5th July 2009
Ezekiel 2.1-5
Ezekiel's Call 

 1 He said to me, "Son of man, stand up on your feet and I will speak to you." 2 As he spoke, the Spirit came into me and raised me to my feet, and I heard him speaking to me. 

 3 He said: "Son of man, I am sending you to the Israelites, to a rebellious nation that has rebelled against me; they and their fathers have been in revolt against me to this very day. 4 The people to whom I am sending you are obstinate and stubborn. Say to them, 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says.' 5 And whether they listen or fail to listen—for they are a rebellious house—they will know that a prophet has been among them.

Mark 6.1-13

A Prophet Without Honor 

 1Jesus left there and went to his hometown, accompanied by his disciples. 2When the Sabbath came, he began to teach in the synagogue, and many who heard him were amazed. 

   "Where did this man get these things?" they asked. "What's this wisdom that has been given him, that he even does miracles! 3Isn't this the carpenter? Isn't this Mary's son and the brother of James, Joseph,[a] Judas and Simon? Aren't his sisters here with us?" And they took offense at him. 

 4Jesus said to them, "Only in his hometown, among his relatives and in his own house is a prophet without honor." 5He could not do any miracles there, except lay his hands on a few sick people and heal them. 6And he was amazed at their lack of faith. 

Jesus Sends Out the Twelve 

    Then Jesus went around teaching from village to village. 7Calling the Twelve to him, he sent them out two by two and gave them authority over evil[b] spirits. 

 8These were his instructions: "Take nothing for the journey except a staff—no bread, no bag, no money in your belts. 9Wear sandals but not an extra tunic. 10Whenever you enter a house, stay there until you leave that town. 11And if any place will not welcome you or listen to you, shake the dust off your feet when you leave, as a testimony against them." 

 12They went out and preached that people should repent. 13They drove out many demons and anointed many sick people with oil and healed them.

Sermon
 

There is good news.  All of us who have been working hard for the furtherance of God's kingdom in this corner of his world can now relax - Andy is going to do it for us.  Yesterday, in front of hundreds of witnesses in the cathedral, he said that he felt confident that God had called him to, 'proclaim the word of the Lord, to call his hearers to repentance, to baptize and prepare for Confirmation, to preside at Communion, to lead people in prayer and worship, to intercede for them, to bless them and to teach and encourage by word and example, to minister to the sick, and prepare the dying for their death, to feed and to provide for the Lord's family, to search for his children in the wilderness of this world's temptations and to guide them through its confusions, so that they may be saved through Christ for ever.'

 

I think that covers most things - except perhaps paying the Parish Share, but I'm sure he could squeeze that one in as well.

 

In respect of guiding people through confusion - we thought it would be a good test if Andy's first celebration of communion could be a multilingual affair, including folk from all over Europe.

 

But, of course, the Bishop did point out to Andy, 'because you cannot bear the weight of this ministry in your own strength but only by the grace and power of God, pray earnestly...'

 

I wonder if the bishop thought he was asking just a bit too much of one man, and hence his encouragement to Andy to ask for a bit of help.  And I wonder if even scripture warns us that we're asking a bit much - because it's possible to see both the readings this morning as being about failure.

 

However, Andy is a hugely optimistic chap and I'm sure he would want to challenge that assertion and argue that the readings are more about success than failure.  So who's right, the vicar or the curate?  Well, you all know the answer to that one - this is the Church of England, so we're both right.

 

Let's start with some more good news...
"'Son of man, stand up on your feet and I will speak to you.' As he spoke, the Spirit came into me and raised me to my feet, and I heard him speaking to me."

 

Whatever Ezekiel might have been ordained to do, wherever he might have been sent and whoever his congregation were, this is a stunning opening - even better than anything the Bishop had to read yesterday.  God spoke to Ezekiel, raised him to his feet and filled him with his Spirit.  What more could you ask for?

