5th July 2009
Mark 6.1-13; 2 Cor 12.2-10

This week’s passages find us looking at the call to mission, our commitment to service in the name of the Lord.

As the readers of Mark’s gospel, we are on a journey of growing in understanding of who Jesus is. In earlier chapters, many around Jesus don’t comprehend the full meaning of Jesus’ identity – including the disciples. A few, such as the unnamed woman and Jairus in Mark 4, believe something about Jesus that goes beyond the surface. Their understanding of, and faith in, Jesus moves them to action.
As we enter today’s reading, Jesus has returned to his “hometown,” identified as Nazareth in Luke’s telling of this account (Luke 4:16). The people there are “astounded” by Jesus’ wisdom and the deeds of power Jesus has performed elsewhere. However, they are stuck in their image of Jesus’ identity as an ordinary person. Their unbelief, or lack or faith, in Jesus’ full identity hinders Jesus’ deeds of power in

their midst. 

It is easy to be offended by the response of the synagogue congregation until we start to examine our own responses to the extraordinary. 
Jesus, or rather what he has become, offended the people of the community which had nurtured him. What is our response when wanderers return? Do we allow and affirm their development, or reject what they have become because we don’t like, or expect, change? 

I well remember returning home at this time of year after my first year at university back in 1985. My brother, who had left school with few qualifications but had found a job working in a bank, regarded me as a swot. I was the first member of our family to get to university. Working class lad made good was the story – yet it was plainly obvious that I was a very different lad to the one who had left a year ago. ‘He had got educated’ – he was now a big swot! And the wonder was when would he ever get a proper job. Sadly I went on to become a minister – so the last remark is still valid!
Andy Murray came so close. More misery for the British at Wimbledon. Imagine how people of Dunblane now think about Andy Murray. When he returns to his home town he will not just be plain old Andy Murray any more.
‘Who does he think he is?’ is not an uncommon phrase. People who have changed can make us feel threatened. It is probably worth asking ourselves how we might have responded had we been inhabitants of Nazareth. As the church we might address the popular perception that we are offended by all things new. We might consider whether we have a fixed opinion of Jesus?
The outside world continues to ridicule the church for our beliefs and practices – perhaps because we are not conforming to how normal people should behave. I don’t know if you caught a documentary on channel 4 about the Alpha course last Sunday evening. The programme followed an Alpha Course at a church in Oxford. The commentator had an unfortunately sounding snidey voice. He summed up Alpha's methods as “structured, almost mathematical niceness” that applies pressure only once “and even then it is just engagingly flaky”. So the Alpha Course is criticised for being nice! What does he suggest that the Alpha Course should be a little more nasty towards its participants? You can’t win can you! 

We have used the Alpha Course here. I don’t agree with everything that it puts forward – I always say it is A presentation about the Christian faith – not THE presentation of the Christian faith – but it gets people talking and discovering what they believe and many of you have found it helpful. It’s important to hear criticisms of our faith from non believers but its important to recognise that they have their agenda as much as we have.
Opposition was something that Paul felt to his ministry as he writes in his second letter to the Corinthians. He has a life of insult, hardship, persecution and distress, all for Christ’s sake – but when he is weak then he is strong. It is not easy to accept that there is power in weakness but here Paul is presented as one who has travelled that road where he has to dig deep and be reminded of God’s power to sustain him – which it is not sometimes in his power.

