Rev. W« H. Shaver, B.A., Fergus, Ontario '
Melville United Church ' Sunday, Sept. 3, 19861.

Guest Preacher,
Rev:o l\'IA Je Ve ShaVeI‘, B.A.

WIHE GOSPEL IS LIGHT®
. John 1: 1-18

I don't -know whether blood and the preaching -of the Word le, but
it must be fun to try, ‘a4t least we scem to think so. Bill end I have
preached for one another on occasions for a long . time now, and early last
month when we sort of made this date, in the presence of the clerk of
SSSulOn, (I don't remember asking his permission, but I think we did, but
e knew about it) -he said it was alright. We declded then that we'd come
out even, the last time he preached for me in Fort Garry United Church,

. Winnipeg, about three years ago.

- .* $Since that time, I have had a lot of tjme to think about what the
role of a visiting preacher is, what is a visiting preacher for. Thére's
d lot of things he is‘not for, and het's not much for.the preaching of the
Word, I think. How doesg he know what-ls going on in a town, how does he.
kn0w what 1s happening to people? The VWord of God isn't the word until
it is spoken to people where they are, until it is spoken with a love
that knows, with a love that participates. So there's a lot of things that

. a v1s1ting preacher isn't. But I think maybe there is one role that he can

“have, He can be the occasion when we recall together,and we are awfully
good at forgettinge. I don't have 0 know you to know that you forget fast,
I just have to be a human being, I just have to know how real that verse
of the hymn is, “Tell us the old old3story, and tell it often, for we
forget S50 soon.“ But 1t is an occasion for recalling what all preachlng
is for. It is an: occasion for putting into so many yords, for coming out
‘and naming just exactly what 21l preaching is supposed to amount to,that
all Christian preachlng 1s supposed Lo be 1llum1nat1ng, it's supposed to
bring light. This is what the gospel is. The gospel is light. It's not a
strange arbitrary point of view that is prOClalmed and then you're

- ordered to believe it, 'Now what he says, I'm not gquite sure; what he's
driving at, I don't know; sounds all: klnd of mixed up to me, but if you
say I got to believe it, alright I will. We'll chalk it up as something
we mugtn't doubt. We don't understand it, 4t doesn't make senss, no head
nor tail to it; but we'll challk it up as something we mustn't doubt
because you gay 503 because thereby we're saved,

5 . Now that 1s not the gospel, and that is not the p;eachlng of the
. Word. It's not a pronouncement that you can't make head or tail of it.:
If that's. what you'lre hedring, then something's gone wrong; you'lre :
llstenlng wrong, or the preacher is wrong, somebody is lazy, somebody is
_hot on the job, somebody is not ‘preparing for worship, eithér the preacher
L or llstener. It‘s not a pronouncement that you cannot make head or tail
of; and you're advised to chalk it up as somebhing you must not doubt. ..
‘Its news, its news that is strange alright, but its. news that makes sense
out of what otherwise would be a life that you. couldn't make head Or tail
of. Its not the kind of arbitrary strange news that comes ‘along, and you
are confronted with so that you think 'well I'll believe it, if you say
so', Its netrs that brings understandlng, that . throws llght on'what other-
w1se would be darkness.

" Now this is what's supposed to be being offered 1n the preachlng
of the Word, an. insight,.an understanding that comes to a life that won't
work out, that‘s all gone wrong. The gospél claims ‘to.be doubt's answer;
not & matter that must be carofully shcltered from all doubts

- Now throughout the hlstory of Chrlstlanlty, ones class1c way of
saylng the gospel, op801ally in the reformcd tradition and the one I want
. to deal with this mornlng under the gencral idea, the general point that
the gospel isg light, is the grand reformation doctrine which the reforma-
tion claims to f£ind in Romans and in Galatians. and in Paul and all
through the Now Testement, the doctrine of justification by grace. The
proclamation that Justlfloatlon is by grace and ibts corollary that self-
Justification is doomcd and every attempt at self justification is doomed,



and will burn us and break us and destroy us.

