Mark 1 - session 4 


“That is why I have come.”
We started by looking at the past - thinking about where we came from.  Then we did the present - being sure that we are with Jesus, that we have time for him today.  So no marks for guessing what now - the future.  Where are you going, what are you going to do with this faith, this ministry, this calling you have received?

35 Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.
A young would-be lumberjack approached the foreman of a logging operation and asked for a job. ‘That depends,’ replied the foreman. ‘Let’s see how long it takes you to cut down this tree.’  The young man stepped forward and skilfully felled a great tree.  Impressed, the foreman said, ‘You can start on Monday.’

Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday rolled by, and by Thursday afternoon the foreman approached the young man and said, ‘You can pick up your pay on the way out today.’  Startled, the young man replied, ‘I though you paid on Friday.’ ‘Normally we do,’ answered the foreman, ‘but we’re letting you go today because you have fallen behind.  Our daily targets show that you dropped from first place on Monday to last on Wednesday.’

‘But I’m a hard worker,’ the young man objected. ‘ I arrive first, leave last, and even work through my coffee breaks!’

The foreman, sensing the boy’s frustration thought for a minute and then asked, ‘Have you been sharpening you axe?’

The young man replied, ‘I haven’t had time for that.’

The future starts here - with prayer, with setting the sails right, getting your bearings to ensure you set off in the right direction.

At a funeral in Little Cornard a few years ago, when we had finished the burial, Jenny let out a pair of white doves, which rose up over the grave, circled round and then flew off.  It might sound a bit naff, but it was actually quite effective - especially the way the doves circled round rather than just flying off straight away.  Of course, I’ve since been told that that’s what doves do.  When released, they have to fly a full circle in order to get their bearings before setting off for home - and I reckon we might be the same.

If you don’t feel as close to God as you’d wish, if you don’t know for sure that you’re heading in the right direction, it might have something to do with getting your bearings right first.  When the non urgent and the unimportant get the better of you and you need to stop, circle around for a bit (pray), and then see what happens.

Early one morning, Peter woke up and wondered what they day was going to bring - but Jesus wasn’t there, so instead of attending to the first thing that came into his mind, he and his mates first circled round in order to find where Jesus was going.  They didn’t always get it right, but the instinct was good.

And so to one of the most astonishing passages in scripture...

36 Simon and his companions went to look for Jesus, 
37 and when they found him, they exclaimed: "Everyone is looking for you!" 

38 Jesus replied, "Let us go somewhere else - to the nearby villages - so that I can preach there also. That is why I have come." 

It’s one of the most challenging encounters in the bible,

They exclaimed: ‘Everyone is looking for you!’ 

Jesus replied, ‘Let’s go somewhere else.’

This is incredible.  The church was filling up with large crowds of people, many of whom were in great need, many others there to hear the sermon, others just responding to invitations from neighbour and friend - and all Jesus wanted to do was leave.  Imagine all this happening in Little Cornard or Assington or Bures.  It would be fantastic - what I sign of success, what an encouraging scene, and I’d have got others to come and help too.  ‘Andy, forget whatever you’ve got to do next - stay here and experience all this.’  It’s very easy to be attracted and drawn in by success, but God isn’t always at work in the successful.

And this is why it’s so important to do the circling round bit first, getting your bearings - because all my instincts would have been wrong - in staying, I would have been neglecting what God was calling me to; and in pulling in others to help I would have been diverting them from what they had been called to do.

What might seem to be the obvious and ‘Christian’ thing to do might not always be what God has in mind.

Ephesians 4:11-14, “It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fulness of Christ. Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming.”

Some are apostles, some are teachers, some are pastors - which means that some are not these things.

In other words, if you know who you are, what you’re about, what it is you have been called to, you might just stay on track - but if not, all the pressures from outside will send you running all over the place.

Galatians 1:10, “Am I now trying to win the approval of men, or of God? If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a servant of Christ.”

How much of what you do is solely to please other people - what they consider urgent and important, but what God doesn’t?

We get the word ‘missile’ from the same place we get the word ‘mission’.

For a missile to hit it's intended target, it either has to be aimed in a very particular way from the very start, or it has to have some sort of guidance system to direct it - but one thing is certain, aiming it anywhere, or letting it zoom around the sky with the hope that it might just hit something, is not a good use of resources, time or energy.

I am sometimes thought to be a pessimistic person, and I have been known to say that there is a tendency for things only to get worse - which people like Andy, and others on various Diocesan committees, find really unhelpful (but he’s only got to live with it for a few more weeks now).  But it’s true - and it’s all to do with the second law of thermodynamics.  Basically, this law says that ‘thermal energy always flows spontaneously from regions of higher temperature to regions of lower temperature, in the form of heat.  These processes reduce the state of order of the initial systems, and therefore increase disorder.’

In other words, there is a tendency in most systems towards chaos - for diaries to get filled with the unimportant, for costs to escalate, for time to slip away, for energy to be wasted.  It takes effort, a deliberate mechanism, to maintain order and stay on course.

For Jesus, that mechanism or guidance system was the Spirit’s anointing, reminding him that he was God’s son and showing him where he was heading...

Jesus replied, ‘Let us go somewhere else - to the nearby villages - so that I can preach there also. That is why I have come.’

Jesus was always moving on, never standing still, never going back to where he had just been.

