Sermon 25th Jan 2025 Epiphany 3

Readings:

 1 Corinthians 1:10-18
Divisions in the Church
10 Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters,[a] by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you should be in agreement and that there should be no divisions among you, but that you should be united in the same mind and the same purpose. 11 For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among you, my brothers and sisters.[b] 12 What I mean is that each of you says, ‘I belong to Paul’, or ‘I belong to Apollos’, or ‘I belong to Cephas’, or ‘I belong to Christ.’ 13 Has Christ been divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul? 14 I thank God[c] that I baptized none of you except Crispus and Gaius, 15 so that no one can say that you were baptized in my name. 16 (I did baptize also the household of Stephanas; beyond that, I do not know whether I baptized anyone else.) 17 For Christ did not send me to baptize but to proclaim the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of Christ might not be emptied of its power.
Christ the Power and Wisdom of God
18 For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.

Matthew 4:12-23
Jesus Begins His Ministry in Galilee
12 Now when Jesus[a] heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to Galilee. 13 He left Nazareth and made his home in Capernaum by the lake, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali, 14 so that what had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled:
15 ‘Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali,
    on the road by the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles—
16 the people who sat in darkness
    have seen a great light,
and for those who sat in the region and shadow of death
    light has dawned.’
17 From that time Jesus began to proclaim, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.’[b]
Jesus Calls the First Disciples
18 As he walked by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon, who is called Peter, and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the lake—for they were fishermen. 19 And he said to them, ‘Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.’ 20 Immediately they left their nets and followed him. 21 As he went from there, he saw two other brothers, James son of Zebedee and his brother John, in the boat with their father Zebedee, mending their nets, and he called them. 22 Immediately they left the boat and their father, and followed him.
Jesus Ministers to Crowds of People
23 Jesus[c] went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the good news[d] of the kingdom and curing every disease and every sickness among the people.




10:00 Sermon 

When I read about the church at Corinth the catchphrase ‘Eee, there’s trouble at mill’ comes to mind. Given that this phrase comes from the TV Series back in the 60s called ‘Inheritance’, and that I have just made a bit of a hash of a Northern accent, I think I will tell this story instead.

So, there is a shipwreck. And thankfully the sailor, let’s call him Robin, survives and finds himself washed-up, marooned on an uninhabited island. Luckily there is plenty of food, fresh water and wood. So Robin sets about making himself a fire and then builds himself a shelter. He keeps a look out for passing ships, but no-one comes by. The days grow into weeks, and the weeks into months and Robin is very industrious and extends his shelter into a rather impressive house, and his fire grate into a pretty decent kitchen. He is very talented and resourceful. But still no ships pass…..until one day he spies one on the horizon. He builds up his fire and creates loads of smoke. He is spotted and he welcomes his rescuers ashore. Before they all leave the island Robin proudly shows them the house and the kitchen and also the church that he has built to glorify and worship God. His rescuers admire his work, they are really impressed. And then they point to another building that he hasn’t mentioned. What is that used for they ask.
Ah, he says. That is the church that I used to go to.

I expect many of us may have a church we used to go to…..until we didn’t any more.

Well, according to the section of Paul’s letter to the Corinthians that Carol just read, all was not well in the church in Corinth and Chloe’s people were calling this out. 
Paul writes, “For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among you, my brothers and sisters.”
You can almost hear Paul’s frustration as he was dictating this letter to his scribe. So much so, that he seems to be getting into a bit of a muddle about who he has and hasn’t baptised.
I am pretty sure if I ask Chris and Justin to name all those they have baptised over the years they will struggle to remember the detail but they will be able to assure us that all will have been baptised through the Holy Spirit in the name of Christ.

After his slight muddle Paul, soon gets back to the point, and writes a very clear instruction:

He says, “There should be no divisions among you. You should be united in the same mind and the same purpose.”

Essentially Paul is reminding the church in Corinth, and to us today as we read and hear his words, to be united in our faith and our love for Christ and in our purpose as a parish. We don’t have to agree about everything but don’t let the little stuff get in the way of the one, most important thing that brings us together here; our fellowship and discipleship as we walk the path together as a parish family following Christ so that we can come to know Him better and be with Him and in Him. And in our unity we can get on with what our purpose is. 
As Paul says,  ”For Christ did not send me to baptize but to proclaim the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of Christ might not be emptied of its power.”

This is not just about unity for the sake of it. It is not about unity so that we can agree how we maintain our buildings or run the coffee rota,  ….it is about unity so we can get on with what our purpose is.
“To proclaim the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of Christ might not be emptied of its power.”