Now what I'm trying to say is,that this doctrinc of justification by
grace and its corollary that sclf justification is doomed,is light This
isn't some sort of bad news that along gomes an angry God who says, “All
your trying to be good is ‘no dice'. Well now, why would he say a thing
like that? 'Its not understandable; ¥all your righteousncss is as filthy
rags®s Well, why goct mad at us and say that. It docsn't makc sensc. Not

sfhats This proclamation that self-justification is doomed,  its supposed
to be:ingighte This explains what othorwisc doesn't make sense in 1ifoc.
‘This comes. to us, 'Ah ha, now I know what's wrong, now I know what's out
of whack. ! R : : :

Lo Now of course we. could hayve troublc with tho word, 'justiflcation'.
Ope thing that is thrown at prcachers is that they.use obsoure language,
they use biblical language or Elizabethian language or words that no one
knows anything about. Now, find a word that modecrn-day people know something
about, not 'justification'; find us a word that says the same thing. Well,
I'would like very much to find a word that says the . samec thing, and I think
I've got it, and that word -is 'justification!, and I want to tell a little
story about a. man who had no theological training whatsoever, in fact, he
thought preachers talked through their hgts, and he used the word, and I
had a-great time telling him: that he had uscd the word in exactly its
.biblical meaning. He was a member of aAlcoholics Annonymous. I didn't know
him very well, but I know his friend, in fact his friend had invited mc to
mect him. He was in very bad shape. He had been dry about a year and was most
unhappy. There he was stretched out on the chair and the footstool, and all
that was vertical was his neck, you know that depressed posture, and what was
wrong. Well,he began to unburden what was wrong. Now in the  days when he was
drinking, the person he envied above all else was the very ordinary Mr.
Citizcn who was sober, who camc home with hils pay: choque, who came home. to
a wife who wasn't about to leave him, who cgme homo. 0 kids who didn't.run
and hide because he might be violent, who just plain ordinary came home, was
accepbed, wasn't threatencd by loss of job, losgof everything. How he envied
the very ordinary sober man. . . . _ o
Well A.Al., the fellowship, the community therapy had glven him his
sobriety, and he was sober, and he came home . to.a wife. that wasn't going to
leave him, and hc came home with all his pay cheque, and he didn't lose
grcat gaps of time in blackout, and as he put it, about half a day's work
would earn him enocugh moncy to keep the family in- grocelies and everything
clse, and so home he came.and back to work he went; and home he came znd back
to work he went, and he had reached this enviable state, and he had rcached
it for about a year; and his whole cry was, “You can't tell me that this
Justifies my existencc.” Now what he was worrying about and what got him down
flat on his back was the gquestion of his Justification, and that, is cxactly
the . biblical meaning of it. I don't supposé he had ever raad a line of St.
Paul, yet he's using the word the way St. Paul docs.

. What is there that will justify my existence, that will make it matter
that I'm here, that will give me a reason for being, that will establish my
being. Now its insight. The gospel comes aslight to the disagrous problem
that we've got, that our justification is by grace, and that every attempt
we make to -justify our own existence is doomed., - R

- I had a younger preacher friend call on me on e day; Bill will know
exactly the situation, he was a young minister that had gone into city
missions, and indeed had the post that our Dad had held in All People's
Mission in Winnipeg, and I was convenor of Home:Missions for the Presbytery,and
we had a committce meeting at which he was reporting on his work. Now he came
to see me' this day.. “Jack, (and he was, you know, several.degrees of heat
above normal) I'm going 0 resign, because of this meeting,” " because the
cammittee at.points had been critical of his ministry. Now this Home Mission
work 1is a great ministry; you work in an arca wherg people really don't

~rally, where you are not that sure of support, in fact you're pretty sure you
.are not: going to get any. You-work in a fiecld that.the' church isn't that

