11th July 2010

Sermon at Chapel Barn

Readings:

Deuteronomy 30.9-14

Then the Lord your God will make you most prosperous in all the work of your hands and in the fruit of your womb, the young of your livestock and the crops of your land. The Lord will again delight in you and make you prosperous, just as he delighted in your fathers, 10 if you obey the Lord your God and keep his commands and decrees that are written in this Book of the Law and turn to the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul.
The Offer of Life or Death
11 Now what I am commanding you today is not too difficult for you or beyond your reach. 12 It is not up in heaven, so that you have to ask, “Who will ascend into heaven to get it and proclaim it to us so that we may obey it?” 13 Nor is it beyond the sea, so that you have to ask, “Who will cross the sea to get it and proclaim it to us so that we may obey it?” 14 No, the word is very near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart so that you may obey it.
Mark 7.1-23

 The Pharisees and some of the teachers of the law who had come from Jerusalem gathered round Jesus and 2 saw some of his disciples eating food with hands that were “unclean”, that is, unwashed. 3 (The Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they give their hands a ceremonial washing, holding to the tradition of the elders. 4 When they come from the market-place they do not eat unless they wash. And they observe many other traditions, such as the washing of cups, pitchers and kettles.)
5 So the Pharisees and teachers of the law asked Jesus, “Why don’t your disciples live according to the tradition of the elders instead of eating their food with ‘unclean’ hands?”

6 He replied, “Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you hypocrites; as it is written:

“ ‘These people honour me with their lips,

but their hearts are far from me.

7 They worship me in vain;

their teachings are but rules taught by men.’

8 You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to the traditions of men.”

9 And he said to them: “You have a fine way of setting aside the commands of God in order to observe your own traditions! 10 For Moses said, ‘Honour your father and your mother,’ and, ‘Anyone who curses his father or mother must be put to death.’ 11 But you say that if a man says to his father or mother: ‘Whatever help you might otherwise have received from me is Corban’ (that is, a gift devoted to God), 12 then you no longer let him do anything for his father or mother. 13 Thus you nullify the word of God by your tradition that you have handed down. And you do many things like that.”

14 Again Jesus called the crowd to him and said, “Listen to me, everyone, and understand this. 15 Nothing outside a man can make him ‘unclean’ by going into him. Rather, it is what comes out of a man that makes him ‘unclean’.”

17 After he had left the crowd and entered the house, his disciples asked him about this parable. 18 “Are you so dull?” he asked. “Don’t you see that nothing that enters a man from the outside can make him ‘unclean’? 19 For it doesn’t go into his heart but into his stomach, and then out of his body.” (In saying this, Jesus declared all foods “clean”.)

20 He went on: “What comes out of a man is what makes him ‘unclean’. 21 For from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, 22 greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly. 23 All these evils come from inside and make a man ‘unclean’.”
Sermon
I came across a list again the other day of words of wisdom from a 90 year old lady.
I have chosen a few that I particularly like:
Believe in miracles, because they happen every day. 

No one else is in charge of your happiness, only you. 

Forgive everyone everything. 

Get rid of anything that isn't useful, beautiful or joyful. 

Burn the candles, use the nice sheets, wear the best underwear….  

Don't save it for a special occasion. Today is special. 

Be eccentric now. Don't wait for old age to wear a purple hat. 

God loves you because of who God is, not because of anything you did or didn't do. 

Don't take yourself too seriously, no-one else does. 

And my personal favourite…..
When it comes to chocolate, resistance is futile. 

Plain good old common sense all of them, wisdom that doesn’t change!

There is something about this place that doesn’t change.  On the one hand it’s so steeped in history and tradition and on the other it has  a plain rustic charm.
A film crew has just been here for a few days convinced the that Robert de Vere, Earl of Oxford, a relation of those buried here was really William Shakespeare.

But most of all, there is a sense of continuity… of timeless beauty.    Locally we like to think that this is the site where St Edmund, King and Martyr, was crowned when he was only 14 years old.

