14th June 2009 

Mark 4.26-34; 2 Corinthians 5. 6-17

The plaque on the wall behind me is in memory of John Dando. He was a hat maker of this town who was described as being zealous for the spread of the gospel in this neighbourhood. John Dando was a member of the Calvinistic Methodist Society that was set up through the inspired preaching of George Whitefield in about 1742. They had been meeting in the hamlet of Stancombe over the other side of Stinchcombe Hill. John Dando is credited with initiating the move to Dursley in 1755 and establishing the first Dursley Tabernacle, across the road,  in 1760. His name is on the deeds.

This week I received an email from Robin Dando, a direct descendent of John. I met him briefly at the John Bell w/end in November.

He writes: ‘You may be interested to learn that we have details of my grandfather, Robert Dando, being in Chipping Sodbury at the time of the 1871 census. His son, my late father, was a Methodist preacher for most of his life.....and preached regularly in the Bude URC church. He would have been thrilled to know of his links with a founder of Dursley Tab....it would have meant more to him than links with royalty!

I am pleased to say that both my son and daughter are now involved in Christian Work. Karen, a nurse, has just returned from her fifth trip to Africa (Benin and Sierra Leone)... performing minor operations for cataracts and cleft palates on board the Mercy Ships..working for YWAM. Mark, an IT Consultant, took two years out to work full-time with Nicky Gumbell's Alpha team at Holy Trinity Brompton....and ended up leading some of the Alpha residential w/ends around the country on the Gift of the Holy Spirit. So perhaps the good people of Dursley Tab will be encouraged to hear that the descendants of John Dando the hat maker are still very much involved in the Lord's work.

                 With Best Wishes,

                    Robin Dando.

I hope Robin and his son and daughter may be present with us in September for our final celebration of this our Bicentennial year..

In the gospel reading for today Jesus talks about the kingdom of God like a seed that is sown and the results that happen. How thrilled would John Dando have been to know that the church he started 250 plus years ago would still be here and thriving as it is today and that his own future relatives would be very much involved in the Lord’s work?
Let us look at these two parables of Jesus in Mark chapter 4. Rather than exclusive doctrinal statements, Jesus used stories and parables to draw all his listeners in and engage them in his mission. Jesus approach to teaching is to plant a seed, encouraging his hearers to begin the process of exploration in their minds and hearts rather than giving water tight definitive answers. 
It is said that Albert Einstein’s mother never asked her son whether he was good at school, but whether he had asked any good questions.. Whether or not this true, it could be said that a good education is less about knowing all the answers and more about knowing how to ask the best questions. Something for teachers to think about as they write their end of year school reports
Read mark 4. 26-29
The first parable narrates the mystery of agricultural growth that occurs beyond the sight or control of the farmer. In doing so, the parable invites trust in the growth of God’s realm. What may appear dormant is actually flourishing.
In the earlier parable of the sower, the seed is God’s word: the person and message of Jesus and his way of life. Some seed seems to have no impact – people dismiss it and ignore it. Some are joyful at first but don’t lay any roots and lose faith when hardship comes; some get caught up in the distractions of this world, in false glamour and evil desires; and some bear fruit.
This parable, later in the same chapter, suggests that you can never dismiss what effects sowing the seed, the message of Christ, can have in people’s lives. Sometimes faith can lie dormant and then come to life again. Many of you here in this church would testify to that. Our job is to sow the seed; keep alive the teachings of Christ and live lives that speak of the gospel of Jesus.
But even that is not guaranteed to bring growth. There is a helplessness that is implicit in this parable. The seed is sown, the sower goes to sleep. Meanwhile the seeds sprouts and grows, he does not know how.

The farmer does not make the seed grow. It has the secret of life and growth within itself. We do not create the kingdom of God; the kingdom is God’s. It is true we can hinder and frustrate it. We can make a situation in the world where it is given the opportunity to come more fully and more speedily. But behind all things is God and the power and will of God.

There can be no place for human pride. It’s all down to us!
I talked with year 8 at Rednock this week. I talked with them about the Apprentice on TV: Sir Alan Sugar hiring and firing people. I said the thing I found most difficult about this so called reality TV programme was how the contestants were full of themselves and in competing against each other tried to claim they were better than their colleagues. Such arrogance and egotism must make it hard to work with them – to try and work as a team. 

Ronaldo is incredibly gifted as a player but is also known to be petulant and egotistical and there haven’t been too many tears shed at him leaving English football.
I shared with those Rednock students a story – a parable even.

In the northern reaches of Canada, the story is told of two geese and a turtle that developed a deep friendship. As the nights became shorter and cooler, the geese started talking about flying south for the winter. But they were worried about missing their friend the turtle.

The turtle said ‘I have an idea. Why don’t we find a sturdy stick that the two of you can hold in your mouths? I will hold on to the stick in the middle with my powerful teeth. Then when you fly south for the winter, I will fly with you.’
‘Do you think you are strong enough to hold on for that long?’ asked the other goose.
‘Sure, I’m very strong,’said the turtle.

