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  Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns: 
13
“Praise my soul the King of Heaven”


698
“Let him to whom we now belong”


138
“Seek ye first the kingdom of God”

267
“Love divine all loves excelling”
_______________________________________________________________
Readings:
Psalm 85

Luke 11: 1-13
“ASKING FOR IT!”
I’m very devoted to “murder mysteries” on television.  We have the whole collection of Morse and Frost saved up for our retirement.  Just at the moment, however, it’s Midsummer Murders that is proving of greatest interest.  They’re showing another series on television and, at the end of a tiring day, it’s wonderful to put our feet up and just watch these simple tales unfold.
This particular series is set in an impossibly beautiful English village.  I’d guess that the population cannot possibly exceed 2000.  Its inhabitants are either arriviste minor celebrities or else belong to the upper middle class.  It’s astonishing that there are usually three murders per episode – a huge proportion of the population of this village is clearly at risk.  I’d estimate that, on the basis of three murders per episode in a series of eight over the last five years, about 10% of the village population has been clobbered or poisoned to death.
Last week’s cull involved a do-gooder – the last person you’d expect to be a murderer yet she turned out to be a cut-throat, a strangler and a head-basher.  “But surely”, someone protested, “someone as respectable as that couldn’t possibly have done such things”.  “Oh yes she could”, said the Detective Superintendent managing the case.  And to prove his point he opened a book.  The camera moved in on the pages spread out for inspection.  There was a graphic illustration of a preacher standing in a market square proclaiming his message to a motley crowd.  “See where the preacher’s looking?”  the sleuth asked before adding, “yes at that vulnerable person on the edge of the crowd.  You may be sure that the preaching is meant to soften up people like that.  By the time the preacher’s finished he’ll be in possession of that lady’s worldly wealth!”

I was agog by now.  Not only by the thought of a preacher using his position of trust to milk his audience dry of their worldly possessions but, of far greater importance, by the fact that the picture being shown as an illustration in that book was a print whose original hangs in my office.  I sit under it every day.  It shows John Wesley preaching in a market square somewhere not far from the location where Midsummer Murders is filmed.
If there were any truth in the allegation so spuriously made by our fictional detective, then this would be a classical example of people asking for a fish and being given a snake, asking for an egg and being landed with a scorpion.  The crowd had come to hear good news.  They wouldn’t have expected to be milked and exploited by a preacher’s soothing words.
Such possibilities should naturally fill us with horror.  This would be a betrayal of trust, a slap in the face, a grotesque gesture.  And it’s no wonder that Jesus comes down so heavily on it in this morning’s passage from the gospel.

So we must ask ourselves a simple question.  Are we led to believe that Jesus is suggesting that if we ask for a fish, it’s a fish we’ll be given?  Or if we hold out our hands for an egg, we’ll get exactly what we ask for?

Whilst I’m certain that Jesus would have been incapable of leading people up the garden path, I’m not sure that he’s offering anything quite as simple as this.  Remember that he began his piece of advice by saying:

· Ask and you will receive;
NOT: ask and you will receive what you ask for.

· Seek and you will find;
NOT: seek and you will find the very thing you are looking for.
· Knock and the door will be opened for you:

NOT: knock and you’ll be taken into the best room in the house.
There’s something different at the heart of this piece of advice.  Jesus is suggesting that it’s when people make themselves vulnerable, when they recognise their need, when they turn towards their heavenly father in the hope and expectation of being helped, that important things begin to happen.  We mustn’t be too proud to ask, too independent to seek, too timorous to knock on the door.  How many people have I met in the course of my pastoral ministry who’ve helped other people unstintingly throughout their lives but who, when it’s their turn to be helped, resent and keep at bay those who come offering their support.  When we acknowledge our need for help, we are likely to be able to receive an answer to our deep longings.
R. S. Thomas is a favourite poet of mine.  This Welsh wizard wrote very sparse verse which has a capacity to haunt and challenge at a very deep level.  He wrote a poem called Kneeling and this is how it goes:
Moments of great calm, 

Kneeling before an altar 

Of wood in a stone church 

In summer, waiting for the God   

To speak; the air a staircase   
For silence; the sun’s light   

Ringing me, as though I acted   

A great rôle. And the audiences   

Still; all that close throng 

Of spirits waiting, as I, 

For the message. 
Prompt me, God; 
But not yet. When I speak,   

Though it be you who speak   

Through me, something is lost.   

The meaning is in the waiting.

