife had had a serious illness and was close to death.  Fortunately she recovered, and was able to hear with joy in this world from her friend about her conversion.  But she might not have done.  


—We will never know what God accomplishes through us and through our fellow-Christians. But what we do know is that Jesus Christ is ‘the same, yesterday, today and for ever’ (Hebrews 13:8) and that it is his purpose, when lifted up on the cross and lifted up into heaven, to draw all men and women to him (John 12:32).  �.


�
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� Quoted by Bishop Lindsay. REF?


� Jesus says “I tell you on the day of judgement men will render account for every careless word they utter” and the Greek word used for careless, argon means ‘sterile’  The barren word.  Words about Jesus which do not arise from prayer will not bear fruit.


� This is a Greek word meaning time, in the sense of God’s time, the right time.  A participant in the Mini-Conference asked: ‘doesn’t this negate the whole point of the Star Course?’  We think not: firstly because it seems that it is often the kairos on an Alpha course, and secondly because by equipping people to proclaim the gospel more effectively we are enabling them to seize the kairos moment.  See also Romans 10:14� XE "Romans 10\:14" � ‘...how are they to hear without a preacher?’


� Our Lay Reviewer says ‘so give some examples of good answers to these’.  Big subject, but in outline:


  a)	There is no 4simple and comprehensive Answer to the problem of suffering� XE "suffering" �.  But there seem to be three elements that we can discern:


    i)	Freewill� XE "Freewill" �.  As we saw, the purpose of the Universe seems to be that we can learn to choose to love the Lord and our Neighbours as ourselves.  Love, in the Christian sense, by definition requires freewill.  This means that we have to have the ability to choose between Good and Evil, and therefore (essentially) that at some point we will choose evil.  Much, but not all, of the suffering in the world is through evil choices.  God could only prevent this by taking away our freewill.


   ii)	Free Process� XE "Free Process" �.  In order for us to have freewill we have to live in a world with sufficient regularity that our actions have largely predictable effects.  And in order for us to be able to change the world significantly through science or medicine these regularities have to be quite deep.  As we begin to understand more about the world scientifically, we begin to see that the same underlying regularities have good and bad consequences.  For example, without genetic variations there would be no genetic development, but these are also responsible for Cancer� XE "Cancer" � and the Ebola Virus� XE "Ebola Virus" �.  The only sure human way to end all human suffering would be to wipe out humankind.


   iii)	The Redemption� XE "Redemption" � of the Cross.  As we saw  in Talk 2, the unique contribution to the ‘problem of suffering’ that Christianity offers is that God himself suffers alongside everyone who suffers.  And that he can, and has, taken all this suffering on himself and conquered it with his perfect love.  This does not mean that the suffering is not real, but that ultimately love triumphs.


  b)	Other religions� XE "Other religions" �.  Christians have never claimed that God only reveals himself through Christianity.  Plainly God revealed himself through Judaism, but also to people like Balaam� XE "Balaam" � (Numbers 22� XE "Numbers 22" �).  When Jesus says ‘I am the way, the truth and the Life’ (John 14:6) he does not mean that there is no truth anywhere except for Christians: he means that wherever and to the extent that truth is found he is there, because he is the Word (logos) of God. Remember also that the parable of the Sheep and the Goats (Matthew 25:31-46� XE "Matthew 25\:31-46" �) begins - “when the Son of man comes in glory ... before him will be gathered all the nations” which is the same word as Gentiles� XE "Gentiles" � and Heathens� XE "Heathens" �, and probably means the unbelievers in this context. Those who are justified say “Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you?” There are clearly real insights about God in all the major world religions.  But this does not mean that they are all equivalent.  The only perfect human being there has ever been, or ever will be in this life, is Jesus.  In every other teaching, truth is mixed in with error.  Once we are confronted with Christ, we really do have to choose. Do we follow Jesus, or some conquering warlord, or some philosopher?  If Jesus is who he says he is, the Son of God, then when it conflicts with other religions (and very often it agrees) his teaching is right, and the others are wrong.  If this is not so, then his teaching is fundamentally wrong.  There is no logical possibility of all religions being equally true unless they are all false.


	These are only very sketchy answers and cannot be seen as ‘Pat’.  Christianity is not a religion of easy answers: if there were easy answers Jesus would not have died in agony on the Cross.  Some may not find these satisfactory, but the alternative ‘answers’ that are presented by the World (eg that suffering is random or an illusion or all deserved, all religions are one or delusions or Jesus was wrong) seem to me to be self-evidently rubbish.


c)	Miracles� XE "Miracles" �For some people and in some situations this is a very effective way of proclaiming the Gospel.  If we lay ourselves open in prayer to God, sometimes he makes it clear that he wants us to do something and he achieves extraordinary results through it.  This is often in the area of healing: extraordinary healings through the power of God have been occurring continuously from the time of Jesus’ earthly life to the present day.  To deride these as ‘psycho-somatic’ is beside the point � of course God works through our minds and bodies.  It is the very nature of God’s faithfulness to us in the world that he creates that he works within the manyfold possibilities of the ‘Laws of Nature� XE "Laws of Nature" �’ and thus only very very rarely does something happen so extraordinary that it could not possibly be ‘explained’ by a (highly unlikely) set of ‘natural’ causes. The Resurrection is perhaps the only such event, although the feeding of the Five Thousand is a bit difficult, unless you take the line (which I do not) that it provoked ‘miraculous’ generosity.  This would not have fooled hard-bitten 1st century Palestinians even it if would have fooled naive 20th Century man.  Even the conversion of water into wine at Cana of Galilee (John 2:1-10� XE "John 2\:1-10" �) could conceivably have been achieved by God allowing a fair number of oxygen atoms in water molecules to emit Beta particles and turn into Carbon atoms.  This is highly unlikely (on currently understood laws of physics) but not impossible.  I actually think there is some circumstantial evidence (Stone water jars, Jesus telling people to stand well back) to support this.  


	But God does not generally force people to believe. The conversion of St Paul (Acts 9:1-19� XE "Acts 9\:1-19" �) is the only instance I can think of.  Far more typical is Jesus’ attitude - he could easily have convinced the Sanhedrin or Herod� XE "Herod" � (Luke 23:8-9� XE "Luke 23\:8-9" �) by a suitably spectacular miracle, but he respects people and wants them to make up their own minds. Nevertheless when wonderful healings occur it can greatly strengthen people’s faith.  Most of us are not privileged to do this, and evangelism is quite possible without working externally visible miracles� XE "miracles" � (indeed a faith that is based solely or mainly on signs and wonders is usually pretty feeble, and some miracle workers are undoubtedly charlatans.)  The only really important miracles are the Incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ, his Resurrection, and the fact that, through faith in him, we can share in his eternal life.





� But again, there is a place for a certain reticence and discernment.  When an agnostic television presenter asked an Orthodox bishop to tell him the secret of his faith, the bishop replied: “It depends whether you are asking this out of curiosity or a genuine desire to know, because if it is asked merely out of curiosity, there is no way that I can tell you.”














