A Sermon preached by Martin Tanner in St Mary’s Market Drayton on Sunday 14th August 2011  at 6.30pm  Evening Prayer

BIBLE READINGS                                                                                         Psalm 90   Acts 16 v1-15    John 6 v1-15

IN MEMORIAM: JOHN STOTT   (27/4/1921 to 27/7/2011)
As I went on holiday one of the most gifted English Christian leaders and writers died peaceably of old age at the age of 90.
He was, of course, the Revd John Stott. Curate, Rector and Rector Emeritus of All Souls Langham Place, London, right in the middle of Oxford Street. And Chaplain to the Queen. Reputedly, her favourite clergyman.
At his funeral he was described as “a ten-talent Christian” which is a marvellous way of saying that here was a man of whom much was expected and much was given. 

He did not disappoint and fail to use his talents but blessed the church in many ways and so it is good and it is appropriate to reflect on his life tonight and let his life inspire and instruct us.
Why was much expected of him?                                                              He was the only son of Sir Arnold Stott, a Harley Street Doctor. He went to Rugby where he was Head Boy, then he won a Scholarship to Trinity College Cambridge where he obtained a double First in French and then later in Theology. Double Firsts are rare!
Clearly a man of breeding and ability, upper class and able in a society that was much more deferential than it is now. Great things were expected of John Stott. His Father wanted him to join the Foreign Office and be a diplomat, an Ambassador.

John wanted to be an Ambassador. But of another sort.
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While at Rugby he had attended a “Bash Camp” at Iwerne Minster. 
From 1932 the Revd Eric Nash, “Bash” as the boys called him, ran Christian camps for those from the top 30 Public Schools.  This was not snobbery “but strategy” he said. He wanted to influence the future leadership of the Church. And he did so.  As Psalm 90v14 says, “Satisfy us early with your love that we may praise you all our days” and v12 says “Teach us to number (not waste) our days and apply our hearts to wisdom.”  Wisdom in the young can bear great fruit. And in John Stott it did.
They lived in tents and each morning and each evening there was a talk which explained the Christian faith in a logical and continuous way.
It was the Alpha Course of its time.

Over 7,000 boys attended and many came to faith. Not only John Stott but David Shepherd, Timothy Dudley-Smith, Maurice Wood, Dick Lucas, Richard Bewes, David Macinnes and Sir Fred Catherwood.

John Stott was described as “among the top 100 most influential people of the last century.”  But he didn’t live in a vacuum for he himself had come under the influence of Bash who, when he died, was described as unsung but having more influence on the spiritual health of the church than any Bishop.
“The body has many parts and each plays its part”

So after University, having come to a real faith at the age of 17, it was off to my old Theological College, Ridley Hall Cambridge and ordination. His father did not approve.

1945 saw him ordained and his the start of his ministry at All Souls, the very church he had attended as a boy with his family, for Harley Street is close by.
So thats a brief biography.                                                                                  But how did he bless us? What did he stand for?
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First, he believed in good preaching.
Before John Stott evangelical preachers had tended to use the “proof text” method of preaching. A single verse would be isolated and preached upon. John Stott’s great legacy is that preaching should be on a passage rather than a text. And if a single text is preached on it must be in context.
A text out of context becomes a pretext for the preachers own marvellous theories and thus is dangerous. For example, you could take the partial text “hang all the law and the prophets!” and claim that Jesus wanted to abolish the law and the prophets because he said “hang them!” John Stott warned against such an approach to preaching and always encouraged preaching in context.
One of his mantras was “the whole of the Bible for the whole of your life”

John Stott never claimed to be an original thinker. All he ever did was take the Bible and explain it and apply it. “Drilling down” he called it. Seeing the meaning under the surface. It was refreshingly simple but had great power because people knew they had heard a message from God.

He showed us how to do it and, inadequately, we try to follow in the steps of John Stott today.

