Jesus retreated to the fringes of the country.  Then he gathered a group of disciples.  Then he gathered large numbers of other people attracted by his powerful acts of healing.  And then, when he had enough people, he led them up the mountain and the words that he spoke take up the next three chapters of Matthew’s Gospel and they begin with the words, ‘blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.’
How do things change?
For long periods of human history, it looks like nothing is changing.  Systems of government and systems of international relations just carry on year after year.  Despite all the problems and contradictions, it seems like nothing can dislodge them.  And then, all of a sudden, the contradictions become too great, the tectonic plates shift and you are left wondering how the old ways of doing things managed to survive so long.
Mark Carney, President of Canada and former Governor of the bank of England gave a speech in Davos last week.  In his speech he retold a story told by Vaclav Havel, author, playwright, poet, dissident and former President of the Czech Republic.  Havel’s story was about a greengrocer who put a sign in his shop window every day that read ‘Workers of the World Unite!’  The greengrocer himself did not believe in the revolutionary power of the international proletariat.  Neither did many of his customers.  But every day he put the sign in the window because he thought it was the wise thing to do.  Until one day, he took it down.  And that was the day things began to change.
Mark Carney, in his speech, then went on to describe the world order that has existed for decades.  A world order that is ostensibly built on international law and a recognition of universal human rights.  A world order that promoted free trade, democratic rights and economic development.  A world in which the United States was the most powerful state by quite some distance but chose to work with the United Nations and other international agencies at least part of the time.


Carney said that for decades, nations like his, Canada and other nations, went along with this system.  Even though they knew it was a flawed system.  It didn’t really deliver the peace and justice that it claimed to be designed to do.  There were many parts of the world that saw neither peace nor justice.  But Canada and other countries like Canada did rather well out of the system, and so they pretended that the system was a good system and that it was working the way it was supposed to work.  And they went along with it.  And when they were called upon to support it, they supported it.  In other words, like Havel’s greengrocer, they put the sign in the window.  
And then Carney said, it’s time to take the sign out of the window.  And with that simple sentence and that simple image, President Carney has said that the world system we have been living with is no longer working.  In fact, it has never really worked the way we all pretended it was working.  We need a new system.  The time for change has come.  Change is already taking place.
No other country has been as fully committed to the world order run by the United States as our country has been.  Ever since 1941, the British state has been fully integrated into the United States system, economically and militarily.  As a result, no other country in the world is going to find it more difficult to break free of this system than our country.  Our economy and our security are extremely vulnerable as this old system breaks down.  The fact is that this system is no longer working.  Actually, it never worked the way we pretended it worked.  It served our purposes to go along with it.  But now, a time of change is forced upon us.  And it’s all rather frightening.  What will happen to us?
At the time of the life and ministry of Jesus Christ, the equivalent world system for that part of the world was the Roman Empire.  The seat of Roman power in that part of the world was Jerusalem.  The Jewish religious authorities operated in Jerusalem by permission of the Roman governor.  Beyond the city, the country was administered by client states and puppet rulers of the Romans much like the government of Venezuela is now a puppet of the United States.  One such puppet ruler was King Herod.  He executed John the Baptist.  And in response, Jesus left his territory and moved to Galilee which was under a different jurisdiction.  


Galilee was a fringe area.  It had never been a centre of power.  It was the ancient land of Zebulun and Naphtali, on the road by the seas, across the Jordan, a land of many ethnicities and no homogenous culture. You could say of its people that they sat in darkness and nobody would contradict you.
I wonder if something similar lies in our future as a nation?  Can we imagine a foreign power in direct control of London?  Maybe, some banana republic dictator running the home counties and then beyond that, fringe areas of contested power subjected to regular raids from the big power but not under their direct control.
Imagine if Yorkshire was one of those fringe areas.  And now imagine that Jesus was among us at that time and that he came to England and walked on our mountains green, in our green and pleasant land.  And imagine that he left the home counties after other prophets were arrested and came to Yorkshire, settling, in fact, specifically in Bradford.  
Bradford of all places!  You don’t get more Yorkshire than Bradford.  Bradford is also famous of course for its ethnic diversity.  Around a third of the populations self-identify as Asian or Asian British.  Imagine Jesus finding his twelve disciples in Bradford.  What would their jobs be, I wonder?  In generations gone by, it would have been textile workers of course.  But that industry is mostly gone now.  
The biggest employer in Bradford is Morrisons supermarkets.  The Yorkshire Building Society is another big employer as well as other banks and financial institutions.  What would the Bradford disciples look like?  And what would they sound like?  Strong local accents that seem strange to the rest of the country I expect.  And some south Asian heritage in the mix probably.
And then Jesus would set off on a tour of Yorkshire.  Leeds, Sheffield, Hull, Barnsley, Huddersfield.  He would go to them all.  And everywhere he went he would heal the sick and cast out demons.  Powerful and dramatic change.  And people would follow him, hoping to see more miracles, hoping to be healed and thirsting for the good news which he proclaimed.


And then, when he had collected enough people, Jesus would head off to the three peaks in the Yorkshire Dales.  And he would climb one of those peaks; Whernside or Ingelborough.  My hope would be that it was Pen-y-ghent.  And the Bradford lads would follow him up the hill, wearing trainers because they weren’t really hill people – they were from Bradford.  And there would be others making their way up Pen-y-Ghent strung out in a long snake like procession.  
Pen-y-Ghent isn’t that high but it’s a steep climb.  You really have to want to listen to Jesus if you go all the way up there.  And maybe that’s the point.  We’re leaving our old lives behind us.  We are looking at the world from a new perspective.  If you think you want to hear this, come up here with me.
And then when he got to the top Jesus would begin to speak.
And the first thing he would say would be: ‘blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.’ And the words would come tumbling out and people would listen and as they listened it gradually began to dawn on them that their lives would never be the same again.  All those things they had gone along with, even though they weren’t true, they would never say these things or think these things again.  They were hearing truth articulated for the first time.  And they recognised the truth.  And they saw all the other people nodding along with these words of truth.  And they knew the world would never be the same again.  Change was coming.  Transformational change.
And it was like it is every time change happens.  Once it has happened, people wonder why on earth it had taken so long.
Where do we locate ourselves in this story?  To help us do that I have had to imagine us experiencing this story in some dysfunctional future time.  It’s the only way really to imagine us living as part of a defeated and oppressed nation.  A time when everything has gone wrong and it feels like there is no hope that things will ever get better.


So where do we locate ourselves?  If Jesus had called us to be one of his Bradford disciples would we have left our desk at Morrisons or the Yorkshire Building Society to follow him?  Would we have come to him hoping for healing?  Would we have brought others, maybe sick friends or relatives?  Would we have climbed up Pen-y-Ghent to hear Jesus speak?  And how would we have reacted to the words he spoke that turned the world upside down?
Blessed are the Poor in Spirit – theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven!
How does this speak to our hopes?  How does it speak to our need for healing?  How does it speak to our sense of being called by God to build his Kingdom?
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