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In the last three weeks a friend of mine in charge of another parish in Melbourne got really excited. Two Chinese ladies came to church, and afterwards approached my friend to ask if their new Chinese church plant might be able to use that parish’s facilities. My friend was thrilled! She suggested that if they wanted to plant a church, why not plant an Anglican congregation? And so discussions began, because the women seemed open to that suggestion. My friend spoke with the bishop who gave a cautious go ahead, while warning my friend about the kinds of obstacles that she and the church plant leaders would need to overcome. My friend reported the other day that the bishop’s concerns had been accurate… When my friend gently reinforced a condition the bishop had stipulated, the response of the church plant leaders was “The bishop’s not here; he won’t know what we decide.” Which of course was a red flag for my friend, given that in Anglican polity, all clergy take vows of canonical obedience to the Archbishop, and to knowingly do something contrary to the bishop’s instruction would violate that. It was an example of cultural clash: in our culture as Anglicans things work a certain way, and clearly in the culture of that church or congregation, authority is treated differently. It also sparked reflection for me about the nature of power, because wherever there’s a clash of culture, authority and power are at stake.
These last few days have seen us living in a state of some moral ambiguity as we (at least in the majority of council areas) have observed Australia Day. Regardless of where we sit on the question of “should Australia Day be another day”, we are all at least aware of the clash of cultures which in many quarters goes unacknowledged: the fact that the original inhabitants of this country never ceded their sovereignty, and that for many of them, the 26th January is a reminder of how deeply wounded their people are in the wake of the white man destroying their way of life, and taking their country from them. The news reports I saw featured interviews with people on both sides: those who dismiss the claims of the Aboriginal peoples, and those who are passionately committed to protest until there is Treaty (and a change of date for Australia Day). Whereever we fit on that spectrum, undeniably at play here is an historic clash of culture in which the seedy underbelly of power is revealed for what it is, and the question of authority is at stake. (Namely: who has authority over this land? Who has assumed authority over this land? Who’s telling the story? How is power being used/misused? All questions that need to be asked.)

Sometimes I marvel at how apposite the lectionary readings are for a particular day/season. Today’s readings reflect on culture-clash, and where power and authority are vested. In the first reading, Moses is giving instruction to the Israelites as they enter the Promised Land after wandering for 40 years in the desert. We need to remember that this story was likely composited by an Israelite living in Babylon after the exile in the 400s BC. The warning Moses gives about God raising up a prophet to follow in Moses’ steps, and about not listening to false prophets, and about the consequences of listening to false prophets ring hollow. The people listened to false prophets, prophets associated with the idols of the Canaanite peoples they were supposed to wipe out as they invaded the Promised Land (that’s another questionable narrative of power and culture-clash). They didn’t do as God had asked, and broke the covenant of putting God first in all things, and so faced exile. They invested the narratives of the false prophets with authority, and ceded their power to deities other than the God of Israel, and so faced the consequences. Moses is warning the people here to be aware of the culture clash when they cross the river, and not to be sucked in by the allure of paths other than the love of God.
The gospel reading has Jesus establishing or reestablishing that same dichotomy as Moses. This “prophet raised up like Moses” takes authority teaching in the synagogue to the point people were astounded. He assumes authority in his preaching, but also in dealing with the forces of evil. Whatever we think of demon-possession—and let’s be frank, the ancient world had no concept of mental illness or other physical conditions which contribute to that behavior—the symbolism of Jesus’ action applies on a number of levels of culture clash. This is Jesus’ first public act in Mark. It follows through from the story of the temptations, setting Jesus’ ministry, the establishment of the realm of God against the power of evil. At the same time, there’s a socio-political dimension: the evil and darkness (demon-possession) is parallel to the invading, occupying power of the Romans in the surrounding countryside. “Have you come to destroy us?” the demons ask, as though this were the invasion of light driving out the darkness. The thing is, Jesus’ authority, his power, sets people free, sets people back on the path of loving God and loving others as they love themselves. In him, the world is righted, and power and authority flow the way they were created to do: to empower and heal and authorize and bring justice and freedom. In him, the allure and glitz of other paths is revealed for what it is: tawdry imitations of the real thing.
It’s a case in point that by the time Paul’s writing to the Corinthians, the Christian community has returned to the petty plays of power Jesus eschewed. The second reading continues Paul’s conversation with the Corinthians about whether Christian people can eat food sacrificed to idols. The culture-clash Paul’s worried about here is not the one the Corinthian Christians are hung up about; they’re worried about the culture-clash between being a follower of Jesus the Lord, and being in a society where eating of a sacrifice made a person one with the sacrifice offered to another god or lord. Paul’s saying: hey, the culture clash you should be worried about is closer to home: the idols you make for yourselves of your knowledge and “righteousness” which causes others to stumble. The important thing, Paul says, and the thing to put first is not knowledge which puffs up, not “I’m better than you, or my course of action is more virtuous than yours because I *know better*”, but rather love. In saying this, he throws the focus for how power and authority are negotiated in the midst of culture-clash onto what is the truly loving thing to do here. Don’t be sucked in, he says, by the allure of paths other than the path of love of God and others as you love yourself. 
Place Jesus at the centre of our lives because in him all cultures find a point of unity in the call to love God, love others as we love ourselves. Jesus is the one in whom God’s realm is embodied and released. He wants to share that with us, to give us that freedom too. In him the culture-clash between the uncreated God and created reality is overcome: in following his way, so our clashes of culture—which really are about who has power over others, and who has the authority to wield it—find resolution. Jesus at the centre of our imagination. Jesus as companion and brother and friend. Jesus in the Eucharist, in the face of each other, in the deep words of Scripture. Jesus as our inspiration to live his way, in him. Jesus in us, so that we too embody the realm of God. Jesus as God’s power and authority—not us, not our knowledge, not our sense of fear which leads to a desire for control, and to lord it over others. Jesus, who shares God’s power of limitless love and self-giving with us, and who tells us not to judge others, because God’s mercy is the true judge. Jesus, whose given-power is shared with us to empower others, whose authority over evil is shared with us, and who sends us out to empower and share with others the freedom and light and justice he brings.
Mother Theresa’s prayer, seeing Jesus in her.
St Patrick’s breastplate:

Christ be with me, Christ within me, 
Christ behind me, Christ before me,
Christ beside me, Christ to win me,
Christ to comfort and restore me.
Christ beneath me, Christ above me,
Christ in quiet, Christ in danger,
Christ in hearts of all that love me,
Christ in mouth of friend and stranger.
The Lord be with you


And also with you.
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