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If only – Minster Lent Talk – The Mysteries of Faith

I’m very humbled to be asked to give tonight’s Lent Talk here at the Minster. 

I’m usually in Parliament on a Thursday however there were no votes today, so I was able to come back last night, and have had the real privilege of seeing the Flying Scotsman come home today amongst many other meetings, so was able to agree to be with you just over a week or so ago.

Not long to prepare, I know, but trust that you will stick with me tonight. I will first give an introduction to my talk before focusing on one verse from the Old Testament.

It is good to gather during Lent, as it is an important time for all of us. Lent is a time to reflect. A time to look back. A time to examine our hearts. A time to prepare. A time to look forward to our future hopes.

As we reflect on the 40 days and 40 nights when Jesus was led into the wilderness, we see how He was tested in every way. He became vulnerable from his fasting, He would have been hungry, He would have been tired, perhaps lonely and isolated, searching for answers, seeking a direction for the years ahead of Him. 

Then, instead of hearing words of comfort or a map for his life, He was thrown a curveball. He was put to the test. 

He was tested over His personal needs – to have food in turning stones to bread

He was tested over His power and authority.

He was tested over where He puts His trust. 

And yet He was focused. He did not just walk away, He certainly didn’t fall into the trap set for Him, but instead drew on the scriptures He knew to rebut the taunts of the devil. Despite His physical weakness, the time He had in the wilderness resolved an even greater inner strength by which He could withstand and rebut all that was thrown at Him, not just then, but in the years to come.

The Bible doesn’t record the details of how He spent those 40 days and nights. We know that it followed a time of calling, and His baptism, a time of confirmation from God when He pronounced, “This is my Son, whom I love; with Him I am well pleased.”

It launched Him into His 3 years of intense ministry and ultimately to His untimely death and then His resurrection.

So as those 40 days and nights marked out an essential space for Jesus to prepare for what was to come, without the distractions of others and life and all the goings on, we deduce that it was space for reflection, meditation and prayer. For communing with His Father.

In a busy world it is often challenging to carve out that space ourselves. Jesus often ‘withdrew from the crowd’ where everyone was wanting to hear His words, to be touched by His love, to be healed, to be forgiven, to be made whole again. And while the need before Him was so great, He also understood the importance of spending time with His Father. 

He knew the importance of slipping away and getting life back into balance. 

Life is so pressured for so many of us. The demands of home, family, work, even church. We just about make it through the week when we know the next week is about to begin. We hold on for the next break, next holiday and when we get there, we pack it so full of all those things we have wanted to do, that we live for the next break. Before we know it another year has passed. We have a list of things yet to be complete, we vow the next year will be different, and then the roller-coaster sets off all over again. Years pass. And when we get to the end, we question what life has all been about. We say, if only, if only I took the time, if only I lived my life, if only I did the things I was called to do, if only …….. As we run the race God is not looking at the boxes we’ve ticked, the things we have crammed into every hour of our time, but at us, who we are, at what we have become. If only we took the time …… 

I have been an MP for just 42 weeks. It is a tremendous honour to stand up for the city; to support progress and to challenge issues that don’t work for York or the country. There is no job description for an MP and everyone approaches the role differently. 

It is very demanding and there are a multitude of pressures to balance. That is why it is vital to know your focus. There is a very public side to the work of an MP, the media want to know what you are doing, social media expects instant responses, in Westminster – every word you utter is recorded for time and memorial and everyone wants a little bit of your time. 

Each day I receive 100s of emails (and I am so grateful that I have a team of 4 amazing member of staff here in York to work alongside me), people lobbying you, people wanting help, people wanting to meet you, people wanting you to take up their cause, people wanting to know your view on issues, and then others wanting to change your mind. In addition, there are people that I want to see, things that I have to do, places where I need to go.

In Westminster there are two debating chambers – and the opportunity to debate important issues with the government, hours of questions each day – scrutinising the Prime Minister or another Minister over their actions, committees on every issue, drop-in sessions on every campaign, events, receptions, meetings to be had – occurring across the whole Westminster estate all day and into the night. There are then visits to be made out of Westminster, in my case linked with my shadow defence minister role. If you choose you could have a diary of external speaking engagements, a diary of dinners, a diary even of foreign trips.

