Sermon for Benefice Communion  3rd September 2006

James 1. 17-27.       Mark 7. 1-8, 14-15, 21-23

I don’t think we will ever get a drive-through cash-dispenser in Bures, there is one in Colchester and this is apparently what you do:

Pull up to cash machine, open car window

Insert card

Enter pin number and account

Take cash, card and receipt 

and drive away.

…..(that’s if you are a man)

If you are a woman there’s a slightly different procedure: 

Pull up to cash machine

Check make-up in rear-view mirror

Shut off engine

Put keys in handbag

Get out of car because you are too far from machine

Hunt for card in handbag

Insert card

Search handbag for envelope with pin number written on it

Enter Pin number

Study instructions for at least 2 mins

Hit cancel

Re-enter correct Pin number

Check balance

Look in envelope

Look in handbag for pen    (imagine you are a person in a queue behind her)
Endorse cheques

Make cash withdrawal

Get in car

Check make-up

Start pulling away

STOP

Back up to machine

Get out of car

Take card and receipt

Get back in car

Put card in wallet

Put receipt in chequebook

Enter deposits and withdrawals in chequebook

Clear area in handbag for wallet and chequebook

Check make-up

Put car in gear;  …Reverse

Put car in first gear

Drive away from machine

Travel three miles

Then - Release handbrake

You notice how often the woman checks her make-up in the mirror, 

I’m not sure why women do that, but well… we just do, some of us…

it’s probably because we are so insecure about how we look.

In James letter he says 

“Anyone who listens to God’s word but doesn’t do what it says…

 is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like”.

That’s sort of hyperbole, using an extreme example to make his point.

We do know exactly what we look like and of course we don’t forget. 

We do know exactly what God’s standards are 

and of course we shouldn’t forget, 

but we are good at deceiving ourselves 

and conveniently forgetting some points that happen not to suit us. 

But if we deceive ourselves our religion is worthless. 

Perhaps we don’t need to look in ordinary mirrors as often as we do, 

But on the other hand maybe we should look at our spiritual reflection more often, 

checking all the time in the mirror God holds up for us.

James goes on 

The man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, 

and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it—

he will be blessed in what he does.

In other words don’t just listen to what God is saying to you…do what he says!

Of course when we look in the mirror we just see what’s on the outside, 

the face we show to the world

The writer wants us to look intently, not at our faces,

but in the mirror of the perfect law of God 

to measure how we are beneath the surface.

We all know that we are a work in progress, 

that we still have so far to go in our Christian lives,

I doubt that there is anyone here today who would want to stand up and say 

“Actually I have got it cracked, I’m all sorted, 

God has done such great things in my life that I really don’t need any more refinements”.  

If you are that person …congratulations!

Here I am 3 weeks before my ordination as Priest.   

If you had asked me four years ago what I hoped I would be like at this stage, 

I might have said “Oh well hopefully by then 

I will have become the person God wants me to be, 

he will have made me fit for purpose (as they say)…

you know sort of “Good enough”

Well all I can say is “I wish”… on the inside when I measure myself 

against Jesus perfect example and God’s perfect law…

there is still everything to do.

Every few weeks I go to see a clergywoman for “spiritual direction”

 (which sounds like some form of torture). In fact it’s quite a gentle process…

I usually think of something that I’m bothered about, just before a session 

But it’s always really about me: my shortcoming, 

my failure to see God working in a person or situation, 

or my arrogance in thinking that I can sort something out by myself …

instead of enlisting God’s help.  

It’s rather like having a spiritual looking glass held up for me to look in, 

to show what’s going on deep down

and it’s not always a pretty sight.

One of the difficulties for me is that I tend to listen to what the world says, 

but the epistle tells us to keep ourselves from being polluted by the world.

That’s the challenge isn’t it?  To hang on to God’s priorities 

even when the world is saying something different.

In fact the dirt of the world rubs off on us all the time, 

hence the need to keep checking our reflection.

In our gospel reading Jesus is taking about the difference between the superficial appearance and whats going on beneath the surface.  He quotes Isaiah

“ ‘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 .

