Rekindling the faith
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Almighty and everlasting God,
increase in us your gift of faith
that, forsaking what lies behind
and reaching out to that which is before
we may run the way of your commandments
and win the crown of everlasting joy.

My text may be found in Paul’s Second Letter to Timothy, chapter 1 and verse 6: ‘I
remind you to rekindle the gift of God that is within you.’

In a week’s time, I shall be travelling back to England for a fortnight’s holiday and
my predecessor, the Revd Alan Charters, and his wife, Frances, will be staying in
our chaplaincy apartment and undertaking what for them must be the very
familiar duties of a holiday chaplain. After 1945, St Bartholomew’s was sustained
by a few faithful priests who came on holiday to make sure there were services
during the season and with the increase in folk attending our services, then to
provide a month’s cover at a time over the whole year.

Gradually, it became

obvious that the work involved required a permanent chaplain in residence and in
2006, I was appointed to that post. I am pleased to see how the work has grown
in the three years plus I’ve lived here and this summer in particular has witnessed
a burgeoning of activity with the Garden Party, Flower Festival, Concerts,
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weddings, funerals and baptisms.

No wonder then I need a break; no wonder

then I feel tired.

Burn–out is a danger for Christians. You can see the effects of exhaustion on
teachers towards the end of each increasingly hectic and demanding term. And
Christians are no different: we need to make sure we are connected to our source
of power. So feeling tired from the long summer, it was something of a shock to
read Paul’s advice to his son in Christ, Timothy that he should ‘rekindle the gift of
God that is within you’.

‘Rekindle’ is a great image. It reminds me of the time as a boy my mother taught
me how to light a coal fire. First, you had to clean the grate of the ashes from the
fire of the night before. I can still taste the acrid tang of the dust on the back of
my throat as I swept it onto a shovel then careful poured them into a galvanised
metal bucket – a plastic one in the circumstances would not have lasted long!
Then you laid a bed of screws of newspaper and sticks of wood interspersed with
pieces of firelighter on top of which was placed a layer of small pieces of coal.
Then you then lit the paper and watched as the kindling caught alight and the
heat made the coal smoke then glow. The whole process could be speeded up
with the judicious use of a newspaper spread across the top of the fire place to
cause an updraft of air to help the fire draw.

Kindling a coal fire is now a lost art given the prevalence of central heating but
the principle of maintaining a fire may be applied to our gift of faith. God has
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given us the capacity to believe; the question I ask myself is what do we have to
do to make sure the fire of faith still burns bright in our lives?

A good Protestant answer would be found in reading the Bible. The Word of God,
inspired, a source of authority, there is a real thrill to be had from reading the
Word of God and regular disciplined reading of the Bible can be a source of joy
and of energy. Just one verse from Isaiah chapter40 might encourage anyone who
is feeling particularly down at this time:
‘but those who wait on the Lord shall renew their strength,
they shall mount up with wings like eagles,
they shall run and not be weary,
they shall walk and not faint.’

(v31)

A good Catholic answer would be to come to church, to go to mass, to take Holy
Communion. There is something particularly energising about being in a sacred
place, about taking part in a sacred ritual with other believers, about being fed by
the bread and the wine, symbols or fact that Jesus Christ is present among us
sustaining us with his life and with his teaching.

A good Christian answer would be prayer, to make time to be quiet with God to
speak to him and to listen to him. Being in touch with the person you love is a
wonderful source of energy. Then how much more so when that person is God
our Father who loves us in a way greater than we can understand?
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There are many ways to be in touch, to stay in touch. Our next Bible Study in the
five weeks which run up to Easter will explore five ways in more detail than I can
do in a sermon so if you can make the time to join us, I hope you will be
pleasantly surprised.

In the meantime, I am looking forward to a holiday in the mother country, a
chance to recharge my batteries in Potters Bar and to come back reenergised to
serve you as your priest in this place.

I have spoken in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,
Amen.
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