I’m normally in Westminster from Monday afternoon to Thursday night, so in half a week, I try and make Westminster work to address the issues facing people across my constituency. Then it is back to York. Yes, more meetings, places to visit, people to support, and going out across the city to be there for people – and every week on the doorstep and working in communities.

But most the work I do is behind the scenes, supporting individuals and then addressing the challenges that they face, working through legislation and working out the impact that this will have on those I represent, weighing up the evidence as to the best way to take forward an issue. Trying to involve as many constituents in this decision process as I can. Identifying the challenges, researching and then responding.

Every decision you want to be right for those you represent. You have to create space to analyse, to reflect and then to respond. Then you have to be accountable for what you have done. 

I spend my time joining up the jigsaw between Westminster and York, using York as evidence as to why the government should or shouldn’t do something and using Westminster to respond to the issues people face in York.

When you get unhelpful answers from agencies or government, I have to go back to them, and back again until I get a solution to a situation.

You are then judged on everything. I take time to listen to those who offer advice, offer their truth, their wisdom. But you also have those who seek to look for every opportunity to throw personal attacks at you and throw you off course. So you have to know what you are about. I base everything in evidence so that I am ready to give an answer. 

But there are those that are simply out to attack you. The response I get from most people in the city is that they are fed up of the nasty politics which some chose to exercise. Personally, I don’t engage, as politics has to be about finding the right solutions and getting things done, not pulling others down. Thankfully these people are in the minority. But in keeping a focus, I seek to just serve.

I then prepare for Monday to arrive, and another week passes. In this demanding environment it is vital to not only know what you are doing and how you are controlling your time to work to your objectives. It is also important to put everything into perspective. 

As Christians, we know that through all things, God has a greater purpose, and in serving those across the city, I know that this is also an offering to Him. Being in your purpose, in God’s purpose is so important and therefore it is vital to take the time. None of us want to get to the ends of our lives and be full of regrets, to be saying if only we made a little bit of investment, if only I wasn’t thrown off course, then I would have fulfilled my purpose.

The new politics which Jeremy Corbyn is advocating is about this, and no matter where you sit on the political spectrum, people recognise that the politics that he is advocating is saying that politicians shouldn’t play the media’s game or dance to the populist tune, but should focus on what needs to be done. He doesn’t do the soundbite and he isn’t interested in spin. He doesn’t do personal attacks (he really is a very kind and generous man). Instead of playing to the gallery, he reaches out to society. He therefore asks the difficult questions as he wants to get the best solutions, and to involve ordinary people in forming them.

Look at how the media vilify him for saying things he believes, for speaking up for the poor and the most vulnerable, and for challenging the system. I meet with Jeremy most weeks, and he says with a wry smile, “I’ve had a hard week” but then goes on, un-swayed, wanting to bring about hope to the country. 

Politics can be brutal, but as a dear colleague says, we always have to fight for the needs of the poor, for the worker, for the most vulnerable in our society. When we reflect together on the brutality of the system on so many people in our society, we renew our resolve to stand up and fight again for those we are there to represent. To turn our distraction away from the media pressure, the braying, those trying to steer us on another path, back to focus on why were elected. To make this world a fairer place for everyone.

Focus is crucial in politics, and without it you see so many tossed around in the wind.

This is why my time in York is so vital, connecting in with the different realities of people across the city. I have to say that each week my surgeries aren’t bursting with people who are saying all is well. Instead people have severe problems – health problems – particularly mental health problems but the services are inadequate; they want a home, a roof over their head, but we have 1624 on the housing waiting list; they are hammered by the benefits system and how despite their disability are deemed fit for work. They can’t afford the bedroom tax, and have to move, but there is nowhere for them to go. They can’t afford to heat their home. They couldn’t afford flood insurance so have lost everything. They have been unfairly dismissed from their work. They are lonely. They have been abused. The list goes on and on. You see the city imbalanced, with those that are thriving and those who are barely surviving. There are things you can do immediately to help people, but you know that you have to change the system to make the state work for everyone. But when the system turns its back on people, you are frustrated.

