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PUBLIC SQUARE

When the
whole world
seems upset
by James Catford
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PUBLIC SQUARE

NEVER BE IN A HURRY; DO
EVERYTHING QUIETLY AND IN
A CALM SPIRIT.
DO NOT LOSE YOUR INNER
PEACE FOR ANYTHING
WHATSOEVER,
EVEN IF YOUR WHOLE WORLD
SEEMS UPSET.
Saint Francis de Sales

T

he inner life of the public person
is never easy to navigate. But for
the preacher there is an added
layer of complexity and challenge
– how to hold it together when all
around appears to be in chaos.
This is not, of course, a new problem.
Those who were part of the Early
Church in Acts were, to be frank,
walking around as if they were in a
complete fog. We know what happened
at the end of the book but they
certainly didn’t have a clue how things
would end up.
When we catch up with old Paul in
the final verses of the final chapter of
Acts, he is stuck under house arrest in
Rome. But he was doing what he had
always done since he stepped out as
the most unlikely convert to The Way.
He was in his own rented quarters
and ‘welcomed all who came to him,
proclaiming the kingdom of God and
teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ’.
Through all the years he had seen
more than his fair share of chaos. Yet
through the persecution, shipwrecks,
torture and trials, he seemed to hold
onto his sanity and to his assurance.
Why was this?
Confiscate my car keys and tell me
I can’t go home without giving an
answer, and I would say that the
irreducible core of Paul’s conviction
was in how he understood the
kingdom of God. It's the tangible
availability of the kingdom of God —
right here, right now — that saw Paul
through all the chaos in his life.
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When professor of philosophy and
Christian teacher, Dallas Willard,
taught on the kingdom he would start
by saying that we each have our own
mini-kingdom. Going up to a person
in the audience who had a purse or
handbag, he would ask what we would
do if he started going through it?
‘Get out of my kingdom!’ would be
the most obvious reaction. And that’s
because we all have a kingdom — or a
queendom as Dallas would sometimes
say — which is the place where what
we want done, is done.
Our small kingdoms extend to the
change in our pockets, the family we
have influence over, the job we do
or the body we inhabit. All too often
we realise that we don’t have as
much control over these things as we
thought. But God still allows us to have
a level of dominion over them.
God has a kingdom too and it’s the
place where what he wants done, is
done. God’s kingdom is unshakable
and never ending. And fortunately he
is the one who is running the universe,
not us.
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But we might not hear it. What
happens then?
If we are confused and our people
are confused, then the only thing we
can do is to go deeper into God and
press further into his kingdom. For all
the people I have had the privilege of
walking with who have been through
times of great chaos, this is generally
how the Lord has been leading them.
A chaotic family situation, a medical
emergency, economic worries or
environmental uncertainty, are all
invitations to press deeper into God
and take time to seek his face.
Is it a matter of trying harder? Well,
no, not really. It’s actually a matter of
trying softer. Trying to listen for that
voice of calm that we can discern with
something like a musical ear.
Trying softer is the way of Spirit and
the way of the saints. Francis de Sales
is just one of many examples and Paul
himself said that the kingdom of God
is ‘righteousness, peace and joy in the
Holy Ghost’.

THE KINGDOM IS NOT
UNDER THREAT

St John of the Cross described waiting
for our house to quieten down. Then, in
the small hours of the morning, we get
up and go out and meet our lover, who
is Jesus Christ.

One thing we can be sure of is that the
kingdom is not under threat if we don’t
preach or pastor too well. God is more
than able to cope when we let him
down. And when chaos is all around us
politically, socially, environmentally,
medically and spiritually – the
kingdom is still unshakable.

Trying softer in silence and solitude
is the essence of being centred on
Christ in the midst of chaos. It may be
a practice we have been slow to learn
and some will want to avoid being
alone with themselves. Yet in the loving
presence of Jesus this is the only way
we can face chaos.

That’s why I sometimes say to the
ambitious young preacher who is
desperate to do a perfect job, that the
greatest act of faith they can do may
not be to save the world or preach like
Billy Graham.

We know this to be true for the
formation of our character and for
the purification of the church. As one
senior Catholic leader put it to me
once, even 500 years really isn’t that
long in the life of God’s people. Chaos?
The kingdom of God can handle it.

It might be just to go to bed. Why?
Because the kingdom of God is not
under threat if we don’t finish our
emails each day. Surprisingly, it will
still be there in the morning.
When it comes to the chaos in our
world, the Christian leader may well be
given a prophetic gift to interpret what
is going on. We should listen out for the
debar Yahweh or voice of the Lord.
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