Sermon for the sixth Sunday after Trinity (Sunday 8th July 2018) - Mike
2 Corinthians 12:2-10
Mark 6:1-13

Fox

Paul’s Visions and Revelations
Rejection of Jesus at Nazareth; Mission of the Twelve

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom”; so says the psalmist – we read psalm
111, from which it comes, last Wednesday at Morning Prayer and it occurred to me that it
might hold together our two readings for today quite well. We should probably look into
the verse a little more in order to understand it better. Fear doesn’t mean being afraid
unless we are really in opposition to God’s sense of justice and truth; it follows from the
previous verse where the psalmist declares his name to be holy and awesome. We fear
the Lord when our whole lives are governed by a feeling of awe and wonder that stem
from a desire to come close to God … and, if we approach our understanding of life with
any humility, then being inspired by God at the centre of our lives leads naturally to the
beginning of wisdom. It’s difficult to claim any more than just the beginning because our
ability is so limited compared with the Almighty’s boundless power and love. His love is
important because that’s what enters our spirit and invites us to share his wisdom.
“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom”; so let’s turn to our readings and first
to St.Paul. He speaks of knowing someone fourteen years before who was caught up in
the third heaven, presumably having progressed through the first two. Have you ever
encountered anyone with that sense of holiness
and closeness to God?
I can remember
meeting someone about 35 years ago who
appeared to me to be of a similar stature; it
was at the Abbey in Iona and we were staying
there for a music week. Our conductor had
intense pale blue eyes and he had the ability to
be entirely focussed on the person he was
addressing, at least that’s what came across to
me. He spoke directly and to the point and has
done ever since – I expect some of you have heard him on “Thought for the Day”. He
brings God’s wisdom to bear on everyday matters in a way of utmost clarity; whether that
relates to the first, second or third heaven, I’m not sure. But the progression through to
the third heaven suggests a journey into God which some have defined over the years.
Teresa of Avila, for example, treats this journey in her writings
known as The Interior Castle. Teresa wrote this in 1577 as a
guide for spiritual development and it was inspired by her
vision of the soul as a diamond in the shape of a castle
containing seven mansions. Each mansion describes a stage on
the journey, ending with union with God. The first three stages
are regarded as progress in the prayer life, beginning with the
soul recognising all the distractions that the world imposes on
us and, in the first mansion, starting to seek God’s grace
through humility. In the second mansion, the soul begins to
advance through the regular practice of prayer and in the third
mansion, this develops further through love into action in the
world for the glory of God. Is this similar to Paul’s third
heaven, I wonder? … and is this Paul simply reflecting on

where he was 14 years previously, some momentous event in his life, something that
provided a springboard for his dedication to work for the Lord, maybe making him
determined to recover his purity of vision from those days? It’s certainly true that there
are continual reasons, excuses even, for being more “in the world” than “of the world.”
Jesus invites his disciples to remain steadfast in the faith and he prays for them in the
Upper Room on the night before his trial, flogging and crucifixion, saying to his heavenly
Father: “They do not belong to the world, just as I do not belong to the world. Sanctify
them in the truth; your word is truth. As you have sent me into the world, so I have sent
them into the world.” [John 17:16-18]
“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom”; In Paul’s case, we hear that he had a
“a thorn in the flesh”, but I think it is probably beyond us to work out what that was.
The point, though, is that it was there, so Paul believed, to
help him focus even more on being obedient to the Lord; it
was as if the devil himself was responsible for putting the
thorn there in the first place. It reminds me a little of
Matilda, the character that Roald Dahl created, who is
always seeking to put the adults in their place for putting
obstacles in her way and hindering her development – if
you’ve not seen the musical that’s on in Birmingham at the
moment, it is well worth seeing. Matilda becomes a thorn
in the flesh for several people in the story, delightfully told.
It shows the development of her person in spite of all the
grown-ups who just didn’t understand what she needed.
There’s a nice poster in the more up-market Hive at the
bottom of the road which says: “The creative adult is the
child who has survived.” … remember Jesus saying to his
disciples: “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of
heaven belongs to such as these.” [Mt.19:14]
“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom”; let’s move on to the gospel reading.
There are some more nuggets of wisdom there too for us to pick up on. Jesus grew up in
Nazareth; his father was a carpenter and Jesus learnt his trade in his father’s workshop –
there are paintings that show him picking up his woodworking skills. I’ve no doubt that
he was a good student, or disciple, of his father; he would have fulfilled many requests
for household items during that time. And he would have become known as the
carpenter’s son – perhaps they even traded as Joseph and Son, Carpenters. I expect
you’ve see the wayside pulpit sign saying: “Carpenter – seeks joiners.”
It’s very easy to meet someone early on in their career and fix them in your mind by what
you see them do then, and not to expect them to develop, or change. I can remember
joining a group of life coaches at the Science Park years ago; as chaplain there, I was
wearing my collar and as we were introducing ourselves, I decided to say that: “I am an
engineer.” The collar sends out a signal, doesn’t it, and I thought I might just expand
who I was in their minds; otherwise, they might assume that I would be inviting them to
my church, or trying to convert them. Life coaches, to their credit, are generally immune
to that; their role in life is to help others to recognise their strengths and to build on them.
So, it’s a little sad, though very true, that: “Prophets are not without honour, except in
their home town, and among their own kin, and in their own house.” [Mark 6:4]. If you
pause to think about it, you may possibly come up with examples of this yourself. When

Stephen Hough came to play the piano for us some years ago at the High School, I asked
him what the secret behind his great playing was, and he said: “It’s very simple – you just
practice for seven or eight hours a day”. But it takes insight to realise what others may
become, so people hearing Jesus preach couldn’t bridge the gap between seeing him at
the work bench just a few short years ago and seeing him now – in their eyes, there was
no way that he could have reached those heights.
“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom”; not only did Jesus master the art of
preaching and healing, but he
chose a number of disciples that he
could train up to carry his message
and work out into neighbouring
villages. This is why we come to
church Sunday by Sunday, to meet
with him and be encouraged to go
out and continue his work today.
When you observe someone
improving, it seems to me quite
remarkable how much we can all
achieve – we can see examples of
this on the tennis courts at Wimbledon this week. We don’t see the long hours of practice
or the dedication to physical and mental exercise that they will all have gone through to
make them fit enough for the task; we simply observe the end result. Think of Andy
Murray early on – he was good, but he couldn’t last five sets at the highest intensity
required of a champion. In a similar way, the Jews had not seen how much Jesus had put
into his training – they only heard the finished product and were amazed; they simply
could not believe it.
As we continue our worship this morning, let us pray that we too may seek God’s will for
us that we may practice it in the world around us, playing our part in bringing God’s
Kingdom to earth as it is in heaven …
... in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, AMEN

