30 August 2026 Sermon Matthew 16.21-28, Romans 12.9-21
Sailing through life?

There’s a great deal in both our readings today. I want to focus on just 2
elements - Jesus telling his friends to follow him on the way of the cross Slide
and to deny themselves, inviting them to lose their lives for his sake so that they
might find it; and Paul, writing to the Roman Christians listing the many ways in
which they are to demonstrate that their love for one another is genuine.

SlideThere’s been much in our news this week about the devastating floods in
Nepal. Some of our members have worked in Nepal. Also, as you know, we
have many Nepalese here in Reading, retired Gurkhas and their families. What
must it be like for them, I wonder? One of the things that comes across when
there are major disasters of this kind is that human beings quite naturally deny
themselves in order to reach and rescue survivors, perhaps working round the
clock, without taking much thought for their own safety. Because of their efforts
many survivors are pulled out of, in the case of Nepal, the mud. And it’s almost
as though the rescuers feel that they are getting their own life back when they
do this. We humans know what it is to forget about ourselves when faced with
the dire needs of others.

Jesus’ words to his disciples are not of course addressing only how we might
behave in a crisis, but about our general way of life. So I want us to consider
Paul’s words about this costly way of life. I've divided what he says into 2 halves.
Slide 1'd like the left hand side of the church to read out the first half from the
screen as though addressing those opposite and then the right hand side to do
the same with the second half. Now pause and reflect on how you feel about
hearing those words addressed to you. Paul sets the bar quite high, doesn’t he?
How ready are you to practise all those virtues he lists? What might it mean to
deny yourselves in order to do this?

Now, I want to suggest that we do indeed have to practise those things. But at
the same time noting an added dimension to this pattern of behaviour. Unlike
Paul, Jesus does not lay down what we might call Christian ethics. The nearest
we get to it is in the sermon on the mount when rather that giving instructions,
Jesus describes as ‘Blessed’ those who behave in certain ways. His main
instruction is ‘Follow me’. We follow a person rather than a set of rules or
instructions, and if we consider what Jesus is like we notice his complete trust in
God and in God’s work in a through him. His yoke is easy, he’s relaxed, he’s
surrendered his life long before it’s taken from him at his crucifixion. He invites
his followers, us, to the same kind of trust and surrender. Yes, we practise
Christian behaviour as listed by Paul, whilst at the same time growing in a sense
that everything doesn’t depend on us. We practise letting go. In that difficult
last verse of our Romans passage - Vengeance is mine, says the Lord, Do good
and it will heap burning coals on the heads of your enemies, Paul is telling us to



leave space for God to sort out life’s tougher challenges. We don't have to do it
all ourselves. Paul, too, recognises the need to surrender.

A few years ago one of our friends took us out on the Norfolk Broads in her
sailing boat. Slide She switched on the engine and after some spluttering we
set off, the engine chugging away. Once we reached a more open stretch of
water she switched off the engine and the sails took over. Suddenly everything
was very quiet as the sails unfurled, and the movement of the boat was different
as the sails responded to the wind. It was as though she was suddenly alive. I
wasn’t so aware of Lorie using the rudder, though I guess she must have been.
We glided effortlessly through the water. It struck me that the shift from engine
to sails was rather like the movement is us as we stop trying too hard and relax
into God at work in and through us; almost like the difference between walking
and flying.

Today in our church calendar we remember someone who both lived and wrote
about this difference - John Bunyan, the 17t century author of Pilgrim’s Progress
and Grace Abounding. Slide Bunyan led an active, outdoor life, first as a tinker
and also, after his conversion, as an itinerant preacher. He struggled with an
acute sense of his sinfulness which felt like a heavy burden, one which he took
to Jesus on the cross. He didn't fully trust that he had been forgiven and worked
hard at his faith in order to put things right. He was relying on his engine, to
use the boat analogy. Then words from 1 Corinthians came to him, ‘My grace is
sufficient for thee’ and that's when he was truly free, but in an extraordinary
way. This active outdoor Christian spent the next 12 years in prison because he
was a dissenter and therefore a possible threat to Charles 2 and the Restoration.
It was in prison that he started to write. Because his own life had involved
moving around he saw our following Jesus as being like that of a pilgrim on a
journey, having many adventures and dangerous encounters on the way. The
account draws on his own experiences of doubt, depression, temptation, trying
too hard, but also the grace that Christian, the hero of Pilgrim’s Progress,
receives at critical moments. Hence ‘Grace Abounding’ the sequel to Pilgrim’s
Progress’. In a very real way Bunyan had lost his life and yet found it again.
Through grace he discovered his sails. The result was an explosion of creativity,
expressed through writing.

Pilgrimage is popular again and it’s a great analogy for our own journey through
life with all its ups and downs as we follow Jesus. (This morning we welcome
back our pilgrims from Taize) Our readings this morning encourage us to
practise genuine love in our relationships with others whilst at the same time
surrendering self reliance so that like Bunyan we might experience ‘grace
abounding’ as gradually we rely less on our engine and more on God’s breath to
fill the sails of our life.
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