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Psalm of New Orientation to start:  Ps 66
1. RECAP

a. Modernism/Postmodernism:  anyone who studies theology, philosophy, sociology or history at any significant depth will come across this analysis 

· quote from ‘The Celtic Way of Evangelism’

· Modernism to Postmodernism parallels Orientation to Disorientation (also Christendom/Post)
· neither are the kingdom of God, although both have good points and bad points

b. The Extended view of Exile

Some of them had returned from geographic exile (Ezra, Nehmiah etc.) most believed that the spiritual state of exile was still continuing.
Big Issue: “If Israel was truly God's people, how was it that the pagans were ruling over her (Persia etc.)?”

· Zealous Jews had long regarded their own local rulers as compromisers – cf. Simon the Zealot
· They were looking for a King and a Kingdom - the return from exile, was about take place

· John 6.1-15, v.15 “When Jesus realized that they were about to come and take him by force to make him king, he withdrew again to the mountain by himself”
· Acts 1.6, “Lord will you at this time give the Kingdom back to Israel?”

GROUPS: How do we cope with the violence and contradictions in the Bible (Esp the OT)?
2. DEVELOPMENT OF FAITH – in Psalms, now in wider scripture

a. The Bible – what sort of text?
· both divine and human

· unlike the Koran that is an exact transmission from God

Not a set of conclusions – proof texts etc.
It is the story of the journey of God’s people

· unfolding drama (just as we have seen in the psalms)

· which we are a part of – this is our story too

· not a manual – but the story of a people’s struggle with God
b. Helpful views

· John Stott – there are two books to read – the Bible and the World – not in isolation
· Rene Girard – ‘text in travail’ – working towards a point (Jesus), sometimes quite painfully

· the true God stands behind the moments of revelation, but they are being received by human beings who ‘still have ears with hearing, and eyes without seeing’

· three steps forward, two steps backwards

· truth is not a conceptual proposition, it is a person in Jesus
· Muslims would say the text is the truth

c.  Progressive Revelation

So God showed himself in a progressive fashion
· God did not reveal everything from the start

· Abraham did not know as much as Moses about God - just some basic components
· David more than both Abraham and Moses, but not as much as Isaiah, and so on.

All faith is ‘developmental’ – you can see it in your own life

· only when you look back – you can then see God’s action in your life and start to understand more fully – there are contradictions n our won stories
The Israelites also looked back and saw the hand of God in their story

· although at the time they did not see this

· churches can also see this development too

This is why people will say that the God of the OT is a God of anger
and the God of the NT is a God of love
STAGE 1:  Exclusive Faith

Abraham and his descendants responded to God’s call to follow him – as God’s elect
Gen 12.3 – part accepted, part did not happen
Gen 19.29 – the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah

Gen 21.9 – Hagar and Ishmael sent away

positive:  they experienced God as revealing himself and responded in trust

negative:  they also experienced a restrictive aspect – God’s love was limited to them

they thought that God had elected them to the exclusion of others

OUT WORKING:  a ‘them-versus-us mentality’ – in-group/out-group

· the focus of their religion is on the in-group – the select few who know the truth
· excluded people who do not know the truth are ‘lost’

· the saved try to keep themselves pure and separate from those with other beliefs

We do not have to go very far back to find churches/Christians with this quite strong mentality 

· many people stop at this first stage 

· all God requires of them is to be loyal to the in-group

· loyalty to the group is easier than trust in God

Easily leads to the belief that we are loved by God and others are not

· may even give some the right to think that they can hate and kill others we think God does not love

· e.g. the church of the middles ages – torturing and burning heretics

This is a childish type of faith which rest on a primitive sort of morality

· it was a beginning -  but it was only a beginning - an immature faith
STAGE 2:  Covenant Faith 
When the Israelites were freed from slavery in Egypt, they knew they were loved

· walking in the faith of their father Abraham – chosen by God

But God called them to a deeper faith at My Sinai – in desert
God’s love for the Israelites was nothing less than infinite – but they were not ready, or willing, to hear this yet

