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A. Introduction

 

Today is Thanksgiving Sunday. In most of Canada the harvest has been brought in, and when we see the abundance of wheat, or pumpkins, or apples or whatever our farms or our gardens have yielded, it makes us grateful to God, who has set up that marvelous yearly rhythm of sowing, maturing and reaping. I hear this year even the Prairie farmers are truly grateful, because the wheat prices are up.

 

So it is good to give thanks to God. Like earthly parents who love it when their children express their appreciation for what we have done for them, so God also enjoys it when His children say ‘thank you’. Thanksgiving is just like Mother’s Day or Father’s Day – An opportunity to let God know we appreciate what He has done for us and that we are grateful.

 

We city dwellers are less harvest-oriented than farmers, and I for one am in danger of taking those full food bins in the supermarkets for granted. But we can go beyond the material blessings. We can review the year, or the years, and recognize the gracious hand of God in them, and thank Him. 

 

That is what I want to do. I would like to acknowledge thankfully two episodes in my life in which God changed my life fundamentally. I hope they may be of use to you because they illustrate two basic aspects of faith, and as you know, if we want to connect with God, faith is essential. As it says in the Bible, “Without faith it is impossible to please God”.

 

(B. Bartimaeus)

 

Before I describe these episodes I refer you back to the story of Blind Bartimaeus. It illustrates clearly what life-changing faith is and that it consists of the two components: the human part, and God’s part. It does not stand by itself. We “lock in” on God, and God responds.

With that for a background, my own story will come into clearer focus.

 

1. Locking In On God
 

Bartimaeus’ faith was quite different from the faith that believes certain things – for instance that Christ was raised from the dead. That sort of faith is a mental assent, and we give it every Sunday when we recite the Nicene Creed together. That is a good thing, but it is not life-changing.

 

The faith that gave Bartimaeus his sight back was a different quality of faith: it was an unshakable certainty that Jesus of Nazareth was the one person who had the power to heal him.  It was faith, not in doctrine, but in a person. When Bartimaeus heard that Jesus was coming by, his faith locked in on that person of Jesus, and from then on he could not be put off. His faith was like one of those guided missiles – they see their target, and nothing can distract them from it. “Have mercy on me”, he cried out. The disciples wanted to protect Jesus from such disruptions (Jesus was not just going for a stroll – he was on his way to Jerusalem for the last time, and he had a lot on his mind) and they tried to shut him up, but he yelled all the louder, “Jesus, son of David, have mercy on me!”. He refused to take ‘no’ for an answer. No way was he going to let Jesus pass him by. That was the sort of faith that produces results. It is saving faith, it is healing faith. There should be a different word for it, because it is different from the faith that recites a creed. 

 

2. Jesus’ Response
 

If Bartimaeus had simply spoken and behaved the way he did, and nothing further had happened, there would have been no story.

But his faith triggered a response from Jesus. Jesus was heading for Jerusalem and he was fully aware of what was awaiting him there. Yet, when a blind beggar (and how many of those were sitting along the road?) was loudly and disrespectfully yelling his name, he permitted himself to be interrupted. Bartimaeus’ faith was irresistible to him, he felt he simply had to respond to it. 

That happens consistently throughout the Gospels. When Jesus encounters that sort of faith, the faith that is sure of what it wants, that will not be put off and insists on satisfaction, it infallibly produces results. Such faith is completed by a miracle. The faith and the miracle together form one whole.

 

(C. My Stories)

 

Keeping this in mind, let me tell you two episodes from my own life, for which I am profoundly grateful to God. The first illustrates the ‘locking in’ of Bartimaeus faith, the second on Jesus’ response to faith. (Actually, the Holy Spirit – but He is the Spirit of Jesus)

 

1. Conversion
 

In 1953, kitty corner from this church, where now a huge new apartment building (“Parkside”) is under construction, there stood a brand-new hospital: St. Joseph’s Hospital, run by the Sisters of St. Ann. I was a recent graduate from medical school in Holland, and I had signed up to do my rotating internship there. I had arrived by C.P.R. ferry from Vancouver with the five-hour overnight voyage, and it had docked at what is now the Wax Museum. I hailed a taxi (75 cents) and we drove past this church. If at that moment I could have had a glimpse of myself standing in this pulpit 54 years later, I would have thought, “No, this cannot be me. This is reality turned upside-down. I am a doctor, and it is most unlikely that I should become anything else, but a preacher?  Absolutely impossible!”

 

The reason for this was that the Christian faith meant nothing to me – even less than nothing, if that were possible. I thought it was for gullible people, who had not learnt to think critically; that Marx’s idea of religion being opium for the people was probably right.

