A sermon by Canon Maggie Guite

BCP readings, Epiphany 3  22/1/12

Romans 12.16b-21         Matt 8.1-13

Diffidence

Our reading for the epistle describes the danger of being someone who doesn’t have a proper sense of diffidence: ‘Be not wise in your own conceits’, it says. Or as the New Revised Standard Version more prosaically puts it: ‘Do not claim to be wiser than you are’.

There’s quite a lot in the Bible about having a proper diffidence with regard to your own wisdom: a passage which is very significant to me, because I kept coming across it as it were ‘by chance’ at a particular period of my life – so often, in fact, that I felt that God was really trying to get the message home to me -  this passage is made up from a couple of verses from the Book of Proverbs, which say: ‘Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not rely on your own insight. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.’

It’s obviously a strong aspect of faith that we learn  not to be too sure of ourselves and our own view of things – we have to learn to keep bringing our own thinking and deciding back into the light of God through prayer, so that the wisdom we have, and the insights we hope we’ve gained, can be refined and if necessary, rehaped, by contact with his Spirit. This is proper diffidence – a kind of humble reliance on God, and openness to the idea that we may not quite have got everything right in the way that we’ve come to see the world and make our decisions in it.

But there’s another kind of diffidence that our readings this morning encourage us to grow out of: that is our diffidence in believing that God wants to help us. Many Christians find it easy to believe that God loves, and wants to help other people with their problems and pains, but much harder to accept that they, themselves are loved and lovable – that God wants to  ‘stretch forth his right hand to help and defend them’  (to take a phrase from our collect. I’ve heard people say, indeed, that they believe it’s selfish to pray for themselves at all – they should only pray for other people.They’re very uneasy about putting themselves forward.

But the two stories in our Gospel reading show Jesus reassuring diffident people by his actions, just how much they mean to him. To the leper who said ‘if thou wilt, thou canst make me whole’ he responded very promptly both in deed and word, stretching out his hand to touch the man and saying ‘I will; be thou clean’.We can  almost hear  an ‘of course, in there can’t we? ‘Of course I want to heal you – here’s how!’

And then the centurion, the Gentile, the officer from the army of occupation. He had very good reason to be diffident when in desperation he turned to Jesus for help. Why should a rabbi help such a one as him? And certainly, the Master couldn’t be expected to come into a ritually unclean household if he ws going to do anything for the sick servant. We find all that diffidence in the soldier’s approach to Jesus. But, again, our Lord was prompt in his response to the man’s need, and generous in his praise for the way the centurion used soldierly logic to get some kind of handle on the way he perceived Jesus’ power and authority. This was faith, greater than any that Christ had found among his own people, even if couched in a diffidence that almost held it back.

We may be diffident about bothering God with our own concerns, but I believe our Gospel encourages us not to hold back, or to lack in trust that God really cares for us, and wants to answer prayers we offer, even for ourselves and the things which are closest to our hearts.

Whilst, on the one hand  we shouldn’t put ourselves forward as people who are particularly wise and ‘know-it-all’ just because we’re Christians of long-standing, on the other hand we should hang back from confiding in the love of God because of any imagined unworthiness or sense of failure. It is his love which makes us worthy, and is always ready to affirm us and take our needs more seriously than perhaps we have ever dared to believe. 