Part of Mark’s reason for writing this gospel was to counter the over-emphasis on Jesus as a miracle-worker.  I know we all like miracles, and they are impressive, but Jesus came to proclaim good news and teach about discipleship, and even suffering.  Everything Jesus did - stopping on the way to listen, not stopping and leaving people behind; telling them to keep what he’d done private, casting out demons in very public places; confronting the authorities head on and hiding from them in remote places; these weren’t the random responses of a man with no particular agenda, Jesus knew where he was heading.

If you don’t know where you’re going, how can you possibly hope to get there?

39 So he travelled throughout Galilee, preaching in their synagogues and driving out demons. 

40 A man with leprosy came to him and begged him on his knees, "If you are willing, you can make me clean." 

41 Filled with compassion, Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man. "I am willing," he said. "Be clean!" 

One of the reasons why the church isn’t always what it could be is because of the constraints that it places on itself as an institution, and the constraints that we put on ourselves as individuals.  I know clergy who won’t do what they think they ought to do, or won’t do what needs doing, because it would mean breaking certain rules.  These are written rules, but there are also certain unwritten rules that we feel we shouldn’t break - and they too hold us back, or give us something to hide behind.

Now, I love order and method and all that stuff, but I also love God - and I’d like to think I love God, and you, more than any rule book.

In 2008 a woman called Alison Hume died after falling down a disused mineshaft.  Firefighters arrived at the scene but were prevented from being lowered down to help her because of regulations stating their equipment could only be used to rescue themselves, and not members of the public.

In Jesus’ day, one of the written rules was that lepers kept away from people, and people kept away from lepers.  This leper was breaking the law in coming up to Jesus - and even worse, Jesus was breaking the law when he touched him.  “Filled with compassion, Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man.”  The rules were being flouted by God and man.  The rules said that when Jesus touched the leper, he would become unclean, but instead of Jesus being made unclean, the leper was made clean.  New rules.

It’s interesting that the leper here had no doubt that Jesus could heal him, he just wasn’t sure whether he wanted to.  And many of us find it easier to believe in God’s power than in his mercy - we know what God can do, but we’re not so confident that he will do it, for me... here... now.  And one of the reasons why we doubt is because of these rules or spiritual laws that put us beyond the reach of God (or so we think).

The majority of bible translations say that Jesus responded to the leper’s appeal for help by ‘being filled with compassion’, but a few read that Jesus was filled not with compassion but with anger - and it may be that it takes that anger and frustration to sweep aside the rules in order to do what God has called you to, to break through the constraints that get in the way.

Every week, the back page of the Church Times has an interview with some ‘faith’ person, and one of the questions frequently included is, ‘What makes you angry?’

And does that anger enable or disable any action you should take?

Do you know that something could be done but just don’t believe there’s a way with all the rules and obstacles you’d have to overcome?

When it comes to the written rules of the Church of England, well, just get on with it.  But what about the unwritten rules?

Thou shalt always be polite.

You shall not talk about your faith at a dinner party.

You shall not comment when you see your neighbour doing wrong.

If it feels good it must be all right to do it.

You shall never show enthusiasm in church.

Do not have too much fun.

Be kind when go-karting.

Your spoken prayers must always use elaborate language.

Do not criticise other religions or beliefs.

Singing out of tune offends God.

Follow Jesus - but not until you’ve finished what you’re doing - in other words, caught the fish, landed them safely, tidied and mended the nets, taken the catch off to market, sold them and returned home so exhausted that Jesus will have to wait until tomorrow... after you’ve been fishing again.

None of these rules will guarantee that you set off on the right course - but loving God and loving your neighbour and touching lepers just might.

Henry Ford said, ‘Whether you believe you can or whether you believe you can’t - you’re right.’

So find out where Jesus wants you to go, what God wants you to do, and start believing you can.

Poem - Welcome to the real world

I'm beginning to understand.

I saw a sign once outside a church. It said

Are you really living

or just walking around to save the expense of a funeral?

I didn't know that Love is real life,

and everything else

just a more or less entertaining way of dying.

Love isn't what you fall in.

It's what pulls you out of what you fall in.

Love means taking the knocks

and coming back to try to make things better.

42 Immediately the leprosy left him and he was cured. 

43 Jesus sent him away at once with a strong warning: 
44 "See that you don't tell this to anyone. But go, show yourself to the priest and offer the sacrifices that Moses commanded for your cleansing, as a testimony to them." 

45 Instead he went out and began to talk freely, spreading the news. As a result, Jesus could no longer enter a town openly but stayed outside in lonely places. Yet the people still came to him from everywhere. 

And so this frantic opening chapter ends - people orienting themselves around Jesus.

The next chapter begins, “A few days later...”

A few days from now, where will you be heading, will we all still be centering ourselves around Jesus or will the non-urgent and the unimportant have taken hold once again?

Let me close with a prayer that was given to me by Katharine and that, like many of us, went further than she imagined and found its way into unexpected places...

Disturb us, Lord, when we are too well pleased with ourselves,

When our dreams have come true because we have dreamed too little,

When we arrived safely because we sailed too close to the shore.

Disturb us, Lord, to dare more boldly,

To venture on wider seas where storms will show your mastery;

Where losing sight of land, we shall find the stars.

We ask You to push back the horizons of our hopes;

And to push into the future in strength, courage, hope, and love.









Sir Francis Drake
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