11th July 2021

Transcript

Welcome and Opening Prayer
Welcome in the name of Christ. God’s grace, mercy and peace be with you. 

Wherever you are tuning in from, near or far its great to have you with us.

Many of you will know that last Saturday I was ordained priest by Bishop John of Selby. It was a truly joyful occasion and one I will always remember. 

I take this opportunity to thank you for your kindness, generosity and support shown through the many messages, emails, cards and gifts. I was truly overwhelmed and not least by the benefice gift of a cheque and the beautiful home communion set which I absolutely love. Thank you so much. Thank you also to everyone who baked and worked so hard to provide a lovely afternoon tea in the village hall at Stockton after the service, it rounded the occasion off perfectly.

Let us pray,

Lord speak to us that we may hear your word.

Move among us that we may behold your glory.

Receive our prayers that we may learn to trust you.

Amen.
Alleluia, Alleluia! hearts to heaven and voices raise 

1
Alleluia, Alleluia!

hearts to heaven and voices raise;

sing to God a hymn of gladness,

sing to God a hymn of praise:

he who on the Cross a victim

for the world's salvation bled,

Jesus Christ the King of glory,

now is risen from the dead.

2
Christ is risen, Christ the first-fruits

of the holy harvest field,

which will all its full abundance

at his second coming yield;

then the golden ears of harvest

will their heads before him wave,

ripened by his glorious sunshine,

from the furrows of the grave.

3
Christ is risen, we are risen;

shed upon us heavenly grace,

rain and dew, and gleams of glory

from the brightness of thy face;

that we, with our hearts in heaven,

here on earth may fruitful be,

and by angel-hands be gathered,

and be ever, Lord, with thee.

4
Alleluia, Alleluia,

glory be to God on high;

Alleluia to the Saviour,

who has gained the victory;

Alleluia to the Spirit,

fount of love and sanctity;

Alleluia, Alleluia,

to the Triune Majesty.

Christopher Wordsworth (1807-1885)
Bible reading - Amos 7:7-15
This is what he showed me: the Lord was standing beside a wall built with a plumb-line, with a plumb-line in his hand. And the Lord said to me, ‘Amos, what do you see?’ And I said, ‘A plumb-line.’ Then the Lord said,
‘See, I am setting a plumb-line
    in the midst of my people Israel;
    I will never again pass them by;
the high places of Isaac shall be made desolate,
    and the sanctuaries of Israel shall be laid waste,
    and I will rise against the house of Jeroboam with the sword.’

Then Amaziah, the priest of Bethel, sent to King Jeroboam of Israel, saying, ‘Amos has conspired against you in the very centre of the house of Israel; the land is not able to bear all his words. For thus Amos has said,
“Jeroboam shall die by the sword,
    and Israel must go into exile
    away from his land.”’

And Amaziah said to Amos, ‘O seer, go, flee away to the land of Judah, earn your bread there, and prophesy there; but never again prophesy at Bethel, for it is the king’s sanctuary, and it is a temple of the kingdom.’

Then Amos answered Amaziah, ‘I am no prophet, nor a prophet’s son; but I am a herdsman, and a dresser of sycamore trees, and the Lord took me from following the flock, and the Lord said to me, “Go, prophesy to my people Israel.”
Bible reading – Mark 6:14-29
King Herod heard of it, for Jesus’ name had become known. Some were saying, ‘John the baptizer has been raised from the dead; and for this reason these powers are at work in him.’ But others said, ‘It is Elijah.’ And others said, ‘It is a prophet, like one of the prophets of old.’ But when Herod heard of it, he said, ‘John, whom I beheaded, has been raised.’

