25th January 2009

WHOSE FURROW ARE YOU PLOUGHING?
Readings:
Jeremiah 1:4-10  The word of the LORD came to me, saying,  (5)  "Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I set you apart; I appointed you as a prophet to the nations."  (6)  "Ah, Sovereign LORD," I said, "I do not know how to speak; I am only a child."  (7)  But the LORD said to me, "Do not say, 'I am only a child.' You must go to everyone I send you to and say whatever I command you.  (8)  Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you and will rescue you," declares the LORD.  (9)  Then the LORD reached out his hand and touched my mouth and said to me, "Now, I have put my words in your mouth.  (10)  See, today I appoint you over nations and kingdoms to uproot and tear down, to destroy and overthrow, to build and to plant."
Matthew 19  3Some Pharisees came to him to test him. They asked, "Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any and every reason?"  4"Haven't you read," he replied, "that at the beginning the Creator 'made them male and female,'5and said, 'For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh'? 6So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate."  7"Why then," they asked, "did Moses command that a man give his wife a certificate of divorce and send her away?"  8Jesus replied, "Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard. But it was not this way from the beginning. 9I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, and marries another woman commits adultery."  10The disciples said to him, "If this is the situation between a husband and wife, it is better not to marry."  11Jesus replied, "Not everyone can accept this word, but only those to whom it has been given. 12For some are eunuchs because they were born that way; others were made that way by men; and others have renounced marriage[c]because of the kingdom of heaven. The one who can accept this should accept it." 

13Then little children were brought to Jesus for him to place his hands on them and pray for them. But the disciples rebuked those who brought them.  14Jesus said, "Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these." 15When he had placed his hands on them, he went on from there. 
 16Now a man came up to Jesus and asked, "Teacher, what good thing must I do to get eternal life?"    17"Why do you ask me about what is good?" Jesus replied. "There is only One who is good. If you want to enter life, obey the commandments."   18"Which ones?" the man inquired.      Jesus replied, " 'Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not give false testimony, 19honor your father and mother,'and 'love your neighbor as yourself.']"  20"All these I have kept," the young man said. "What do I still lack?"  21Jesus answered, "If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me."  22When the young man heard this, he went away sad, because he had great wealth.  23Then Jesus said to his disciples, "I tell you the truth, it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. 24Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God."  25When the disciples heard this, they were greatly astonished and asked, "Who then can be saved?"  26Jesus looked at them and said, "With man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible." 

 27Peter answered him, "We have left everything to follow you! What then will there be for us?"  28Jesus said to them, "I tell you the truth, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel. 29And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother[f] or children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred times as much and will inherit eternal life. 30But many who are first will be last, and many who are last will be first.

Matthew 20   1"For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire men to work in his vineyard. 2He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day and sent them into his vineyard.  3"About the third hour he went out and saw others standing in the marketplace doing nothing. 4He told them, 'You also go and work in my vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.' 5So they went.     "He went out again about the sixth hour and the ninth hour and did the same thing. 6About the eleventh hour he went out and found still others standing around. He asked them, 'Why have you been standing here all day long doing nothing?'  7" 'Because no one has hired us,' they answered.    "He said to them, 'You also go and work in my vineyard.'  8"When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, 'Call the workers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last ones hired and going on to the first.'  9"The workers who were hired about the eleventh hour came and each received a denarius. 10So when those came who were hired first, they expected to receive more. But each one of them also received a denarius. 11When they received it, they began to grumble against the landowner. 12'These men who were hired last worked only one hour,' they said, 'and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day.'  13"But he answered one of them, 'Friend, I am not being unfair to you. Didn't you agree to work for a denarius? 14Take your pay and go. I want to give the man who was hired last the same as I gave you. 15Don't I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?'  16"So the last will be first, and the first will be last."

Life is full of questions. Here are some examples.

If it’s true that we’re all here to help others, then what exactly are the others here for?

How much deeper would the oceans be if the sponges didn’t live there?