· so they heard God’s love being offered in terms of an agreement, a bargain, a deal

· conditional – although God’s love was always unconditional

THE DEAL as they understood it:  
“If they would keep their part of the agreement by obeying the commandments that God gave to Moses, then God would always protect them and lead them to a new promised land”
Ex 34.10-13
· belief that God will save you if you obey the rules

· if you are good then God will love you, and if you’re bad God won’t love you

· you earn credit by doing good and lose it by doing bad
This can become a very self-centred faith – obsessed by doing what is right to win God’s favour

Consumed by guilt when God is far off – “it must be my fault”

We have not yet learned to let God save us

· it also gives a sense of self-righteousness as: “I obey the Law” or “I was good”

The central virtue at this stage is ‘Obedience’ – and learning the rules – Psalm 1
· this is OK, but it is only a stage on the way to faith

· it is the religion of the Pharisees

· prayer, struggle and mercy are not necessary

· the rules tell us how to behave – not keeping the rules is sinning

· those who do not keep the rules are shunned (some rules more than others) 
      e.g. Stephany at St Cuthberts

“This sort of faith is moralistic, ritualistic, doctrinaire, and unhappy, while God is merciful, gracious, faithful, forgiving and steadfast in love”

Churches can gather round these behaviours - they start to become the touchstone for orthodoxy

· these churches (and their people) are sure that are right

· God at this level (for those who are stuck here) is a God of judgement and order

STAGE 3:  Prophetic Faith – Unconditional Love
It was the prophets who realised that Israel’s idea of God was far too limited – while in exile

· after the destruction of the kingdom that they realized that Temple worship was not as important as the worship of the heart

· also: that God’s love for them was not dependant on their ability to keep the law
God loves unconditionally - both the good and the bad behaviour/people
Read Jeremiah 31.1-3, 20-22, 31-34

· this was a breakthrough to a new dimension of faith 

· through exile suffering, the prophets realised that God’s love for them had not changed at all

· God’s love remained ‘steadfast’ even though they had sinned

We say today “God loves us just the way we are”

· it was God’s love that made me a child of God, nothing of myself

· it is also God loving me/us here and now that makes the difference

· everything is grace

Prophets of the exile realised this

But many of us still live as this is not the case

· still viewing as God as a sort of policeman in the sky

So this is a God of mercy and compassion

· who suffers when his people suffer (Servants songs e.g. Isaiah 42.1-7) – Servant King
· goes into exile with Israel – God was in Babylon with them
· God who has been revealing himself all along is a lover and a servant

It took generations to start to fathom this truth - unconditional love
STAGE 4:  Incarnational Faith/Love
In the fourth stage (in the NT), they make the breakthrough to see that God’s grace and love is incarnate (embodied) in human lives and interactions

In the NT a whole new dimension become available for those who will accept it

It is a level of living in God which some prophets (Jeremiah & Ezekiel) got an inkling of, esp in Joel 2.28-29
This is where we know God to be present in the world through us

· God not only desires to love others unconditionally, but he desires to do it through us

The incarnation of God in the world did not end with the death of Jesus

· on the day of Pentecost God loves through a people

· the continuing work of Jesus as God’s ears, eyes, mouth and hands – Teresa of Avila’s Prayer

That we may love ourselves and everyone we meet

· and that is what transforms and changes things

Life at this level of faith is very simple, almost naïve

· we realise that God does not demand great things of us

· if we allow God, he will do great things through us – but we do not have to make them happen

SUMMARY

At the close of the OT and the start of the NT God’s promise to Abraham begins to be fulfilled

The OT story bring us to the point where the story of Jesus can begin

Words of St Teresa of Avila
Christ has no body now on earth but yours
no hands but yours
no feet but yours.
Your eyes are the eyes through which must look out
Christ's compassion on the world.
Yours are the feet with which He is to go about doing good.
Yours are the hands with which He blesses now.