“The meaning is in the waiting” – what a conclusion to reach!  Although we long to hear God speak, to know his strength in our very being, it’s somehow the opening of ourselves to the prompting of his spirit that carries the deepest meaning.

And if the meaning is truly in the waiting, then I don’t think it takes much  of a stretch of the imagination to suggest that, as far as the words of Jesus we’ve been looking at this morning are concerned, the meaning might well be in the asking, or the seeking, or the knocking.

Once again, as with R. S. Thomas’s waiting and kneeling, the picture we have is of a supplicant opening himself to God, a human being acknowledging his need for support  that can only come from on high.
This is, of course, the perfect put-down to those who measure meaning or success or orthodoxy by “outcomes”.  This is one of the buzzwords of our day and it bugs me.  We are currently making two important appointments to the staff of Wesley’s Chapel.  Our Human Resources people at headquarters are suggesting that we must always identify the “outcomes” of any position we fill.  So how do you measure the outcomes of the work of a Community Worker?  Or a Museum Curator?  Why does everything have to be quantified, measured or counted?  Isn’t it true, especially in the Church, that so much work consists of planting seeds whose growth will only be recognised in the fullness of time?  Indeed, isn’t that exactly how we should do our work in the Church?  Not for the satisfaction of seeing success but in the knowledge that we are part of an ongoing effort to spread good news to all and sundry.  Outcomes my foot!
Jesus suggests that we should not be afraid or too proud or too self-sufficient to ask, to seek, to knock at the door.  He invites us to do so with confidence that God will not laugh at us, or spit in our faces, or send us away with a flea in our ear.  He will not betray our trust.  If we make ourselves vulnerable to him he will honour us and respond to our needs.

But he may not give us what we ask for or reward us with what we seek or reveal our heart’s desire through that open door.  For he knows best.  He will meet our needs with what is good for us rather than, necessarily, with what we ask for.

· So we ask for a fish;

he certainly will not give us a snake;

but he may give us some other kind of sustenance.

· We ask for an egg;

there’s no way we’ll come away with a scorpion;

we might, however, find ourselves introduced to something from a part of the menu we don’t usually look at.

I read an article in the Church Times this week and it moved me greatly.  The Church of England is currently convulsed with the too-familiar debate about the place of homosexuals in the Church and the possibility of having women Bishops.  The article that’s impressed me was written by an evangelical vicar – someone from that part of the Church which currently is huffing and puffing on the questions of the day, accusing everyone for the Archbishop of Canterbury down of betrayal and heresy.   Jeffrey John, turned down as a possible Bishop on the grounds of his sexuality, has become a litmus test for evangelical anger.  Which is why I found this piece so deeply moving.  Let me quote it at some length.

In April 2003, my wife was dragged under the wheels of an 18-ton truck, just round the corner from our home.  I arrived at the scene as the first ambulance crews arrived, and sat next to her on the tarmac for the next two hours as they stabilised her enough to be airlifted to hospital.  During the next few months, her life was frequently in the balance.  
The strain of supporting her, while caring for our young children and continuing to run a busy parish, took its toll.  I was angry with God, feeling abandoned, hurt, and betrayed.  When I was falling apart under the strain, the person who did most to hold me together was my spiritual director, Jeffery.  He prayed fro me, he held on to God for me, and ministered Christ to me in the midst of the pain, confusion and despair.
Paradoxically, while he was holding my life together his own was falling apart.  It was just as he was appointed Bishop of Reading.  At the very time he was supporting me, he had become the focus of the media’s all-seeing eye, being chased by journalists, torn apart by half the Church, and held up to be hit again by the other half.
During the week when he was unable to go home because the press camped outside his door, when a group of bishops were writing letters opposing his consecration – at that very time, he was being Christ to me, as my wife lay in a hospital side room with septicaemia, fighting for her life, “By their fruit you will know them” came to my mind again and again.

Jesus was, as we know silent on the issue of homosexuality; but he was very clear in the way we should treat each other.  In John’s gospel, his last command before he went to the cross was: “Love each other as I have love you.”

When we’re vulnerable, God helps.  When those around us are vulnerable, then all of us who are supposed to be Christians should step in to help.  People asking for help should be given nothing less.  Those who want a fish or an egg should be given something to sustain them and strengthen them.  For that is the offer implicit and explicit in the gospel of Christ.

The picture shown in that book on this week’s television programme was not of one human being exploiting another.  It was of a humble servant of God telling people they could trust their heavenly father whose only wish was to stir alive their faith, to fill their hearts with hope, and to set their feet in the path on love.

So may it be for us.  Forever and ever.  Amen.
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