-sure 1t should have you there, $0 you're threatened from both sides, you're
under threat continually. Ve knew what this meant, ahd He was very angry
becausc at that meeting he had come. OFff with his ministry unjustified. Now
it was a matter: of insight and light for us to know that there was no way _

he could justify his minigtry. there; that hc .could shout and scream and say,
'lock what a good boy am I' or he could get somebody else on tha’t comnittee
who was sworn to say, 'hurrah, look what a good boy he is'!, and this would
not justify his ministry, this would not remove all the self doubt, all the
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Cguilt, this would not win him his acceptance anywhere, and in a final way

this would not remove all-the threats to the justificatbtion of his ministry.
Thers wag no-way to do it unless .God did it. He would just beat himself to
death and not find light, searching everywhore in the world,pursuing every
member of that committee, £illing out:tons of reports,: 1tcm1z1ng his work.

‘None' of- it as we know, as-we could. sec now, would justify his mlnlstry.

This is what's so full of light in’the gospel, . its telling you how
Life is, that's a fact, that's how life ig; no use getting mad at it, this

“is how ex1snonoe ige Sclf Justlfleaulon won't justify us. Apd that -is why

the gospel is such-good news. Its God who justifies, its God who calls
ginners. -his, and callbl: them by .name, says Lhey re worthwhllo, says they're
worth.dying for, sinners. Its because God is who He is- and He affirms our

existence ‘and He- justifics us that we arejustified, that we have a reason

for being. But try toiput L1t .on the map. in-any other way and it will-be

doomed .
T had ooca31on to interview, you know, several boys, -along with thirt
of . the students from the Theological school at U.B.C. United. Church .School

<

~who were. being.shown through Branden Lake Boys Industrial School, a school

for juvenile dbllﬂOUPnt boys comitted by Juvenile court, etc; and each of

~ug had three boys we were interviewing. One boy s fasclnatlng, ‘a most
“interegdting person, sixteen years old. He'd been sent to thersschool. for a

fivé month sentence determinate, and had spent eleven months,.and it looked

- like he was going to spend another five or another eleven. Well, we talked,

and we found out: thdbt he was baking some courses by corresbondonoe.
0y, you like certain subgeots eh?¥ .o - )
“Yeh, history®.
Well, why .do you’ llkc hlstory°
~uWell, I like history.® = . .
#¥eh, but you tryg o tell me why. This may explain somethln about you
1f you tell me why* i

* And reachlng around for why he llkcd hl tory, he flnally came-up with some
vwords like this. ...

iiBecause. I .want to reaoh hack. and dlscovcr, and put my hand on the
. ¢ historic moment.®

Ah ha, here's a sixtecn year old boy, I don‘t know how long a-term his second
- term in a juvenile home 1s, and longing to know the meaning of it all,
" longing ,bo know the meaning of events, and what a basic search that mlght

be meaningful. "This Was very revealing. Well, we went on to ask him a
b

”questlon about . the clfurch and Teligion and did it mean anything to hhn.

Wellr, ho sald how can I answer that honcstly°'-

“What do you mean°' “Do you.mean that bucwuse I give my life to rollolon
and you ‘think 1Lo worth nothlng that you are g01ng to flnd 1t hard "to tell
Tl me?¥ |

“No, . I° don't think its worth nothing, I don't think iIts a bunch of junk.

I Just think it has nothing t0 do with me, or ny case Or my problem.:
So then we went around, and we talkcd some morc 'qnd l wcnt bach to this
guestion about-his hlstory and I said,

Geo, I'm sorry that you can't be getiting thlo hlstory from a person so

you could get into conversation with them, because that's the real

excltlng way to get an eduoatlon, is to have a oonver sation. Wlth a

senior in the field.

