



SERMON 24.09.06

I’ve got a guilty secret. In fact I think it almost an addiction. It is something I have struggled with for a long time but it’s got much worse over the last couple of years. I think it is time to come clean and admit that …..I am a comfort reader. Let me explain! One of the downsides to being engaged in a lengthy period of study as I am at present is that the opportunity to read books that I really want to read is rather limited. Any time that is available has to be spent poring over some weighty academic tome instead of the novel that I would much prefer. As a consequence when I do get the chance to choose my own books I very often go back to ones that I have read before. This is because the academic books can be quite hard to read and absorb and I therefore want something that requires little effort, something to make me feel good. It is the equivalent of comfort eating - I engage in comfort reading and I know that I am not alone indulging in this pleasure. And I have to say that a little bit of comfort eating at the same time doesn’t go amiss. My idea of bliss is my armchair beside a roaring fire, a cup of Earl Grey, a chocolate biscuit (or two) and Bleak House with the added proviso that nobody wants me to do anything for them for several hours. I have lost count of the number of times that I have read Bleak House. Now, some of you may be saying ‘How boring, to read something when you already know the end of the story’. Others of you will be entirely sympathetic because in fact this is the whole point of being a comfort reader. Yes, of course I know how the story ends but it is the way in which Charles Dickens gets to the end that is so engaging plus the fact that I know the story so well which means that I don’t have to concentrate too hard. 

Reading the Bible and particularly the Gospels is very much the same. We know the ending, the story is extremely familiar, and so we don’t have to concentrate too hard. It is comfort reading that reassures ourselves that we are on the right track, pressing all the right buttons and generally doing a pretty good job of being Christians. Hang on a minute that doesn’t seem quite right. Let’s have a closer look at those three points in the light of what we have heard from Mark’s gospel this morning. Firstly we do indeed know how this story will end but what we must remember is that, apart from Jesus, the people in the story do not know. And when Jesus tells the disciples explicitly and for the second time, what is going to happen to him the disciples simply cannot cope with the idea. With their minds set on the idea of a Messiah who will sweep all before him, they just do not understand Jesus or perhaps it is even the case that they don’t want to understand him. It is quite unthinkable that he should be killed and so in order to avoid thinking it they embark on the well-known strategy of distraction techniques and start arguing amongst them selves. It has occurred to them that if Jesus has come as the King of Israel, the Messiah who will vanquish the Romans and establish a kingdom then they must, surely, be going to be quite important in the new order. After all, they are his friends and closest companions. Hierarchical systems operate in most societies to some degree and the disciples naturally assume that they will be part of the hierarchy of the new kingdom but who will be the most important? It is not difficult to imagine the way they might have argued. Well of course Peter will be at the top along with James and John, after all, they were on the mountain when Jesus met Elijah and Moses and they were allowed to go into Jairus house with Jesus. That must say something. But then ( with a slight snigger) remember what a telling off Peter got the other day? And we all got pretty good at casting out demons and healing the sick when we were sent out by Jesus. Perhaps whoever healed the most people should be near the top. And, being realistic, Matthew’s not going to be right up there because, you know, he’s a jolly good chap but look what he was doing when Jesus called him to follow! And so on. 

Jesus’ reaction to all this brings me to the second point, that of familiarity. Yes, the story is familiar but does that mean that there is nothing more to learn from it. Do we try to read it with fresh eyes or from the perspective that we know what it says and therefore nothing within it can surprise us? If in the latter way then I think that there is a grave danger that we will lose sight of the radical nature of what Jesus did and who he was. Jesus turns the disciples assumptions upside down and not for the last time uses a child to try and get the message across. The kingdom of God has nothing to do with hierarchy or status. In the culture within which the disciples lived children had no status. This is not to say that within families they were not loved or cared for and indeed there is evidence of this love in several of the healing miracles that involve children. But along with women, the poor and the sick they had no position in society and no prestige. To know these sorts of people would not advance you up the social ladder. On the contrary, to associate with the poor and the sick was to drastically reduce the esteem with which you might be held. Jesus’ attention to the underprivileged in his society was looked upon with horror by the hierarchy. As far as they were concerned the poor were improvident and the sick were sinful. So what Jesus is saying is radical – whoever welcomes, in the name of Jesus,  a child, a sick person or a poor one welcomes Jesus and the Father. In other words anyone at all associated with Jesus has access to both royalty and even divinity. Are we so over familiar with the gospel that we no longer appreciate the extremely different notion of society that Jesus has? Perhaps the poor and the sick are better understood now but what about the refugee, the drug addict or the homeless person? Should not our Gospel read, ‘If anyone welcomes one refugee like this in my name they welcome me.’ Jesus places value on those who were in all other respects unvalued. And he hammers this message home in everything he says and does. Comfort reading? I don’t think so.

And so we come to the third point: that it doesn’t matter too much if we don’t really concentrate when we read the Bible. Well, I believe that it matters a great deal and for this reason. I have said that we know the end of the story but that is only partly true. We know the end of that part of the story but the fact is that we are now in the story because what seemed like the end was really only the beginning. In the Lord of the Rings when Frodo and Sam are making their way to Mordor Sam reflects on this as he thinks about the tales of distant events that have led to the task that he and Frodo are now engaged in. He says, ‘Why, to think of it, we’re in the same tale still! It’s going on. Don’t the great tales ever end?’ Frodo replies, ‘No, they never end as tales but the people in them come, and go when their part’s ended.’ And we are in the same tale as the disciples and it is still going on – and our tale could be called The Building of the Kingdom of God. We have come and we will go but our role in the tale is to be builders even if what we do is simply to mix cement or steady a ladder. The instructions for this building are to be found in the Bible so it is vital that when we read it we do concentrate and try to look below the surface, to understand and to learn. But of course we need a bit of help to do this sometimes. By using Bible notes or a commentary our understanding and appreciation of the text can be significantly enhanced. Commentaries come in a wide range of levels. Those who wish to go into extreme depth where almost every word is analysed can find some heavy weight academic volumes. In fact they are often surprisingly readable but very time consuming. For those with less time who prefer something a little lighter I can recommend the ‘For Everyone’ series by Tom Wright. These are broken up into short sections, which makes them ideal for looking closely at each passage. He has also done all the translation himself, which can be very refreshing. It is quite a good idea to have a look at different translations as well. I am not suggesting that we always have to read the bible with three different translations and a commentary as well but it can often be the case that seeing a line or phrase written differently can shed new light on what is being said. 

The Bible is unmatched as a comfort read and that is right and proper but if we are not also surprised, challenged and made uncomfortable then we are not reading it properly. And if we do not read it properly then we will be unable to take our full part in the story. 

