30 August 2020; Trinity 12/ Proper 17

Jeremiah 15: 15-21; Romans 12:9-21

Matthew 16: 21-28

1.
Setting minds on human not divine 

Those of you who were in church last week will remember that the passage immediately before the one I just read tells of Peter’s great moment of revelation, when he recognised Jesus as the Messiah and was given his new name – Peter, the rock on which God would build his church. And now here he is – in true Peter style – getting it wrong, and being told by Jesus that he is not the sort of rock that will be a foundation for God’s work, but a stumbling block that gets in the way! 

 What has happened in the meantime? Well, we are told that ‘from that time on, Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and undergo great suffering …and be killed’ (v16). This is what has stimulated Peter’s protest.
Peter’s trouble is that he has his own ideas of what it means that Jesus is the Messiah – and it does NOT mean that he will suffer and die. No, surely it means he will show everyone the truth about God, and the right way to live, and they will all recognise in Jesus what Peter himself has seen – God himself. I don’t suppose Peter had it all worked out, but certainly the hard things that Jesus was telling his friends would happen – rejection and a horrible death – were NOT in his script. So Jesus tells him that he is ‘setting his mind not on divine things but on human things’ (v23) and I want to spend some time thinking about those words, for Peter’s mistake is one that we too often fall into.
2.
A common problem for the faithful

Let’s start by being clear what this is about. It is not about being distracted by the pleasures or concerns of the world. You will recall the story told by Jesus of a sower, in which, for some people, faith is strangled by worldly pleasures or concerns – and indeed many times Jesus warns people not to focus on material or everyday things such as what to wear or what to eat, but to trust God and focus on the things of God. These are important messages, but they are not what we have here today. 

Peter’s problem in this incident is not that he is distracted by the things of the world, but that his spiritual mind set has itself been influenced by human priorities and assumptions. This is a more insidious problem for those of us who have faith. We think that God’s ways are like our human ways. We are surprised – and even outraged - when bad things happen to good people, when the wages of sin do not appear to be death. In faith as in life, we like to know, and we think we do know. We are certain that our take on things of faith is right, and too often we forget the warning that God gave Isaiah that ‘my ways are not your ways, my thoughts re not your thoughts’ (Isaiah 55: 8). 

As Jesus spells out the implications of his mission, which is to show people what God is really like, Peter cannot accept that demonstrating pure love will result in a cruel death, and that it is God’s nature to act through self giving love, not power. 

And too often we too cannot accept this either. We think that being a Christian is about being nice and kind, and behaving in the right way – yet Paul’s words to the Romans point to a love that goes far beyond what we see as its proper limits – which blesses those who persecute us and repays evil with good. This is not just about some sort of tight-lipped forgiveness. And when we see it in action it is truly impressive. Think of news stories where victims of hatred have really reached out to those responsible and wished them well. This is not about the frequently stated words ‘he or she never did anyone any harm’. It goes far beyond that to actively loving our enemies. It hurts. And it always challenges our human tendencies and assumptions, even about spiritual matters. And the thing it challenges most profoundly is our tendency to think we know, or that we are right. Peter’s problem was that once he had recognised Jesus as Messiah, he thought he knew what this would entail, how it would be played out – or at the very least how it would not be played out.
3. 
I cannot tell….but this I know

This human tendency to think we can predict and understand God’s ways is a besetting problem for us all as Christians. This tendency makes God smaller than us and in our own image, rather than greater than us and ultimately beyond human understanding. 
The challenge of faith is that although we are often not sure, or are even proved wrong, we must still hold on to the certainty of our hope in Christ. We must hold on through NOT knowing. 
I have given you the words of one of my favourite hymns and during communion we will hear the music to it. It is a lovely familiar tune, and words that I find ring very true because I think that the two phrases ‘I cannot tell….but this I know’ lie at the core of our being as Christians. This sort of knowing is about confidence and trust rather than being able to predict or understand fully. None of us likes uncertainty, in life or in matters of faith. It is uncertainty that is most upsetting many people in relation to our current pandemic – when will life get back to normal? Will the current restrictions work? Will the return to school lead to a spike in the pandemic? We simply do not know.

And there is uncertainty in the church. For small parishes such as this there are always questions about how long we can survive, or about reorganisation. When I took on this post it was on the understanding that in future, this parish and that of Hadstock might in the near future come back together. Will this be the case? How soon? And how long will it be before we can with confidence recruit and appoint a new Rector for the Team? The process was started once and then aborted, now we are considering re-advertising in the hope of attracting greater range of candidates.

Things are often uncertain in our personal lives too. For many young people the future is at present very uncertain, and all of us face times of illness or other situations when we simply do not know what the future will bring.

And even in matters of faith, I certainly don’t have all the answers. Despite my training as a priest and experience of all kinds, I still find it very hard to answer a well argued critic or someone determined to show that my beliefs are all nonsense. If I am honest, much church speak can be a sort of insider jargon. Yet despite all this, there are some core things in which I place my confidence and my trust, even when I cannot tell you how it all works.

4. 
Love hurts
Jesus is telling Peter and his disciples that love hurts. 
We know in our own lives that love is not just something cosy and warm but can lead to the sort of sacrifice or anguish that really hurts.
It is my belief that nothing can separate us from God’s love and his care, even suffering and death, and that Jesus’s way of sacrificial love is in the end more effective and life giving than power and coercion.  I believe that this power of love can be seen at work around us in the actions of friends, family and neighbours and that however long this pandemic continues, human support and encouragement will continue to be beacons of light and hope. I also believe that even when things look hopeless, they are not, since God is over all and that evil will always be overcome eventually by good. 

You might like to try writing your own version of one verse of that hymn, noting the things that are the basis of your faith, despite any uncertainties. Today let us all offer our doubts and uncertainties – about life and about faith - to God, confident in his continuing guidance and presence and care, asking that he will renew our faith through the mystery of the sacrament that we now share.





Amen


Covid 19: no hymns sung but words given out of:
I cannot tell

I cannot tell how he whom angels worship

should stoop to love the peoples of the earth,

or why as shepherd he would seek the wand’rer

with his mysterious promise of new birth.

But this I know that he was born of Mary,

when Bethl’em’s manger was his only home,

and that he lived at Nazareth and labored,

and so the Saviour, Saviour of the world, is come.

I cannot tell how silently he suffered,

as with his peace he graced this place of tears,

or how his heart upon the cross was broken,

the crown of pain to three and thirty years.

But this I know, he heals the broken-hearted,

and stays our sin, and calms our lurking fear,

and lifts the burden from the heavy laden,

for yet the Saviour, Saviour of the world, is here.

I cannot tell how he will win the nations,

how he will claim his earthly heritage,

how satisfy the needs and aspirations

of east and west, of sinner and of sage.

But this I know, all flesh shall see his glory,

and he shall reap the harvest he has sown,

and some glad day his sun shall shine in splendour

when he the Saviour, Saviour of the world, is known.

I cannot tell how all the lands will worship,

when, at his bidding, ev’ry storm is stilled,

or who can say how great the jubilation

when ev’ry heart with perfect love is filled.

But this I know, the skies will thrill with rapture,

and myriad, myriad human voices sing,

and earth to heav’n and heav’n to earth, will answer:

‘At last the Saviour, Saviour of the world, is King!’
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