12 July 2020, Trinity 5, Proper 10

Isaiah 55: 10-13; Romans 8;1-11

Matthew 13:1-9,18-23

1.
Back in Church today

It is marvellous to be here again and able to worship God together and in the place that we love. This is perhaps one sign of the beginning of the end of our isolation. We can look forward to being the church again in this place, and I can look forward to ministering here in the ways that I had hoped to do 6 months or more ago when I was appointed.

I have already written a reflection for the Grapevine on the parable we just heard – one of the most famous that Jesus told, and one really appropriate both for his listeners in rural Palestine and for a farming community today. One of the things I am enjoying now that we live in Ashdon is looking out at the crops as they change colour, and seeing the different coloured fields as we enjoy the wonderful footpaths here. Jesus spoke about the different ways in which the word of God may be received, and we are challenged to ask ourselves what sort of soil our hearts may be. I am sure we can all identify with some of the situations described here in story form: when we ourselves, or others around us, hear God’s word but fail to respond due to the cares of the world or lack of understanding. I will leave you to take the Grapevine away and read it yourselves, and focus instead now on an issue that seems to me to be very pertinent today, with our return to church after so many months. I am reminded of the story of Sleeping Beauty – of the princess and the inhabitants of the castle waking up from an enchantment of 100 years. I have a lovely but now tattered old picture book showing the servants in the castle gradually getting back to what they were doing before they fell asleep. Is this what we are all going to do as the threat of coronavirus passes? 

We all know that it is not yet over, even in our own country, let alone in the world. In the world at large, WHO reckon that we have not even reached the peak of the pandemic – this is a sobering thought. And more locally we do not yet know what the effects of easing lockdown will be – it will take about a month to see if those crowded beach scenes have had a drastic effect on the country. So although we greet the return to church today with joy, we still do not know what lies ahead. Yet we do need to begin to think about it.
In Church, are we simply going to return to our beloved worship, to singing again and to dwindling numbers of people attending church. What are we hoping for? To return to our old ways that gave us comfort, yes, but perhaps we also need to think of new ways of building the kingdom of God? As an individual, I am not one for change. I would happily see the goal as simply returning to what I have known and loved, but I feel that this period has taught us that we need to do something more than this if we are to be truly God’s people.
2.
Our world 

In our world, the pandemic has exposed both strengths and fault lines. We have come to value our NHS and care workers, and all who keep things going. Yet we have seen throughout the world how the disadvantaged suffer the most in times of trouble, and I am sure that you, like me, are disturbed by this. Even now, as we hope to get back to normal, the disease is spreading fast in poorer countries across the world, and even in our own country, some communities suffer the most. There are personal tragedies and despair – some due to this illness, others just continuing alongside it but side-lined by the focus on a shared threat. 
What part might we have in responding in this situation? Does the church have a role, locally and nationally? I am not pretending to have the answer to these questions. I know that you are among individual church members who have been amongst those responding with compassion locally as well as nationally. Our Bishops and other leading figures may have a message for us all, but locally too I think we must at least ask ourselves if anything needs to change if we are to show God’s love and care to our neighbours and help to bring about his kingdom.
3.   Our readings; helping others to hear of God’s love
There is much hope in our readings. Our gospel reading focuses upon the importance of really hearing God’s word so that the seed of his word can bring forth fruit – a bumper harvest, in fact. Apparently 10% was a good harvest – 30, 60 and even 100 fold was extraordinary. At the moment we cannot sing, which is a great sadness, but some of our favourite hymns bring a message of assurance and hope too. One hymn tell us that God is working his purpose out, another that when we plough the fields and scatter, the seed ‘is fed and watered by God’s almighty hand’. The reading set for today from the book of Isaiah (which we did not hear read)  tells us that God’s word will fulfil that which he purposes. And in our first reading we heard Paul telling the people of Rome that the Spirit of God works within us to give life. Look at the words of our collect, where we ask that those who are faithful may serve God in holiness and truth.
I do not know how we may be being called to change as a result of this pandemic. But I do know that we have a message of hope for a world and a community that sorely needs it. As I read the papers and watch the news, I am deeply concerned about the world, as I am sure you are. And as I meet more people here in Ashdon, I am increasingly aware of the needs that are on our doorstep, as well as the good that is done by many in the community. Change may simply mean avoiding letting our own concerns drive out or overwhelm our concern for others, and making that phone call to someone who needs it. Not being afraid to offer help. Avoiding the cynicism that is so easy in face of government and other difficulties; building people up, not contributing to tearing things down.
Yes, we must rejoice and enjoy the comfort of returning to the life we have enjoyed, including to church worship and to singing as we used to do. But we do also need to seriously consider how we who have heard and received God’s word of love can bring this to others. Not through clumsy evangelism, but by showing that love in all that we do and say and responding to the many needs that surround us. May God show us the way forward, and through his Spirit give us the courage and strength to be agents of change in our community and in this troubled world.      Amen



No hymns due to COVID -19 restrictions
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