St Michael and All Angels

 

Sermon: 5th June 2005 - Preached by Helen Els 

Readings from Gen. 22:1-8;  Rom 4:13-18;  Matt. 9:9-13

I don’t think any of us here today would be able to be put to the test as Abraham was and come out showing his faith. In the society around him, the pagan nations did practice human sacrifice and plenty of other unwholesome things, but here we have the father of the Jewish nation, chosen by God, taking his only son to a crude made on a rock in the land of Moriah. 

This is supposedly where the Dome of the Rock stands today, a Muslim edifice erected in 691.

I don’t know what I could compare such a test of faith with in the 21st century. Would it be a mother and an unborn child injured in an accident and only 1 life could be saved and the mother sacrificed hers? Or conjoined twins choosing as adults to be separated, knowing only 1 had a chance of survival?  I don’t know if there is truth or just urban legend in the story of the remnants of a village in France during the 2nd World War, hiding in a cellar, with the Gestapo hunting for them above in the house. The story is that a woman’s baby started to cry and the mother smothered it until it died for the greater good of the others. Was it Scott of the Antarctic who left the tent and his companions and wandered out into the snow and certain death, so the little food they had could be shared by the fewer people?

These are all pretty serious sacrifices people have made down the years. Abraham’s faith testing journey into Moriah was perhaps the pinnacle of the Jewish nation claim to fame. As Paul puts in our Romans reading ‘Hoping against hope, he believed that he would become ‘’the father of many nations.’’

I was chatting to a school 

girl last week and she told me that Charles Dickens was her great great, etc grandfather, she was proud of this. We are proud of our ancestry, we like to show off if we had a famous ancestor-or even an infamous one. One of mine was the last person to have been hanged in the Tower of London-this showed he was a commoner, none of that posh head chopping off in my family, no Royal blood in my genes luckily.

Abraham Lincoln said ‘It is difficult to make a man miserable while he feels worthy of himself AND claims kindred to the great God who made him.’ We’ve got God’s DNA so how can we be miserable-and that’s good news.

Jesus also knew his Old Testament, as he quotes Hosea, when he said I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’

 Matthew had made his life changing sacrifice, left his tax booth, his income and livelihood to follow Jesus. The other disciples had gone the same route. But Matthew is once again painting the Pharisees as stubborn bigots. And why? They disapproved of Jesus who they knew was a well educated or at least someone with a good understanding of Scriptures, an itinerant Rabbi who was mixing with pretty unsavoury characters of that period. They were like doctors who would only attend an ill person once they had been cleaned up and lying in a hospital bed. If the victim was lying on the roadside with blood everywhere, Jesus implies that they would walk on by with blinkers on. Those Pharisees are like people who enjoy the good life, they come to church, they tithe, have a chat with some friends in the foyer but are not prepared to get their hands dirty with outreach programmes, sitting on council, taking time to pray for others or the other hundred myriad little tasks that volunteers are needed for. We bring our children to be baptised at an age they haven’t got a clue what it is all about, do we then sacrifice our precious time bringing those children to church and teaching them Christian principles?

In the Old Testament, the Israelites sacrificed first fruits, the products of the harvest as thanksgiving or atonement to God, giving God the glory for his abundant goodness or forgiveness. We have God’s grace and forgiveness if we have the faith to accept it. It’s ours, free, mahala, gratis and for nothing, so why don’t we grasp it? Is it because it is free-no such thing as a free lunch as we say. When we receive something for free we are usually delighted and tell people about it. Karen won a c.d. on Classic FM the other day, what a treat, and of course she shared her good news with us. Do you see the plan? If you have faith and accept the gift of grace and forgiveness from God and believe the Good News of his son Jesus Christ, you have to share it with others. You can’t be like the Pharisees and sit in a holy huddle thinking you are the righteous ones. 

I hate to tell you this, but we are the sinners in this story, even a good man like the late Pope would have asked God daily for forgiveness of his sins. We are forgiven when we repent of our sins at our baptism and when we ask God in our daily prayers and that’s Good News. What do we do when we get good news? 

Don’t keep it to ourselves, go out into the world as a living sacrifice in Jesus Christ our Lord and spread it around. Amen.

