Sunday, 24th March 2019
8am
Readings: 2 Timothy 2: 3-13
John 15: 18-21
May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my
heart be always acceptable to you, our Lord and redeemer. Amen
We are living through tumultuous times. This is not just the
case in our own country but across Europe and beyond. The
rise of extremism has recently led to the massacre of innocent
worshippers in New Zealand.
People seem to have forgotten any lessons which recent history may have taught us. For us Christians, the only constant
is our faith.
Last Thursday, 21st March the church commemorated the former archbishop of Canterbury Thomas Cranmer who was
burnt at the stake in Oxford on that day in 1556.
Cranmer was the author of ‘The Book of Common Prayer and
it is mainly the publication of this for which he will be always
remembered.
He, too, lived through a time of great religious, and social upheaval, the Reformation, not to mention several changes in
royal leadership.
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Clearly a huge intellect, in his life time Cranmer had for been
advocating that church services as well as the Bible should be
in English.
His prayer book was first published in 1549, a product of the
English Reformation following the break with Rome.
It was the first prayer book to include complete forms of daily
and Sunday worship in churches, and in English!
It was the definitive, prayerful guide through worshippers’ lives:
From birth to death spiritual needs are represented in this one
book. There were psalms as well as readings, collects and
prayers for the sick. In short, this little book had something
prayerful for every occasion and people coming to services
would at last understand what was being said.
It also contains the 39 articles, statements of doctrine and
practices of the church of England.
The little book which is before you dates to 1662 with a few
adjustments in 1928.
While Cranmer was one of the reforming leading lights of the
newly set up Church of England, once the Protestant minded
Edward VI died in 1553, all was set to change back to the old
faith under Mary I.Among other things, Mary was a religious
zealot and during her short reign set about trying to eradicate
more liberal thinkers like Cranmer by extreme means.
However we view the Book of Common prayer now, we should
be mindful that this is the legacy of a man of faith who wanted
to bring the word of God to his people in their own language.

Bibles in English were burnt. The 19th century German poet
Heinrich Heine said this:
"Where books are burned, in the end, people will also be
burned.”

The word of God is not chained… the truth of Christ cannot be

chained, destroyed, burnt, it will prevail and in Cranmer’s case,
his Book of Common prayer containing God’s word, is still with
us in spite of valiant efforts of some of his contemporaries to
eradicate his writings.

He was Jewish and spent many years in exile in France so he
knew a bit about persecution.

Just like the religious authorities in Jesus’ day, the church has
not always followed the teachings of our Lord, in favour of
some rather dubious man made doctrines .

We should be shocked when books are banned or burnt.
When censorship reaches people who speak out against injustice are silencedIt or worse, then we, as Christians have a
duty to speak out. Was our lord not persecuted and eventually
executed like a common criminal?

The name of Jesus Christ has been falsely used to wage wars
on people as well as individuals. The loser in all these situations has always been the gospel itself but God’s word has
survived and will continue to survive.

Our texts this morning do not make for easy reading.

In Jesus’ own lifetime the world rejected him and these were
people who thought of themselves as God’s chosen and
yet..’‘they don’t know the one who sent Jesus…’

Paul’s letter to Timothy, his most trusted companion and close
friend, was written at the end of Paul’s life when he was in
prison, awaiting execution.
In it, he encourages Timothy to continue the good work of
bringing the gospel to everyone:
‘You, then , my child, be strong in the grace that is in Christ
Jesus…Remember Christ Jesus, raised from the dead, that is
my gospel for which I suffer hardship, even to the point of being chained like a criminal. But the word of God is not
chained..’
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This was a world that saw Jesus heal a blind man but it chose
to remain blind itself. It saw Lazarus raised to life and decided
it was safer to kill Jesus off before more people believed in
him.
Our Lord was a peace maker, a man for whom everyone was
equal in the eyes of God and therefore worthy of divine love..
Jesus sets out his vision of a new kingdom in the beatitudes,
in Matthew 5.

What’s not to like about such a message that brings hope and
life, instead of death and violence?

No, it is alive and lives among us. We should proclaim it from
the roof tops.

At the beginning of John’s gospel we hear Jesus’ words:

All we need is courage, the courage of the many who have
gone before us ‘that great cloud of witnesses,’ who believed
and stood up for what was right.

‘If the world hates you, know that it hated me first…’If they persecute me they will persecute you too….They will do all these
things to you because of my name, because they don’t know
the one who sent me…
As we approach Easter we are sharply reminded that Jesus
was killed. But He defeated death by rising to new life. His enemies thought they had chained him but we know that as Jesus rose, so His gospel message took off and now 2000 years
on, there are millions of believers around the world.
Thomas Cranmer, too, was killed in a most horrible way, but
his legacy is still with us.
What is it that there are always some who will stop at nothing
to kill people and their ideas.
After his prayer book had been in circulation for a couple of
years, Mary Tudor came to the throne, Cranmer was arrested.
After being held in virtual solitary imprisonment for two years ,
he nearly undid all his good work by recanting (and who can
blame him?) but in his last moments of life he held firm, his
faith giving him strength. The word of God cannot be chained
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Did not Jesus do just that? a controversial thorn in the side of
the authorities. As we look around the world today, there are
people whose extreme views have the potential to harm so
many. Let us remember that Jesus is on the side of the righteous, he is with us now and always.
Every week we pray ..’Your kingdom come in heaven as it is
on earth.’
Let us pray that we can be part of that kingdom building project.
Amen