One of the things that can really help us be united in our fellowship and purpose is to ensure that we listen carefully to one another. We listen carefully to make sure we both hear and understand one another. 
Hearing and listening is such a gift. A gift we should never take for granted and those who, like me, wear hearing aids, notice that the world is different when we don’t use them.

It’s an interesting journey when our hearing starts to become less good. Speaking from personal experience, often we have no idea that our hearing is declining. We can also kid ourselves that it isn’t. Sometimes, and in my case, it takes the persistence of others to address the issue. My children went on and on at me to get my hearing checked. We can even find ourselves withdrawing from conversations we cannot engage in because we cannot hear properly. And, if we are not careful,  we can cut ourselves off from others.

Actually it’s rather similar to our relationship with God. We can stop listening if we are not careful. We can pray, we praise, we can petition, ask for things, but if we are not careful we stop listening. We stop listening and we don’t hear what we are being called to do, to serve our Lord, and to serve one another.

I am not sure what would have happened if Simon and Andrew, or James and John had not heard Jesus calling them. These four disciples were so pivotal to Jesus’ ministry and to spreading the Word of God.

We heard today that Matthew tells us in his Gospel that Jesus simply said, ‘Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.’ Immediately they left their nets and followed him. ‘

Immediately they left their nets and followed. 
Extraordinary!
Can you imagine it. There you are busy working on something, cleaning the car or hanging out the washing, or talking to a friend, and someone interrupts and starts calling to you.
How many times do they have to call to you to get your attention? How likely are you to stop and leave what you were doing and follow them?

I have always found this a remarkable and somewhat humbling passage. 
No questions, no concerns, no reluctance…..they were called and they followed. Words like amazing, obedient, and loving come to mind.

We have 4 gospels. All different and all writing about the same Christ and providing accounts from varying perspectives. As a parish we unite around Christ and we all bring bring different yet valuable perspectives.

Our Gospel writers all have different personalities and are writing for different audiences. We heard from Matthew today and he wrote for the Jewish audience, and the emphasis in his message is that Jesus is the Messiah. Matthew’s analytical skills as a former tax collector meant that this most amazing moment of Jesus calling his first two disciples is condensed into two very short, precise sentences. I imaging the accountants amongst will quite like this.

However John’s Gospel sheds a little bit more light on the story. There is a back story. 
It would seem that Andrew was one of the disciples of John the Baptist. He had heard John the Baptist proclaiming that, ‘one greater than he was coming’ . Andrew had also heard John the Baptist naming Jesus as ‘The Lamb of God’. In John’s gospel we also learn that Andrew had spent a day listening to Jesus teaching.  And then afterwards, Andrew went and found his brother Simon to tell him, very excitedly “We have found the Messiah”.
So, when Jesus called Simon and Andrew, they already knew of Him, and had already met Him.

I take great heart from knowing that the disciples’ response may not have been quite as immediate as suggested by Matthew.
As many of you know I finally responded to a call to ministry and started training 18 months ago. Firstly, on the Foundations in Ministry course, which is run in our Diocese and I highly recommend. And then I started on my journey towards ordination as a Deacon back in the Summer. Hopefully this will lead to priesting, and I have another 3 1/2 years of study ahead of me. In practice, one of the duties of the clergy as Chris and Justin will attest, is to keep immersing themselves in scripture and to keep studying forever….so I just have to keep on going.

When I started sharing my calling with various friends, some churchgoers and some not, invariably I received this response, “Well, of course! What took you so long?”

Well,  “There is a time for everything”, and I believe God has a plan for each and everyone of us, I do wonder how long God had been calling before I finally heard. 

I think both our scripture readings point to the importance of listening, and hearing what is being said. Let us be united in our purpose as Christians and to serve our purpose, the purpose God has for us. Paul’s letter reminds us, “For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us, who are being saved, it is the power of God.”

Lord, let us hear that message. Let us proclaim the message of the cross. And let us hear you when you are calling us.
Help us find that quiet time, each and every day, when we can listen and hear you.
I’d like to share a very simple prayer that I was taught last year. It is just 3 lines and says all we need to. Some of the best prayers are the simplest and I commend that you try praying this. 
Here it is:
Lord, here I am.
Open my ears,
Glorify your name.

Let me just say that again.
All we need is these three simple short phrases: 
Lord, here I am.
Open my ears,
Glorify your name.

…….. and then we need to pause and listen, pause and listen

What is it that are you being called to do?

Lord, here is your parish of Haslemere,
Open our ears,

Glorify your name

Amen


