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Proper 9B                               

Ezekiel 2.1-5                Mark 6.1-13

Receiving God’s Message
What a pair of Bible readings for a new priest preaching for the first time to her congregations! From Ezekiel, words about being sent to people who are impudent and stubborn, and from Mark’s Gospel the story of Jesus preaching in Nazareth, and people taking offence at him…

If I were to take these readings as omens, they might not be very good ones!

But I’m sure there’s no need for me to do that – I’ve received a  very friendly welcome so far, on the personal level – no offence so far – and sincerely hope that you won’t necessarily be up in arms at this, the first sermon I preach to you. However, I do think it’s worth pondering a little what these passages tell us about the times when people do take offence when someone is trying to convey what they believe to be God’s message to them – or perhaps, better, what they tell us about what the conditions are for all of us for receiving God’s word to our hearts and lives. We are told in the Ezekiel passage that people can ‘hear or refuse to hear’  - and that might be relevant to all of us at some points in our lives.
One of the things that’s interesting n the passage from Mark is that the people of Nazareth so nearly ‘heard’ – so nearly received Jesus’ message. They said’ where did this man get all this? What is this wisdom that has been given to him /’ (v.2).They knew about deeds of power which he’d already been performing elsewhere. So they could so easily have been won over. But instead they ‘took offence at him’ : indeed, if you read Luke’s account of the same event, they got so angry they tried to lynch him and pitch him over a cliff. Pretty violent offence!
In today’s Gospel reading, it seems that the thing which blocked the people of Nazareth off from hearing – that is, hearing and really receiving – the message of Jesus was familiarity: familiarity, as they say, breeds contempt. Or, more precisely, a sense of irritation that one fo the young men of the town seemed to be getting uppity, too big for his boots. When children say cute and clever things, we find it amusing, or may even be proud of them and happily tell our friends about what they said; but we’re naturally not so keen when young adults start telling their elders and betters what’s what. There seems to have been an element of that kind of annoyance in Nazareth’s reaction to Jesus – and perhaps even a social snobbery: ‘Isn’t this the carpenter…?’ Don’t we know him and his family  too well? Haven’t we seen him growing up? Who gave someone like him the right to preach at us when the synagogue has its own elders and maybe even its own professional  rabbi?Isn’t he just a young whippersnapper?

I remember when I was a girl,  a young man from my home parish who’d not long  been ordained came back to visit and to preach; and unfortunately, he was one of those urates who felt the collar round his neck gave him the right to address us all as ‘my dear people’, or something like that which sounded pretty patronising , and to preach to us from 6 foot above contradiction. I remember  very clearly how irritating he was! Now,  I don’t for a moment suppose that Jesus was patronising in that kind of way, but perhaps he was all the more needling because deep down, people knew he was right and had a wisdom far, far beyond their own.
All too human reactions can infect any of us if we think someone’s getting above themselves – even though, or because, we may, in our heart of hearts have a suspicion that this is a message we really should be listening to.
So that’s one kind of scenario which may make it difficult to hear God’s message when it comes.
And another scenario might be because the person who brings a message is so strange. That could mean strange because they’re unknown, or foreign, or culturally very different to us; or it could mean personally strange. If you take the example of the prophet  Ezekiel whom our first reading was about – well, he was known to the people he took God’s message to, but he was  personally strange , seriously strange. After all, he had those visions that we got a little flavour of at the beginning of the reading – chariots of fire and all the rest of it -  and he also did some weird things –  went into catatonic trances for days on end, for example. A bit spooky,  to say the least. It’s very easy to dismiss what someone like that says, particularly if it’s inconvenient to us. But, as in the case of Jesus at Nazareth, it’s clear that there must have been something about him and what he said which made people know, deep down, that there had been a prophet among them

And that’s the nub of the issue : to receive the messages which God is giving us, through other people, through events, through the Scriptures or even in the silence of our prayers, we have to be honest. We have to be rigorous. We have to put aside the excuses or the prejudices which might make us refuse to hear. We have to listen carefully to those uncomfortable feelings which say that this message might just be right. Of course, to be wise, we need also to check those feelings out with someone else – a fellow Christian that we trust – and look to see how  the message fits within the whole context of Scripture and the Church’s collective experience. But, at the end of the day, we shouldn’t let ourselves block God’s voice out because of pride or irritation or fear, or prejudice about whoever’s been sent to us.
And let’s bear in mind that some of the things we tend to block out are not the  challenging or seemingly- judgemental messages, but actually the good news messages; quite a lot of people  find it hard to accept that they can be true for them.True, yes, for other people, but not for them personal… Perhaps we know  very well that we need to hear the bad news of our sinfulness; maybe we accept that God might be telling us to pull up our socks as disciples; but the really positive messages about how much he loves you and me personally may be harder to accept. I remember once hearing a lovely Christian young woman who was training for the ministry say ‘I find it really difficult to receive…’ She was very good at giving, but found accepting what God’s love wanted to do for her much , much harder. And woman that I trained with, years ago for the ministry, said that when she had a niggling feeling that God might be calling her to something, she was  absolutely sure it must be something nasty that she’d be  very afraid of (such as going to a country with snakes and scorpions); but when she finally was delivered from her fear so that she could let God speak to her, lo and behold!  she found that God was saying  go back to university and study theology (which she’d been longing to do, anyway), and then go into ministry in good old England!
Luke tells us that Jesus’ first sermon in Nazareth was full of Good News – sight to the blind, liberty for captives, the year of the Lord’s favour dawning  - but that didn’t stop hostility and refusal to hear getting in the people’s way and making them hostile. What a pity!
I’m looking forward to preaching to all of you in the various churches of the Team over the next years; I enjoy preaching, though I know it’s a huge responsibility. But I don’t for one moment suggest that I’ll  necessarily be bringing you direct words of prophecy from God. Most of the time I’ll be inviting you to stand alongside me as we wrestle with the meaning of Scripture together.  It may well be that the messages from God which are going to affect your life  most deeply over the next few years aren’t going to come from the pulpit, or from someone with a collar round his or her neck, but from other places and people completely. The Spirit blows where he wills, gusting in from some surprising directions. It could even be that  some of the children’s stories celebrated here in the flower festival might convey to you and to other people some of the most influential messages of your life. 

All I want to leave you with this morning are questions like this which you can refer back to when you need to:  ‘Am I picking up, deep down in my heart, that God is trying to speak to me (or to us)? And if so, how am – how are we - I choosing to react to it? What is it which might be making me  (or us)want to refuse to hear? And what do we have to let  go of – attitudes, fears, prejudices -  to make hearing more of a reality in our Christian lives?’