And every year we are invited by the Probert family and have a chance to sit in the cool of this lovely little Chapel and just listen to the quiet around us, listen to the anthems, drink in the atmosphere, and worship God.  
After the service we will step out of that door and gasp again at the loveliness of a small neat English valley, evidence of God’s creation, and yet carefully stewarded and nurtured by a long succession of  people who have owned, and loved, and cared for this land.  As in many other places, forebears growing and laying hedges, father digging a lake, son planting new trees for his successors, 
a family, or rather series of families, but the same kind of conscientious people, stretching back for generations.  And all the while maintaining this building for the glory of God.
This is just a very tiny corner of England, unremarkable in so many ways, yet to us it represents something more, it’s small and neat and well ordered, and yet part of a much bigger picture, other landscapes all over our wonderful island, some wild and rugged and unfamiliar to us, but still there.
“Progress” goes on around us, fashions come and go, and sometimes we are shocked by the changes that happen, but here, there is a sense that nothing much changes.  “God’s in his heaven and all’s right with the world.”  That nothing really touches this place; even though, as human beings, we all have our struggles and ups and downs, the comings and goings of mere people, temporarily on earth, as the great circle of mortality goes round … the heavens revolve above us …

and eternity is still on course. 
It is important that there are these little beacons of reassuringly ordinariness, This village is full of beneficent gentle people, scores of them, going about their lives, quietly doing good….. unheralded, unsung heroes, some of you are here today, wise, tolerant, loving. 
Richard and Elizabeth celebrated their 65th wedding anniversary in the Spring, Bill and Anne Snelling celebrate their Golden wedding this coming Saturday, cause for rejoicing….. A sense that life goes on.  And somehow or other we all keep getting older on the outside… but still feel 16 on the inside!
But the good values instilled in us as children, and the wisdom of age, add up to something really special.  When I have young couples coming to see me about marriage preparation I sometimes just want to put them in the car, and bring them here to see Richard and Elizabeth or take them to see Bill and Anne and just say, look at them, how they look at each other, and listen to them, how they speak of each other .. that is love!

A small part of a much bigger picture
This week a couple came to see me about their forthcoming marriage, truly charming young people.  
We talked through all the possible aspects of marriage and how it works well.  But at one point they said … “Sorry Mary, but we are not terribly interested in the God bit”.  
My answer was, “No I understand that, nor are most people your age, nor was I for that matter;
you are too busy (rightly perhaps) building your lives, setting up your career, your home, your family…  

But … later on when you have done all that, one day, God will become important and you will think, 
“what now?... what’s it all about?...  what’s the meaning of life?… and the size of the universe?!”  

But for now, they’re too busy, too preoccupied to look up …and see the miracle around them.
Last week Robin asked us about our priorities, our own personal ambitions, and what we would like to do before we die.  A list of what to experience in this life began with ‘Witness something truly majestic,’ and ended with, ‘Find the joy in your life.’  Everything else, all the other mad-cap ideas (bungee jumping, seeing the Taj Mahal) were sandwiched between those two.  ‘Witness something truly majestic,’ and, ‘Find the joy in your life. 
For most of us, both of those are probably to do with something that is already there: our relationship with God. 

In Deuteronomy, Murray read; Now what I am commanding you today is not too difficult or beyond your reach.  It isn’t up in heaven.  Nor is it beyond the sea.  No, the word is very near you; it is already in your mouth and in your heart.

Last Sunday Robin reminded us that Jesus wanted his disciples to be ambitious, to have hopes and dreams beyond their wildest imaginings – and in ways they hadn’t considered, until they met Jesus.  
And the happiest, most fulfilled, most balanced people I meet, are the ones who have a strong personal relationship with God, that sense of being just a small part of a much bigger picture.
Jesus had no truck with petty rules and distractions, he said “ ‘These people honour me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.  You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to the traditions of men.”  
He says to us…

“Come on grow up, get real, don’t worry about how clean you are on the outside 
whether your hands, or cups, or kettles are washed or not, think about  how clean you are on the inside…evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery,  greed, malice and so on… horrible list.  All these evils come from inside and are much more important’.”  
Get your priorities straight.  

We are small, we are unimportant, but we are part of something miraculous and beautiful and everlasting… it’s Creation, Incarnation, Salvation…. eternity and joy!
Thank goodness we don’t have to trust in ourselves alone …  Someone asked Mother Teresa 

how she had accomplished such great things in her life, she said this:  "None of us can do anything great on our own,  but we can all do a small thing …with great love."
You already have all the capacity for that, here and now…those words in Deuteronomy


The Lord will delight in you,  if you obey the Lord your God and turn to Him with all your heart and soul.
MA
