[image: image1.png]€I THE PARISH OF BROMSGROVE

ALL SAINTS



[image: image2.png]U THE PARISH OF BROMSGROVE

S7T. GODWALD




Sermon for Trinity 10 Sunday 16th August 2020

If there is one human trait, we most deplore in ourselves and others, then surely it is hypocrisy; that unattractive ability to say one thing and do another. We ridicule others when they fall into the trap of forgetting their own advice; we humble ourselves when others, if we’re lucky, gently and kindly, point out the fallibility of our ways.
Hypocrisy is a recurring theme in Jesus’ ministry as he draws attention to double standards, in particular of the powerful and elitist religious leaders of his day. At times Jesus was provocative in the way he drew attention to some of these double standards – healing on the sabbath being a good example. There are plenty of others. Just like our own day, perhaps just like all days throughout human history, Jesus had plenty of examples of hypocrisy to draw upon.
Which makes this morning’s gospel reading all the more interesting and intriguing. 

You may have noticed on the red sheets that the first ten verses of the reading are in brackets. This means we have the option not to read them, but to read the second half of the reading alone.

Matthew 15.10-28 does indeed consist of two stories – the first, Jesus’ commentary on the double standards of the Jewish food laws which stipulated what one should and shouldn’t eat. The ethical reasoning for this had long since been lost. People were in the habit of maintaining the laws for the sake of maintaining the laws, with no reference to human behaviour whatsoever.

The second story relates to Jesus’ encounter with a gentile Canaanite woman from Tyre and Sidon which culminates in the woman’s famous declaration of humility which I often recall as our two dogs hover around the dinner table awaiting our empty plates: yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.
These two stories can stand alone, and there is much teaching and wisdom to be gained from considering them separately.

But place them together as the editor of Matthew has done – for there is no suggestion that the two stories happened sequentially in reality – and one has an even more powerful story to relate.

The question I wish to pose as a result of reading these two stories together is this: is it being suggested to us that Jesus was himself hypocritical? 

First, he teaches us that what someone says betrays more about their heart’s inclinations than the rules they keep. But then Jesus goes on initially to reject the approach of a Gentile woman, clearly in need of desperate help for her daughter, by declaring what every good teacher of the Jewish law would declare: “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel”.

This passage has occupied and entertained scholars for scores of years. Was Jesus simply being provocative with the Canaanite woman in order to draw from her an even stronger assertion of her faith? Or is this an example of Jesus learning something new and important about his calling through an unexpected encounter with a woman who was also a foreigner?
Which interpretation you choose may depend on your understanding of the nature of Jesus. That thorny question of the relationship between Jesus’ humanity and his divinity. Different aspects of Jesus – human and divine – come to the fore at different times in his life. Humanity in the garden of gethsemane, for example, divinity on the cross. If you consider Jesus as divine in human form, one has a quite different kind of theology to a view of Jesus as so perfectly human that he is divine.

I tend to focus on Jesus’ humanity because I find that an easier way to connect with Jesus. I need a Jesus who was as ordinary as possible in order for me to grasp his essential divinity.

So, let me get to the core of this entire narrative. If we read this morning’s gospel as an encouragement to us to accept that Jesus made mistakes, learnt as he went along, sometimes failed to live up to his own teaching, can we still consider him perfect?

I want to answer a resounding ‘yes’ to that proposition. And the reason is simple. 

Perfection is not the absence of sin but the presence of repentance.

Perfection is not the absence of sin but the presence of repentance.

One of our lovely neighbours here in the old vicarage has a fig tree and we were delighted to receive a gift of half a dozen perfectly ripe figs this week. They were gorgeous!
Now if I describe to you a perfectly ripe fig you have a good idea what I mean: it’s soft, juicy, sweet…

But if I ask you describe a perfect human being, you are probably going to struggle a bit.

The best you are probably going to be able to do is to put that person in some sort of context.

To be human is to have strengths and weaknesses; for good or ill, one’s character changes over time. If there is a point of perfection it is but a glimpse of a potential permanence in our character; like the perfect soloist at the proms…perfect on stage until the next rehearsal…
And life is, of course, a rehearsal. Life is about practising, honing, rehearsing our ability to be human.

Jesus could not, I suggest, be fully human without also learning how to become more human, just like us.

Perfection is not an end state, but a process; a process of reflecting, improving, addressing our shortcomings.

To be perfect is to recognise our imperfections and intentionally begin to do something about them.

So, if you are conscious of your shortcomings, don’t let them pull you down. Recognise them for the gift that they offer you; an opportunity to practise the art of perfecting your humanity, just like Jesus did when, having opened his heart to the woman who was both Canaanite and mother, accepted her determined and persistent expression of maternal faith and declared: Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish. 
Your faith is greater than you think. May God continue to stir within you a desire to practice perfection and grow in faith and love and hope.

Amen.