This week sees the 500th anniversary of the birth of the great reformer, John Calvin. I am sharing his story on Wednesday evening – looking at his life and his theology which has been so influential to the Reformed Church (that’s us). George Whitefield was a Calvinist and the first Dursley Tabernacle was a Calvinistic Methodist Society. Calvin is also credited with significant developments in Western civilisation such as democracy and capitalism. 
He was born a French man but found his home country rejecting him. He had come under the influence of the ideas of the Reformation that all Christian beliefs should have their basis in the scriptures alone and not in tradition. He had attacked the Catholic view of Mass as an institutional means of grace. In France this was seen as an attack on the French king himself because Church and monarchy were so closely related. Calvin ended up having to flee his native country in 1535. He went to Basel and worked on a Protestant catechism – a statement of faith it was his version of the Institutes of the Christian religion. A year later he tried to see his brother in Paris but because the war was going on between the French and Germans he was to able to take a direct route and ended up staying in Geneva. Here he was cornered by Wilhelm Farel, one of the pioneers of the Swiss reformation who insisted he stay and make Geneva a model city of the Reformation. 
Calvin had written about God’s providence and sovereignty. He had had no intention of staying in Geneva. He had come there by accident and wanted to move on quickly. According to Farel his arrival was no accident and he would be going against God’s will and way if he did not stay and compared Calvin’s lot to that of Jonah. Wherever he went God would tackle him and bring him back to what he should be doing. 
This decisive event was a microcosm of God’s providence about which Calvin spoke and wrote so much – something that I will speak further on Wednesday night.  From experience he knew that things did not occur by chance, and he consistently confronted his readers and hearers with this, though he also knew from his own experience that it was not always easy, and at times even less than pleasant, to accept God’s providential dealings with patience and good cheer.
Despite his bad experience Jesus is sufficiently confident to commend mission to his disciples. Jesus sends the group of disciples known as The Twelve to carry his teaching and healing to neighbouring villages. They are to go as travelling preachers. Taking bread, bag, and money would have indicated they were beggars, merchants, or travelling philosophers. The Twelve will be dependent on the hospitality of those who are open to participating and sharing in the ministry of Jesus. Jesus prepares the disciples for the possibility that their ministry will not be welcomed. By shaking “off the dust that is on your feet,” one moves on from those places where there is neither a welcome nor a hearing.
In keeping with the tone of the whole of Mark’s gospel, there is urgency in this work. Jesus sends the disciples with power to where they are needed, that many people might perceive Jesus’ identity and purpose as they experience God’s saving love.

The disciples are sent out in twos. This has proved to be a valuable model: Jehovah’s witnesses and the Mormons undertake their door to door evangelism in twos. There are many things that are best done in twos, rather than alone.
This week we have been sending out our own two. It’s been a busy week in finalising the team of young people to go to Nicaragua with the Peace and Hope Trust and only this week Sarah Bilous and Natalie Franks have joined the team. Both Sarah and Natalie went on the first team we sent out two years ago and last summer were planning on going again this July. However, starting University they thought they wouldn’t be able to afford it and so pulled out. Sarah went with the three who are going, (Emily, Laura and Chris), to the annual celebration of the Peace and Hope trust’s work last Saturday and came away convicted that God was calling her to be part of this year’s team.  She shared that conviction with some of us last Sunday. By a coincidence – or God’s providence – if we wish to honour Calvin – my father in-law was visiting us last Sunday and he heard about Sarah’s conviction. He had a meeting the next day with the leaders of the Trust. They have always said that if young people are convicted about going and experiencing being part of God’s mission in the developing world then money shouldn’t be the obstacle to prevent them. They just had enough air miles that they had accrued through booking so many other flights that they were able to offer a free air ticket to Nicaragua with the team. 
This put me in a bit of a dilemma because I knew Natalie had wanted to go back too, so I called both Natalie and Sarah together to explain the offer. It soon became apparent that this beautiful gift had put us all in a difficult position and that both Sarah and Natalie had a real desire to go out on this mission field. 
As a minister when I find young people who want to put their faith into practice I want to do all I can to support them. Youth is such an important and formative age. As a minister, I know some people who have a real joy in giving and who put a proportion of their income aside for God to use it how he wills and as they have been blessed with wealth they seek to use that well and be a blessing. I approached a few people (and I’m always on the look out for expanding my list) about this dilemma inviting them to pray about this situation and within a day we had the funding to offer both Natalie and Sarah the opportunity to go to Nicaragua  - which they are now doing. The saga has not been without its dilemmas and repercussions but taking risks and steps of faith never is. A number of people have been walking on water this week and stepping out of the boat – for those who have been part of the Thursday evening meetings you will know what I’m talking about.
Jesus sent the twelve out two by two with little preparation and little resources. What about the wisdom of taking nothing with you? The gospel account suggests that it was successful enterprise and we might ask what we learn from this. A year or so ago, amidst some publicity, a man set out with nothing to travel from Britain to India, intending to demonstrate that people are naturally hospitable. It wasn’t long before he returned home admitting failure. He returned home to learn French; a basic capacity for communication was necessary. It might have been different if he had started the other way round. It may have been different if he had used a particular network to seek hospitality? Being linked to a worldwide organisation, the church of Jesus Christ, hopefully means we potentially have friends in most places. But if a complete stranger professing to be a Christian turned up at your door, seeking accommodation would we be prepared to take them at their word or would we check out further. Our irresponsible is Jesus being here? He hasn’t done any risk assessments, pays scant regard to health and safety and even common sense! 