Why do they sell charcoal briquettes at petrol stations?

One for fans of Star Trek:  How do I set my laser printer to stun?

How come abbreviated is such a long word?

If quitters never win, and winners never quit, what were they thinking of when they came up with ‘quit while you’re still ahead’?

Of course, not every question deserves an answer.

But every question we ask says something about us. 

Indeed it’s our questions which say the most about us.

And asking the right question is what we’re going to think about as we consider today’s gospel reading. 
Let me set the scene for what we heard. 
Jesus has just been preaching and healing in and around Galilee, 
and now we are travelling with him on a journey that will take us on an indirect route ending in Jerusalem.

Large crowds continue to gather around and Jesus continues to heal the sick. 

And as we travel, people come along to ask him their questions. 
But, it’s our questions which say the most about us.

Some, especially the local religious leaders, know the scriptures well. And they ask about the meaning of scripture in order to test Jesus, to try to catch him out.  But scripture is there to point us toward God, not to score points with.  And the answers Jesus gives unfold scripture in a new way, so that those who would listen might learn more about God. 

But these people can’t accept that this carpenter’s son knows anything new. Perhaps they’ve forgotten that God turns our expectations upside down, for example appointing unlikely people like Jeremiah, surely far too young to be a prophet, to do his work.    

Someone else approaches and asks what good thing they must do to get eternal life. Jesus says ‘obey the commandments’. ‘I do’, comes the answer.  ‘I just have this feeling that I must do more, tell me, what is it?’
It’s our questions which say the most about us.

And Jesus says ‘go and sell everything you own, give the money away and come and follow me’. But this person knew that would be the answer before asking the question. A question asked in the vain hope of avoiding the issue.  It’s our questions which say the most about us.

So on we walk, following Jesus, but without that other person. And we listen to Jesus telling us how hard it is for the rich to enter God’s kingdom.
Now that gets us thinking. The rich are those in authority. Those with responsibilities and households and staff.  The well known and the honoured. The famous. The well educated. They are the successful people of the world.

Yet Jesus talks about their getting into God’s kingdom being like getting a camel, the largest animal we’ve ever seen, through the eye of a needle, about the smallest of openings. It makes us think, if these great people are going to have such problems what chance has anyone got?
So we ask Jesus that. And, yes, it shows just how little we understand, but we ask it anyway: ‘Who then can be saved?’  It’s our questions which say the most about us.

And Jesus’ answer tells us more about God. He tells us that with man it’s impossible to be saved, but with God all things are possible.

Peter’s been listening, and he’s thinking about that rich person who wouldn’t give up earthly things in order to gain eternal life. Peter knows that although most of us didn’t have very much to start with, we have given it up to follow Jesus.  We might be poor by comparison with that rich person, but haven’t we done what that person wouldn’t?  So Peter asks Jesus ‘what will there be for us’?  It’s our questions which say the most about us.

And, I know, he does sound a bit mercenary. But we can’t really blame him. In truth, we all feel the same way.  We’re all hanging on what Jesus will say. Jesus’ answer is going to affect us all.

Jesus’ answer comes in two parts.

The first part makes us all very happy. Jesus tells us that we are going to be rulers over the twelve tribes of Israel!!!  We, the poorest, the least significant, the least successful and, we admit, not the brightest, are going to be awarded the place of honour and authority in God’s kingdom. Who wouldn’t be happy to learn that?  But then again, we are a bit of a special case, us twelve.

So what about everyone else?  These crowds that we see everywhere?  Well, Jesus goes on to say that, if they do it for his sake, everyone who gives up what we gave up will receive unimaginable rewards in God’s kingdom.

Now this is great news.  We don’t quite understand how it will work, but like Jesus said, with God all things are possible.  This is good news for everyone and Jesus spells it out by saying that the first will be last and many who are last will be first.
I say spells it out.  It doesn’t quite make sense.  But, like I said, we’re not exactly the brightest.  So Jesus tells us another one of his parables. He talks about vineyards, but it boils down to imagining that God’s something like a farmer looking for lots of people to plough his land. The farmer goes to the village square early in the morning and hires all those seeking work. They start straight away, and they know that they will receive a day’s pay. Mid-morning the farmer goes to the village again and finds and recruits a few more.

