Sermon for St Nicholas, Islip
Sunday 7th July 2024
2 Corinthians 12: 2-10
Mark 6: 1-13
“My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.” (2 Cor. 12: 9)
“Jesus came to his hometown. On the Sabbath he began to teach in the synagogue… and they took offence at him.” (Mark 6: 1-3)
As you might expect this is a sermon in the light of the General Election. It isn’t a commentary on the result. I would have preached the same, whoever the nation chose to form the next government. There isn’t a political message here though hopefully there’s a spiritual and moral message for us to consider as the country has just pressed the reset button. 
We’ve just experienced an exercise in power. Chris Mason, the BBC correspondent, on Wednesday evening in his last broadcast before the purdah of the day of voting, possibly responding to people’s weariness with the election campaign, asked us to imagine a world map where no-one got to choose who made decisions, who had authority to govern. It was perhaps a plea to give thanks for the right to exercise a vote. 
An exercise in power; about who holds power. How do we allow them to exercise it? What part do we play as citizens in bringing their manifesto goals into reality, and holding our representatives to whom we give power, to account?  With a new government there are important questions about what success looks like in politics. Where do we want to go as a nation? How do our politicians think we should get there tactically? Will they gather the necessary skills and resources to execute such plans? 
Power is about agreeing goals and turning them into reality.
It’s right to wish our new government such success and to pray for them. We have aspirations as a society, and we desire good government which lives by values of which we can be proud. 
Yet our readings, set for today’s worship, add an element to our understanding of power or the definition of success which all politics finds hard to incorporate – that is the realities and fruit of weakness. That power is ‘made perfect in weakness.’ 
Both the Apostle Paul in his relationship with the Church community of Corinth, and Jesus in his hometown of Nazareth, faced criticism and opposition. 
As we’ve been working our way through some of Paul’s writings to the Corinthians we may have already picked up on his defensiveness. Towards the end of the missive he’s sending to them, he’s tempted to assert his authority, to boast of his leadership credentials (as Prime Ministerial candidates have felt it beholden of them during the campaign) because he, like them, had been receiving hostile press. 
Similarly, Jesus returns home, astonishes his lifelong neighbours with his preaching of the kingdom of God, his spiritual authority, and what’s their reaction? “Unbelief” is how Jesus terms it.  “He was amazed at their unbelief.” They took offence at him and that reaction of cynicism or hostility significantly restricted his ability to turn the goals of healing and transformation of lives into reality. 
Note that when he then sends out his twelve disciples to extend his message and his mission of good works, he tells them also about how to cope with rejection and human resistance to what they offer. 
“If any place will not welcome you and they refuse to hear you, as you leave shake off the dust that is on your feet.” 
In other words, don’t let it stop you pursuing the mission of good works but leave behind their hostility. Don’t let popularity determine your actions. 
So, both Paul and Jesus operated in a context of abuse and rejection but they both held firm to an incredibly important principle – that power is ‘made perfect in weakness’.  I suspect this is a principle not much honoured in our politics where weakness is often confused with failure or ineptitude or used against someone. But it’s a deeply held Christian truth, that when we experience ourselves as weak the power of Christ might better dwell in us because we know more clearly our dependence on others, and on God.  Hurt by people’s criticism Paul was still able to say; “Whenever I am weak then I am strong.”
Some of you will know this truth in your own lives, that our very weakness can bring with it great outcomes of grace. We know God at work most deeply when we’re most in need, least able to help ourselves. 
How might this apply to our new government and those who will hold power for the next five years? A couple of possible examples.
· Although we’re tempted to ignore it governments are made up of ordinary human beings, every one of them coping with weakness, weakness of character and experience, and weaknesses in their room for manoeuvre in their political and economic options. Instead of ignoring these facts, pretending we’re governed by superheroes or villains, what if we saw such weaknesses as an opportunity for realism, for compassion, for grace. Once we acknowledge our limits it’s easier to look for help, to build collective solutions, to give credit to others, to search out consensus across natural antipathies or party lines.
Call me naïve but I hear others agree that some of the political issues we face, such as social care, need cross-party solutions. They need politicians to be able to say, “We don’t have what it takes to change this situation for the better on our own.” In that very expression of weakness the seeds of grace, of something bigger might grow.
· Another example of productive weakness might be in honestly admitting that right solutions often come from changes of approach which involves listening to others and being unafraid of saying you’d got things wrong or need to adapt. 
It was a Prussian General, trying to unify the state of Germany who famously said that ‘no battle plan ever survives contact with the enemy’.  There are many ‘enemies’ for a government to encounter: from child poverty to hospital waiting lists. And doubtless our newly elected politicians believe they have a durable battle plan. But weakness – in the form of needing to adapt, acknowledging when something is not working, rethinking solution – such weakness will be their strength, even if the media cries ‘U-turn’ or ‘dithering’. 
“My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.”
Let me finish with a very practical example of politics which will soon be in the headlines, and that is the Covid Enquiry which will report not long into the life of this Parliament. As a nation we still need to process what happened to us in those terrible and tragic years of Covid. 
This Enquiry, under the wise chairmanship of Dame Heather Hallett, could be a valuable learning exercise, or it could be turned by the headline writers into only a blame game. I’m hoping that when the story of Covid is told, knowing that there’ll be anguish and grief, there will also be a noble narrative, that when we were at our very weakest as a nation real grace and strength was shown in our communities, and great virtues of kindness and compassion came to the fore. 
For St Paul was able to say, “I boast gladly in my weakness so that the power of Christ may dwell in me.”