I don’t think it was meant as a model for subsequent ministries – the context implies urgency and when you do things in emergencies your preparation goes out of the window.

Set against the backdrop of the rejection of Jesus buy his local community, the disciples turn from followers to proclaimers. Sometimes crises are a requirement for moving us on.
In all our crisises and action we may feel opposed and things may not go according to plan. Like Paul and Calvin we may meet opposition. Paul trusted that God’s grace would be sufficient that it would sustain him even in the hard times. Joan Kingham told me about her experience the other week that really encouraged her as she was going through a difficult time. She’s given me permission to share it with you. The other week was the fiftieth anniversary of the death of her mother. She has always telephoned her sister on the anniversary and the two of them would talk about their fond memories of their mother. Sadly, as you know, Betty died in December and so this year on the anniversary Joan was feeling doubly bereft. At the time her mother died her father was in the garden picking some sweet peas for his wife’s bedroom where she lay gravely ill. They put sweet peas in the church for her funeral. Joan was remembering all this when Gloria Pritchard arrived at her house. Gloria had come with a gift from her garden – you can guess what they were – a bunch of sweet peas. Gloria was unaware of the poignancy of her gift but for Joan it was a gift of grace from her heavenly father reminding her to have hope and giving her strength in her weakness. May we be open to God’s acts of grace in our lives – free gifts of love to encourage us.
Living in the fullness of God’s powerful and loving presence is a faith-filled journey. God calls and sends; our response is trust that we are being sent where we are needed. Where are we being called now? Within this church we already engage in numerous ways of mission fro the Open Door Club to the Child Contact centre. In a couple of weeks time we’ll have our children’s holiday club reaching youngsters with the gospel. We want to start up again our work with families and looking for people to help in that. Some of our members are looking to offer support to those with mental health problems and need others to help them in that. Where is God calling you? Those mission activities are about reaching out to others and using our premises as a base – it is mission that invites people in. We hope our refurbished church will be attractive to invite people in for all sorts of events. But mission in this passage was primarily about sending out. Our primary m mission as people of God is to be sent out into the world. Often feeling inadequate and under prepared but going with conviction in our heart to push back evil and be an agent for the kingdom of God. To bring a bit of joy wherever we go; to encourage forgiveness; to work for peace; to care for the lost and needy; to speak of God and the hope we have.

In a moment we will go outside to our church garden to share in communion with our children and young people. It will be a symbolic act in that we are going with Christ into the world. We are a sent people and we go in the authority of Christ and in the power of the Holy Spirit to the glory of God.

Opening prayer

We come together in this place

where the ordinary becomes sanctified

and the familiar is made new.

Make us mindful, O Prophetic One,

of your call on our lives

and of the Spirit’s power.

Fill us with holy imagination and vision

as we gather up the courage

to live as your people in this world.

Prayer of confession

One: Jesus sent the disciples out with power

to carry on Jesus’ mission

of proclamation and healing.

Two: God’s way is realized in our day when

someone chooses to be love

in the midst of hatred and violence (pause).

One: When someone waits patiently

in the face of uncertain anxiety (pause).

Two: When someone listens,

and holds, and listens again (pause).
One: When someone reaches out

with a healing touch (pause).

Two: When someone speaks and sweats

and lives to see justice for all (pause).

One: When someone extends

a hand of kindness at just the right time (pause).

Two: When someone sees possibility and acts

within a hopeless situation (pause).

Both: Will you be that someone? (Pause.)

Words of assurance

(based on 2 Corinthians 12:9)

One: In our best intentions, God’s power is revealed.

In our unrealized plans, God’s power remains

steadfast.

Two: Trust that God’s grace is sufficient

for God’s power is made known in our weakness.

One: Where our ability ends, God’s Spirit begins

Two: and the way of God comes to life.
God has spoken,

“I am sending you in love –

imagine the possibilities.

My love is all you need.

Colour the world with it,

spread it throughout your speaking,

honour it within your living.

Go now, for God has called you,

Christ has sent you,

and Spirit has empowered you.

