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St Ronan’s – Sermon 143

Rev Reuben Hardie

Acts 9:32-43

John 15:7-17

“The treasures of God”

Where do I start? I’ve got so many stories to tell! 

Well actually I decided I wanted to begin with a letter I received when I got back to New Zealand. It was in fact the very first letter I opened when I arrived home on Monday night. It goes like this…

Dear Reuben and Management team,

Since returning home and catching up with Mainly Music [the Thursday morning music session for pre-schoolers held at the St Ronan’s hall], I have felt inspired to drop you a note. The work this wonderful team of people is doing in outreach into the community is quite exceptional.

Wendy and Libby are superb role models as parents and supported by Mary, with her warm motherly presence. Their gentle exuberance for music and rhythm is infectious and infuses the whole atmosphere in a positive way. The morning teas that follow are such a treat. Delicious food, served with love. This is truly a haven for mothers. One can imagine how they look forward to it each week. In my previous work with Wellington Child Health, part of my role was working with families on crisis intervention. I feel St Ronan’s is doing this at its very best. The opportunity is created for these young women to share and gain support from each other. The dads, grandparents and caregivers are also included and made to feel part of the community. I could not imagine a better way to bring people together for fun, education and fellowship than that which happens each Thursday morning, thank you, St Ronan’s, please keep up the wonderful work. I feel this is love in its purest form. 
It was a great welcome home. 

In fact in many respects I had a dream welcome home. When I returned from Nepal on Monday, my parents were at the airport to welcome me back. They had flown up from Christchurch especially, and it was so wonderful stepping off the plane to be greeted with the hug and kisses and smiles of my mum and dad – it seems I’m not too old for that.

We drove back home and I discovered they had completely tidied my house. It seems I’m also not too old for that either. I mean the place was transformed. I was amazed to learn that my bath was actually white – I had thought for some time it was like an off yellow. The lawns had been mowed; there was food in the fridge, and it just felt so fantastic to be home.

The next day, after I dropped them off at the airport and began driving back to Eastbourne, I was struck by this incredible contrast between my life, or our life in Eastbourne, and the life of some of the people we met during our time in Nepal. In particular I thought about the children of the orphanage in Kathmandu we visited, children who, it seemed, had never been hugged or kissed once in their life – let alone had something like Mainly Music.  

I know some of the team talked about the orphanage last week and the effect it had on us. I want to speak a little bit more about it today because April 29th 2003 is a day I will never forget. Andrew spoke last week about how hard it was that day when we had to leave children in the orphanage, and he was right. 

The orphanage we visited in Kathmandu was a home for children of people who had been imprisoned. It wasn’t so long ago when children in Nepal actually grew up in the prisons with their parents, but about six or so years ago, this had been made illegal in Nepal. Children were separated from their parents and left pretty much to roam the streets.

The children of our orphanage had been saved from the streets but they lived with the stigma of not only being orphans but also being the children of criminals – the despised of society. 

Their home was pretty bare – you didn’t see many toys around and they didn’t really understand hygiene – I think you heard about it last week - the unbearable smell that permeated the orphanage. The younger children would wet themselves - sometimes on you – and they would remain in the same clothes all day.

We didn’t see much of the ama (the mother of the orphanage). We were told she was there in the morning and at night, but she had her work cut out, with maintaining the orphanage. 

I must tell you it was all pretty hard to see, but the hardest of all was that you could tell that these children – these treasures of God – had been starved of love and affection their whole lives. No one had told them how precious they were. They had food and shelter but they literally clung to us for love. And the hardest thing I have ever done is walk away from children who had been walked away from their entire life.

There was complete silence in the taxi on the way back to the hotel. The feelings were so strong and these same feelings have come back time and time again. Their faces, it would seem, are implanted forever in my memory and when I think of them, my heart feels it is going to explode. 

Sometimes emotions are so strong, they can quite easily leave you without possibility for response. And that is how I have felt over the last couple of weeks. Sometimes the need is so great, you find yourself standing still. All of us in the team have been wrestling with how we can respond. And I’ve been searching for a way forward. 

Sometimes you can feel pretty powerless in life, powerless to change your circumstances, or powerless to help others, and not knowing how to help the orphaned children of our world is a very vivid example of feeling powerless, but it’s not the only one. I expect you all know lots of people who are going through hardships and maybe lately you have found yourself in a position where you are not sure how to help someone. 

Perhaps you are facing your own struggles at the moment and you feel powerless to even help yourself or change your circumstances.

I take great joy in telling you that I was really encouraged by the reading we heard before, the lectionary readings for this morning. I didn’t choose them and so I felt like they were a gift from God – because I found them so uplifting.

In the book of Acts we heard a passage about the disciples of Jesus carrying on his work after his death – they were courageous and ambitious. We hear how Peter was performing miraculous works in the name of Christ.