For Herod himself had sent men who arrested John, bound him, and put him in prison on account of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife, because Herod had married her. For John had been telling Herod, ‘It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife.’ And Herodias had a grudge against him, and wanted to kill him. But she could not, for Herod feared John, knowing that he was a righteous and holy man, and he protected him. When he heard him, he was greatly perplexed; and yet he liked to listen to him. But an opportunity came when Herod on his birthday gave a banquet for his courtiers and officers and for the leaders of Galilee. When his daughter Herodias came in and danced, she pleased Herod and his guests; and the king said to the girl, ‘Ask me for whatever you wish, and I will give it.’ And he solemnly swore to her, ‘Whatever you ask me, I will give you, even half of my kingdom.’ She went out and said to her mother, ‘What should I ask for?’ She replied, ‘The head of John the baptizer.’ Immediately she rushed back to the king and requested, ‘I want you to give me at once the head of John the Baptist on a platter.’ The king was deeply grieved; yet out of regard for his oaths and for the guests, he did not want to refuse her. Immediately the king sent a soldier of the guard with orders to bring John’s head. He went and beheaded him in the prison, brought his head on a platter, and gave it to the girl. Then the girl gave it to her mother. When his disciples heard about it, they came and took his body, and laid it in a tomb.
Sermon
Some readings make it easier than others to say at the end; “This is the word of the Lord, thanks be to God!” Today’s gospel passage is not one of the easy ones! John the Baptist, imprisoned on account of his not approving of the King’s marriage; beheaded on the basis of an evil whimsical plot – where is the good news in that??

It’s an odd passage, it reads quite unlike most of Mark, where the action happens quickly (immediately is one of his favourite words). It’s written as a kind of ‘flashback’, filling in a bit of back story which explains why one of the central characters of the first part of his gospel, plays no further part… (c.f. The Archers when an actor dies…) 

And Mark places it here, just after Jesus has been home and been challenged by his family and friends as to how he’s doing all these miracles when they know he’s just a local lad – and so he sends his disciples out to proclaim a need for repentance… And then after this passage they tell Jesus all they’ve been up to, he takes them away and the 5000 are fed.

One of Mark’s central themes in his gospel is the question, “Who is Jesus?” – with a constant interplay between being given glimpses of possible answers, and those who’ve had the glimpses being told not to say anything because “my time has not yet come…” Here, the glimpser is the King himself – he’s heard about Jesus, and what people are saying about him – possibly Elijah, or even John the Baptist raised from the dead… and Herod becomes convinced that it is the latter… There is something of Macbeth meets A Christmas Carol in the way he depicts the realisation – and when Mark fills in the back story, little wonder that the King might have the odd nightmare! It’s a truly gruesome and bizarre tale.

Read on, and of course when in Chapter 8 Jesus asks the disciples directly who people think he is, John the Baptist and Elijah are top of the list, while in Chapter 9 Jesus, in response to questions about the place of Elijah’s reappearance in relation to the coming of the Messiah, seems to suggest that John’s fate mirrors Elijah’s troubles and suggests that Elijah has indeed come! Who is Jesus? – Simon Peter was clearly right when he said, “You are the Messiah”.

Re-reading today’s gospel passage, something else that strikes me is how strong the parallels are between these verses detailing the fate of John the Baptist, and how Mark tells us the story of his cousin Jesus’ death – imprisoned and losing his life as a consequence of third-party conspiracies and weak political leadership… John the Baptist is not just the ‘forerunner’ in heralding Jesus’ coming – he also foreshadows Jesus’ fate.

And when we bring in today’s Old Testament reading from Amos 7, that lens sharpens the focus on the issue of how truth can confront power – and what the cost might be. 

Amos loves an analogy – his prophecies are full of interesting visual aids – in chapter 8 it will be a basket of summer fruit – here it is a plumbline. In my sorting out I recently came across the plumb line I made in metalwork at school 54 years ago. I only got 6 out of 10 for it then, and it’s one rather rusty over the years and the string has rotted – but it still works!

The second part of the 8th century BC was not good for the Northern kingdom of Israel. From the prosperity which Amos knew, things had deteriorated, culminating in the invasion of the Assyrians in 721BC. They’d always assumed God was on their side, but Amos begs to differ – and for Amos the plumbline serves as a way of telling the people how out of true they are with the ways of God – who will judge them for their failings in exactly the same way that other nations are judged.

And the sign of how far the people have gone away become evident in the exchange between Amaziah, the priest at Bethel, and Amos. The former has no interest in the truth – he’s just keen to perpetuate the cult as ‘a temple of the kingdom’ – and he assumes Amos is just the same. But no, as Amos responds – ‘I am no prophet, nor a prophet’s son; but I am a herdsman, and a dresser of sycamore trees, and the Lord took me from following the flock, and the Lord said to me, “Go, prophesy to my people Israel.”

