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Eighth Sunday after Trinity 2016 (evening) 

Genesis 41:  1  -16, 25 – 37; John 4:  31 – 35 

 

I’ve been wrestling with my conscience about whether 

I’m allowed to say what I’m about to say; or whether it 

might constitute blasphemy.  So Churchwardens 

beware:  if there’s a thunder bolt and the roof falls in, 

don’t tell the insurers that I’ve just said this:  tonight’s 

Gospel reading from John chapter 4 is an example 

why, of all the four Gospels in the Bible, St.John’s 

Gospel is my least favourite.  It’s just so spiritual!  I’m 

doing some training with some trainee Recognised 

Parish Assistants and a couple of weeks ago I asked 

them as their homework to consider:  if they were only 

allowed to keep one of the four Gospels, which three 

would they sacrifice?  Well I tell you:  St.John’s would 

be the first one I’d get rid of! 

 

Never mind “My food is to do the will of him who sent 

me.”  Try telling that to people right here in 

Bridlington who are dependent on food banks!  Try 

telling it to people who have to send their kids to 

school without any breakfast!  Try telling that to the 

33% of British households who have to endure below-

par living standards – that’s having to go without three 

or more basic necessities of life.1  By the way, 30 years 

ago that figure was 14%.  It had gone up to 33% by 

2014. 

 

Sitting round, being spiritual, looking into heaven isn’t 

enough.  And thank God that’s not all Christians do.  

Thank God for all that’s done here in Bridlington 

through Christ Church’s operations, not least their 

foodbank.  Thank God we have reserves of food here in 

the Priory for when people present who are homeless 

or hungry. 

 

Of course, John chapter 4 has to be read and held in 

balance against the weight of the rest of scripture.  The 

Gospel that is my favourite Gospel, St.Luke’s Gospel 

refuses to spiritualise the tradition it shares with 

                                                            
1 The Poverty and Social Exclusion Project [2014] 
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St.Matthew.  Matthew says “Blessed are the poor in 

spirit.”  Luke says “Blessed are the poor” – full stop.  

The God we meet in Jesus has a preferential interest in 

people who suffer real, concrete poverty. 

 

And of course, this evening’s Old Testament lesson is 

an example of someone – albeit through the spiritual 

gift of interpreting dreams – responding in a real, 

concrete way to hunger.  I was going to say that Joseph 

operated the first and biggest foodbank in history; but 

perhaps it was first and biggest exercise in state 

planning against the unfettered operation of market 

forces in history! 

 

Actually, it’s the story of Joseph that gives us the key 

with which to solve the conundrum and square the 

circle we’re dealing with.  It all starts with him 

interpreting Pharaoh’s dream about seven thin cows 

coming out of the Nile. (Am I the only one in church 

now struggling to resist the temptation to break into 

an Elvis routine? – aha-ha, bopshawadiwah – OK, 

perhaps I am.)  The point is it starts with Joseph’s 

spiritual gift, the ability to interpret dreams, and that 

propels him into action, committed to the service of 

others. 

 

And that applies to John’s Gospel also, however 

irreverently dismissive of it I am.  Jesus tells us “lift up 

your eyes, and see how the fields are already white for 

harvest.”  He’s telling us to read the signs of the times, 

just as Joseph did.  And there’s no point in reading the 

signs of the times unless you’re going to do something 

about it. 

 

Part of our response to reading the times and seeing 

that the harvest is ripe is, of course, to redouble our 

commitment to evangelism; to preach the good news 

of Jesus and to call people by repentance to a living 

relationship with God through Jesus Christ.  We don’t 

do enough of it.  Speaking at the York Diocesan Synod 

yesterday morning, the Archbishop told us “Never 

mind the harvest is ready but the labourers are few:  
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we’ve already missed many harvests.”  Just think 

about that:  we’ve already missed many harvests.  

There was a palpable silence in the room yesterday as 

what he said sunk in.  We have already missed many 

harvests. 

 

Part of our response to reading the signs of the times, 

though, also is to engage in the practical service of 

need.  We only gather here in order, as we indeed pray 

together, to be sent out in the power of his spirit to live 

and work to his praise and glory; to go in peace to love 

and serve the Lord in the name of Christ.  And to that 

we all say Amen! 

 

That’s why Christians organise food banks, give 

hospitality to refugees, run shelters for the homeless – 

or at least join in when we see the Holy Spirit 

operating through other agencies.  You may argue it’s 

letting the government off the hook and doing the 

government’s dirty work for them; being complicit 

with systemic injustice by providing charity to alleviate 

it.  But need trumps all.  Christians do provide charity, 

but are mindful that it’s a blasphemy against the image 

of God in which we are all made that any one of us 

should be dependent on charity.   

 

And so, a third response to our reading the signs of the 

times is to be like the prophets of the Old Testament 

and to campaign for systemic change as well; speaking 

truth unto power: saying that we are not only 

interested in working families, but those who are 

unable to work as well; that we’re not just interested in 

people taking control of their own lives, but also in 

supporting those who are too vulnerable to do so. 

 

But before you can do any of all this – bringing people 

to a living faith through Jesus, meeting the need of 

people’s poverty or campaigning for its eradication – 

before you can do any of it, you’ve got to be able to 

read the signs of the times in the first place.  And that 

is a matter of being spiritual.  It’s a matter of lifting up 

our eyes; of giving priority to our personal devotions 
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and corporate worship; of gathering in order to be 

inspired and equipped and of then being sent back out 

into lives of service. 

 

Amen. 

 


