4th July 2010
The Most Important Item on your Bucket List

The sermon preceded by ‘The Bucket List’ trailer (you can view this on http://www.rottentomatoes.com/dor/objects/957463/bucket_list/videos/bucket_list_092507.html).
Readings:

Isaiah 66.10-14

10 "Rejoice with Jerusalem and be glad for her, 
       all you who love her; 
       rejoice greatly with her, 
       all you who mourn over her. 

 11 For you will nurse and be satisfied 
       at her comforting breasts; 
       you will drink deeply 
       and delight in her overflowing abundance." 

 12 For this is what the LORD says: 
       "I will extend peace to her like a river, 
       and the wealth of nations like a flooding stream; 
       you will nurse and be carried on her arm 
       and dandled on her knees. 

 13 As a mother comforts her child, 
       so will I comfort you; 
       and you will be comforted over Jerusalem." 

 14 When you see this, your heart will rejoice 
       and you will flourish like grass; 
       the hand of the LORD will be made known to his servants, 
       but his fury will be shown to his foes.

Luke 10.1-11, 16-20
Jesus Sends Out the Seventy-two 

 1After this the Lord appointed seventy-two others and sent them two by two ahead of him to every town and place where he was about to go. 2He told them, "The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field. 3Go! I am sending you out like lambs among wolves. 4Do not take a purse or bag or sandals; and do not greet anyone on the road. 

 5"When you enter a house, first say, 'Peace to this house.' 6If a man of peace is there, your peace will rest on him; if not, it will return to you. 7Stay in that house, eating and drinking whatever they give you, for the worker deserves his wages. Do not move around from house to house. 

 8"When you enter a town and are welcomed, eat what is set before you. 9Heal the sick who are there and tell them, 'The kingdom of God is near you.' 10But when you enter a town and are not welcomed, go into its streets and say, 11'Even the dust of your town that sticks to our feet we wipe off against you. Yet be sure of this: The kingdom of God is near.'

 16"He who listens to you listens to me; he who rejects you rejects me; but he who rejects me rejects him who sent me." 

 17The seventy-two returned with joy and said, "Lord, even the demons submit to us in your name." 

 18He replied, "I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven. 19I have given you authority to trample on snakes and scorpions and to overcome all the power of the enemy; nothing will harm you. 20However, do not rejoice that the spirits submit to you, but rejoice that your names are written in heaven."

Sermon
We have a book at home, ‘1001 Natural Wonders You Must See Before You Die’.  I’m not sure who bought it - I think it might have been Katharine, but the implication of the front cover that swimming amongst sharks is one of the ‘must do’ experiences in life would suggest otherwise.

Ambition - it makes the world go round, it drives us on when we would otherwise pack up, and it’s the reason things get done.  But it can also become a real distraction and a source of bitter disappointment.

If I’d asked the thousands of English football fans in South Africa a week ago, the same question I asked you at the start of the service, they would probably have put, ‘Watch England win the world cup,’ top of their list.  But since last Sunday, they’ve being trying to find a new sense of purpose and source of hope.

I don’t know what you said to one another at the beginning of the service when I asked you to share one item on your ‘bucket list’, but I’m pretty sure that some of the things you shared would be things I’d love to do, and some would be things I would never dream of.  For some of you the answer might have been Jesus, and the rest of you might be feeling really worried now that I’m going to berate you if your answer wasn’t Jesus.

I hope you listed some glorious, imaginative, extravagant and slightly mad ideas just now.  But I also hope that, when you reflect on what life is for you, you haven’t become sidetracked, knocked off course, disappointed and ground down by too many earthly cares.
In the gospel reading from Luke, Jesus set before his friends the prospect of a true adventure, something that should be an ambition for us all, something high up on everyone’s list.  ‘Go out into the unknown, don’t over-prepare (if you do, you’ll never get started), be a witness to the gospel, see what comes, live with any problems that don’t really matter, but kick against them when it does.  Go and witness something truly majestic, find the joy in your life - and then come back and we’ll listen to all the stories.’

What’s so exciting here is the sense of real purpose in a world where we’ve become obsessed with the trivial.  “When you enter a house, first say, 'Peace to this house.' Heal the sick who are there and tell them, 'The kingdom of God is near you.'”  Jesus was talking about bringing the kingdom of God into people’s lives; bringing salvation, faith, hope, love, joy, contentment, peace, healing and stuff like that.  Who wouldn’t want these things - and who doesn’t need them?  Open the colour supplement of your Sunday paper when you get home and tell me you don’t want a slightly different set of priorities than those based on appearance, image and gloss.