Undoubtedly, one of the legacies of John Stott is better preaching. Both in quantity, the number of preachers, and in quality.
Second, he believed in good books

He wrote over 50 books. Most famous was “Basic Christianity” in 1958 which was based on the talks he gave at University Missions he led regularly. Most important was “The Cross of Christ”. Influential was the “Bible Speaks Today series of Commentaries.”
Though it was Dick Lucas, John Stott’s contemporary, who said to me, “Martin, read or rust!” John Stott would have agreed wholeheartedly.
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He was a great advocate of developing the Christian Mind, of thinking Biblically. 
It is all too easy and too dangerous to be influenced by the spirit of the age. Christianity is counter cultural and so our minds must be fed. And one of the great ways is through good books.

And in order to benefit as many as possible John Stott set up the Langham Trust, the Langham Partnership, which received all the royalties from his 50 books.

The Trust used to royalties to send books overseas so that church leaders and future church leaders in churches in Africa, Asia and South America could be fed and nourished.

Jesus once fed 5000 by the Sea of Galilee but John Stott fed many more through the generosity of his royalties.

John Stott was both generous and humble. Though his books earned large sums of money he possessed (apparently) just one suit and lived in just two rooms, one of which, his bedroom, was a passage everyone had to walk through to get to his living room.

He was also disciplined. He believed in rising early, he believed and practiced daily Bible Reading and Prayer, the Quiet Time. He prayed for many and had great long prayer lists.

And how did he cope with long days? By having his famous H.H.H. His “Horizontal Half Hour.” Wherever he was, and whatever the surface available, in the middle of the day he would lie down and sleep for exactly 30 minutes. He didn’t set an alarm. He just woke up immensley refreshed.
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Third, John Stott believed in good theology

His original contribution was that of “double listening”. 
He constantly taught that Christians need to listen to the voice of the Spirit through Scripture and to the voice and needs of a broken world.
We must listen to the Bible AND to the World. We cannot live in a bubble.

And so he wrote a very influential book that I can remember devouring over 30 years ago. It was called “Issues facing Christians today” and it was marvellous for use in groups.

What does a Christian think about disarmament, about AIDS, about Euthanasia, about Third World debt, about the care of creation?

Stott gave us some real meat for discussion. He engaged with the issues of the day. It was a book that was constantly updated.
The doctrine of “double listening” led on to John Stott’s other great contribution. He constantly spoke of the “Holistic Gospel”

He believed that the Bible should apply to the whole of your life.        Spiritual, political, Social. 
Before Stott Evangelicals were only interested in salvation, only interested in your soul. Stott believed that the gospel BOTH saved your soul AND could transform society.

The great change came about in 1967, just up the road in Keele, at the NEAC Conference. A narrow, salvation only, Christianity was rejected.

It is, therefore, not surprising that he was President of TEARFUND and set up the London Institute of Contemporary Christianity.
He believed Christians should integrate their faith with their whole life.
THAT is good theology.
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Fourth, John Stott believed in the local Church

It was John Stott, while Vicar of All Souls revived the life of the local Church. It was HE who introduced Nurture Classes. HE who introduced Fellowship Groups. HE who set up Study Circles. HE who introduced Commissioned Workers and authorised Lay Ministry. HE who used Guest Services on a regular basis.

All these things we think of today as a natural part of ordinary parish life but they all came out of All Souls and John Stott.

Fifth, John Stott believed in the overseas Church

Unrecognised in London he would carry his own bag through Heathrow Airport unnoticed. But overseas he was welcomed with warmth and enthusiasm. At his funeral people had travelled the world to be there.

In 1975, aged 54, he became Rector Emeritus and thus freed himself to be able to work full time writing and travelling to the Developing World, preaching, encouraging, supporting.
He was a friend of Billy Graham and between them they could influence so many. The Langham Trust financed the brightest overseas church leaders to study for Doctorates in Britain.
“Come over and help us” pleaded the overseas Church to Paul. 
John Stott likewise responded.                                                                              He was a Global Christian and did much to improve the health of the global Church. 
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So John Stott was a man of faith and conviction, 
committed to the truth of the Gospel, 
who was humble and hard working, 
generous with his time and his money, 
a man of ability and intellectual distinction 
whose over-riding desire was that Jesus Christ be glorified.
-A man who has blessed us.

-A man who can inspire us.

-A man for whom we can be truly thankful.

Truly, a “ten-talented Christian.”    Thanks Be to God.
