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Build bridges not walls

Sunday 17 February 2019

Nicholas Henshall, Dean of Chelmsford.

Readings:
1 Corinthians 15.12-20

Luke 6.17-26



The best news story in recent weeks has been the opening of the long awaited Gambia 
Bridge. It is a pretty ordinary looking bridge but it does something remarkable. It connects two 
west African countries - Gambia and Senegal - and connects Gambia with itself, a country 
that has always had s massive river running right through it. The Bridge opens up new 
relationships and ends traditional enmities. 

It's just a bridge, but it breaks down walls and offers to millions of people a new future.

In cultures dominated by both the rhetoric and reality of people building walls - whether in 
Israel or along the Mexican border, and with a media obsessed with hard borders and "taking 
back control" The Gambia bridge is good news. A promise.

That - in part at least - is what Paul is seeking to convey in 1 Corinthians 15: a promise; a 
hope based on the action of God in the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead which 
changes the nature of what it means to be human for ever. For previous generations, 1 
Corinthians 15 was the only bible reading at funerals, and although I'm delighted that things 
have changed, that tells us something important - that this is all about hope, our trust in the 
promises of God - always remember that the primary meaning of the New Testament word we 
normally translate as "faith" is actually "trust". Think about how that would affect the way we 
read the Bible and our worship texts. How different would "justification by trust" sound, or "I 
trust in one God, the Father almighty..."?

That's the nature of our relationship with God and of God's relationship with us. To 
paraphrase Ephesians, the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ has broken down the 
dividing wall.

So far so good. But what about this extraordinary reading from Luke? Jesus' sermon on the 
plane in Luke parallels the sermon on the mount in Matthew. But it is a lot more hard hitting. 
In both Luke and Matthew Jesus is training people how to be disciples - and therefore as we 
read it, Jesus is training us how to be disciples, inviting us to respond in faith, in trust.

And Jesus' message - as we might expect from the rest of Luke's Gospel - is utterly 
uncompromising: blessed are the poor; woe to you who are rich.....

Because Luke writes so well (after all that's what he says he's going to do!) and because of 
the unique parables he includes such as the lost son and the Good Samaritan, we sometimes 
treat his gospel as if it was just a source of great stories. But Luke's Gospel is extraordinarily 
radical and makes extraordinary demands on those who seek to follow Jesus. And don't 
forget that Luke wrote more of the New Testament than any other single writer, so he 
demands our attention. 

And what does he want us to know? Throughout Luke's Gospel it is made quite clear that 
Jesus turns the world upside down; Jesus subverts our respectable values; Jesus invites us 
to live in a new and revolutionary way, which Jesus calls the kingdom of God. This is a way of 
living where the poor are blessed, the rich cursed; where rulers are pulled from their thrones 
and the humble of the earth are lifted high. A place where we build bridges instead of walls.
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