John the Baptist has similarly exposed a clash between spiritual power and temporal power. He loses his life because Herodias is determined to eliminate the questions he was raising over her place within the royal household. She is utterly ruthless and Herod is pathetically weak and vacillating – rather than someone who makes decisions based on principles or values.
How often we hear the phrase ‘speaking truth to power’ – it’s seen, rightly, as something the Church as the Body of Christ is called to do. In reality, opportunities to do it don’t come along that often – and John and Amos show what the cost can be when it happens. Being prophetic – holding up the plumbline – will lead to criticism and censure – accusations of being political or, that horrible modern form of dismissal – woke! And there is the other danger of being like Amaziah and the 8th century Israelites - self-righteousness – assuming that we’re right, God is on our side – not on the side of those we challenge. Which is why whenever and however we put our head or our voice into the public sphere, we do well to reflect Jesus’ way of humility and love, so that our words and actions might square up, and our motives be seen to be sincere and true. 
Intercessions
In humility and love let us draw near to our God and pray to him now.
Lord God we pray for the worldwide Church, and particularly for members of the Methodist Churches facing closure at this time, that they will soon find a community for worship.

On this Sea Sunday we pray for the chaplains and volunteers of the Mission to Seafarers as they offer friendship and support to seafarers from all over the world and who are often away from their families for many months.

Lord, in your mercy: hear our prayer.
Lord God we pray for all nations of the world, for the world leaders, for the members of local councils, that they will always have a listening ear to those they represent.  We continue to pray for all who are suffering as a result of the pandemic and particularly for those who are waiting for vaccinations in their countries.

Lord, in your mercy: hear our prayer.
Lord God we pray for the communities to which we belong, for our neighbours, for those who support and encourage us day by day.

As the lockdown restrictions continue to ease we pray for people who can now open their businesses to more visitors and activities and for those who will visit them.

We also pray for our schools, for the staff and the children, as they approach the end of the academic year.

Lord, in your mercy: hear our prayer.
This is a time of change for many, some take change in their stride and for some the unknown is a challenge.  We pray for all those in this situation, for those about to retire, for those leaving school or education, for those leaving a relationship of some kind, that they will all know your peace.

Lord, in your mercy: hear our prayer.
Lord God we pray for all who are sick, anxious or frightened about their own health or the health of a loved one, for those in hospital, for those in a care setting or for those at home and for those who care for them.
Let us hold in God’s presence for his strength and support all who have been bereaved, either recently or in previous years.

Lord, in your mercy: hear our prayer.
God of humility, gather and hold our prayers both spoken and unspoken and transform them into something beautiful for you. We ask this through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
Sending and blessing
Thank you for joining with us today and thank you to everyone who has contributed to and crafted this online act of worship.

Lord Jesus Christ, you humbled yourself in taking the form of a servant, and in obedience died on the cross for our salvation. Give us the courage to follow you and to proclaim you as Lord and King, to the glory of God the Father.

The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in the knowledge and love of God, and of his sone Jesus Christ our Lord and the blessing of God Almighty, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit be among you and remain with you always. Amen. 
And can it be 
1
And can it be that I should gain

an interest in the Saviour's blood?

Died he for me, who caused his pain?

For me, who him to death pursued?

Amazing love! How can it be

that thou, my God, shouldst die for me?

2
'Tis mystery all : the Immortal dies!

Who can explore his strange design?

In vain the first-born seraph tries

to sound the depths of love divine.

'Tis mercy all! Let earth adore,

let angel minds enquire no more.

3
Long my imprisoned spirit lay

fast bound in sin and nature's night;

thine eye diffused a quickening ray -

I woke, the dungeon flamed with light,

My chains fell off, my heart was free,

I rose, went forth, and followed thee.

4
No condemnation now I dread;

Jesus, and all in him, is mine!

Alive in him, my living head,

and clothed in righteousness divine,

Bold I approach the eternal throne,

and claim the crown, through Christ, my own.
Charles Wesley (1707-1788)
