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When our author was writing this letter, it may well be that, as Paul often did, and as was common practice in
these days, he used a scribe to write for him.  In my mind's eye I can just see him, striding up and down the
room while he forms the words and phrases and dictates them to his scribe.  And half way through what we
know as chapter 5 he speaks the words with which we finished our reading last week "...having been
designated by God a high priest according to the order of Melchizedek."

At that point I wonder if he paused to let the scribe catch up, and watching him, bent over his scroll, caught a
look of complete bafflement on his face.

"What's wrong?"
"Melchizedek?  I'm sorry, but I don't follow you.  Who's he?"
"But I thought you had read the Scriptures.  Do you think that the others won't understand either?"
"I can't say for sure, but I doubt it."

And our writer suddenly realises that all that he has to say about Christ being high priest depends on the people
knowing about Melchizedek, and that they don't and that they probably won't understand what he is saying.
In exasperation he breaks off from his priestly argument and in exasperation he says:

"About this we have much to say that is hard to explain since you have become dull in understanding.  For
though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you again the basic elements of
the oracles of God..."

What exasperates our writer about his flock is not that they don't know.  It is that they don't seem to want to
know.  They don't seem to want to grow and understand more.  To him this is as unnatural as grown adults
preferring to eat the pap that is found in jars of baby-food, rather than tucking into good honest home-cooked
food.

And what is said to these unknown first readers has been too often true of too many Christian people
throughout history, and is still too often true of the church in the West today.  In too many churches there are
intelligent people, people who like to use their minds in their work and in their lives, people who keep
well-informed about the world and about society, people who stretch their minds with intellectual work, or
with crosswords, or with local or historical research who do not use those same minds in a similar way to
discover more about the faith they profess.  I know that there have been times when I have been one of them,
and I am glad that God has often jolted me out of such complacent infantilism.

Our writer talks in terms of diet: how what satisfies a baby doesn't and shouldn't satisfy a growing child and
a grown person.  An infant survives on milk; we need more and we need different, although we may still enjoy
milk as a part of our diet.

Think about it in terms of schooling.  When I went to school first we learned the letters of the alphabet, and
we learned them by singing them to the tune of Auld Lang Syne.  That was fun, and still when I'm putting
things in alphabetical order I may hear the song singing away at the back of my mind.  But after we had
mastered the alphabet it wouldn't have gone on being fun or satisfying to keep singing the song and never
going any further with our use of the letters.



In the same way the Christian faith can become boring if we keep on going over the same things again and
again and never learn anything new.  If you feel that all you need to know about your faith you learned in
Sunday School, then you either had a most unusual Sunday School with a very far-reaching curriculum, or
else someone's not been doing their job since then.  Someone: either your minister, not giving you teaching to
help your faith and understanding to grow; or else you, not being prepared to do the work and take deeper
teaching on board.

And if when I was studying at university I had said to my tutors that I couldn't be bothered with the difficult
stuff they wanted me to read: I would just sing my alphabet song, they would have been rightly furious and
chucked me out!  Yet too many Christians seem to want to go over the basics again and again, without
realising that they are foundations on which to build.

One way to discover how well a congregation has grown is to look at it and discover how many there are who
can be teachers in it: teachers of at least the basic truth about Jesus.  Oh, no, you say, I could never do that.
But is that reaction just because it would scare you to be put forward like that, or because you genuinely
wouldn't know what to say?   The writer to the Hebrews seems to envisage the mark of a healthy congregation
that the more established members should be able to instruct those who are newer to the faith.

We aren't going to spend time today looking in detail at the matters which, in chapter 6, our writer tells us are
the basics, because he doesn't either.  But it is worth mentioning them.  The basics of our faith are: repentance,
turning away from dead works and faith in God (which is a turning towards God).  We should understand
about baptism, the joining of the faith community through a ritual using water, and the laying on of hands -
which is often taken to be a sign of God's Spirit coming to us.  We should understand about resurrection -
Christ's and ours.  Which is not to say that we should understand the physics of how it happened for Jesus or
will happen for us, but we should realise the way that Jesus' rising changed the world and how it gives us more
than hope for our own life beyond death.  Finally we should understand about eternal judgement - that our
lives and actions have consequences and that only through Jesus can we stand before God's throne.

Those are the basics.  Did your Sunday School equip you with this knowledge?  And yet too often we seem to
be content to have a faith in which even these basics are not properly thought through, a faith which rests more
on emotion than on truth.  If it feels nice and warm and fuzzy then that's fine.  But faith, while a real comfort
in times of trouble, is not a teddy bear.

Anyone who has ever taught children, or simply brought them up in the family will know that when a child
becomes bored they look around for something to distract them.  You know the old proverb "Satan finds
mischief for idle hands."  If we don't let our faith grow, if we don't actively feed it, then we may end up
becoming bored with it.  And if we are bored with our faith, then the chances are that we too will look around
for some other distraction.  When we do that, suddenly, without that having been our intention, we find that
we have strayed away from the practise of our faith and then from our belief as well.  That's serious.  Our
author tells us that before we know where we are we will have become one with the crowd who bayed for
Jesus' blood before Pilate.

How do we keep from falling away?  By working on our faith, and applying it rigorously to our lives so that
there is no room for distraction.  But what if we do fall away?  What about the people who have stopped
coming to church?  Is there no hope for them, for you?  Our author sounds very severe.  You can't have a lost
faith restored, he says.  I don't think by that he can mean that someone who falls away from faith can never
have faith again - in fact life proves otherwise.  But the faith you have again will not be the same as the first
time.  When a marriage partner strays and cheats on his or her spouse, there may be forgiveness offered, the
relationship may not altogether founder, but if it survives it will not be quite the same as before.  That first
carefree trustfulness will be lost, and one partner will always be watching for signs of unfaithfulness, while
the other will have to keep putting effort into reassurance.   So if we turn from our faith in God, maybe a simple
childlike faith that we learned from our parents, we can learn to have faith in him again, but we will know that
there has been a break, there will be a period of time which we will always regret, when we didn't trust God.

By the way, when St. Paul addresses this question, in Romans chapters 5-8, he concludes that if you fall away
then you never really had faith in the first place: you were around the community of faith, yes, but didn't really



have your own faith in Christ.

But our writer doesn't want his readers - then or now - to become discouraged.  He is confident of better things,
and so am I.  None of us work on our faith in terms of understanding the way we should (and that shouldn't
be a cop out: all of us should try more) but understanding is only one side of faith.  Faith is shown not by
intellectual triumphs but by actions.  God won't overlook the acts of love which even baby faith prompts us to
do.  And just like these ancient Hebrews I know that this church is one where acts of love to each other and to
our further neighbours are common.

When God spoke to the Hebrew people through the prophet Hosea he was looking for ways and reasons not
to cast them off.  He didn't want to treat them as their sins deserved.  They are his children.  He fed them as
infants and taught them to walk.  And that is how he sees us as well.  But he also wants us to grow, just as all
parents want to see their children growing - growing in understanding, in love and in strength.

Next week we will get back to that strange man, Melchizedek and see how he can help us grow.  But for this
week, let us resolve to make our faith a matter for our minds and in our prayers ask God to help us grow to
take his solid food.

Amen.


