‘Words have consequences’ — Luke 6: 17-26 13/02/22

| am confessing that whenever | hear the words ‘blessed are ....... "in
my head | have to finish it off with ‘the cheesemakers’. Some of you
| know will recognise the quote. For those who don’t it is from
Monty Python’s life of Brian when some of the crowd at a scene
which echoes Jesus’ teaching mishear peacemakers as
cheesemakers. But it set me thinking of the importance of words.
Of communicating clearly and of getting the nuances right.

Last week alone. | was shamed by a seven year old, who pointed
out quite rightly that | had neglected to explain something to him
and his year group at school. | also reacted, probably over reacted,
to a message from a family member saying that we had discussed
something, when it had not been discussed with me. And | was left
musing over whether a film of the traditional story of snow white
would leave people with negative views of people with dwarfism.
By the way the seven year old should be congratulated on the
charm and diplomacy with which he questioned me. Thankfully his
class teacher was quick to do just that.

Today’s gospel passage explains that the crowd had gathered from
the area of Tyre and Sidon, and Jerusalem and Judah. | had a quick
look at the maps in the back of my Bible. If that description is
accurate then people had walked a long way to hear Jesus speak.
I’'m calculating anything up to 20 miles, and the majority of them
would have walked. This was not some afternoon jaunt. So what
made the words so special that they would leave their everyday
business to hear them?

This is Luke’s version of the sermon on the mount that we are
familiar with from Matthew’s gospel and is probably an account of
the same event even if the locations do appear to differ. The
Matthew version is often referred to as the Beatitudes and | am
conscious today that as this was the subject of a recently
completed Pilgrim course, we have a number of ‘experts’ in the
parish. But I'm sticking with the words from Luke which are shorter.

What struck me is the choice of words. We are familiar with the
story of the woman who anointed Jesus’ feet with expensive
perfume to the disgust of at least one disciple who felt that it was a
bad use of resources, and could have been used to support the
poor. Jesus’ reply, ‘The poor will always be with you’. Implying that
this group would be defined only by their lack of wealth —in that
context by their common feature, because this conversation was
about the use of something of monetary value.

Wouldn’t it be easy for the passages in Luke and Matthew to talk
about ‘the poor’ ‘the hungry’. But they don’t, they refer to people
‘who are poor’, ‘who are hungry’. Those are things that these
people have in common but they are not their only features. Why
do | think this matters? Because in this ‘sermon’ Jesus is offering
people hope. He doesn’t dismiss them as the poor, or the hungry,
groups to be pitied maybe, but disregarded. He sees them as
people, who come in all shapes, sizes and temperaments who need
encouragement to see beyond their daily difficulties. People like us
who will thrive if we turn our faces to the Son and allow ourselves
to grow.



And to do that we need the love of God and the encouragement of
others.

Now | know some of you don’t like stories in sermons but | read this
one earlier this week and felt that | had to share it.

One Sunday in 1850 there was a significant snow fall in Colchester.
Looking out of the window one of the Methodist Church deacons
thought of staying at home, assuming that many of the rest of the
congregation would not be going to church. But he decided he
should go and so got ready and walked six miles through the snow
to get to his church.

He was right about the congregation, there were only 12 of them
and a visitor, a teenage boy. Well, someone had to take the service
and as the only deacon present it fell to him, including the sermon,
which obviously he had not prepared.

| don’t know anything about the sermon except that at the
conclusion he looked at the teenager and challenged him, ‘Young
man, look to Jesus’. The boy did look and he said afterwards that he
felt in that moment a cloud had lifted and he saw the sun. His name
was Charles Spurgeon and he went on to become one of England’s
most respected and popular preachers.

We can never be sure how something we say will be picked up and
run with. As the Speaker of the House of Commons said this week,
‘Words have consequences’.

It can be confusing as we read even familiar Bible passages to be
sure exactly what was meant when it was first written. Stories that

originated in local languages have been translated into Greek, into
Latin and ultimately for us into English. At each translation the
meaning is potentially distorted. | am no scholar but my Bible
footnotes point out cases where one Greek word translates into
several English ones. Looking at different translations or talking it
through with someone who has also read it can help.

How easy is it to say just the wrong thing at the wrong time, or to
hear something in a way that was never intended? How easy is it to
miss the main point of a sermon because it was just then that our
mind wandered or because the preacher did not make it clear?

We can hear the message of hope in Jesus’ sermon, hope of better
days to come for people who are struggling. As Christians we also
have a commitment to share that message of hope, to share in a
way that it understandable and real for the people who are
listening. ‘Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the Kingdom
of God’. Plain language indeed and encouraging for the listener.

We are very aware at present of the need for people to have hope,
and not to be discouraged. But we may need to be careful in our
choice of words or beware of the consequences. Preachers beware.
That well thought out message of hope for the future may leave the
congregation wondering what is special about the cheesemakers.






