Sermon by Mrs Linda West LLM,  26 July 2020
LIFTING THE GATES OF OUR HEARTS
Readings: Matthew 13.31-33, paqe 980 Pew Bible; Psalm 24, page 555 Pew Bible.
Theme: Lifting the gates of our hearts to let God’s glory in 
I wouldn’t have been surprised if Monica had burst into song instead of reading the last 3 verses of Psalm 24.  Whenever I hear those words, I always hear Handel’s setting of them in the Messiah, and want to sing along.  
Unfortunately singing together is one of the things we are missing most in this strange time when things are beginning to open up, but not as we knew them before.  If we do wish to venture out, we have to book in advance and sit socially-distanced, no more spontaneous outings to pubs, restaurants and places of interest.  And lots isn’t open yet like audiences at the Proms or sporting events; the BBC may be doing their best to compensate with endless repeats, but it’s just not the same as being there at a live event.
So how can our Psalm this morning help us in this situation, when we are sad at losing some of the things we’ve enjoyed and taken for granted in the past; and to help us go forward into a future that may be very different from what we have loved in the past?
David wrote this morning’s Psalm for a very live event.  It is one of the Psalms written for processional worship to the temple at the top of the hill Zion in Jerusalem.  Roger and I, who both send you our greetings this morning, have had the privilege of ascending that hill to the temple mount, and seeing the remains of the huge temple in Jerusalem, and can well imagine the scene.  When we were there it was very noisy with families, all dressed up for the occasion, bringing their sons to celebrate their coming of age at Bar Mitzvah, which included blowing lots of very noisy instruments, of varieties we had never seen before.  
In Britain we love all our great public ceremonies, especially if royalty is involved, and these are things we are missing this summer too, such as trooping the colour.  And come harvest time, one of the things I will miss most is processing into church singing my favourite hymn – Come ye thankful people come.  
Which brings me neatly back to this Psalm.  These psalms of ascent (as in going up a hill, not assent as in agreeing with something) were written for the procession to the Temple on special occasions.  Two of those occasions were connected with harvest – ‘the midsummer festival in June … was … a thanksgiving for the first fruits or grain of the year; … the autumn festival … during September and October, … was for the end of the harvest.’  (Hargreaves (1973, 2005), p 48).  
When the procession got to the Temple gates they were shut.  And thus the famous chorus, Lift up ye gates, as the party asked to be let in and the gate-keeper wanted to know who was there.
As we go back in this Psalm, we see that the previous verses (3 to 5) are about preparation for worship.  One singer would ask’ Who may ascend the hill of the Lord? And who may stand in his holy place?’  And the other would reply ‘He who has clean hands and a pure heart, who does not lift up his soul to an idol or swear by what is false’.  
Here is our first challenge this morning.  How well do we prepare for worship, whether it be socially-distanced in a church building or in front of our computers?  Do we take time to examine our lives before attending or, with the temptation to slothfulness over the past few months, do we blearily-eyed get up at the last minute and crawl to the computer to turn on just in time for Cassa to greet us?  
It is no accident that one of the first things we do in our services is to confess our sins to God, so that straight with Him, we can worship him in truth and enjoy it.  But perhaps we should all take up the challenge to read verses 3 to 5 of Psalm 24 and consider whether we meet the criteria before we come to worship each week.  
But please as you do so, don’t stop coming to worship because you feel you don’t match up to those verses.  None of us do, and it is by the grace of our loving God, that we are all able to come to Him forgiven through the death of his Son Jesus.  
The beginning of the psalm reminds us that the earth is the Lord’s and everything in it.  He cares for this world because he made it.  And he cares for each one of us, and understands if we feel we are suffering from the Covid blues, and are missing all we could do before March this year.
But he doesn’t want us to just sit here looking back on what was, and wondering what the future will bring.  We are part of his creation and we are his.  He enjoys our worship but he wants it to lead on to action for him, to help him bring in the kingdom which Jesus talks about in our reading from Matthew 13, verses 33 to 35.
Many of us have used lockdown as an opportunity to grow plants and crops that we have never grown before.  We have watched with awe and amazement as a tiny little seed grows into a huge plant either smothered with beautiful flowers, or abounding with tasty things to eat.  Watching this annual gift from God certainly raises our spirits.  
I am recording this before we have dwelt on this passage this morning, but I suspect that someone will have picked up that, as well as tending the seeds in our own garden, or even putting yeast in home-made bread, he wants us to tend the seeds and yeast of his kingdom.  And to sow seeds and add yeast to the dough that he has put in the world.
So what does this mean in reality?  He wants us to use all our actions, conversations and opportunities for him.  He wants us to show his love in the world.  This does not mean making a great show about doing this because we are Christians, and believe we do all in the name of Christ; it means just quietly getting on with living our lives for him by showing his love in the things we do and say.  
Of, course, there will be opportunities to speak about our faith and we must grab these when they come – a quick arrow prayer to Jesus - ‘give me the right words’ - is all that is needed and he will help us do the rest. 
Living our lives in this way is the best way to look forward to the future.  We may not know what the future holds for us here on earth, but we do know what awaits us in God’s kingdom which has started now and will continue on forever.  It holds the wonder of being with Jesus forever – a kingdom full of brightness which we can only imagine and get occasional glimpses of here on earth.  
I was very struck by Tom Wright’s commentary on this passage and would like to finish with his closing words of hope from it:
When today we long for God to act, to put the world to rights, we must remind ourselves that he has already done so, and that what we are now awaiting is the full outworking of those events.  We wait with patience, not like people in a dark room wondering if anyone will ever come with a lighted candle, but like people in the early morning who know that the sun has arisen and are now waiting for the full brightness of midday.  (Wright (2002), page 170).
May God bless each one of us, and help us to forget the Covid blues, as we lift the gates of our hearts, and as we work towards and look forward to the full brightness of Christ’s kingdom.  Amen.
(7 mins)
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