Honest with ourselves and God

Easter 4  Isaiah 63:7-14  and  John 10.22-30
 

A family of snails went away on a picnic.  They had prepared all week for their outing and they set off from home, searching for a suitable place on the far side of the patio.  During the second day of their journey, a few yards from home, they found the perfect spot.  They spent the next two days clearing the area, unpacking the picnic basket, and setting everything out.  Unfortunately, that was when they discovered that they had forgotten the knives.  Mummy snail insisted that a picnic without knives would be very uncivilised, and after a lengthy discussion, the youngest snail was told to go back and get the knives from home.  Although he was the fastest of the snails, he said it wasn't fair - and only agreed to go on the condition that no one would eat anything until he returned.  The family agreed and the little snail slowly plodded off.  Three days passed and the little snail hadn't returned.  Five, six days - and then on the seventh day the little snail's big brother could stand it no longer, and he began to unwrap a sandwich.  At that point, his little brother suddenly popped out from behind a leaf shouting, 'See! I knew you wouldn't wait! Now someone else can go and get the knives.'
 

We may well laugh at that childish behaviour, but isn't there just a possibility that it's pretty close to our own behaviour at times?  We can often note the lack of a certain holiness in others whilst still being quite capable of assuming the worst, being suspicious of the motives of other people, being jealous, and of denying the responsibilities that we have been given.
 

"The Jews gathered round Jesus, saying, 'How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Christ, tell us plainly.' Jesus answered, 'I did, but you don't believe me.'"
 

The question they put to Jesus sounds perfectly reasonable.  'Just tell us who you are in plain and simple language - are you really the one we think you think you are? Just give us a simple answer, and everything will be all right.'  They made it sound like Jesus was the one being difficult and obscure, hiding the truth, and it's therefore his fault they don't believe in him.  But their questions and struggles reveal more about them than Jesus.
 

There's a lovely passage in Matthew where Jesus accosts some of those attacking John the Baptist by asking them what is was they expected to find when they traipsed out into the hot and dusty desert (Matt 11:7-20), "What did you go out there to see? A reed swayed by the wind? If not, then what? A man dressed in fine clothes? No, if you'd wanted that you'd have gone to a palace, not a desert. So what were you doing out there?"  And he went on, "You're like children sitting in the market-places and calling out to others: 'We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not mourn.' For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, 'He has a demon.' The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, 'Here is a glutton and a drunkard.'"
 

Everyone was always prodding Jesus for information and proof (friend and foe alike) and he kept replying, 'Why all these questions? I'm not the problem here, you are.'
 

Psychologists have known it for a long time, but now even I'm becoming more and more convinced that the things we say about others reveal more about us than they do about them - and I'm trying to train myself to look what it is that's going on in me that makes me say or ask the things I do.  At times, it can be quite uncomfortable.
 

Those of you who are well groomed in table manners will know that you shouldn't point to the gravy and ask someone to pass it to you, instead you should ask them, 'Would you like some more gravy?' - thus revealing that it's really you who wants the stuff.  When we first tried this on the boys, the rest of the Sunday lunch descended into an exhausting round of requests in order to catch out mum and dad.
 

When the Jews gathered round Jesus, saying, "How long will you keep us in suspense? Tell us plainly."  What they were saying was, 'We're a bit uncomfortable with the truth you have revealed to us - so much so, that we don't really want to accept it.  It clashes with the truth as we want to see it, and we want a way out.'
 

The snail in my joke wanted to believe that his brothers couldn't be trusted - but instead of thinking it might just be possible they could be, his behaviour forced the result he wanted all along.
 

I was talking to someone last week who was sitting in the pub a while ago looking at a glass of water - when he asked God to turn it into wine, just to prove something.  This chap said, 'I knew nothing would happen.'  To which I wanted to reply, 'And that's why nothing did.'  Sometimes we behave as though a prayer won't be answered, and so it can't be.  We hold back in offering our time, our gifts, our money rather than trusting in God to provide, so we never know if he really can.  We don't commit the small things to God in prayer, and so we never learn to trust him with the big things.  Too often, we've already decided to outcome - and Jesus says, 'If you already know the outcome, don't bother me.'
 

I was a bit naughty last month, and at one of our regular meetings I asked all the clergy in the Sudbury Deanery when was the last time they did something they didn't expect to work.  The point I wanted to make (and I include myself in this), is that we are a people of faith.  We live by faith in a God who can even raise the dead and do all the things Isaiah mentioned in the Old Testament reading - and yet our plans usually involve only what we know to be humanly possible.  The whole point of walking with Jesus is that we walk in places and directions we otherwise wouldn't or couldn't - always open to the possibility that our expectations may be a bit limited when compared to God's plan for his world.
 

Jesus didn't want a group of followers who were always looking back, looking for more proof, just checking that everyone else was doing the same.  Jesus wasn't rejecting the approach of the folk here who came with questions,  he was trying to show that he was the one being rejected.  "'Tell us plainly.'  Jesus answered, 'I did tell you, but you do not believe. The miracles I do in my Father's name speak for me (In other words, you've seen all the credentials you could need), but you do not believe because you are not my sheep. My sheep listen to my voice (I'm not rejecting you, all you have to do is listen to me, really listen - it's that simple); my sheep listen to my voice, I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish.'"
 

If I can put my fellow clergy on the spot, then it's only fair to do the same to you (and don't worry, I'm talking to myself too).  So...
What do your questions about Jesus (and to Jesus) reveal about you?  What's your approach to him?  Is it, 'If you are the Christ, tell me plainly.' Or is it, 'In truth, you have told me - but now give me the courage to abandon my ways and follow yours.'
 

If we can do that, if we can be honest with one another and with God about ourselves, our mistakes, our fears, our doubts, we might experience more of what Isaiah did, and eventually be able to make his words our own, "I will tell of the kindnesses of the Lord, the deeds for which he is to be praised, according to all the Lord has done for us - according to his compassion and many kindnesses. He said, 'Surely they are my people, sons who will not be false to me'; and so he became their Saviour. In all their distress he too was distressed, and the angel of his presence saved them. In his love and mercy he redeemed them; he lifted them up and carried them all the days of old."
 

We have no need to be suspicious or fearful, and we have no need to hide and wait (like the snail) to see what happens - we can trust and go now to do what God has laid before us.