 

Andy was saying last week how exhausting the past year has been, doing so many things for the first time.  I can remember it too - and it's not the hours or the jobs you have to do, it's the nerves.  Being nervous all the time is bad news - and only made bearable by knowing that you're working with a really great vicar and by being pretty sure that this is where God wants you to be (only joking about the vicar bit).  We have a God who speaks to us - to Andy and to you.  It would be awful if we only heard God speak once at the start of our Christian journey and then it all went silent for the next few decades.

 

I went out for a long bike ride the other day, Long Melford and then left and then off into the wilds.  I did look at a map before I left home and I had a sort of plan, but being a bloke I didn't think I'd need a map with me, so I got lost, and then a bit more lost.  It was good to have seen the plan at the beginning, but it would have been even better if I'd had some further guidance along the way.

 

Andy has heard God and needs to keep hearing him - but that's all right because God speaks all the time.  If you haven't heard him lately it's not because he's been silent.  We all need to keep our ears open - to hear in scripture, through the help and guidance of other faithful disciples, through prayer and song, through bread and wine.  And we all need to listen, because the truth is, Andy isn't going to do it all.  You will be part of the answer to the prayers Andy has been encouraged to offer up.  Today Andy is doing something else for the first time, so more nervous exhaustion - but I hope we're open, adventurous and expectant enough to believe that we're all going to do something new next week.

 

And then there's that wonderful image of God raising Andy to his feet and filling him with the Spirit.  We all fall over at times - we're tired, we trip over things, we collapse under the weight of duty, expectations and ambition.  Rather than leaving us to one side and marching on, God stoops to help us back on our feet and lends an arm so that we can limp on - and sometime limping is all we can manage.  But God is with us.

 

"When the Sabbath came, Jesus began to teach in the synagogue, and many who heard him were amazed. 'Where did this man get these things?' they asked. 'What's this wisdom that has been given him, that he even does miracles!'"

 

Jesus was not alone and it transformed what he was able to do.  Yesterday might have been Andy's ordination, but don't let the opportunity pass for you to think and pray about what God has called you to.

 

The God bit is good news, and you should be encouraged - but there's a people bit too, and that's where it can start to go a bit wrong...
"I am sending you to a rebellious nation that has rebelled against me; they and their fathers have been in revolt against me to this very day."  The job is hard - Andy says that one of the things he's learnt in the past year is that the church is full of really difficult people.

 

And in Mark, "'Isn't this the carpenter? Isn't this Mary's son?' And they took offence at him. Jesus could not do any miracles there, except lay his hands on a few sick people and heal them. And he was amazed at their lack of faith."

 

Jesus was limited in what he could do - and if Jesus was, then so will all of us be.  But we should still carry on the work.  It's a very human picture here - Jesus was known so well by the locals that they couldn't take him seriously, he was just one of them.  If they took offence (literally, were scandalised) at Jesus what hope is there for Andy (also well known by the locals)?  What if we all left hear whispering in hushed tones, 'Have you heard about the curate?'  Everyone would think a scandal was about to break - but it's already broken, Andy believes that Jesus is Lord!

 

Perhaps this what the Bishop was getting at when he said, 'you cannot bear the weight of this ministry in your own strength.'  We're all here to try and do the impossible - but that shouldn't stop us trying.  Why not?  Because, quoting again from Ezekiel, "whether they listen or fail to listen - for they are a rebellious house - they will know that a prophet has been among them."

 

We're not necessarily meant to be successful, just faithful.  Our message is determined by God's words, not our listeners' response - Jesus didn't tell his disciples to be successful or popular, he told them to preach the gospel.  And because they were faithful to him, he kept them on their feet and filled them with his Spirit - and, Mark records, "They drove out many demons and anointed many sick people with oil and healed them."  Really good news.

 

Which means the curate might be right after all, and the vicar wrong.  Some folk might not agree with us, but together, with God on our side, we can continue the transformation of the world that Jesus started to bring about and that the Bishop has charged us all to work for.
RK 
