Cassa’s Lent Sermon No 2 (Sunday 1st March)
What is the most important investment we can make with our lives? A pension, long-term career, our children? Jesus poses some probing questions in Mark’s Gospel to challenge our assumptions about what is most profitable and worthwhile. In every decision of life we are making ourselves a  certain kind of person.  The kind of person we are, our character, determines to a large extent the kind of future we will face and live. (Pause) We are, over these Sundays in Lent following a sermon series based on a course by the Church Urban Fund on different aspects of the Gospel message: last week we looked at the joy of the Gospel and this week we are looking at the foolishness of the Gospel. 

Many of the earliest Christian congregations were made up of the poorest and most marginalised in society. The church was not a group of well-to-do people being “charitable” to the poor. The church, by and large, was poor. The “charity” at the heart of the church was not one group of people doing good to another – it was everyone acknowledging their inter-dependence, and above all their reliance on the grace of God. 

Writing to the church in Corinth, St Paul expresses like this: 

Consider your own call, brothers and sisters: not many of you were wise by human standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong

God chose what is low and despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, so that no one might boast in the presence of God. He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification and redemption, in order that, as it is written, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.” (1 Corinthians 1.26-31) 

The early church may not have been wise and powerful “by human standards” – but it has long outlived the empires and armies that dominated the age of Jesus and of St Paul! God continues to choose what is “foolish, low and despised” in order to challenge this world’s understanding of wisdom, power and status. In doing so, he reminds all of us – whether or not we are “wise” or “of noble birth” – that we are not saved not by our own merits and achievements. Rich and poor alike, the only thing we can truly “boast” about is God’s mercy and grace. This is the foolishness of the gospel - it is foolish by the standards of our secular world. 

Last weekend I was reading the magazine, “The Week’ and I was struck by the number of articles about tax avoidance, political corruption and the massive misuse of power. I wonder if it is possible that those who seem to have gained all the things they seem to have set their hearts on, will wake up suddenly and discover that they missed the most important things of all. Of what value are material things if they don't help us gain what truly lasts. Neither money nor possessions can buy God’s Kingdom, mend a broken heart, or cheer a lonely person. Jesus asks the question: What will a person give in exchange for his life?  Everything we have is an out-right gift from God.  We owe him everything, including our very lives.  It's possible to give God our money, but not ourselves, or to give him lip-service, but not our hearts.  A true disciple gladly gives up all that they have in exchange for an unending life of joy and happiness with God.  

Lets take one aspect of this idea - listening to the poor –it is traditional during Lent to give alms. How to we give to the poor? Do we give money to ease our conscience and then our work is done? Many non-Christians do this….what might followers of Jesus, called to the foolishness of the Gospel do?  Stanley Hawerwas says: 

The world does not have time to be with the poor, to learn with the poor, to listen to the poor. To listen to the poor is an exercise of great discipline, but such listening surely is what is required if charity is not to become a hatred of the poor for being poor. We must listen to the stories the poor have to tell... 

I suspect most rich Christians, filled as we are with the anxiety about our wealth, try to do something for the poor before we have listened to their story. Of course listening, being with, and working with the poor are not mutually exclusive activities, but I fear we often want to help the poor without getting to know who the poor may be. I suspect we do so not from some ideology against the poor but rather I suspect we prefer to do for the poor rather than be with the poor because the poor scare the hell out of us... 

Is Stanley Hauerwas right? In the church, and in the wider world, do we rush to help people without taking time to listen to their stories? I have been struck recently by the rhetoric of hate for the poor in our society – those ‘scrungers’ the Daily Mail refers to. I have been listening to families recently in our area who are struggling financially but who find brick walls of red tape in their way all the time when trying to get help. Interviews, thirty page documents to fill in, then a small amount of money in ‘housing benefit’ is allocated but no private landlords will take people on benefits and there are no council properties available: a hostel is the only option – Wycombe Homeless connection has this to say: read article. 
I wonder is there someone you are trying to help – in your family, church or wider community – whom God might be calling you to listen to first?  When we listen to the poor what is it that Jesus is calling us to do for them – be with them? Fight for their rights through badgering our MP’s – joining the campaigns of organizations like WHC? Through hearing the stories of the poor being able to pray more effectively?

The cross of Christ leads to victory and freedom for everyone who accept the call to follow Jesus. What is the cross which Jesus Christ commands us to take up each day?  (pause) When our will crosses with his will, then his will must be done.  Are we in the Western Church of the 21st Century ready to lose all for Jesus in order to gain all with Jesus? 

