13th December 2009 Sermon: ‘What’s Normal?’

Philippians 4:4-7
Luke 3:7–18
The final line of the Gospel reading says this:

“[John] proclaimed the good news to the people”

Good news…?

John has spat threats to the crowds that came to baptised.

He calls them a ‘brood of vipers’.

In a not-so-subtle metaphor, he warns that trees that don’t bear good fruit will be burned in a fire after being cut down with an axe that is sharpened and ready to go.

He has issued a disturbingly specific list of moral demands that clearly have direct implications for those he spoke to:

those with spare coats, 

those with extra food 

and those in positions of authority, like tax-collectors and soldiers.

If this is a proclamation of ‘good news’…who exactly is it good news for?

If we step out to look at the context of the whole book, we see that Luke’s Gospel expresses a consistent preference for the poor. 

Right from the beginning, in the story of Jesus’ birth, Luke describes the first outsiders who first catch a glimpse of God's plan are shepherds. Instead of the exotic wise men in Matthew’s Gospel, the shepherds are marginalised workers whom mainstream people detested. 

These are the sorts of people who receive special emphasis in Luke’s Gospel.

The message of good news being told through the whole Gospel is prefigured in John the Baptist. John heralds the imminent arrival of God’s Messiah – one much more powerful than he. 

God's Messiah will bring a new order to the world and will personify this new order.

Sensing this arrival that John spoke of and wanting to prepare themselves, some in the crowds expectantly ask: “What then should we do?”

How do we align ourselves to this new order? 

How do we identify with what is normal for God? God’s standard?

John’s response indicates a practical repentance is necessary. 

This may seem to clash somewhat with our theological emphasis of being saved by faith alone; we know works on their do not earn us divine merit.

So what sort of response is John's to the crowds who want to prepare for this arrival of God?

It strikes me as a very real response. 

John is a no-nonsense guy who calls it as he sees it. John's not in the wilderness to muck around. So with the benefit of the full good news story: we might say John's response is partial, but nonetheless genuine.

God is doing a new thing. And in preparation for this new order of God, people are urged to live a new way; not a way normal to the world, but what is normal for God.

The incarnation of God will bring an incarnation of God’s normality in our lives.

What is normal for God? 

Where do we find the pattern for God’s new order?

John's preaching indicates a reordering of power and resources. 

The 'haves' are to be mindful of the 'have-nots' and people are to translate their faith into practical care for each other.

People's faith in God necessarily means pursuing justice and peace. Under the reign of God's Messiah this is what is normal. 

While we wait for the fulfilment of God's reign we find ourselves constantly reminded that we live in a world of strife and pain. In this broken existence, justice and peace can not only seem extremely elusive, the words themselves can be disputed for what they mean. 

So how do we understand what justice is, and what peace is in our world?

For John the Baptist, these answers (and more) are found in the one who is on his way, the one who arrives in power from God, God's Messiah.

We find ‘normal’ in Jesus Christ.

We can (and should) ask what Jesus calls us to pursue in his name. 

We do so in recognition that Jesus has come to share with us what is normal, 

to strengthen and guide us in the way of normal

and to enable us to be part of his fulfilment of what’s normal.

The emerging normal of God among us is what we anticipate when we pray “your kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven”.

And we anticipate our part not simply as recipients of God's normality, but practitioners of God's normality. As we grasp the good news of God we share this normality for a world that is confused, bewildered and chaotic.

The good news John proclaims is for all of those who yearn for something else.

Those who know that things in the world and in their own hearts are not right.

The good news is that, in Jesus Christ, God is bringing change – and, because of God’s incredible love for us all, he goes to the greatest extreme to do it!

[The following short story is called ‘Normal’ by Adrian Plass, from ‘And Jesus Will Be Born’ (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), pp147-152.]

Little Gargi did not know a great deal about anything.  No one had ever taken the trouble to teach her.  

Once, a lady with a kind voice had told her it was important to know what it means to be “normal”.  After that, Gargi used to whisper the word to herself over and over again, wondering what it meant.

“Normal, normal, normal – what is normal?”

She certainly did not know anything about living in a real house with a mother and father and brothers and sisters, because she had never had any of those things.  She did know that she lived in a city called Dhaka, and she had heard that Dhaka was just one little part of a huge country called Bangladesh, but she had never seen the endless, flat plains that some of the women talked about, where the villages rise like islands out if the grazing pastures and the paddy fields, and the floods come and cover everything in the summer.

