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28th August 2022
Luke 14.1,7-14
Hebrews 13.1-8, 15-16
Never cease to love
Minister: 
 
For the Word of God in scripture
All: 

For the Word of God among us
Minister: 
 
For the Word of God within us
All: 

Thanks be to God. Amen

Do you ever read a book or listen to a piece of music and it’s good.  By and large it’s good.  Yet, there is a twist in the storyline, or one particular song from the musical that just shines brighter than anything else the author or composer offered you.  A sparkling moment.


Well, when I think of the book of Hebrews, it is chapter 13 that strikes me like that.

This is a mysterious book of the bible in that we don’t really know who either wrote it or read it.  It’s called Hebrews because it has so many references to the Jewish scriptures that we just presume its original readers were from the Hebrew tradition.  And up to now it's all been quite formal and measured, seeking to promote and celebrate Jesus as the one who fulfils all those ideals and longings found in the Jewish Scriptures.

And then there’s chapter 13.  It feels a little as if it has been added on, maybe even from a different author.  It certainly reads like the words of a final exhortation, which was a tradition of letter writing in those days.  You rounded off your letters with some final passages like this, summary paragraphs that sort of drew together all that’s been said so far.  So, in an instant Hebrews turns from a treatise into a letter, all because of chapter 13.

Today’s passage starts with a word about the church’s internal relationships:  Never cease to love your fellow Christians.

You probably don’t write that very positive injunction unless there’s already been some ‘argybargy’ going on.  That isn’t a strictly theological term, by the way!

Indeed, historians note that some observers of the church at this time, who wrote their thoughts down, said of these first century congregations: look how these Christians love one another and it wasn’t meant as a compliment but rather an ironic criticism. ‘You Christians preach love, but you don’t show love.


Of course, Jesus never belonged to, or led, a church.  That’s left to the Pauls, Barnabases and Timothies of the New Testament, and they constantly encourage us to see those who belong alongside us as our brothers and sisters.


Some call this Fictive Kinship.  That phrase infers the idea that a local congregation is like a family where there’s a sense of belonging even in the choppy times.  

At our link church in Harlesden, when I pop down there to preach in October, I know that they’ll refer to Sister Margaret who’ll be leading the service or Brother George who’ll come and give the notices.  And I’ll be Brother Ian, come to preach and instantly welcomed as a member of the family.  Fictive Kinship that goes deep and brings a sense of belonging.

Yet, for that to happen, this small word of four letters needs to go even deeper.  Love is such a disappointing word if it only glistens when the sun is shining.  Love is also there on the stormy days.  In fact, it can do its best work when times are tough.


Isn’t that why St Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 13 that love is patient and kind and keeps no record of wrongs.  This is tough love. Love that goes the extra mile, gives countless opportunities for reconciliation and values the other person even when our opinions differ.

This love isn’t easy and often we lose the plot.  It’s the love that we’ll have to work hard at, but which we must never give up striving to show.

Now, these final exhortations change direction at verse 3 with the injunction to Remember those in prison. So, this verse is about looking outwards.

Persecution is the backstory to the book of Hebrews, and it created a state of constant crisis.  Christianity was a risky faith with prison a real possibility.

In those days the accused could be detained in custody even for years before a trial.  To be thrown into a cell was not act one of a quick and fair trial.  Instead, it was seen by many in authority as punishment before trial.

Verses like this surely encourage us to ground our faith beyond the church door.  

The opening of chapter thirteen could come across as a little cliquey with this request to love our fellow Christians. Is that not just a little exclusive?

But this needs to be read in conjunction with other biblical ideas about Jesus being a light to the Gentiles and of the mission of the 72 with its common understanding in those days that there were 72 nations upon earth.  

Inevitably love starts at home.  Think of a family and the security offered to youngsters growing up.  As they get older, and from a secure base, children may start asking if their friends can come to tea.  Suddenly the family gets bigger, the door is opened and rarely closes again.  This is something we rejoice in because it means that from a foundation of love our children are now able to explore and participate in the wider world with an inner confidence that will get them through.

So, what could be more natural that a loving church, secure and happy in its fellowship, should also be an open-door congregation too.  Folks are welcomed in, and people also walk out to live and share the love of Christ with others.  We are not here to guard the love of God but share it.

At the beginning of this month I chaired our Partnership in Mission Committee, and I was looking through the papers listing all the mission charities we support through our monthly Mission Offerings and Christmas Appeals.  I was thrilled to count up that over the last couple of years we have supported 26 different organisations.  And it's an important part of church life for us, to learn about them, to pray for them and to give towards them.  It helps us to look outwards.


It was William Temple, that war time Archbishop who once said: The Church is the only organisation that exists for the benefit of its non-members.  It was a provocative statement and open to debate, but it was his way of calling the Church of his day to look outwards.

Hebrews says: look inwards and love one another, then look outwards, and remember those in prison.

Finally this morning, in a sermon that’s about ‘in’ and ‘out’ I want to finish with the small word ‘with’.  Surely one of the Godliest of all human dynamics.

That’s because verse 3 says: Remember those in prison, as if you were there with them.

It's a verse that kind of moves from sympathy to empathy.

St Martin in the Fields is running a course this autumn simply called ‘With’.  It’s all part of their understanding that the work they do among the homeless is not something done ‘for’ people, but alongside them.  That may seem pedantic but it’s Sam Wells, the vicar’s view, that it changes everything.  To not only be busy serving a meal or filling out a benefit form for someone, but also to sit alongside and listen, to be open to a spirit of mutuality.  In the words of Hebrews to: Remember those who are homeless, as if you were there with them.

‘With’ – it’s a big challenge for such a little word.


Yet we recognise it’s importance.  We see its immense value in something like Hospice ministry and care, as relatives, volunteers, doctors, nurses and chaplains hold a resident’s hand all night, simply so they die knowing they are loved and are not alone. Someone is with them.

And in everyday, undramatic life, how often have our views and opinions changed simply because we have been ‘with’ someone who maybe holds a different view to us.  Yet, as we’ve got to know them, spending time together, we begin to see things differently.


There can be something utterly transformational about being ‘with’ someone.  We move from the theoretical to the experiential.  It’s really an outworking of the Incarnational principle we see in Jesus’ life.  It’s as our Lord spent time with people, talking to a woman at the well, accepting an invitation to a Pharisee’s house, holding children on his knee and speaking to mum and dad, it was in these moments of encounter, of being ‘with’ Jesus that his message came alive, and heart spoke to heart.


In, Out, With.  All sounds a bit like spiritual Hoki Koki!  Yet it’s so important for any community like ours. 

I must close.

We were recently at St Botolph’s Church next to Aldgate station.  It’s a really stunning building set among huge skyscrapers and I was struck by a lovely display of photographs put up by the congregation to seek to show what they are about.  The display board simply said: St Botolph’s: In Service – with photos of their weekly worship, and then: In Community – showing pictures of the way they were touching base with this district of East London.  A church looking in two directions, as all of us must look: both inwards and outwards.

May it be so here at AFC in the name of the God who is always ‘with us’.  Amen.

Ian Green Amersham 5th August 2022