40h Boy, he said, “I'm eAacLly 0lad that there s ‘not a- person teﬂchlng
me,-in fact tnat’s why I'm enjoying school, because I get it by -
" correspondence and I don't have to put up With the thcher.”
~“Woll, what's wrong with teachers?®” :
“Pegehers I can't -také. In fact, L can't take. qnybody who oounts' my
mother, the officials here, teachor anybody . who- countu. I‘ve zot to
cut Lhem downe. That's why I'n in herc g0 long." :

Well now, what is our boy trying to do (and he's. no dope) wondering
if life means anybhing, wondering if he counto, wondering irf in. all .this
thrcqtenlng world and cxistence it mattérs whebher he's there or nét. How's

_ he going to prove to himself. that he counts, -how's ho go:Lnb to. Justlfy his

existence by beilng one. up on. everybody that's b1g° Bj ‘cutting down everyone
he comeg near who counts? . . .

Now it would be newgs.to him; 1t would be an unloading, and 1nsighh into
what was out of whack with the way he was trying to carry on, for him to

. . see ‘that self—Juutlflcatlon ig doom. What if he knew that God, loved him.

What if he knew that so thoroughly,  that's how he knew he counted on this
earth, that God loved him, and that was his Justlflcatlon. v
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In the whole manner of human relations, the manner of relation betwecn
man and wife, the manner of any real close relation, its insight for us to
sece that the real relationship. there, the one that really counts, and the-
only oncé that counts, is the one that's Treely given, not the one that's
earned. You try to appeasc for the response of relationship in a husband
and wife set-up or a family set~up, and that's the end of it, that's the.
beginning of its destruction. Its only when its trusted for that its real,

fnat dts therc. If we have to appcase for it, irf it is something that we
attemnpt to.establish by our working, by our snatching, if it is something
I hope 4o establish by what T do, its under terrible threat. '

Let me tell you a’ story about a boy. I'm telling you a story about a boy
because it is close cnoughe If I told you a story about a husband, it would
be .too close. ThHere's g boy who comes home from school; he's been told to
come sgtraight home from school. Well now, he gets out and there's a bunch

*. Of his fricnds who say, “Come on and Play with us.™ No, his mother said to

come straight homes But these are his friends and its good to have fricnds;
its not bad to have friends. Did you ever have a child at school that didn't
have a friend,you know when you first move? Its a terrible thing. I remember
the first time we:moved to. Fort Garry, we had a girl in grade 2, and she.
was home almost at the crack of the bell the first threc days, and then onc
day she was home late, and we were slad that day. Its wonderful to have .
fricnds. So the boy cuts off those frionds to.come home. Now that's a very
real moment, a ‘very hard thing. On the way home, . you know its Spring, like
to go wading in his rubber boots; everybody else is wading, so come on ‘in
wading, but his mother sald, “Don't you go in-deep water with your rubber
boots”, so he breaks +that fellowship, that tic, on behalf of his mother.
Now if this kecps up he's not going to have any friends. Then he .comcs in
the. yard, and he remembers at the last minute, “Oh, Mother said to come in
the basement door”, so he gocs in the basement door, and upstairs he comes,

.and the door opens, and mother says, “ How did you get that ink on your

blouse?” Now what's the point.of appeasing and aPpeasing when you can't win
in the end anyway, 1f that's why you're doing it, And you can't win in the
end. Bven 1f the acceptance is bretended, the threat that it might not be

is 5till there. No amount of appeasing will finally win acceptance, or make
that acBeptance ‘safe. It just makes it more threatened.

And this is what 1s so terrible about belng good in order to appease
God, and this is what mado the Psalmist so heartbroken. “T pledge my heart
in valn, I work and I work and T'm no- rewarded”, and as long as I ‘think
gy being good is in order to win acceptance from the universe, from what's

. there, from what's real, as long as my being good is to egbablish my
~existence, its doomed. Any kind of self-justification is terribly threatened,

absolutely threatened, not safe. This i1z nows. This isn't some arbiltrary
Way of sayinzg, Y ou've all been bad boysis. This is what's inside of ne, or

*what's gone wrong with with my life, and what keeps going wrong every time

I seek to Justify myself.:

