The importance of giving Praise and Thanksgiving to God.

The present National Census has included questions of personal belief or non-belief. A sociologist pointed out that there has been a significant rise of people expressing ‘no religion’. It will be interesting to see what the Census will reveal although results will not be known for months. It is being predicted that the number of people describing themselves as Christians will go down below 50%. The Census therefore is a time for making a recorded decision, and from a religious point of view it will be interesting to know what the percentage will be. Then again one may ask what exactly defines a Christian answer?
Here we see the responsibility of the Church making clear what our Lord demands, for one cannot avoid the words of Jesus when he said: “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me, for whoever would save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.” (Mt16.24f). cp. (Mt10.37-39). 
This decision making demand of Jesus is given on the basis of a personal relationship with him, a meaningful relationship of discovery, when a rich network of new created life begins to take place, and where the ordering of all relationships become successful in such a way as to guarantee ‘peace’. That is why the sharing of God’s peace during the Eucharist is important.

The opposite occurs however when relationships instead of being mutually encouraging become competitive and damaging. The reason for this is that when one insists on one’s own rights, relationships are in danger of being destroyed. When relationships die, life dies also. Unbelief is the inability to turn away from one’s self to express praise and worship to God. St. Augustine described it as the result of pride.
But the Word of God gives a new opportunity for change. Just as self-assertion results in forfeiture we gain new life by our commitment to Christ (Mk8.35). God has brought to us a new relationship with himself and with others that can only be compared to a movement from death to life. We are no longer alone or isolated but forever in a relationship to Jesus who died and was raised for us. (2Cor5.14). As the people of God we share, not in unbelief but in the new life we have in Christ Jesus our Lord.

The vaccination process has given us hope for the future and we are to be careful not to endanger the progress that has been made. Yet there is still a feeling of uncertainty as to whether things will ever return to normal. 
One response to this pandemic is to be found in the reading of the Psalms, for they often express situations whereby the faith of the believer is endangered. The experiences of suffering, whatever form they take, presuppose the testing of faith, but thankfully the Psalms also show, what is known as the ‘change of mood’ where sorrow sadness and fear are followed by confident assurances that prayer has been answered. The Psalms not only express trust in God but also our submission to God when we may confidently confide our troubles to him.
Our Lord, during the evening before his betrayal and Passion, when he gave his farewell to his disciples, spoke these words “I have said this to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world.” (Jn16.33).

‘Belief’ ‘Unbelief’. This is the challenge that we face today and it is possible that many people will realize their need of God at this time, and we pray that that will be true. The confidence of the believer in God’s providence and care will no doubt be an encouragement to others. In our own hearts we may hold on to the Lord and offer to him our praise, our worship and our thanksgiving for his abiding love and grace.
“For the joy of the Lord is your strength”. (Nehemiah 8.10).
Rev. Bernard Hughes.
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