Several; weeks later, somewhere over the Montana, a farmer looked up and saw the most incredible thing he had ever seen. Two geese flying overhead with a stick in their mouths and a turtle hanging between them. He cried out ‘what an incredible idea! Who thought of that?’

Knowing it was his idea, the turtle couldn’t resist saying ‘I did!’ and down went the turtle – splat!

They say pride comes before a fall. Pride can be a killer. Pride is a five letter word with I in the middle. Pride says ‘it was my idea, and I can do it by my strength and resources.  Pride is thinking too much of yourself.

Don’t get me wrong there is healthy sense of pride in our achievements – in doing a job well, in achieving an outcome you had hoped for. Yet it always needs to be tempered with humility. Like in the Apprentice or in a football team – you can’t take all the glory. Your team mates got you there. We all depend on each other for who we are and what we do. We can be proud to be British but we still depend on the rest of the world.
The scriptures encourage us not to put others down but to build one another up. They also encourage us to boast in the gospel of Christ.

At the same time, there is a role for appropriate human endeavour. We know we are called to 'till the ground' (Genesis 2.5) and 'subdue the earth' (Genesis 1.28), to 'sow' (Mark 4.31) and to 'harvest' (v. 29). The old story about the farmer and the parson sums it up: 'You should have seen it when 'e 'ad it to 'himself', said the farmer finally after listening to too much praise of God's gift of a field of golden wheat.
Here on this day, we are about to change the interior of this church. We have spent the last three and half years discussing, debating, arguing over whether to change things. It’s been a challenge to grow in sensitivity to each others needs and views during that time. The majority of the membership believe that by making these changes we will provide greater safety, comfort and flexibility to this meeting place and hopefully stimulate further growth in worship and mission.  But we can’t guarantee that. I could take you to churches that didn’t modernise and are now closed and derelict. I could take you to churches that have all the modern comforts but there is no gospel life in them.  Pews or seats don’t guarantee faith. 

The other day I was interviewed by the Gazette reporter. When I told her we were putting in seats and plasma screens – she gasped – wow that’s modern she said – that is going to make the church attractive. Well maybe – but in and of itself – it won’t bring faith. We need to guard against the pride in appearances, thinking wow we have it made – we’re so new and modern and relevant!
God brings the growth. Buildings are not insignificant – but they are not everything. The elders have been working hard to consider the growth of the church community, in our care for each other and our outreach to the community and making a difference in the world. We can consider how better communication, leadership structures and pastoral care can facilitate growth but we can’t guarantee growth. God gives the growth. 

We can easily fall into the trap of thinking that building the kingdom either depends solely on our hard work or, equally, of leaving it so much ‘up to God’ that we fail to recognise our own part in helping it to grow
A trait in our culture is a desire to control: to strategise, to implement, to monitor, to feed back, modify and go through the process again. And there is a lot of good management sense in such a closed-loop system. But one can't help be struck by the open-loop nature of Jesus' parables. The kingdom of God (the only thing whose growth ultimately matters) 'grows, he does not know how' (Mark 4.26), or 'it grows up and becomes…' in a rather matter-of-fact way (v. 32). It is as if we are called to be the right kind of people and the right kind of leaders in whatever sphere we find ourselves, do the things we believe to be right, and to 'walk by faith, not by sight' (2 Corinthians 5.7). We can be, and leaders must be, confident (v. 8), but it's a humble confidence in God once we have made it our aim to please him (v. 9). As Paul says in his first letter to the church in Corinth: 'So neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth' (1 Corinthians 3.7). 

The second parable uses similar imagery to affirm

the greatness that comes out of small beginnings. The

mustard seed has a diameter of less than a tenth of an inch.

Yet the mature plant reaches a height of 10 ft, providing shelter and nesting places.
The significance of such growth comes more clearly into view when heard in the context of Mark’s community. They were small and vulnerable. They lived in the tug of war between the “realms” claimed by Rome and Jewish Zealot revolutionaries. On the surface, those two groups commanded the attention

of their day by the willingness to do whatever it took to impose their will. Yet the parables assert the future is not in the hands of the violent, but in the often unseen hands of God. Greatness in God’s realm is a theme that is returned to at key junctures in Mark’s gospel. Here, as later, such greatness is measured by the shelter given, not the power taken. The realm of God will come to fruition. Life and sanctuary are the

trusted harvest.
The gospel we hold to- the seed of the word that needs sowing- is what Paul pithily states. ‘For the love of Christ controls us, once we have reached the conclusion that one man died for all and therefore all mankind has died. He died for all so that those who live should cease to live for themselves, and should live for him who for their sake died.
There is that advert that says ‘you’re worth it’. The gospel of Jesus Christ says ‘you’re worth it’ – God loves you with a love that took Jesus to the cross – a love that has arms outstretched for each one of us. A love at the centre of all reality. But that love is not just for you. It’s for each one. Not just white British people but Europeans, and Africans and Americans – for all mankind. The kingdom of God is a great tree with lots of shade for all to gather in and find their sanctuary. This is the work of the kingdom of God – knowing that you are deeply loved and loving each other in the knowledge that they are deeply loved too. For anyone united to Christ, there is a new creation: the old order has gone; a new order has already begun and all this is the work of God.

Amen!