And of course that's just the pegative side of the real 200d news which
is the miraculous news, - that its God who justiri ¢s, that its His love or
sinners that puts me on my feet and gives me a place in the world, and the
only thing. But that's so. Strange, indeed strange, and indeedhard®thing
to take. And this I think needs to be said too; having said that the gospel
is light, that it finally illumines what goes wrong with life, then why
isn't everybody lined up to hear the gospel? Why are there 5o many who pay
so 1ittlé attention to it, and why do I pay so 1ittle attention to it,time
and time again? There are many reasons why the churches don't contain

~everybody in the land, because breachers don't always preach the Word;

because people arentt listening; all kinds ‘of reasons. But +the heart reason
that I want to suggest today is the ons that John suggests. It is because
People prefer darkness., Time and again I prefer darkness, and you do,

-because its safer, we think, to be our own saviour than it is to trust for
~it. Its the end of pride to have to say.that it is God who Justifies, not

me, that I can't even Justify myself before Cod by being much more excellent
than my fellows, that I have to core empty handed for my Justification,with
no qualifications, with not even Pass marks, or a half pasg, Or a quarter

- bpass. We prefer darkness to this, this kind of death.

Let me tell you about another alcoholic friena of mine, and the same
friend brought him. There wasn't as good an interview; it took g long time
to get under way. He was supposed -t0 have had a spiritual problem, raised
with lots of religious tallk, "and then had become an alcoholic, and then
was nibbling at the Al brogram, partly sober, partly not. He would be
dry for a little while and then fall off, and he was having a time of great
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groaning when he met my friend, and this friend said, “Well, how about it,
would you like 10 see Shaver?’ #Well you bet, I'1ll see Shaver.s So my
friend went out to start the car, and 1t wouldn't gtart, and they had to
get a tow, and by this time his friend got a little panicky and finished
off a 'mickey! of hard liquor, so when my friend got him to my house, he
was really underj upset coffee all over the floor, which of course made me
think of my wife upstairs sleeping; +took him a long time to talk straight
even. We didn't know whether to call it off, or to continue the interview,
but after insulting me, and insulting me t0 see whether he could get a
rise, out came the problem, a little more and a little more. “Look I'm just
groaning, I want to believe, I want to know I'm forgiven and accepted by
God, but I can't, it won't come, I can't believe it." Well theorectically
I say to him, ‘the answer is that the gift of faith is freely given you;
you don't want it, that's why it isn't coming.w

hat do you mean I don't want it. Can't you hear me crying? I've been

bawling for three days. Sure I want it. God's paying no attention to

me. I'm asking Him to save me and make me & believer, but he doesn't

want me.*

“No, at some point, you're saying no.w ’

“Bahe..how 0ld are you...." and this went on and on, finally I got him to
talk about his wifeo....%and what a mess she was, and a loving God sure
wouldn't want hiim to put up with that marriage.?
He began to reveal enough about himself that I said, “Now look, what if 1ts
God's will for that marriage orf yours Lo be redeemed.®

“Oh God's a loving God; He wouldn't want me 0 go back to a mess of a
marriage like I pot.*

“IJo, not back to a mess of a marriage, to a redeemed marriage, to a
restored marriage. What if that's the will of God. Do you believe He
couldn's do it.® Then he stopped dead.

‘L guesgeese.I guess..eesI believe He could do it, but I don't want it.©

Now it wasn't until he was caln enough to come to some kind of self
understanding that he sgqw, in very truth, that the reason he didn't know
justification by grace was because he didn't want it. He wanted something
else. He wanted life his way, then blessed. “Let me decide how it shall
80, and then You bless it. I'1l make the decisions, You do the blessing®.
That i1s not justification by grace.

It is because we do not want to come empty handed, absolutely trusting
for our justification thabt we don't know it as a free gift. And here comes
the astounding news, that it is God who justifies. That's what 1s at the
heart of the universe.

Who would know 1t?

It is God who justifies.

Let Him,

Prayer: The word Thou hast for us, O God, write in
our hearts. Amen.



