Sunday June 20th 2010




          Morning Worship
_____________________________________________________________

Hymns:
68:    
“Lead us heavenly father, lead us”



330:
“All things bright and beautiful”



704:
“O Jesus, I have promised”



450:
“Moses, you are the man”

Readings:

Psalm 22: 22-27




Luke 8: 26-39

_____________________________________________________________

A HOPELESS CASE?
Once upon a time, when our children were small and Margaret had gone back to work, I used to do school duties. I’d stand with a crowd of (mainly) mothers at the school gate waiting for our three to burst out of their classroom with news of the day, songs they’d learned, accidents they’d suffered, activities they’d been engaged in. As we waited, I found myself surrounded by conversation dominated by anxiety about the academic progress of the little geniuses we were waiting for. A budding Einstein was more brilliant at maths than his teacher; one little girl with pigtails and heavy glasses was better on the cello at this stage in her life than Jacqueline du Pré at a similar age, and so on and so forth. Such conversation got even worse as the children got older. Parents’ evenings were dominated by predictions about grades and achievements. Schools that said they hated government-imposed targets were constantly setting targets for their own pupils and parents seemed to get caught up in weird responses. They’d be telling each other how their teenage prodigies were likely to get straight “A”s or even “starred A”s. It all got so boring. On one occasion, I was completely overcome, I just couldn’t help myself. Before Margaret could guess at the volcano about to burst, I heard myself say for general consumption “Well, nobody can match my children. All three of them are 100 per centers in five key subjects. They are absolute wizards and I’m proud of them.” Resisting Margaret’s sleeve-tugging attempt to silence me, I continued: “They are simply in a class of their own, A-grade performers every one of them, at …… eating, sleeping, crying, laughing and talking.” I think I made a fool of myself but I still smile at the memory of that little outburst.
2.

And it came to mind the other day when a young man of this congregation gave me one of the biggest fillips possible. He’d come to see me about some aspect of his work and ended our conversation by telling me there were two things he’d seen in me that he thought were really cool. He hoped, he said, that he could learn these two attributes from me. Well, I wondered, whatever is he talking about? Eloquence? Learning? My new-ish car (a Ford Focus, not a Maserati)? It was unlikely to be my wealth and even less likely my good looks. So what might he be thinking of? The answer soon came. “Your sense of humour,” he said, “and your ability to see potential in people.” Now that knocked me for six. Nobody could have said anything more touching or moving. And if it’s true, then I shall thank God for such a fantastic gift. And I shall also thank God for a young person who had the courage to tell me so; I doubt if he understood just how encouraging I found his words. I walked tall after he’d gone.
All of this resonates with today’s New Testament lesson. Jesus is the greatest encourager of all time. He sees the good in just about everyone who comes near him. No one seems so out of it that they pass below the radar of his love, the searching beam of heart-warming love that finds and focuses on the outcast and the hopeless. A man born blind, a woman with a chronic blood loss, a man who’s been ripping off the poor, a Roman soldier, a leper, children, - people others had little or no time for – all receive quality time and the very best attention from Jesus. He has the gift of seeing not only the need but also the value of everyone he comes into contact with. “Get up and walk,” he says to one; “Your faith has made you whole,” to another. He’s just brilliant at this. He seems to have the knack of spotting those whom society classifies as lost, or lowest, or least, or last. 

So you see why I found our young man’s word to me so thrilling. Is it possible, I wondered, that I could be blessed in this way? The capacity to see everyone’s true value, their potential to play a full part in the life around them, is after all one of the loveliest attributes of Jesus. So I mustn’t get too cocky about the young man’s compliment. Especially since it seems obvious to me that all of us should be expecting to find what our Quaker friends call “that which is of God” in the people we meet, some positive virtue we can all work with. Too often we are suspicious of those we meet, we block them out of our consciousness, we fear they’ll make demands on us, we don’t want other people’s agendas to crowd out our own. 

3.

When Jesus met the man who figures in today’s story he was undoubtedly facing a challenge that was pretty overwhelming even when judged by his own standards. 

All of this matters on a day like today when we’re awarding his Queen’s Badge, the highest sign of merit open to a member of the Boys’ Brigade, to Emmanuel Mensah. He has been tested and assessed through a rigorous range of skills and has been found worthy of this signal honour. We congratulate him and wish him well as he goes off to college to study music performance. I hope that Emmanuel will himself have learned the importance of expecting to find good in the people he meets. Young people might just find that older people are not just wrinklies or has-beens but sources of wisdom and experience; we all might learn that people of other ethnic groups than our own are not only quaint, or aggressive, or irresponsible (or whatever other stereotyping colour we want to paint them with) but generous, witty, ace, fun to be with. 
Once Jesus learned that this man Legion was lurking around, he might have been forgiven for changing his route and finding a way to avoid contact with this unusual man. He was know to be capable of violent outbursts. So they shackled him with fetters to limit his movement. What’s more, they banished him to a graveyard, no one wanted him in their back yard. And still he shouted and raged, tore at his clothes and generally made a nuisance of himself. But Jesus moved into contact with him, ignoring any advice that he might have received to the contrary. He delivered the man from all that was torturing him. The enormity of this was conveyed by suggesting that it took a whole herd of pigs, unclean beasts in Jewish teaching, to absorb the foul and evil forces that had been at work in the wretched man. What had previously filled the head of Legion now drove these animals to destruction. He, meanwhile, astonished to find himself in possession of his faculties, begged Jesus to be allowed to go with him on his preaching tour. “No,” said Jesus; “go back to where you belong and show them the person you were always meant to be.” 
Isn’t that a wonderful end to this remarkable story? And doesn’t it challenge all those who say they’re followers of Jesus not to give up on people, not to dismiss them as useless, but to look expectantly for their essential humanity 

4.

and give it its full value. Christians are called to be encouragers and affirmers of others, fishers of men and women, the embodiment of Good News.

I’ve concentrated on Emmanuel this morning but want to end by mentioning two other young men, both of them four or five years older than Emmanuel. Taniela and Ponipate had both passed through the hands of regular members of this church. They too had been tested and probed and been found more than competent for the life they had chosen to live. They joined the British Army, the Royal Lancaster Regiment. One of them was in church just three months ago. Both of them were deployed with their regiment to Afghanistan. And both were killed on active duty, on two separate patrols, just a few days ago. Our own beloved Naibuka Qarau, still consumed in his own grief at the loss of his dear wife, is today in the army barracks where two young widows are trying to make sense of their lives in the light of these devastating circumstances.
In everything we do, we must try to put our trust in God, a God who has embraced our suffering, plumbed the depths of darkness, walked in the valley of the shadow of death. We must never lose sight of the God who never loses sight of us. Emmanuel is our guide. His name as well as his character. For what does Emmanuel mean but “God-with-us”. That’s a reality to be cultivated and clung to in all the vicissitudes of life.

May it be so for each of us gathered here this morning.

Amen.