Then he says to his followers

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

We are a hopeless lot he says, we look OK on the outside, 

obeying the conventions of society 

but we so easily forget how much we need to rely on his word, his laws, his truth. 

We go our own way…blithely thinking we have the answers and we can cope.

When we look in the Mirror of God’s truth 

“checking the make-up” 

takes on a whole new meaning…

setting aside time to pray, reading the Bible,  going to Church, 

not just to the services that suit us… 

but every Sunday without fail.  

People say “I don’t need to go to Church to be a good Christian”  

but isn’t that really the most important bit of spiritual checking that we can do, worshipping God and listening to what the Holy Spirit has to say to us, 

both individually and as a worshipping community.  

We can only become a reflection of his glory by spending time in his presence.

We may not feel we are big on greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance… and all those, 

but we only have to downgrade them by calling them something a bit less harsh 

to recognise them in ourselves. 

And there we are back to Jesus’ argument about hypocritical religious observance…

it doesn’t matter how we might be whiter than white in our ritual “hand washing”

 “living a good Christian life” etc… if what is going on in our hearts

is less squeaky clean. It’s easy to “talk the talk” 

but much less easy “to walk the walk.”  

You may have seen on the news this week:  

A well known CNN newsreader left her mike on  

when she left the studio, 

she was gossiping to a friend, saying horrible things 

about her brother and sister-in-law.  

It was broadcast to millions of people. 

Suddenly we saw beneath the mask of this woman …to the ugly reality inside.

When my Mother was cross with me she used to say  

“It’s about time you took stock”.  

It’s probably what her mother said to her – 

and I haven’t said it to my children because I hated it so much …

but I do sometimes say it to myself… and that is what spiritual direction is about, 

trying to be honest with myself 

about what I’m really like on the inside.

You might think that after years of listening.. 

to what God is saying to me about wrong priorities, 

being more disciplined, dropping old habits, ditching worldly concerns.

.I would be getting better, well being almost perfect really …well…FORGET IT. 

It’s like peeling the layers off an onion, 

under each layer there is another waiting… 

But in a sense we need not beat ourselves up about all this, 

it’s part of the Human Condition, 

all knowledge of human life is in God’s mirror, He understands!

And we are in good company: 

Even St Paul said  “I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.  For what I do is not the good I want to do; and the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing”.
There is so much still to change, probably for all of us…

 but God is with me, and you, on every step of the way 

reminding us in our conscience, as James said in his letter  

Every good and perfect gift is from above, 

coming down from the Father, 

he doesn’t change like shifting shadows. 

He chose to give us birth through the word of truth.  

When you reduce all wrongdoing down to its essence

it could probably be summed up as “not hearing God” 

But the word of truth is there inside us when we stop to listen, 

we know what’s right really… 

we know it, in our very being.  

James says  “humbly accept the word planted in you”, 

God wants to help us with the transformation. 

He loves to answer the prayers that start

 “I’m finding this difficult, please help me….” or

 “I’m struggling with that, please change me…” or

 “I don’t understand this, please teach me…”

When we listen to what is planted in us and invite him into our lives to help us …

wow is He there,… those prayers are answered without fail. 

He is endlessly patient with us and remember 

we are forgiven once and for all 

by Jesus death on the cross.

St Paul wrote:

We, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, 

are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, 

So to have unveiled faces 

We need to be honest with ourselves, 

check our spiritual reflection,  

listen to the voice of our conscience 

rather than the voice of the world, 

humbly accept the word planted in us, and then reflect his Glory.

Since I finally accepted God’s call four years ago,

I can honestly say I have never been happier in my whole life.   

I have had a wonderful experience this year, 

learning how to do Baptisms and Funerals and Weddings 

and making mistakes along the way, 

but you are very forgiving, 

you smile at me from the pews… and have been so encouraging.  

It is a great privilege to serve God here… amongst you lovely lot.

God has shown me graciousness and patience and generosity of spirit …

and so have you.

Remember St. James’ words:

When we look intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, 

and continue to do this,  

- we will be blessed, every one of us, in all that we do.