Sometimes there are no immediate solutions. Sometimes the problems are a lot deeper. Sometimes the system is so divorced from meeting the needs of people.

As a politician, you can be faced with impossible situations. The Middle East, North Korea, the mass movement of populations as we are seeing currently from the Middle East and North Africa, climate change, diseases like Ebola or the Zika virus, terrorism, floods, child abuse and sexual exploitation, cyber attacks, the urgent need for social housing and decent jobs.

Do you keep working to find solutions – of course, but you also have to recognise your humanity, your limitations. In the enormity of the universe we are but pin pricks on a map.

Like a grain of sand or a star in the cosmos, and yet God knows us by name, He has a plan for us, He has a plan for our nation and a plan for our world, He even has a plan for Europe. He has invited us in on His plans to join with Him. If this is not our focus, then all our efforts could be futile, and our hope is gone.

In Jeremiah 29: 11 – 14

“For I know the plans I have for you”, declares the Lord, “plan to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. Then you will call on me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart. I will be found by you,” declares the Lord, “and will bring you back to the place from which I carried you into exile”.

God’s plan, ever calling us to Him, ever wanting us to be transformed into His likeness, ever wanting our attention as a father longs to be with their child, ever wanting to listen to the words, however foolish they may be, that we have to say, ever wanting to speak back to us, ever wanting us to have the confidence that when we seek Him, He’ll be there.

I love the imagery of this in the ‘Parable of the Lost Son’. In a book by Mike Bickle called ‘Passion for Jesus’ it describes this meeting. When the younger son has run away, has spent all his father’s money, has gone totally off the rails, is filthy and smelly from living among pigs, it describes the longing of the father to be back with his son ……………………….

But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him, and felt compassion for him, and ran and embraced him, and kissed him.

In the midst of my spiritual coldness and failure I had wondered so many times how God felt about me. I’d even dreaded to imagine the expression on His face when He saw me coming back for forgiveness each time I let Him down. Suddenly I knew, for through the prodigal’s father I glimpsed the face and heart of God. When god saw me trudging towards His throne with my head bowed in shame, like the prodigal’s father, He was moved with affection and tenderness for me. He was running towards me with joy and excitement. His arms were outstretched, reaching for me, longing to catch me up in His loving embrace and kissed away my guild and failure.

My heavenly Father was a watching, running, weeping, laughing, embracing, kissing God! He was an encouraging, affirming, praising, affectionate kind of God. He was a God who loved me so much He couldn’t keep from embracing me. I was the apple of His eye, He was a God who loved my friendship and just wanted me to be with Him. A Father who bradded on me to anyone who would listen. A God who enjoyed me even in my failure and immaturity because He was the sincere intentions of my heart. A God I didn’t have to strive to make happy, because He’d been happy with me from the second I was born into His family. He was a Father who was always cheering me on from the sidelines, He enthusiastically called me His son.

This takes us to the verse that gives me hope, hope when faced with the impossible, when overwhelmed by the enormity of what is before me. Because having a purpose and focus means we can turn our ‘if onlys’ into action, turn our attention to our calling, turn our weaknesses into possibilities, and shows how our obedience to God’s calling, mingled with His longing to be with us, also unlocks the impossible. In politics, as in all walks of life, we get to the end of ourselves. Then what? Do we pretend that we have all the answers, do we struggle on, do we just give up, or do we trust God? So to this verse, when God spoke to Solomon, a man of wisdom in himself.

If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and I will forgive their sin and will heal their land.

Of course it comes from the 2 Chronicles 7:14

It starts with if, if only. A plea from our Father, a choice for us. A word that can take us on a journey or one that we can ignore. A word full of possibility, a word that could be loaded with despair.

If only we just stopped off from the superhighway of life and took the time.

