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PREPARATION FOR DEDICATION SUNDAY, Part One

1 Samuel 16.6-13A & Matthew 4.18-22
Introduction

It’s part of human nature that we need to (re)dedicate ourselves regularly to the things that are significant in our lives. Our birthdays and anniversaries are in effect family dedications as well as occasions of thanksgiving. Whenever we (re)dedicate ourselves we remember who we are, why we’re here, and what we’re about. Such is what we do every year at about this time on Dedication Sunday.

In the broadest sense, dedicating ourselves to God is about (re)connecting our material existence to our spiritual being; or, to put it differently, about living out the spirituality of our lives through the material world in which we live. Today I want to talk about the implications of this connection in terms of your ministries.

Ministry

Our diocesan vision talks about “the ministry of all believers”, which is a huge change from the way most of you have probably thought about yourselves, which is that you come to church on Sundays, more or less regularly, and then go home until next Sunday. If you need anything in between – someone is sick, unhappy, or dead, or getting married, or needs a baby baptised - you call the clergy who will minister to you. In other words, you are a consumer of a religious product, largely. The diocesan vision, however, makes you a producer as well. That is the huge change effected in that first main point of the diocesan vision: from consumer to producer. The church is a community of producers.

Why is being a minister so important, and what does it mean? A general point first. As a minister you express your faith, you live it, you put your money where your mouth is, so to speak. Without ministery, it follows, faith is just an idea; with ministry faith is a lived reality.

Furthermore, when you minister you grow and develop, sometimes out of all recognition. Look at David in the OT reading: he starts his life as a shepherd boy and ends it as king of Israel. The change in him is produced by God, but it wouldn’t have happened if David had not co-operated with the movement of God in his life. This takes us to the heart of why ministry is important. Through it we grow into the life God wants for us. If we resist we stay where we are – in fact, we actively stop the development of God’s influence and presence in our lives. Because our church for so long has presented a consumer Christianity we see so many people attending church without anything to show for it – no biblical knowledge, no ability to share the gospel because they don’t even know what the gospel is even though they’ve attended church and listened to sermons for a lifetime. There’s no holiness, no difference to life compared with agnostics. All because of this passive, consumerist attitude.

So the church has consisted too often of ministers (the professionals) and congregation (those who sit in the pews), a situation which has often suited both parties: the clergy like it because it gives them malleable, easily-controlled laity, and the laity like it because it absolves them of all responsibility. However, a church like this doesn’t show God’s Kingdom and denies who we reveal ourselves to be as a eucharistic community. This is why the diocesan vision begins by asserting “the ministry of all believers” as the basis for Christian life.

So each of you is, in the eyes of God, a minister, which means someone who serves God and contributes to the coming of God’s kingdom on earth. This means that you give your self, your material being, to God’s service, which means your time, energy, presence, money; your mind, heart, and body. Now, as I’ve said many times, your ministry is in all the locations of your life: your home, to your spouse; to your children; to your friends; to and perhaps with your colleagues at work; to and perhaps with your playmates at your gym, cycling, running, or walking club. The question is not, then, whether or not you are a minister but rather what sort of minister are you?

Then, of course, there are ministries in the church. Again, all church members are, properly speaking, active members who contribute in some way or another to making the church an image of God’s presence on earth. Each of us has the inescapable ministry of simply being present. Someone said to me the other day what a different feel there was to the service when 400 people were more or less packed into this church a couple of weeks ago. This is the impact of the presence of each of us; when we’re not here our absence is felt even if it may not be noticed. After this ministry of presence, however, we all have a ministry according to our gifts. The more of us that exercise our gifts the stronger the church is and the more it shows Christ in the world. 

Let me give you an example. Currently we need lots more people to visit in homes, in a whole range of contexts, but mostly where people are sick or stuck at home. We currently have some dedicated people doing this ministry but our needs have grown way beyond our current capacity. To grow this capacity is critical if we are to be a loving community caring for people who need to be shown care. Traditionally this would have been the role of the clergy which meant that visits would be confined to what the clergy could manage. However, to confine this ministry to the clergy not only limits it to what one or two individuals can accomplish, but it also robs you, the baptized, of your ministry because there are some among you who are called to this ministry. If you don’t do it then you deplete your own development as a person as well as weaken the Body of Christ.

