Sermon – Beauworth 10th July 2011

Genesis 28:10-19a, Romans 8:12-25 and Matthew 13: 24-30, 36-43.

God allows all his children to live side by side- with good things happening to bad people, while often some of the worst tragedies appear to befall those who least deserve them. It’s all very puzzling, perturbing, but Jesus makes it clear- in this second bite at the Parable of the Sower- (we were, after all, considering much the same story in the lectionary reading last week too) yes, Jesus makes it clear for the second time, that God allows the good and bad to make of life what they will. And if this life were all there were… that would indeed be absurd, unjust, obscene even, but this is not all there is to life. There is more! Much more… both eternally and in terms of the quality of life we are invited to experience now.
Christians believe Jesus is the Word of God. Jesus the Word… brings us the Word of Life, and his words of life bring freedom. What does this mean in practice? Well, it might be easiest to define “life” by looking at the opposite- “death”- the word of death…is the “controlling, restricting, manipulating word holding the law over me; trying to change me against my will or make me into something I am not.” These are not my words or opinions, (by the way) but those of Cesca Cavender, a member of the prayer ministry team at Harnehill Christian healing centre near Cirencester. We’ll return to think more on what she says about the changes of heart that can bring life and freedom… shortly.

But first let’s plunge into what the Letter to the Romans has to offer us specifically for today. When Paul’s Letter to the Romans was delivered hardly anybody read it, certainly no-one of influence, not  when there was so much else in Rome to read in the way of imperial decrees, poetry, moral philosophy. 
Yet the rapid rise of this letter from obscurity to a peak of influence was extraordinary- especially given that its writer, though a Roman citizen, had no connections, but then it is a piece of “exuberant and  passionate thinking” as the Biblical scholar Eugene Peterson, has noted. “This is the glorious life of the mind enlisted in the service of God. Paul takes the well-witnessed and devoutly believed fact of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth and thinks through its implications. How does it happen that in the death and resurrection of Jesus, world history took a new direction, and at the same moment the life of everyman, woman and child on the planet was eternally affected? What is God up to? What does it mean that Jesus “saves”? What’s behind all this, and where is it going?

“These are the questions,” according to Eugene Peterson, “that drive Paul’s thinking. Paul’s mind is subtle and capacious. He takes logic, argument, poetry and imagination, Scripture and prayer, creation and history and experience and weaves them into this letter that has become the premier document of Christian theology.” 

All of which prompts me to read you a little of our, today, passage from it in the modern translation by this eminent Biblical scholar because I think it will help us all to understand it better… especially this contrast Paul’s drawing between life under the law… with all that meant for trying to observe every jot and tittle of the law… or else! And life in the Spirit; a life of grace… in which we acknowledge our debt to God for saving us from the bondage of trying to keep rules we are bound to break because we are all sinners, and instead… inviting us to throw ourselves on God’s mercy… seeking forgiveness and so picking ourselves up again, just as a little child does when he or she has fallen over… and after a bit of a cry… just gets up, follows Mum or Dad, and is soon smiling again. To enter God’s kingdom we must become like little children.   

(The Message – Romans 8: 15-21)

Some people don’t like a new translation like this, because they say it isn’t literal enough. They prefer sticking to the literal truth rather than allowing some room for the imagination which might help them, nevertheless, understand our situation more profoundly. I wonder how such a person might react to the following exercise, which also enlists our imaginations in pursuit of truth? It comes down to what we each want; freedom and life, or slavery to (slavishness towards) old, worn-out ways of doing things; ways of control and manipulation of others?  
This exercise comes courtesy of the Jesuit writer Gerard Hughes, imagine there is a ring at your front doorbell. On answering it you meet on the doorstep the Risen Lord Jesus himself…

(Gerard Hughes “God in all things” p.9-11… difficult for you to feel “at home” with God?)

Those who are most “at home” with God are, paradoxically, those who are “on the move,” who see themselves as “pilgrim” people, people on a journey, pitching their tents, acknowledging what is temporary and able to live with the provisional because of the eternal in view. 
My understanding of parish life, and all its challenges, difficulties and joys is transformed by realising that the word “parish” comes from the roots of the word in Greek meaning “resident alien.” The Greek word in question is “paroikos” – from which we derive our English word “parish.” Interesting roots don’t you think? 
The prayerful woman I mentioned earlier, Cesca Cavender, with her healing ministry, has written eloquently of the dangers of adopting any kind of superior attitude; (for example, towards fellow Christians) “My way is better than your way,” “Our church is better than your church.” She warns that “the word of death comes very powerfully when we adopt such attitudes…This is what hypocrites are made of,” she says. And “the same is true when we run ourselves down- “I’m stupid, I’m useless, “I can never remember names,” “I’m not good enough,” “nobody would want me.” When I think like this,” she says, “I need to stop and put in its place a word of life, of truth- that God has spoken life to me, and I need to choose that life.”

All our Bible passages today are very powerful words of life. We have to choose them though- over against words which all too readily come to our lips- in a critical attitude to our children, and to all sorts of other people, sharp words to a neighbour, enjoying a gossip in the village, especially about “the Vicar,” says Cesca Cavender.
Everything must come back to Jesus and his authority, and indeed the authority of those whom he has called. Jesus (in the first Chapter of John’s gospel) is the Word made flesh, full of grace and truth. Truth without grace, we are reminded, is only half truth. Grace and Truth are realised in the person of Jesus Christ. Every encounter he had with another… we can imagine ourselves in the story. 

The Old Testament tells stories too, of people just like us. Jacob met God at Bethel. His dream showed him the link between earth and heaven, between this life and eternal life. “How awesome is this place” he exclaimed out in the open air. “This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.” 

We encounter God through his word, through life lived in his spirit, in the freedom to respond to his beckoning us… out of darkness into light. 

We encounter God through the use of our imagination. It is a wonderful, God-given faculty, and it can turn our lives upside down. Our culture tends to recognise only those things which can be measured. Imagination can, however, intuit the truth of things that are often inaccessible to the logical reasoning mind. Biblical teaching is full of imagination and the parables of Jesus are all exercises of the imagination. 

The novelist Jeanette Winterson once said on radio: “One of the lovely things about the Bible is that God is always appearing in the most unexpected places, and that happens both in the Old Testament and the New Testament. So the obvious places where God is to be found- in the synagogues or in the churches, even in the scrolls of the law- are not just where God is found. God is found among the ordinary people- at sea, on boats, in the market place, with the whores, with the sinners- so that God is fugitive from our authority. You know, we try to contain God and God always says, “I’m not here, I’m somewhere else.” 

There may be “something nasty in the woodshed,” something not quite right in the cupboard under the stairs, but light is being shone into the darkness. And we can be sure judgement is coming… inexorably… to each one of us; the Parable of the Sower in Matthew convinces me we had better believe it. Time to throw ourselves on God’s mercy then the “righteous (those who love God, and let him be God) will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. Let anyone with ears listen!”     