If we humbled ourselves – put everything back in its place. Us, God, Father, Lord, Creator, Author of our lives, All knowing, All loving, All caring, All longing, All powerful, Omnipresent, the One with the plan, Cornerstone, Saviour, Prince of Peace, I am, Counsellor, Yahweh, Jehovah, Most High, Comforter, the Way, the Truth and the Life, Love.

If only we took the time to humble ourselves, submit to Him, and pray – approach God, just talk to God and listen to Him, if only we would give Him a go, and try and make that space.

If only we would seek His face – seek out God, long to be with Him and long to hear from Him, dig into the Bible and see what it really says about Him, earnestly making that space and yearning for God.

And in so doing, turn from our wicked ways – our folly, our foolishness, our agendas, putting us first, putting our ideals ahead of God’s, turning our back on what we know as being wrong, our thoughts, our actions, our words, repenting and resolving with God. God knows our weaknesses, he knows that “all have sinned and fallen short”, he gave His Son and placed all of our shortcoming on Him, so that we can enter that most holy place and seek His face again.

If only we would create this space and have this resolve.

Then, then.

This is my favourite word in the whole of scripture. Then. It talks about a sizemic change beyond our imagination. More than our hopes could ever reach. It is a moment when our world stops spinning on our axis but spins on God’s. It is a hope, but more, it is a promise. Then – it is time for God’s resolve.

Then I will – not He may, but will, it will actually happen. Then I will hear from heaven – the Almighty God of the universe will hear our small words, the words that even you or I speak, the words, the hopes, our thoughts that we utter. He will hear our plea, maybe our sobs and our deepest longings; He promises He’ll hear.

He then resolves again, this time to forgive us. The sin that has separated us from God, the burden we carry around, at our humbling, praying, seeking His face and turning, is now gone. We are back with Him as He created us to be. He looks on us and does not count up our mistakes, sins, errors, does not cast His mind back to those things that we keep buried in our a place of shame or embarrassment, does not put down conditions or rules, not set us an exam or test. But unconditionally, rips out the pages of the book never to be seen again, as far as the east is from the west. To forgive us and to look on us afresh, washed and clean, as one of His, as set apart. We are free from the shackles of our past and the shackles of others. The whole of God’s story is to bring us to this place, where we unconditionally trust Him, and He unconditionally welcomes us back to Him. The curtain was ripped in two, that we may enter the intimacy of that place with Him.

Then, then – His final resolve – He will heal our land.

Isn’t this our longing.

I spend my life in politics, nudging agendas, fighting for people, arguing for change, trying to convince people of a better way, speaking, debating and challenging, building campaigns and working with others. Voting on issues night after night and I would say winning the arguments and then losing the votes. Battling in the background week after week for a constituent. All important, all vital. But bring this back into perspective.

Then He will heal our land. This means putting it back into His order. I know from the recent floods, the wisdom is now that we need to work with nature in upland management and create downstream flood plains once more; back in His order. From the moment when sin entered the world, God has been moving us to the place where Jesus will be on His throne, where He will wipe every tear from our eyes and there will be no more death, or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.

God’s whole plan is to heal, to love, to restore, to sort everything out, to make it alright again.

If only we made that space.

On so many occasions I have drawn on this verse. When faced with difficult decisions in Westminster, like when I voted against the cuts to benefits. This was to be the first time I would break the whip. I did my homework, I challenged our then leader and Shadow Secretary of State as to the impact that this would have. I got into the detail of the Bill, researched its affect, listened to constituents and set out how I couldn’t support the position of my Party. I then went before the Shadow Chief Whip, Leader and other Shadow Cabinet members to be whipped! But I had such conviction, such confidence, because I had taken the time, prayed and sought God. On the night before the vote and the day itself, one after another, people sent me verses of scripture who wouldn’t have necessarily known of what was happening in Westminster, all confirming the conviction I had to take this stand.

Whether it is before a vote or after a surgery where horrific and impossible situations demand my response, I seek God, because I know that following the “if” is a “then”. He comes.

I want to end by telling you my favourite story. One that took me and my bike across to the Outer Hebrides. I cycled across the islands from Vatersey and the beautiful island of Barra, up through Eriskay, South Uist, Benbecula, North Uist and over to Harris and Lewis and to a little village called Barvas.