However, many people express fear about being ministers. “I’m not worthy”, or “I feel so inadequate”, or “I don’t know how to…” are frequent responses clergy hear when approaching people. There are four important things to be said about these common responses. First, it’s quite right to be feel inadequate but wrong to use that as a reason to avoid God’s call. God doesn’t call you because you’re worthy. He makes you worthy through the exercise of your calling, not in the sense of making you complete but rather in the sense of growing you. Second, it’s all about hearing God’s call which is the only decisive factor. Your faith must be that if God calls God will enable you. An important role of the traditional spiritual disciplines (public worship, prayer, Bible study, fasting etc.) is to help your spiritual hearing. Third, God will always call you into something new. If your idea of Christianity is that it provides a spiritual safety-net for you then you’ve not even begun to understand the faith you proclaim – a high wire stretched between two skyscrapers would be a better image of faith. If you don’t believe me look at David in today’s OT reading. Notice how nobody considered David as worthy in this line-up. He was the youngest and therefore the least, and was only a shepherd boy. But he was the one God chose. If you read his story you’ll see how a shepherd boy became Israel’s greatest king, but his qualities were qualities of character which God knew about and brought forth, even through his sins and in the worst periods of his life, even though they were invisible at this early point in his life. Fourth you need to have a vision of sharing in God’s work of “saving” the world – which means the same thing as “healing” the world (in Greek the two concepts overlap).

In summary: it may be said that all of us have ministries of three distinct kinds. First, in our daily lives; second our ministry of presence – in the world and in the church; and third, our gift-ministry in the Body of Christ. When we exercise these ministries we open our lives to the work of the Holy Spirit. Without exercising them, we close our lives to the work of the Spirit, even while we sit in church. Furthermore, these three dimensions of ministry are interconnected; you can’t have one without the others. I will expand on this below.

Tools for Ministry

What do we need, then, to fulfil our vocation as ministers?

First, to know the message. I’ve already indicated that as Christians we represent Christ. We cease to be private persons, just ourselves; we take on Christ much like the President of our country takes on his office and ceases to be just a private individual. Thabo Mbeki, wherever he goes, under whatever circumstances, represents South Africa. In the same way, we always represent Christ. 

It follows from this that I must know what to say about Christ, or I can’t represent him very well. Our Lent course earlier this year was called Understanding Your Faith and was intended to lay out the message we Christians bear. A good deal of our preaching has had the same intention. But the responsibility is yours alone to know the message you necessarily carry of Christ whom you always represent. Do you know what to say about him? We’re going to focus even more intensively on helping you in this regard next year, but whatever we do provide in the way of teaching will achieve little unless you participate actively in your own Christian formation. This means that you have to become a student of the Bible: if you don’t know the Bible you don’t know much; and you have to know the particular ways in which faith is expressed in your church.

Second, to know how to live your message. Because as a Christian you’ve taken on the person of Christ as part of yourself so that you are no longer just you but now Christ-in-the-form-of-you, because of this incredible change your message is not something you can learn off by heart from a text-book. Your message has content which you must know well and be able to explain clearly, but it has more than that. It has to come from the way you are, the way you live, the way you relate to others, and so on. That is why our Diocesan Vision talks of spiritual formation rather than spiritual education. You come to church, study your Bible, pray, minister, in order to be formed in the likeness of Christ. For this to happen you have to take responsibility for it. It is an activity in you which will happen only if you want it to. In this church, to give one example, we offer a monthly Quiet Morning as an opportunity to learn different methods of prayer and to be able to use them in depth. To learn to pray in the true sense (i.e., not just when you need something from God) is essential to opening your life to the presence of the Holy Spirit. Like any way of life, spiritual formation is not something one can do occasionally: it is a way of life which means it has to become part of one’s daily existence.

Third to know how to share the message appropriately. This is the hardest part of being Christ’s minister, the part that requires most thought, most training, and most practice. General guidelines involve learning to share the gospel rather than hit people over the head with it, and to build relationships with people which create opportunities for you to share your faith. But again, you have to see that sharing your faith is part of being a Christian. For years Anglicans have absolved themselves of this responsibility in a variety of ways – for example, by claiming that religion is a purely private matter and that sharing one’s faith is quite impolite, an infringement of people’s right to privacy. All this of course is sheer bunk! Christ came to change the world, a mission we share as his ministers. Once you’ve seen that as Christ’s Ambassador or ministers you must share your faith then you will want to be trained to do so.

Conclusion

I hope, then, that you will all be faithful to the threefold cord of your ministry: first the ministry of your presence; second your ministry in your daily life, and third your ministry in and to the Body of Christ. Please take the form you have and put onto it your ministries in your daily life. These will be manifold: spouse, parent, child, friend, neighbour, employee, colleague, and so on; but for the purpose of today’s exercise I want you to single out and write on your ministry sheet the single most significant area of ministry in your daily life. Then I want you to commit yourself to your ministry of presence here in the church; and finally to your gift-ministry, your contribution to the functioning and growth of the Body of Christ.
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