There’s a sense of direction in what Jesus said to a world where we’ve lost our way and aren’t really sure what to do next, “The Lord sent them out ahead of him to every town and place where he was about to go.”  When we’re all wondering how it could have gone so wrong, when we’re so unsure about the way to fix things and get things back on a realistic footing, isn’t it good to have clear direction?

And with that purpose and direction, there’s a sense of urgency in the passage too - when today we’re surrounded by rules and regulations that hamper, inhibit, prolong and delay.  “Do not take a purse or bag or sandals; and do not greet anyone on the road. When you enter a house, say, 'Peace to this house.' Stay there - eat what is set before you. But when you enter a town and are not welcomed, go into its streets and say, ‘Even the dust of your town that sticks to our feet we wipe off against you.’”

When Jesus told the disciples to eat whatever was put in front of them (which he says it in consecutive verses), he might have meant whatever, even if it perhaps was impure.  He’s telling them that there’s too much at stake to get bogged down in the pettiness of religious rules and regulations.  We need to get on with it.  ‘I know you’re supposed to stop and chat to people you meet on the road, but there’s no time for that.  I know there are rules about what you can and can’t eat, but you need to focus on more important matters.’

Jesus wanted his disciples to be ambitious, to have hopes and dreams - but in ways they hadn’t imagined until then.

Some of you might have seen in the paper last month that emergency services workers will no longer be subject to health and safety rules.  Lord Young of Graffham is heading a review of health and safety regulations for David Cameron, arguing that rules imposed on police officers, ambulance workers and fire-fighters are putting people’s lives at risk.  He said, ‘Technically speaking, firemen could say they wouldn’t go to a fire because it was too dangerous.’  The article I read went on to say, ‘Such a change in the law could help save lives in circumstances such as those which resulted in Alison Hume dying in 2008 after falling down a disused mineshaft. Fire-fighters arrived at the scene but were prevented from being lowered down to help the trapped woman because of regulations stating their equipment could only be used to rescue themselves, and not members of the public.’  At last common sense, someone who realises that there’s too much at stake - and that saving lives presents a far more worthy challenge for life than ticking boxes and meeting targets.

As part of the church, we’re on a rescue mission and the world depends on it working - even if, as lambs among wolves, it feels a bit frightening.  Of course there are plenty of, ‘Yes buts’ that you could offer, and so could I.  We will meet opposition, but that’s part of the adventure - and actually, we don’t burn people we disagree with any more.  But Jesus did say, ‘Go.’

I think the services we have throughout the Benefice, Sunday by Sunday, are all right acts of worship held in good buildings, with good music, good coffee and really, really good people in attendance.  The small groups we have are also welcoming, considerate and loving.  So to are all the Younger Church groups, and the choir, and the Mothers’ Union, and Open Door and Solos, and even events like the barbecue we’re having later.  But, however wonderful these things are, we also have a message of incomparably good news for everyone.

Jesus sent out the seventy-two in pairs.  There are about that number of us here this morning.  So how about we pair up and go, how about we listen to what Jesus said and then obey?

I don’t mean literally pop out in pairs now and start knocking on doors, but would you accept the challenge to find someone, a ‘mission partner’ if you like, to whom you could say, ‘I will if you will.’  And then spend however long it takes (two minutes, two months) each to name someone you could invite along - to something.  The idea of doing this in pairs is that you have someone to check up on you, someone you can share your hopes and fears with, someone to support you and so on.  Do it in threes if you have to - but there’s a reason Jesus never sent anyone out alone.  Make it your ambition, because it is an exciting one.

In the film trailer we saw just now, Jack Nicholson and Morgan Freman produced a list of twenty things they had to do before they died.  It included all the usual stuff like skydiving, going on safari and seeing the Taj Mahal, but it started with, ‘Witness something truly majestic,’ and ended with, ‘Find the joy in your life.’  Everything else was sandwiched between those two.  Well, in Christ we have found both.  Solid joys and lasting treasure (so I suppose Jesus really is the answer).  Why not let others know too?  The worst that could happen is that someone say, ‘No.’  But imagine if they said, ‘Yes.’

Go on, witness something truly majestic and find the joy in your life.
RK