Here is the story from many years previous.

There were two sisters Peggy and Christine Smith, who were 84 and 82 respectively. Peggy was blind and Christine was bent double with arthritis. They were poor, elderly and lived in a humble cottage which they kept warm with half a brick of peat. As they were praying a vision came to Peggy that the church was full of young people with a different minister in the pulpit. She told the parish minister, a God fearing man, but not one teenager attended the church no matter what he tried. She said that the church should gather for 2 nights a week to wait on God. He obeyed, so on Tuesday and Friday nights they spent the whole night in prayer. As they met, Peggy and Christine prayed on their knees in their cottage from 10pm to 4am.

As they prayed they received a promise: "I will pour water upon him that is thirsty and floods upon the dry ground," they met and prayed for several months. As the church met to pray in the barn, one young man rose and read from Psalm 24:

Who shall ascend the hill of God? Who shall stand in His holy place? He that hath clean hands and a pure heart, who hath not lifted up his soul unto vanity, nor sworn deceitfully. He shall receive the blessings of the Lord.

He then said that they must first rightly relate to God. The young man then prayed. “Are my hands clean, is my heart pure”, he then fell on his knees. He was then overcome by God and the whole of Lewis was shaken. God stepped down, and the Holy Spirit moved among the people. They met God, God was everywhere. God gripped the whole community. People gathered in fields, people met in groups. Rev. Duncan Campbell who was on Skye at the time then received a letter and was invited to Lewis for 10 days. He turned this down as he was speaking at a convention.

Miss Smith said on receiving Rev. Campbell’s reply, “this is what man is saying, but God was telling him to come”. The convention was suddenly cancelled as the tourist board had booked out the venue.

Mr. Campbell arrived on Lewis within 10 days. On his way to the manse he was asked to address the congregation. 300 people suddenly turned up. He preached and then gave the benediction, and as he was leaving the young man prayed “God you made a promise to pour water on the thirsty and flood the dry ground, but you are not doing it”. The man then fell to his knees and Rev. Campbell just stood by, that is, until another man came back into the empty church that night and beckoned him to the door of the church where a crowd of 600 – 700 people had gathered outside. People sang, others cried out for mercy, for forgiveness. He made it to the manse at 5.20am the following day. Hundreds of people from all around just came. They couldn’t say why they were there, but they were moved to come, as they knew they needed forgiveness, and they came to the church as they knew that this would be the only place where they could get help. Get sorted.

On another occasion a 100 young people then came from a dance and made for the church. They were crying out for mercy. The church was crowded with young people – God’s promised fulfilled.

Lives spun round. Crime fell, there was no more antisocial behaviour, people were made well again, dances turned to prayer meetings and bars closed. Everything changed. He healed their land.

Impossible situations, turned round 180 degrees. People learnt together to call out to God. They learnt Jesus’ words that “with God, all things are possible”.

Do we not have need? Do we not face real challenges in our city? Do some things seem absolutely hopeless, absolutely impossible? 

If only a few of us had had the faith of Peggy or Christine, if only we carved out the time, how would God respond to the needs of York? What is on your heart for the city? Where are those impenetrable situations? Whose lives just need help, need God? This isn’t about us, but God needs us in His plan. 

Politics can only be about the possible. Choices yes, but there are certainly limitations. God has, can and will do the impossible. Often when someone comes into my surgery, they articulate a need, but before long, you have a list of issues that need sorting out, and each of these have consequences and each is interdependent on other decisions to be taken in other places – other people, other agencies, government. Interwoven systematic, deep challenges that have accumulated over the course of someone’s life. We may be able to tick a box or two, and get the first item on the list sorted, but when they leave the room, I know that I need a miracle to fix the systems and situations that broke them.

The question is what do we do? Have we given up our hope, given up on Him, not put our trust in Him, not listened to Him, not sought out His face? We do not have a vague hope in Jesus, we have a solid promise, a guarantee. 

God’s cry is, “if only, if only”.

If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and I will forgive their sin and will heal their land. Amen. 

