
My First Sermon as your new priest  
6th Sunday of Easter 
Season of Easter 

How to avoid the struggle of opening the deck chair  
and knowing which way to face it. 

STRUGGLING TO OPEN THE DECK CHAIR 
Let me share with you a Peanuts cartoon.  It concerns Lucy, at her 5 cent psychology booth, where 
Charlie Brown had stopped for advice about life. 

‘Life is like a deck chair, Charlie,’ she says.  ‘On the cruise ship of life, some people place their 
deck chair at the rear of the ship so they can see where they’ve been.  Others place their deck 
chair at the front of the ship so they can see where they’re going.’  Lucy, the good ‘doctor’ looks at 
her puzzled client and asks, ‘Which way is your deck chair facing?’  Without hesitating, Charlie 
replies glumly, ‘Heck, I still struggle to get my deck chair unfolded.’ 

Imagine a cruise ship called Christianity, on which were crews of instructors, teachers, experts and 
gurus all eager to explain to you God’s plan for the placement of your deck chair: they all claimed 
they knew God’s plan for you.  I wonder how many of you who ‘attend’ Church, have always 
wanted to know God better, always longed for a better relationship with Jesus, but more often than 
not, ended up struggling, like Charlie Brown, to open the deck chair.   

ACTS 2.42 CHRISTIANS 
I am going to share with you a vision of what our Church, both people and place, might be for us 
on the cruise ship of Christianity, who serve this Benefice of Blagdon with Charterhouse, Compton 
Martin and Ubley.  It is a biblical vision founded on the Body of Christ.  After the account in Acts of 
that eruption of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, there follows in Acts chapter 2 verse 42, an inspiring 
and remarkable vision of the Church living on this side of Pentecost: a Church who devoted 
themselves to… 
• the apostles’ teaching 
• fellowship 
• the breaking of bread 
• the prayers 
and thus knows something of the fellowship of The Trinity.   
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7 MARKS OF A HEALTHY CHURCH 
This vision, our Church can embrace, can hold on to, and can work daily at.  It can be marked in 
seven ways, by our Church family…  
1. being energised by faith,  
2. having an outward-looking focus,  
3. seeking to find out what God wants,  
4. facing the cost of transformation and growth,  
5. operating as a community,  
6. making room for all, and, in the main,  
7. doing a few things but doing them well.   

SLITHERING MISCHIEF 
But of course, no ship sails to its destination in a straight line - it is not all plain sailing.  There is 
always, slithering somewhere in the long grass mischief, in the form of single mindedness, 
obscurantism, pride, arrogance, jealousy, thoughtlessness, selfishness.  These are polar opposites 
of the gifts of the Holy Spirit, which are in us, and we work to maintain through our relationship with 
God.  In the story of Acts, Luke tells of the dishonesty and hypocrisy of two ‘so-called’ followers of 
Christ, Ananias and Sapphira (5.1-11), of the blazing arguments about rations for widows, of the 
dreadful arguments about whether anyone other than a Jew could become a Christian.   

LIFE IS BOTH JOY AND PAIN, IT IS TRANSFORMATIONAL 
Being Acts 2.42 Christians, does not mean the Church is in any way removed from the pain of daily 
living today - life is joy and pain.  What we need to recognise is that our pilgrimage together, in this 
Benefice, as the Church of God, represents all the struggles, and all the many journeys of faith that 
women and men have made throughout the ages, make today, and will continue to. 

Read through Luke in the Book of Acts or the Epistles of Paul, and you will see clearly that 
difference of opinion was no stranger to the early Church and that argument and debate and 
indeed deep personal rifts were not uncommon in the life of the first generation of Christians.  Part 
of what I am saying, is that each of us, unique individuals that we are, come to the Christian 
experience, both with our own personalities, and also with the separate journey with all its 
influences, that each of us makes which brings us to the present moment.   

This is also part of the tension, because while we worship the ever loving yet unchanging God, we 
transform, we transform daily, we do that from the moment we are born, and yet, we often look at 
the Church and we often look at our faith and expect it not to transform.  But my friends, to grow is 
to transform, and to look back, to have the deckchair facing backwards, is maybe, to be turned into 
a pillar of salt!   

WHAT OUR CHURCH MUST BE 
Brothers and Sisters, we must learn to stop struggling to open our deckchair; we must open it, face 
it forward, and grow to be a healthy Church of Act 2.42 Christians.  Let me reiterate, what our 
Church must therefore be?   

A PLACE OF RECONCILIATION 
It must be a place of reconciliation.  Not of agreement necessarily but where the deep 
divides, of colour, race, politics, theology, personality, outlook, are brought together and 
reconciled.  That is what the Cross on Good Friday and the empty tomb on Easter is about; 
that is what the deep peace of the kingdom is about.  But if we say that, it must be 
demonstrated in real time and in real ways.  The good news which is capable of breaking 
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down barriers - race and nations, sexes and generations, one church and another, one 
Christian and another - has to be lived.  Reconciliation is not for the future, it begins now. 