She had spent the whole of her eight years in the dirty narrow streets of the crowded city slums, and most of each day had been taken up with struggling to get together enough money to make sure that she ate something before night came.

Every now and then smart people working in offices would pay her to bring their lunch boxes to work in the middle of the day and very occasionally there had been the chance to sell flowers or drinking water or cigarettes.

Then, when she was about six, she had found out that grown-up men would give her money if she let them do things to her body that she did not understand.  Gargi hated it.  Quite often the men would hurt her very much, and none of them cared about her afterwards.  The worst ones just threw her way into the gutter where all the men and boys went to the toilet, as if she was some dirty, damaged little doll.

For quite a long time now she had been feeling very ill, and she had a misty sort of feeling that it was connected with the things those men did.  Her breathing didn’t seem to work very well and her head throbbed and her body felt sore and sometimes she went giddy and her legs wouldn’t hold her any more so that she had to sit down suddenly in the street or wherever she happened to be at that time.  

One night the mucky little girl in her ragged dress lay down to sleep on one of the ash-heaps that had been her only bed and pillow for as long as she could remember.  She was feeling so terribly sick and ill that it was even more of a relief than usual to rest her cheek on her folded hands and close her tired eyes.  When sleep came it was so nice, like having a warm blanket placed gently across her aching body.  In the middle of the night, sleep turned to something else, and Gargi never again woke to the streets of Dhaka.

Instead she found herself on the side of a grassy hill beneath a quite different sky, one that shone like a huge upside-down silver bowl.  At the top of the hill in the distance, Garji could see a city that shone in the light of the evening sun as if it were made of some very precious metal.  It was as different from the city she had known for her eight years as any city could be.   She so wanted to be there.

At the bottom of the hill was another place, but this was shrouded in black smoke, and completely hidden from the red-gold rays of the sun.

Where did she belong?

A man walked past, on his way up the hill.

“Where do I belong, please?” she asked.

He stopped and looked down at her.

“Have you repented of your sins?”

“No.”

“Have you made a personal commitment to our Lord Jesus Christ?”

“No.”

The man jerked his thumb in the direction of the bottom of the hill and continued on his way without looking back.

Gargi watched him for a moment and then started to walk slowly down towards the dark city.  Another man approached her.  He was an older person with kind eyes.

“Where do I belong?”

This man asked exactly the same questions as the first one, but tears came into his eyes when he heard the answers.  He was still shaking his head sadly as he pointed down the hill and turned to continue on his way, looking back often and still dabbing at his eyes, but never stopping.

At the bottom of the hill, Gargi entered the gloom of the smoke-shrouded city.  Searching for a place to be and not knowing what else to do, she chose an ash-heap, higher and hotter than any she had known in Dhaka, and lay down, wondering if this was a place where you were supposed to go t sleep.

Suddenly there was a disturbance.  It was a man’s voice shouting and calling.

“Okay, where is she?  Where is that girl?  Where has she gone?  Gargi, where are you?  Honestly, what is the matter with my own silly, silly people?  How could they be so ... ?  They’ll be the death of me – well, they’ve already been that, haven’t they?  Gargi!  Goodness gracious, fancy me having to come all the way down here!  Gargi, sweetheart, where have you put yourself?  Look, I’m not going back without you, so – ah, there you are!  Thanks goodness ...!”

“Do I belong here?”

“Certainly not!  Of course not.  You’re in the wrong place.  You belong with me at the top of the hill.  Do you want to come with me?”

“Are you allowed to let me?”

“I can do just whatever I like,” said the man slowly and grimly.  “Any more questions?”

Gargi looked up into the man’s face.  Was he cross?  No, his eyes were twinkling.  As well as being tall and strong he was somehow very comfortable looking.  He reminded her a little bit of the kind lady.

“Please, I would like to come, but could you tell me – what is normal?”

For a small silent moment the man looked down as if he was going to cry.  Then he leaned down and in one swift, powerful movement hoisted the small figure way above his head and onto his shoulders.

“Hold onto my hair, pretty little miss,” he said, laughing as he began to stride up the hill.  “I’ll show you normal.”

“Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near.”

Amen.
