Sermon







     Sunday 14th June, 2009 
Lessons
1 Samuel 15: 34 – 16:13
2 Corinthians 5: 6 – 17
St Mark 4: 26 – 34
Prayer of Illumination
Let us pray.
O Holy Spirit, turn our minds to Your light that, from the Word of God which is before us, we may receive for our health the bright rays of Your truth; through Jesus Christ our Lord.   Amen.

Jesus said, ‘To what shall we liken the Kingdom of God?....It is like a mustard seed
which, when it is sown...grows up and becomes greater than all herbs, 
and shoots out large branches, so that the birds of the air may nest under its shade.’











       St Mark 4: 30-32

The distinguished scholar, Marcus Borg, says:

Ask any hundred New Testament scholars around the world, Protestant,


Catholic or non-Christian, what the central message of Jesus of Nazareth


was, and the vast majority of them – perhaps every single expert – would


agree that this message centred in the Kingdom of God.

Jesus could have spoken of the ‘family’ of God or the ‘community’ of God but, instead, he chose the political metaphor, the Kingdom of God.   Jesus chose a political metaphor.   The core of his teaching, the parables, over and again are centred on the Kingdom of God:  ‘To what shall we liken the Kingdom of God?’ asked Jesus.   He answers his own question by saying that it is a place where ‘the birds of the air may nest under its shade.’   The parable of Jesus has its origin in the words of the prophet, Ezekiel.   In the Book of Ezekiel, the LORD God says:


I will take also one of the highest branches of the high cedar and set 
it out.   I will crop off from the topmost of its young twigs a tender one, 
and will plant it on a high and prominent mountain.   ‘On the mountain 
height of Israel I will plant it; and it will bring forth boughs, and bear 
fruit, and be a majestic cedar.   Under it will dwell birds of every sort; in 
the shadow of its branches they will dwell.

The ‘Kingdom of God’ is a political metaphor and what it means to Jesus is that this is a place where the birds of the air may nest under its shade; it is a place where, in the shadow of its branches, birds of every sort may dwell.   When Jesus poses the question, ‘To what shall we liken the Kingdom of God?’, he is asking the question, ‘‘What would life be like on earth if God were king?’   
The writer of the Gospel of St Matthew uses the phrase ‘the Kingdom of heaven.’   The usage of that term over centuries of Christian history has allowed the concept to slip towards a more ethereal and spiritualised understanding and away from what Jesus had intended.   The author of Matthew was not spiritualising the political message of Jesus but rather, as a Jew, was avoiding the name of the Creator.   The message of Jesus is about the Kingdom of God and it is to do with this world.   After hallowing the name of God, the one prayer which Jesus taught his disciples reads, ‘Thy kingdom come.   Thy will be done, on earth, as it already is in heaven.’   The Roman Catholic writer, John Dominic Crossan, quips, ‘Heaven’s in great shape; earth is where the problems are!’   Jesus asks, ‘What would life be like on earth if God were king?’   Jesus answers, ‘It would be a place where birds of every sort would nest in the shade.’   
Almost as well known as The Lord’s Prayer are the Beatitudes.   They can be found in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke.   Jesus, remember, preached in the countryside, largely to peasants.   According to the Gospel of Luke, this is what he said:




Blessed are you poor,





For yours is the kingdom of God.




Blessed are you who hunger now,





For you shall be filled.




Blessed are you who weep now,





For you shall laugh.




Woe to you who are rich,





For you have received your consolation.




Woe to you who are full,




For you shall hunger.




Woe to you who laugh now,





For you shall mourn and weep.  

The coming of God’s Kingdom means blessing and happiness for the peasant poor:  the hungry will be filled.   Listen to the words of Marcus Borg:

The next line also refers to the suffering of the peasant class, the poor.


‘Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh.’   We naturally


associate these words with grief and mourning, dying and death, for 


these are the primary contexts in which we suffer and weep.   But in


the lives of the impoverished peasants, these were not the primary 


reasons for weeping.   Peasant life was marked by daily and desperate


sorrow:  the suffering of children, worry about food and money, illness


with none to help, no way out, hopelessness.   They weep now, and not


just in the hour of death.   But when the Kingdom comes, the poor will


be blessed, the hungry will be filled, and those who sorrow will laugh.

‘What would life on earth be like if God were king?’
Recently, I have been enjoying the book On Religion by John Caputo.   Caputo is a Professor of Philosophy at Syracuse University in New York.     In his book, he comments on the thought and writing of Karl Marx.   Caputo describes Marx as a man ‘who fancied himself [as] as cold-hearted scientist who was passionately exposing the futility of religious illusion in the name of ....historical progress.’   Caputo debunks the economic laws of Marx, which he describes as ‘the side of Marx which turned out to be a howler.’   If we set to one side, however, the conclusions of his economic theory and his debunking of religion, then what we will hear is a passion for justice the likes of which we find in the God-intoxicated prophets of the Old Testament.   Caputo says:

Marx was praying and weeping for an age in which the rich stop 
feeding off the poor and making fortunes off the bent backs of the 
most defenceless people in our society, off minorities and immigrants, 
women and children.   That is the best side of Marx, the most enduring 
side, his prophetico-religious side, the way that he even continued to 
say a little prayer at night to the Hebrew Lord of history, just before 
nodding off (even if he did not remember a thing about it in the morning.)   
That is a Marxism to which anyone who is not a loveless lout should say, 
‘Yes, yes,’ should devoutly pray ‘Come,’ ‘May Thy Kingdom Come.’