A PLACE OF CARING 
Our Church must be a place of caring and especially for the underprivileged and 
marginalised.  Martin Luther King put it like this:  

“Every [person] must decide whether [he or she] will walk in the light of creative altruism or 
the darkness of destructive selfishness.  This is the judgment.  Life’s most persistent and 
urgent question is, What are you doing for others?”  “Everybody can be great.  Because 
anybody can serve.  [You don’t have to have 5 Grade 5 to 9 GCSE’s to serve].  You don’t 
have to have a [University] degree to serve.  You don’t have to make your subject and your 
verb agree to serve.  You don’t have to know about Plato and [Socrates] to serve.  You don’t 
have to know Einstein’s theory of relativity to serve.  You don’t have to know the second 
theory of thermodynamics in physics to serve.  You only need a heart full of grace.  A soul 
generated by love.”  “Love is the only force capable of transforming an enemy into a friend.”   

You and I, living here in this beautiful part of our country, are cushioned from the cold winds, 
starvation and disease and violence, which is the lot of the greater part of the world.  Our 
time is not taken up as theirs is, with staying alive - most of us are removed from that.  So the 
Christian through the Church, must seek common ground and make common cause with 
all whose work is among the deprived, the homeless, the refugee, and the lonely.  Some will 
be called to political action, locally and nationally, some will be called to works of practical 
concern and prayer.  All will be called to serve faithfully because of the agenda Jesus came 
to fulfil and sets before each of us. 

Because of the Jesus agenda, in earlier years came the abolition of slavery: came the whole 
Education System: came hospitals and the Health service: came the Probation service, 
Childrens Society, Christian Aid, Shelter, Christian Action, Samaritans, naming but a few.  We 
must be justly proud of the Christian roots and driving force behind them.  In present 
uncertainties in the life of the Church we must not forget the Christian imperative to care.  
Here work with other Christians whose journey is not our own becomes even more possible, 
for we find common ground with others - the Body of Christ - and we should resolve not to 
do separately what we can possibly do together,  

A PLACE OF CELEBRATION 
But all is not work, the Church must be a place of celebration.  Hospitably and expression 
of joy at Baptism and Marriage are marks of this celebration.  And too often our approach to 
worship has been characterised by too much gloom.  Church and worship can be far too guilt 
laden and far too grim.  There is a proper place in worship for laughter and for fun.  We must 
try to capture both the dignity and expression of the mystery of God but also of the 
spontaneity and movement.   

It will be a sad day when Christians cannot gather together for good food, good wine, good 
fellowship.  Never forget the benefits of meeting together in a relaxed and unguarded mood.  
Both the feast of the Incarnation and of Resurrection throw caution to the wind in 
proclaiming God's greatest acts of love and restitution. 

TASK OF MAKING KNOWN THE PRESENCE OF GOD 
So, to the last purpose of the Church - and its greatest.  Above all else the Church has the 
task of making known the presence of God.  It is where both the faith of those who have 
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gone before us and of ourselves is given physical expression.  In worship we meet with God 
and that is awesome.  By word, by expression, by action, in song and in our buildings, our 
calling is to share that glimpse of God’s presence we experience, with all who will share it 
with us.  

For the Church is never divorced from the real world - no living Church, no PCC, no Parish, 
no Synod can ever be.  Your life, and the life of our Church, as well as the life of the 
communities we serve, is the very stuff from which the God’s kingdom is made.   

A WARNING 
When I mentioned earlier the Ananias and Sapphira story, it was as a warning.  One of the 
essential truths that had bound the first Christian community, the first Church, together, was the 
belief that Christ was not only with them but in each of them as well.  Ananias and Sapphira got 
themselves into trouble because they were not inclusive, not able to look at those in need in the 
Church and see in them a suffering Christ.  They thought of other Christians as people who 
sometimes got no their nerves, who were weak and unable to take care of themselves, who 
couldn’t necessarily be counted on.  Their mistake, was to think they could be committed to God 
without being committed to the Church of God’s people.   

FACING FORWARD 
Finally, my Sisters and Brothers, we will journey together to a point in the future where we can say 
we are a healthy Church full of mission and evangelism.  It will be a privilege and a joy to be your 
priest and watch deckchairs be turned round to face the front, watch the struggle to open them 
cease, yet to acknowledge also that a few deckchairs will always remain looking back from whence 
we came.   

With guidance from the Holy Spirit, God’s awaking and transformation will take place here in this 
Benefice and probably beyond to.  It is now up to us, together, to honour our commitment to our 
faith and the Church to which we belong; and honour our commitment to God, who calls us 
forward, into the future, with no better motto ringing in our ears than Luke's Acts 2.42: we 
constantly gather as a Church devoted… 
• to listening to the apostles teaching;  
• to fellowship, sharing the common life;  
• to being round a table to break bread together;  
• to prayer. 

And to that I say a loud AMEN. 

Thank you for listening 

And if you have read this, thank you for taking the time to read it.   

The Reverend Simon Lewis 
Rector 

[Sunday 6 May, 2018] 
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