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 Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns: 
691
“Come, let us sing of a wonderful love”


197
“Hail the day that sees him rise”


190
“Christ is alive!”


746
“One more step along the road I go”

________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Luke24: 44-53

Acts 1: 1-11
“AT CROSS PURPOSES”
Yesterday I found myself driving home from an appointment way out in the countryside.  I was on the motorway and it was very crowded.  I’m never very patient in such circumstances.  I don’t know if you’ve noticed how, when driving slowly in your lane, everybody in the other two lanes seems to be going at far greater speed.  I find that almost unbearable.  It brings out ancient rugby-playing skills – where you see a gap, accelerate into it.  So I find my self bobbing from one lane to another in the hope of making just a little progress on my competitors.  I didn’t of course.  A large truck which had begun behind me somehow managed to get into London way ahead of me.  I still don’t understand how it managed that!
There’s a lesson to learn from this, of course.  The other lane may seem more attractive but, when you get there, it’s just the same old congestion over there as you found in the lane you left.

Under pressure, there’s always a temptation to suppose that there’s greener grass somewhere else.  How many times have I advised those mourning the death of a loved one not to do what their instincts are telling them to do – not to abandon the home where they lived with the loved one they’re mourning but to stay put.  Time will bring its own peace of mind and, when the emotion of the moment is over, a better time to consider options will emerge.

That’s the advice which Jesus gave his disciples: “Stay where you are.  Wait until you are ready and until the time is right”.  This wasn’t easy advice.  Every day in Jerusalem would remind them of the horrors they’d recently endured.  Every day would expose them to the fear of being recognised, accused, reviled, and mocked as followers of the defeated Jesus.  Even the resurrection appearances of Jesus would not have protected them against these jibes.  They must have been desperate to return to Galilee and the peace and quiet of the lake and the possible resumption of their former way of life as fishermen.

But flight wouldn’t have served their problems.  They needed new energy, inner peace, something to focus on.  And to acquire all that, it was necessary that they stay just where they are.

In just the same way, all of us must sometimes hang in there as we face our ghosts, come to terms with new realities, remind ourselves of the convictions that have brought us this far.

Soon the disciples would be given the strength (and the gifts) to move out of Jerusalem.  Pentecost would be the day when all this would happen.  Then, and only then, could they contemplate moving out of the capital city and into the regions beyond.  And, in the first instance, they’d take their stories about Jesus into Judea.
The inhabitants of Judea were Jews.  The disciples themselves were, of course, Jews too.  They’d have the task of sharing their message with fellow Jews.  Not that this would guarantee an easy transmission of the message – it was, after all, their fellow Jews who had so badly misunderstood Jesus, driven him to the cross.  But at least their fellow Jews would understand where they were coming from.  They’d share a cultural background and a language too.  It would be easy enough to share a joke, paint a picture, get a response.
Yet even these similarities and commonalities are not a guarantee that good communication will happen.  Yesterday I preached at a funeral where the attendance was almost entirely of white people like myself.  We had a common education and spoke the same language.  Yet the presence in a religious service of a significant number of forthright atheists meant that I had to give special attention to the way I communicated my message.  We may have been fellow Caucasians, yet we were far more varied in our outlook and points of view than our identical pigmentation might suggest.

All we can say for the disciples is this: they could make certain assumptions about the people they were speaking to but they would need always be on their guard lest they be misunderstood.  The message they were bringing was, after all, revolutionary and, in the eyes of some, seditious.

The commission given to the disciples didn’t end with the population of Judea.  They were to go beyond their home territory, out of their comfort zone, into Samaria.

Samaria!  What shivers that would have sent down the spine of many an inhabitant of Judea.  Here dwelt the descendants of people who’d thrown in their lot with their Assyrian conquerors eight centuries previously.  The inhabitants of Judea had never forgiven them for losing the purity of their race or mixing the purity of their religion.
It’s interesting that Jesus seemed somehow to have a special link with Samaritans.  He entered into a profound conversation with a Samaritan woman drawing water at a well.  She recognised the common history which her people had with the Jews.  But she also recognised the radical differences that existed at the time she met Jesus.  And this led to a fascinating exchange of views.  The again, he told his famous parable of the Good Samaritan – an inhabitant of Samaria who out-shone religious Jews in the form of a Levite and a priest.  It was he who came to the help of a man who’d fallen on bad times.  At one stage, this Jesus who befriended Samaritans was accused of being one himself!
Jesus was clear that his message must be preached to his own people first and only then to others beyond their number.  But he couldn’t get away from his destiny.  At his birth, the old man Simeon spoke of him as a light “to lighten the gentiles” as well as “to be the glory of his people Israel”.  The followers of Jesus were soon spreading out beyond their own native heath, taking the message to all kinds of people wherever they were.

This would undoubtedly bring its own difficulties.  There would be differences of language and culture.  It would be enormously difficult to spell out the message of Jesus and the good news of the kingdom to people cast in a different cultural mould.  There might be prejudice to overcome.  People who were previously strange and indeed fearful needed to be approached as fellow human beings.  Understandings garnered in a Semitic culture would need to be translated into a Hellenic one.  The message of the risen Jesus cannot be held down within the confines of one nation or culture.
Even Samaria doesn’t amount to everyone, however.  The message was to be taken to the furthermost parts of the earth.  That is, good news of the gospel of Jesus was to be preached everywhere where human beings could be found.

I’ve often wondered what, to me, represents the “furthermost parts of the earth”.  I’ve thought I was there when, in the huge temple complex at Angkor Wat in Cambodia, I seemed as far from organised Christianity as it was possible to get.  Or again, in a more physical sense this time, when standing across the dateline in Fiji.  There, I was literally as far away from my home environment as it’s possible to be on the face of planet earth.  Or was it when I found myself in desolate refugee camps along the boarder between Mozambique and Zimbabwe?  Or in the refugee camps that have sprung up around the city of Khartoum?  The furthermost parts of the earth will take on a different meaning for different people, depending on their original point of departure.  But it will always remain true that the message of Jesus, the message of mercy and pity, peace and love, has to be taken to the very remotest places on earth.  The message we preach will not be a mere matter of ticking boxes.  We’ll not visit places in order to boast that we’ve been there and done that and got the tee-shirt.  We’ll be there to share good news.  Our message will be given to people, wherever we find them, with our love and understanding.  The hearts of every one can be set alive with the message that is ours to share.
At the end of this service we’ll be sending a couple of dozen of our young people to walk around the churches at the centre of London.  They’ll be doing this for Christian Aid.  They’ll be seeking to do something that gives them the chance of standing alongside the world’s poorest people.  They’ll be coming to the front of the church and they’ll be told to wait there until they’re commissioned to undergo their walk.  After waiting for their instructions, they’ll be sent out into Islington and then into the City of London before proclaiming a message that’s as resonant in the furthest parts of the world as it is in the capital city of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.  Jesus loves us and he wants us to work for a world where fairness and justice confer dignity and a sense of well-being on everyone.

We wish our walkers well.  And we’ll pray for a world where every last man woman and child can rejoice at having heard the message of Jesus Christ, risen and ascended.

Amen. 
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