Taize Communion 5 Jun 16 Gal 1 :11-end; Lk 7:11-17
Pray. Last time I spoke, it was about stories, and I want to talk about stories again tonight. I wonder what
struck you about the stories we heard this evening? Anything?
Stories are good – they get our imaginations going, probably in ways that lectures, or even sermons, don’t
particularly. I bet you remember more stories than sermons! Let me ask you another question – and please
don’t answer if you were here at the Thursday communion! What’s the story you know best? And how
often is it told?
In our Galatians reading, Paul is telling a story – it’s a little bit of his own story. He’s confessing that he was
once the bad boy on the block, a pretty ruthless dude who would stop at nothing to exterminate a
particularly verminous group of people who were upsetting the applecart. He was the one who was leading
the vanguard to maintain the tradition of the elders, and he was proud of it! That was ‘then’. Next he
relates how he had a revelation from God, and it wasn’t the only one, that changed the direction of his life.
That was ‘God’. It didn’t stop him being a Jew who was passionate about God, but it gave him a fresh
understanding of what God is all about. That was ‘after’. Remember those three things: ‘then’, ‘then God’,
‘after’.
Why was Paul telling his story? I don’t think he was being boastful or playing a game of one-upmanship; that
doesn’t square with the record in his other letters. However I want to suggest three reasons he told his
story here. Firstly he wanted to establish the credentials of himself and the gospel. He is not talking about a
fairy-story of a cosmic watchmaker who wound up the cosmos at creation and then walked away. He’s
talking about a God who is all powerful yet intimately involved in his creation. This God has bothered to
reveal his plan for his creation to the likes of us, his creatures, even when, like Paul, those creatures are,
excuse me, hell-bent on destroying God’s own church.
And Paul wants his readers to know that it’s the grace of God that overcame his antipathy to and hatred of the
gospel. This grace was working in Paul before Paul knew anything at all; verse 15 says God set him apart from
birth, and called him by grace, being pleased to reveal his Son in him so that he might preach Jesus to the
Gentiles, the non-Jews. Paul’s credentials come from God himself, to tell others about the amazing grace of
God that reached even an accomplice to murder like him.
Secondly Paul is telling his story to affirm that these revelations are not the musings of his own musty mind;
they’re not the fanatical, fantastical fabrications of his own deranged imagination. He’s had them checked
out by the senior apostle, Peter, and the Lord’s brother, James. It’s not the one-man show, like the
revelations of Mohammed or Joseph Smith who founded Mormonism. Paul is telling his story as part of a
community of faith, an integral part of the church’s outreach to share that amazing grace of God that he had
experienced himself. Paul is definitely not a loner in his faith, and nor need we be!
Finally Paul tells his story – because it’s his story! No-one can contradict him because it’s HIS story! It’s his
story about his life with God, and what God has done for him. People today may be able to argue about God
and science, or God and philosophy, or God and history, or God and suffering… People will find all sorts of
reasons to argue against the existence of God or to find reasons to ignore him. But they can’t argue with
your story, your own experience. That’s why Paul is telling is story, and that’s why we can tell ours too.
This cartoon tells something of my story (show it). It was drawn ten years ago by a colleague as I left the
Navy. It shows a relatively smooth road and a modest career path during my Navy time but not much
obvious involvement with God, though he was definitely there! It glosses over my earlier failures, and they
were many, and the successes, which were fewer… But it also shows a pattern of ‘then’, ‘then God’, and
‘after’.
The ‘then’ was my Naval life; the ‘then God’ moment was the point I decided to leave. I believe God had, if
you’ll pardon the pun, ‘engineered’ circumstances to a point when I realised one evening the only thing

keeping me in the Navy was a fear that I couldn’t survive outside it. That, I decided, was no good reason to
stay! Hence my ‘then God’ moment.
My road gets much rougher as I left, as I started the ‘after’ section, with no obvious destination other than
Bible college and a putative Damascus, with the flash of bright light on the left. There are some prophetic
symbols of ‘free-issue’ chaplain’s kit of five loaves of bread, two fishes and open-toed sandals even as I
discard the symbols of my earlier engineering career – the bucket full of spanners. But as I look back I can
see how God brought me down this road, full of many lows and highs, to being here tonight. I will say that
it’s only God’s grace that brought me here, and it’s only by his grace, as I serve you, and with you, that I can
continue my story, together with you, as I travel this pilgrim way. We’re all learners together and we need
to share our stories to help us see God at work in our lives, and to encourage each other as we seek to grow
God’s church in Warsash. This is one example of how to see God’s action in our lives and to tell it in a simple
form – ‘then’, ‘then God’, ‘and ‘after’.
As it happens, tomorrow we’re re-starting our Growing Our Church course with a session on Our Calling. It’s
about telling our story and God’s story, and seeing that we can tell the story of our own encounter with God
to other people too. And to return to my earlier question, the story each of us knows best, is our own. You
may not think your story is as dramatic as our bible readings, but it is no less real and God is no less involved
in your lives. Each of us has a story to tell and I would be surprised if, when we examine those stories
deeply, we didn’t find God graciously at work in there somewhere. Probably even from the start! That has
to be a story worth telling. There are probably ‘then’, ‘then God’ and ‘after’ events all the way through it.
This week take time to look back at your life and consider where God has acted for you. And come to
Growing our Church too!
Finally, whenever we do tell our story about God, remember firstly that the gospel’s credentials are
impeccable and that God’s grace has been working in you from your birth, so that you can share this gospel
of grace with others outside the church. Secondly, know that when you share your story and God’s story,
you do so as part of God’s church – you’re not alone in doing this! And, of course, know that it’s your story
with God, no-one can contradict you in it. Think about your own story, what God has done for you – it may
even be just this week – and share it with someone else. It will encourage them, and you! Stories are
great!!! Let’s share! AMEN.

