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Mark 6:1-13   Great Expectations

Let me begin by asking two questions this morning:
1. How does God speak to you? 
2. And how does that affect your life?  
Just keep those questions in your mind as we continue.
Have you ever been to a class or school reunion? They’re fascinating affairs.  Sometimes the people we deemed least likely to succeed have done extremely well, and sometimes those we thought would have had the world at their feet have made a mess of things.  It’s a place where often our expectations of people are shaken.  The high school I went to has had a reunion every 10 years. Between our 20 and 30 year reunion I’d received a call to ministry, studied and had become ordained as a priest.
During the evening of our 30 year reunion, I was talking to a guy we called “Flash” - one of the ‘in-crowd’ when we were at school. I was in the not-so-in-crowd, and often my group became the butt of his group’s jokes – you know how it goes.  

The usual question came up, “And what are you doing now?” he asked with a hint of condescension. I smiled and said, “I’m an Anglican priest.”

His reaction was really quite comical. First, he looked stunned, then he became nervous, actually sliding his chair further away from me. And then to cover that up, he made fun of me. He stood up and yelled at the top of his voice “Hey guess what?  (everyone turned around of course) Spindles is a PRIEST!”  (I was pretty skinny at school…) He couldn’t quite come to terms with this revelation.

In today’s Gospel reading, Jesus went back his home town, and the people who’d known him all his life couldn’t come to terms with his revelation either.  

By this time in his ministry, Jesus had gained a reputation as an itinerant teacher, and word of his miracles and healings had preceded him.

He went to the synagogue, and as was the custom with visiting teachers, he was invited to read from Scriptures and expound upon them.  From Luke’s account of this story, we learn that Jesus read from the prophet Isaiah where it says, "The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."  Jesus then eyeballed them and said, “Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”
Initially, Jesus listeners were impressed.  “Where did this man get these things?" they asked. “What's this wisdom that has been given him, that he even does miracles!” but then as they listened, they began to turn against him. After all, he’d just proclaimed himself the long awaited Messiah. “Hang on a minute – isn’t this Jesus?  Isn’t this the carpenter?”  - noting his lack of intellectual training; and “isn’t he Mary’s boy?  -pointing out his questionable birth.  A man was normally called his father’s son, not his mother’s
We’re told the crowd “took offence” at Jesus.  The word in Greek for “took offence” is scandalidzo – where we get our English word scandal from. They were scandalised!  The Greek word also means “to trip up or stumble.”  Both the person of Jesus and his teaching offended the people of his home town, actually causing them to stumble spiritually.
We have all heard the phrase, “familiarity breeds contempt”. This is what was happening here. The crowd only remembered Jesus as a kid of questionable birth – apprenticed as a carpenter to Joseph.  He may have chopped their wood, or fetched and carried for them as a boy. They knew his brothers and sisters, and they were ordinary homespun Jews, like the rest of them. The more they thought about it, the more incensed they became.  “Who does he think he is, calling himself the Messiah?” 

They allowed their indignation towards this home town boy to trip them up when it came to receiving God’s word to them. They simply couldn’t conceive of this man being anything other than a common carpenter – despite his unusual wisdom and ability to work miracles! Their expectations about how God would not speak to them actually became a barrier to them receiving God’s truth.
I wonder if we’ve ever done the same thing.  Have there been times perhaps when God has tried to communicate with us through unexpected means, and we’ve missed it, or not taken it seriously, because of where it’s come from?
Sometimes God can communicate profound truths to us through the simplest of avenues. We usually expect God to speak to us through his Word, or through a sermon or a Christian book. We may hear God’s voice regularly in our devotional life - but are we alert to when God speaks to us through other means? 
Children for instance! I remember some wise words coming from one of my boys recently. I was up rather late one Saturday night, working on a sermon and Toby stuck his head in the door and said, “You know Mum, if you’d started your sermon earlier in the week, you wouldn’t be up this late.”  Now, my first reaction was to bristle and rationalise – it had been a busy week, there was lots on, I couldn’t get to it earlier, and so on - but when I stopped and thought about it, it was a nudge from God telling me to control my environment, rather than allowing it to control me.
God can speak to us through our children. God can speak to us through our spouse!  Ever been told any home truths by your better half? God can speak through our friends or neighbours – sometimes even through an unbeliever.  Have you ever been chipped by an unbeliever for not doing what they think a Christian should do? They too can be the voice of God to us in some situations.
The first question I posed at the beginning was, “How does God speak to you?” As well as the usual avenues, we need to be alert to the voice of God coming to us from unexpected places. When we’re challenged, or advised, or encouraged, or nudged in some way – we need to stop and ask ourselves whether God may be speaking to us through these things.
The second question I asked was, “How does it affect our lives when God speaks to us?” 
Getting back to the crowd listening to Jesus: The more they closed their minds to him, the more impossible it became for Jesus to perform any miracles among them.
I used to wonder about that. Okay, faith was lacking in this instance, but there are other miracles in the New Testament that don’t appear dependent on a person’s faith. The raising of the dead son of the widow from Nain for instance. There was no faith involved there.  So what was it in this instance that quenched the miracles of Jesus?

Writer & pastor Barbara Brown Taylor has a great metaphor to illustrate why Jesus couldn't work miracles in his hometown, where the people refused to respond to him. Jesus was still Jesus, she says, and still had power to share with them, only he could not do anything with it because they would not let him. She compares it to the experience of trying to light a match to a pile of wet sticks: "It does not matter how strong your flame is: what you need is something that will catch fire. Instead of working great wonders, Jesus dropped the match when it burned his fingers and absolutely nothing caught fire in the synagogue that day....he left them to go shine his light somewhere else."

When we close our minds to God; when we don’t or won’t recognise what he’s saying to us, we become like a pile of wet kindling. God’s flame hasn’t diminished, we just don’t catch fire. 

When God speaks to us, it’s because he wants to work with us to achieve something. God rarely acts independently of his people. That’s what the disciples were all about.  That’s what the church is all about!  
When God speaks, it may be because there is something he wants to do in us, or it may be because there’s something he wants to do through us. Whatever is in his mind, he requires our willingness and co-operation. When we respond willingly to God, his power is released, and things happen!

The second part of this gospel reading is the story of Jesus sending his disciples out in twos to preach repentance, and to heal and deliver people. What a contrast to the narrow minded home town crowd!  We know that the result of the disciples’ willingness to respond to what Jesus said to them resulted in the power of God being released through them. In verse 13 we read, (The disciples) drove out many demons and anointed many sick people with oil and healed them.

The second question was: “How does it affect our lives when God speaks to us?” The answer should be, that if we are open and responsive to the things God tells us, we release his power in our lives.  That power can change us, and change others through us.

At this point in the life of our church, we’re like surfers sitting on our boards, waiting for the next wave – the wave being the movement of the Spirit.  Through our history in this parish, we’ve caught many waves, and have seen them into the shore as God has worked in and through us to bring life among us. But ministries and moves of God – like waves – don’t go on forever.  Each time a wave runs to the shore and diminishes the water is drawn back and the next wave begins to build.  We’ve started to pray on Thursday mornings, that the Holy Spirit will guide us as a church to see the next direction in which our ministry should move.  What we’re doing is watching for the next wave as it begins to form. It’s an exciting time!
God doesn’t always speak with a megaphone; he doesn’t always speak to us in the way we expect him to.  We need to be alert to the voice of the Spirit that may come to us through all sorts of different avenues. 
And then we need to be like tinder dry kindling - responsive to God as he speaks into our lives, allowing his Spirit to release his power in us and through us into the world.  We need to catch the next wave.
Let’s pray. 

