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Hymns: 
19
“With gladness we worship, rejoice as we sing”


182
“We sing the praise of him who died”


781
“See how great a flame aspires”
_______________________________________________________________
Readings:
Luke 8: 4-8

1 Corinthians 1: 18-19
“A STRANGE NEW POWER”
Good morning. I am greatly honoured and humbled to be invited to speak to you today. I bring greetings from Bishop Robert Hoshibata and the Oregon-Idaho Annual conference and from your brothers and sisters in Christ at Christ United Methodist Church in Portland, Oregon. May the grace and peace and hope, beauty, power, wonder and all good things of our Lord be with you.

I am thrilled to be back in London visiting Wesley’s Chapel. Leslie and Margaret have been consummate hosts and I am deeply grateful to them and for their friendship as well as the friendship with Jennifer Potter and others. There is no doubt that you are blessed with a high calibre of leadership here. 

I was introduced to your wonderful hospitality back in 2002 when I attended the Oxford University Summer Programme in Theology. If you remember, that was the summer following the 9/11 attacks. The atmosphere in travelling was tense, especially as new security measures were put into place. They are still a hassle, but sadly necessary. What is troubling is that they have to be necessary. I was here five years ago a few days after the four terrorist bombs went off in London; three on the underground and one on a bus. As a matter of fact I arrived the day when the second round of attacks were attempted, but failed. Thankfully. 
They were horrendous acts of fanatical rage, but what struck me was how you all responded. Your collective and individual response moved in the opposite direction of what was intended. Instead of tearing the city apart, it brought people together. I remember one report where the Marks & Spencer’s store near the Edgware bombing closed up shops and gave most of the food on its shelves to help relief workers. A few doors down St Mark’s church opened its doors to the relief workers for a place to rest and pray. When the Tavistock Square bomb ripped the roof off a double-decker bus, I remember seeing pictures on the BBC website. Some people were running from the scene, but also showed more people running towards it to help the injured. Did you hear that? They ran towards the danger to help the injured.

Once again, I was reminded of the futility of terrorism. The bombings strove to tear people apart, but in fact people, even complete strangers, ended up coming together. It seems to me that terrorism only succeeds when people give into fear and let fear shape their world view, govern their thoughts and dictate their actions. Courage, I think, must drive the terrorists nuts. In the midst of the atrocities, there are other things that end up being more important, more compelling than fear, like helping the injured or simply to continue to live bravely with the vulnerabilities of freedom. In the past couple of weeks we have seen more acts of terrorism strike a small village in north-west Pakistan killing more than a hundred. Then there were the twin attacks in Kampala, Uganda killing 74 and injuring many others as they watched the World Cup final. This morning, a suicide bomber killed 43 in Baghdad. In the last nine years, there have been over 12,000 deaths and many more injuries from terrorism.

These latest attacks remind us once again that there are two types of power at play. The first is obvious and it is the power of volatile strength. This is the type of power that wants to strong-arm its way in the world. Make people do what it thinks people should do. It is the type of power that fanatics and megalomaniacs wish they had and dictators and tyrants appallingly achieve. It is the power of conquest and domination, of homogenous authoritarian world-views. Sadly, this is the type of power that the world cherishes and nurtures. If Hollywood is to be any type of gauge, there are certainly more heroes cut from the cloth of Rambo than Gandhi. 

I think that is probably because the second type of power at work in the world is hard to understand. It doesn’t look like power in the conventional sense at all. It’s the power of vulnerability. In a way, it is an oxymoron. Vulnerability usually denotes being at the mercy of power instead of possessing it. But this is the power that God chooses above anything else. And, quite frankly, it is a bit baffling this omnipotent vulnerability. Paul even made note of that in his letter to the folks at First Church Corinth. He says that for those who are hell-bent on destruction, this type of power comes across as ridiculous - absolutely moronic. (1 Cor. 1:18)
When you start to dig in today’s parable these same questions arise. It presents us with an image of omnipotent vulnerability that is, well... a bit awkward. Let’s walk through it a bit. No doubt you are familiar with it. This parable is in all of the synoptics - Matthew, Mark and Luke. It even shows up in the extra-canonical gospel of Thomas so we can be pretty sure that it was well known and spoke to the early Christians; a farmer goes out to plant some seeds. Some fell on a path and were eaten by birds; others fell among the rock and grew a little but withered away; others fell amongst the thorns and were strangled; but then, a few fell on some good soil and produced a harvest.

We all know that part and no doubt you have heard the moral - the imperative - of the lesson which says, ‘Now boys and girls, go out and be good soil!’ OK, end of lesson; time for crafts. Now I believe that you can go quite a way in asking yourself what it means to be good soil. It is another way of asking what it means to be a disciple of Jesus and how do I do it? Good soil, good soul. How can I have the word of God grow in my heart, yield a harvest in my life? I think it would do a world of good if more folks asked these questions. Yeah, I think the good-soil-lesson is a great approach. It is a good prescriptive - look at how faith is working in and through your own life. But what would happen if we read this story descriptively? What if Jesus isn’t so much prescribing the Kingdom here but describing it? You see, there is only one imperative in both the story and the explanation that follows and that imperative is simply, ‘Listen!’ Everything else is pretty much in the indicative mood.