Caputo concludes by saying that ‘the distinction between theism and atheism is a little more unstable than people think.’   Jesus asked, ‘What would the earth be like if God were king?’   
The Kingdom of God concerns this world.   Jesus preached to peasants about this world but the Kingdom is not about personal wealth.   There are good and virtuous people who are wealthy.   The gospel is not communism or economic socialism.   The New Testament names some of the wealthy and powerful elite who were attracted to Jesus and his message of the Kingdom:  Joanna, Susanna, Phoebe, Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea.   Of these disciples and followers of Jesus, Marcus Borg writes:


They can be role models for those of us who are comfortable or wealthy.


There’s nothing wrong with being a Joanna or a Joseph of Arimathea.


Indeed, we need more of them:  financially comfortable people 

disenchanted with systemic injustice and committed to the Kingdom of 

God.

Here we come to the heart of the matter:  the Kingdom of God is about justice.   In God’s reign, there is compassion for the least.   Gospel justice does not mean absolute equality; differentials are unavoidable.   It does mean that the poorest are free from debt, the sort of debt incurred from just living.   Gospel justice does mean freedom from hunger and sorrow – the sort of sorrow brought about by economic hardship or inadequate health care.   ‘The primary factor creating a greater concentration of wealth among the very rich is not individual hard work and effort.’
   It is such things as taxation policy, health and education provision and our attitude to minimum wages.   It is not for the Church to design economic systems but it is the privilege and duty of the Church to imagine what the earth would be like if God were king.
In his second letter to the Church community at Corinth, St Paul said, ‘We walk by faith...If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old things have passed away:  behold, all things have become new.’   St Augustine’s famous conversion, popularly notable because of his rejection of sex and romance, is much more to do with ‘giving up his disposition over himself, his attachment to his own career and ambitions as a rising rhetorician who stood to get a comfortable and important post in the Roman government.’
   Of St Augustine’s conversion, John Caputo says that it ‘occurred at the precise point when his self-possession was displaced by a possession by God, when his self-love gave way to a love of God....He had broken the spell of self-love.....[St Augustine said,] ‘You know that I love you, Lord.’   The Kingdom of God, if it is about nothing else, is about compassion and about ensuring dignity for the poorest and most vulnerable in society.
St Augustine said, ‘You know that I love you, Lord.’   This is what it means to be born again:  to re-orientate ourselves to God, to loving God and desiring and working for the establishment of His kingdom on earth more than anything else.   Worship has a part to play in our re-orientation towards God.   Celtic Christianity used the metaphor of ‘thin places’, places, moments and events in which we perceived more clearly the presence of the Spirit of God.   At its best, worship is a thin place.   It is not that God needs our praise; He’s not narcissistic!   Worship is directed to God; in a sense, it is important for us.   It is about creating the sense of the sacred within our hearts and souls.   The primary role of music and hymns is to create a thin place.   For most people, music achieves more than words alone.   The sacraments, Baptism and The Lord’s Supper, are means of grace.   They may not always be experienced that way but they are intended as moments to experience the Divine.   The Bible, particularly in private devotion, can become a thin place, the written word becomes a sacrament.   For some, The Lord’s Prayer is particularly special not because of the words per se but because ‘the drone’ of the words recited by the community is both affirming and meditative.   Of the creed, Marcus Borg states:


I know that many mainline Christians have difficulties with the creed,


and I understand why.   If one thinks that saying the creed commits


one’s intellect to the propositional (literal?) truth of all of its statements,


it is impossible for a thoughtful modern person to do so....Jesus did not


‘descend’ into hell (hell is not ‘down’) or ‘ascend’ into heaven (heaven


is not ‘up’).   And, of course, many mainline Christians also have


trouble with ‘born of the Virgin Mary,’ ‘he will come again some day’


and ‘raised bodily from the dead.’


But affirming all of these to be literally true propositions is not the


purpose of saying the creed in the context of worship.....Its primary

purpose in worship is not propositional but sacramental:  through 


these chunky words that stumble in the presence of Mystery, God is


mediated.   These words that we know by heart can become a thin

place as we join ourselves in the sound of the community saying these


words together.   As we do so, we also join ourselves with a community


that transcends time, all of those centuries of Christians who have heard


and said these words.   We become part of the communion of saints


together in a thin place.

In worship, we join ourselves to the Church catholic, in heaven and on earth.   The saints are the greatest human beings that have ever walked the earth and in worship, at its best, we are lifted up that we may stand on the shoulders of giants.   If we are in the right frame of mind and if public worship is led well, worship is a thin place where we encounter the LORD God, Yahweh Elohim, the Christ of the cosmos and the Spirit of God, who at the beginning hovered over the face of the waters.   Worship, both private and public, re-orientates us to God, just like St Augustine, Joanna, Susanna, Phoebe, Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea.   

Let me close with a prayer written by a man who walked by faith, who was in Christ, who, in the words of St Paul, was made a new creation, Dag Hammarskjöld.   Hammarskjöld was a Swedish diplomat, Secretary General of the United Nations and Christian mystic.   His faith, enriched by two thousand years of tradition, gave him a heart of compassion for the least in the world.   Hammarskjöld wrote:


Give us pure hearts, that we may see you;


Humble hearts, that we may hear you;



Hearts of love, that we may serve you;



Hearts of faith, that we may abide in you.

Amen.
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