We may not be able to heal the blind or raise people from the dead, but we too can feel empowered to carry on the work of Jesus Christ. 

I know by the time I die, there will still be millions of children growing up in our world orphaned and unloved but I made the decision in Nepal that – and please excuse my language – I am damned if I’m going to sit by and do nothing. 

This passage from Acts says to me: “take courage and be ambitious, because if you truly dare to love in the name of Christ, then great things will happen.”

Jono Ryan and I met with Colin, the head of Global Volunteer International, the organisation that organised our mission trip. Colin was really impressed with the impact we had on the orphanage and the impact the orphanage had on us. We talked about it for some time and, in the end, he said he would be prepared to fund half a salary of someone who could work among the orphanage, if we could find the other. This person could organise more volunteers to visit orphanages in Nepal and not just for days or weeks, but for months, so that the lives of the children can be changed through love.

Wages in Nepal are nothing compared to New Zealand. If we wanted to, I believe as a church we could fund the other half – our share would be something in the vicinity of $3000 for a year. I realise we are already struggling to met our church budget, and John and the finance team are probably thinking right now: “Reuben what are you doing to us?” It will take extraordinary giving – outside of budget giving. It will take the generosity like that which enabled us to finance these wonderful stained-glass windows.

These are proof that we can get things happening if we believe in something. It’s ambitious – but then that’s what the gospel is all about. 

I don’t know if it’s possible. I might be dreaming. I just want to leave that thought with you.

If we recall the passage we heard this morning from the gospel of John, then we find he too speaks words of encouragement that give us a way of transforming our sense of powerlessness. The key verse for me in this passage contains those words of Jesus: “Abide in me.” Abide – I realise it’s not a word we hear very much of these days. In the dictionary it has two meanings – firstly “remain” and secondly “endure”. Remain and endure. Remain and endure. Two meaning both of which are relevant. I’ve spent quite a while thinking about this feeling of powerlessness. 

Jonny Fromont and I had a number of conversations about it on our trip up to Everest. It was kind of unusual because we took this trip straight after this experience in the orphanage. It was unusual to find ourselves in the middle of nowhere because it felt like someone had placed a lid on a boiling pot. Our emotions were bubbling over but there was no response we could make, nothing of course but prayer.

So we had lots of time to think about being powerless. It seems to me when you feel powerless, it’s hard to see a way forward. We don’t know how to respond in our strength. 

This passage from John is saying we don’t have to rely on our own strength. Verse seven says, “if you remain in me and my word remains in you, then ask for what you wish and it will be done for you.” 

Or, if you endure with me and my words endure with you, then again ask for what you wish and it will be done for you. 

The early disciples believed in this promise and they did great things. And if we remain and if we endure, then we also will do great things for others. We will continue to have an impact on our community and beyond.

I was dropping one of the guys in my rugby team home after the game yesterday and was telling him about some of things we did in Nepal. He was asking a few questions and then he said, “Reuben it seems like everyone is getting back into religion – it’s not stuffy anymore – you actually do stuff that counts.” A while back, Jono Ryan had given his younger brother a youth bible and he doesn’t think it’s too shabby at all. 

If we remain and endure; if we act with courage and ambition; then we will change people lives and our lives will be changed too

And God willing, we may even be able to bring some love into the lives of some of the orphans in our world – that is my prayer – that is my wish. 

I want to leave you with one last encouraging thought this morning that comes out of this morning’s reading from the gospel of John. In this passage, as in so many places in the gospels, Jesus called God “Father”. 

The God of Jesus Christ is a father who lives, a father who loves all the children created in his image. And if there was ever a reason to believe in the God of Jesus, it is because, while we are sipping our lattes and going to the movies, he is loving the unloved. While we are sitting in traffic or snoozing on a Saturday morning, God is speaking love into the hearts of the desperate, so that, instinctively, the unloved know how to love. 

That was one of the amazing things we discovered about the children of the orphanage. In spite of the unbelievable lack of affection, they knew how to look after each other. Instinctively, they knew how to protect the younger ones and all it would take was a smile and they would start laughing. Everyone else, except for God, may have abandoned these children and this is the God we believe in. This is the God I encourage you this morning to remain and endure with; the God who blesses the children, who helps the helpless and restores the broken hearted. 

I had an incredible time in Nepal – I really did and I have lots more stories to tell and a few hints. 

Like what sort of smell one might expect after wearing the same clothes day and night for 10 days while on trek – I tell you it was quite a fragrance. 

Or the appropriate response when you are at a restaurant and a complete stranger starts tickling you – it happened 

Or the art of dodging cars, bikes, rickshaws, commuters and small children when you are flying through the streets of Kathmandu on a BMX with no breaks.

This morning I just wanted to put before you a way we might respond to some of the orphans in our world.

I also wanted to encourage you for all the reasons given in the book of Acts and the gospel of John.