He does the same at lunchtime and again mid-afternoon. Even an hour before sunset he goes and recruits some more. At the end of the day he gathers all of them together and, wait until you hear this, he gives every one of them a full day’s pay. Everyone. A full day’s pay!!

Some of those who started first thing get really upset and they question whether this is fair.
It’s our questions which say the most about us. 
But the farmer points out that he has cheated no-one.  Those who worked all the day have received their due reward. It’s just that this farmer is generous beyond anyone’s expectations, and everyone who comes to him receives the same reward, no matter how late they start. It’s not even a matter of subsidy. It’s just the farmer being so delighted that people have eventually come to him that he wants them to enjoy the same reward!

We could just picture him sat there at his table enjoying the surprise and delight of those who came last!!!
Now this sort of story is typical of Jesus. He knows that the only way we’ll learn is by working it out for ourselves, with him just giving us a few pointers along the way. That’s why he starts so many of these stories with those words: ‘The Kingdom of God is like’ such and such.

It’s a bit like being on this journey to Jerusalem. I don’t think any of us are quite sure how to get to Jerusalem from here,  but every time we get to a village someone points us off to the next village on the way. We’ll get to Jerusalem eventually, then we’ll look back and see how it all came together. Just a few pointers on the way and it’ll eventually become clear.

The trouble is, we are still on the way.  As we journey toward Jerusalem, Jesus is still giving us pointers to God’s generous nature.  Telling us that the reward God offers is the same for everyone who comes to him, however late in the day they start. Telling us that the way’s of God kingdom are different to the ways of this world.  Telling us that while the world may look at people in terms of the position they hold,  the achievements, the fame or the wealth they might gain, none of those things matter to God. None of those things will bring us eternal life.

We talk it over amongst ourselves as we continue our journey to Jerusalem. If the first may end up as the last does that mean a guaranteed place in God’s kingdom for those whom the world sees as the last: the poor, the lame, the weak?  Do they have some sort of short cut to eternal life?

It’s our questions which say the most about us.

Someone reminds us that Jesus didn’t say that all of those who are last will be among the first.  Just that many will be.  And that while Jesus said that it would be hard for the rich, 

those who are seen as first in this world, to enter God’s kingdom,  he also said that with God all things are possible.

We’re still on the way to Jerusalem. We’re still looking at the pointers as we follow Jesus.
Perhaps he wasn’t saying that wealth is a barrier to entering God’s kingdom, just that it’s one more hurdle. Perhaps he wasn’t saying that being among the least in this world is some sort of a guarantee to eternal life, just that it is one less hurdle. Perhaps he was saying that we all face hurdles.

Perhaps he was saying that, if we are to follow him, there are things about each of us which we have to be willing to surrender….
We are all inclined to trust only the plough we have made. We are all inclined to plough our own furrow. And we are all inclined to plough in the direction we want to go. 

But, Jesus wants us to let go of our plough and rely on his. Jesus wants us to plough the furrow for God’s kingdom. And Jesus wants us to plough, with him, in his direction.

With God and the power of the Holy Spirit all things are possible. So here’s a question we can all ask ourselves: What in my life must I let go of in order to follow Jesus more closely? 

There’s a song we sing that starts: 

Will you come and follow me if I but call your name?

Will you go where you don’t know and never be the same?

Questions of the sort asked by Jesus that tell us so much about him.

Questions which we could reword and ask of ourselves:
Will I go and follow him if he but calls my name?

Will I go where I don’t know and never be the same?

Here are three things to hold onto as we go through the days ahead: 

He has called you by name.

He wants you to let go of your plough and hold on to his. 

And, with God all things are possible.

Amen
AJW