So when we look at this story descriptively, things become a little more difficult. Like I said, we usually like to focus on those seeds that fall in the good soil and yield a harvest, but then we have a tendency to gloss over all those seeds that don’t lead to a blessed thing. And that is what’s bothersome about this parable. If this is what the kingdom of heaven is supposed to be like, then why is three-fourths of this parable focused on the seeds that failed. Or to put it another way, why does three-quarters focus on the vulnerability of the Kingdom?

I think this is one of the gospels’ way of pointing out that Jesus came to the world to show us that another type of befuddling power is at work in the universe. Omnipotent vulnerability? Yeah, right. It can be so frustrating. I mean, if we believe that God is in control, then why does God seem so reluctant to take control?  Why not use the straight-line approach and get things done? If Jesus came to bring the Kingdom of God, then why not just up and do it? Kick out all of the corrupted officials, clean up big business and build the new Jerusalem? After all, isn’t that what we pray week after week: ‘Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven?’

Robert Capon calls that straight-line approach ‘right-handed power’. It is direct, to the point and it gets things done - pronto. Interestingly enough, Capon observes, the right hand is governed by the logical, plausibility-loving left hemisphere of the brain. We like things done in a ‘right-handed’ style. It solves problems in an efficient and predictable fashion. It gets us what we want, when we want. It is logical and succinct. It is the computer way of doing things. I press a button and the machine comes to life. I fire up the program and type a word on the keyboard that will keep the books, sort the database and send out the billings and what not. Bingo-bango-bongo, it’s done. 

Capon asks, ‘If God wants to turn this messed up world into a kingdom, why doesn’t [God] just knock some heads together, put all the baddies under a large, flat rock, and get on with the job?’
 We live in a right-handed world. The problem is that we worship a God who has a left-handed way of doing things.

Just as the right hand is governed by the left side of the brain, the left hand is governed by the right side of the brain. That is the side, says Capon, that is more intuitive, open and imaginative. ‘Left-handed power is a precisely paradoxical power, power that looks, to all the world, like weakness, intervention that seems indistinguishable from non-intervention. ‘More than that,’ he writes, ‘it is guaranteed to stop no determined evildoer whatsoever. It might, of course, soften their hearts. Then again it might not. It certainly didn’t for Jesus; and if you decide to use it, you should be quite clear that it probably won’t for you either.’

Like I said earlier, it really doesn’t look like power at all ... however, and this is the paradox, it is the only kind of power that evil can’t touch. Probably the most magnificent display of this power is found in the cross. The right-handed powers threw everything they had and Jesus and killed him. That was the scope and extent of all the right hand could do. But the left hand continued to play - paradox into perfection! Resurrection! In a moment of left-handed robust frailty it shattered the walls of separation from God. Forever! ‘Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?’

The left-handed power of vulnerability ends up being the power of relationship. This is how God chooses to work in our world - in relationships. God starts up a relationship with an old childless couple and invites them on a road trip and, presto, the history of salvation begins. God starts a relationship with a renegade shepherd and Israel is delivered from Pharaoh’s grip. God starts up a relationship with a peasant girl and, behold, a saviour is born. It is a crazy way for an all-powerful, all-smart Being to work. But it works! Paul points out that this is the type of power that is turning the conventional means of power on its ear. 

I am reminded of a story in the time of misty castles and feudal lords. Marauders had invaded the land burning villages and sending people out in the cold. Those that survived anyway. A certain village heard that the raiders were headed their way so they all escaped into the woods. Everyone … except a wise and holy old woman who refused to go despite the urging from her neighbours. When a dust cloud was seen on the horizon and the distant sound of a thousand thundering hooves was heard, the last neighbour fled. 

She just stood at the side of the road, facing towards the danger, waiting to welcome the marauders. They rode up with a vengeance, brandishing their swords, torches and axes. The leader pulled rein and trotted over to the frail old woman. ‘Where is your leader?’ he growled. ‘No one is here. They have all left.’ ‘And you old woman? Don’t you have enough sense to fear our might?’ ‘O yes, I have heard that you are very powerful and I wanted to see for myself. I have met many powerful men and I was curious if you were as great as they.’ ‘So you want to see power do you?’ He smirked as he dismounted his horse and strode over to a huge oak tree. Taking his scimitar he sliced off a thick branch in one swipe. It was as smooth as a hot knife through soft butter. He pointed to the branch and declared: ‘There. That is power!’ 

The old woman looked at the branch lying on the ground, and then at the warlord, and shook her head. The man became enraged and took his blade and cleaved the tree straight down the middle to the roots. ‘There!’ he said, breathing like a furnace. And the old woman started to laugh. She sat down on a stone and laughed. The leader was so taken back by this that he forgot his temper and asked: ‘Why are you laughing?’

She looked up at him with tenderness and said: ‘Oh my dear boy is that what you think power is? My son listen to me, any fool can chop sticks and cut down trees. If you want the world to see your power then mend that tree, cause that branch to grow again. Power, true power, is in giving life, not destroying it. Greatness is in living and helping others to do the same.’ 

Now there must have been a spark of reason in the man, because legend says he dropped his sword and knelt down before this woman and wept in her lap. He had never seen such courage and such truth and he changed.

Years ago, a peasant was killed by the right-handed powers-that-be. But the right hand didn’t know what the left was doing and that same dead man lived again. He turned up at his friend’s house and the first thing he told them was not to be afraid. And that good news took root in their hearts and that’s why we are here today. 

There is another strange new power at work in the world, and Paul says that for those who are being saved, it is none other than the power of God. 

Amen.
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