 

However, at the same time I was looking for Truth. Somebody had said that God was absolute Goodness, absolute Truth, and absolute Beauty, and I thought that if I could find those things, I would not mind calling them ‘God’, collectively. But to find such a God, I was not going to look at the Bible – that was beneath me. Like many people today, I thought the really wise and profound thoughts came from the Orient, especially India. So I read a bit about Anthroposophy, from Krishnamurti and even Buddhism, but somehow they did not truly grip or convince me.

 

Then, partially to please my new girlfriend, named Joan, I opened the Bible she had given me – not knowing that she was praying hard for me. There I encountered this Jesus of Nazareth, the same who was walking by Bartimaeus, and suddenly I saw: this is the one! It was a recognition: this is the Goodness, the Truth and the Beauty I was looking for in all the wrong directions; here they are, incarnate in a person! “I found it”, said a bumper sticker that advertised the mission by Michael Green, some years ago, and that expressed precisely how I felt. My quest was ended. 

 

I locked on to him, as Bartimaeus did. Or did he lock on to me? As it says in John’s Gospel, “Abide in me and I in you” – it is both at the same time. Anyway, from then on it has been inconceivable that I should follow anybody but him. I had found faith, because I had found the one to put my faith in. Faith is not something nebulous that you either have or don’t have; faith is confidence and trust in a real person – in Christ.

 

The decision to follow Jesus gave my life the foundation and meaning it had been lacking. “On Christ the solid rock I stand” was my favorite hymn. It was a new beginning for me, and it revolutionized my life. It eventually led me to spend two years in a seminary (the same as Rod Ellis’), to do medical mission work in South America, and now to this pulpit. What as a young intern I had thought as inconceivable is what did happen with me. How I thank God for that, at this Thanksgiving Sunday.

 

We all have an idea of what we really, in our heart of hearts, need.  I said that for me it was Goodness, Truth and Beauty. Maybe for you it is something else. Maybe it is healing, or a filling of an inner void. Maybe peace of mind. Maybe redemption from failure and mistakes. Maybe relief of guilt or resentment. If you open your Bible in one of the Gospels and encounter Jesus there, you will recognize that he has within himself exactly what you are looking for. To receive it, you only have to receive him. That recognition – that is faith. Jesus fills the God-shaped vacuum in our soul. 

 

2. Baptism In The Holy Spirit
 

Now the second episode, which was also a faith story, but here the emphasis was on God’s response, which was clearly miraculous, like the restoration of Bartimaeus’ sight. 

 

I described how I had put my confidence in Jesus as my guide and master, and how that gave me a foundation and purpose in life.  But after some years I learned he undertakes to do more: he promises to send his Holy Spirit to empower us for service. My Christian life was not really productive, and when I learned what the H.S. was doing through people elsewhere, I knew: yes! That empowering of the Holy Spirit – that is what I need.

 

 I locked into that promise, and eventually my faith was completed by a miraculous intervention from heaven, a sovereign act of God that is described as the Baptism in the Holy Spirit. It was a spiritual mountaintop experience, but even better, it empowered me for service. The day after it happened I prayed for a patient with an incurable condition and she was healed, and another I was able to bring to Christ. For that impartation of the Spirit also, I thank Him from the bottom of my heart.

 

If you say: Yes! - that is what I need, that is what I want, then, like Bartimaeus, lock on to that promise of the infilling of the Holy Spirit. As Peter said, “The promise is to you and your children and to all that are afar off” Afar off – that’s you and me. Lock on to it, and it will happen.

 

D. Conclusion
 

And this brings me to my conclusion.  I was filled with the Holy Spirit, but after some time I found I leaked. The empowering seemed to wane. Since then I have gone back for a topping up more than once, and I look forward for a refill at the upcoming renewal meetings again. In Europe, when you order a cup of coffee – that is all you get (and a small one, at that). In North America you get a bottomless cup: as many refills as you want. That is how it is with the Holy Spirit – we get a bottomless cup.

 

So the good news is that if our spiritual life has become a bit of a drag, if church-going seems more of a duty than a joy – take heart! God knows we need a fresh shower of the Holy Spirit, a break-out from our church routine, a new experience of His power and energy in our lives. And He wants to give it to us. He wants to give it to us. He loves to see us joyful, and fruitful; He loves to see us as a focus of spiritual vitality, both for ourselves and for others.

 

That is what the Ed Hird meetings of October 26-28 are about. They are a time for us to be refreshed and rejuvenated. Won’t that be great, to have that first joy and love of Jesus restored to us, and to be empowered for service? To see God at work in our midst performing healings and miracles?

 

Which of you feels he or she does not need all this; that you have all you need spiritually? Nobody? Too bad, because you could have come to the front to pray for the rest of us, and pass it on. As it is, all of you who have not yet done so, will just have to sign up with Ingrid. Do it no later than tomorrow, and you will save $5.
 

Let’s pray.
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