A sermon by Canon Maggie Guite
October 16th 2011   [Trinity 17, BCP] {Proper 24A, RCL}
Sermon to celebrate our Mission Action Plan 2008-2011 – preached with different  texts at 8 am BCP Communion, and 10 am Common Worship  Communion.
We’re familiar with the idea of individuals having a ‘vocation’ , though perhaps it’s only in relatively recent years that we’ve focussed on the idea  that a vocation isn’t a very specialized concept for some individuals only – the ones called to be clergy or members of religious communities, doctors, nurses or teachers. We’ve come to see that ‘vocation’, or a ‘calling’, is something that all Christians have: in a general sense, we’re all called to be faithful soldiers and servants of Christ; we ‘re all called to grow in the spiritual qualities of faith, hope, love; we’re all called to be lights in the world. But, more  specifically than that, we’re each called to be the particular person God made us to be – fulfilling our potential and using our gifts in a quite unique way. And that  individual calling will often, (but not always)  include pursuing a particular kind 
of career; it may include a vocation to being married - or not married; it almost certainly includes the call to be a friend and supporter to the particular people God puts around us (which often includes members of our family); and, very often, too, people also find the  shape of their vocation in what they do in the community outside of their paid work.
So, we each have a vocation which is as individual as we are, but which is enclosed within our general Christian calling to follow Jesus and travel towards heaven as part of God’s pilgrim people here on earth. Because we’re on a journey, we don’t necessarily discover our vocation, or every aspect of it, all at once – we may discover it, bit by bit as we journey on. We come to new  stages of our life when we find ourselves called to develop in ways we’d never suspected, and we discover gifts which we had never known were there
Today we’re starting a talent scheme, which, as you know, is a primarily fundraising enterprise for the church – but some of these thoughts about individual vocation fit in with it.  Part of being the unique person you are will involve having particular talents. And it may be that you could use some of these talents to raise some money for the church. After this service, Miles Elliott will be in the Narthex to distribute £5 notes to anyone who thinks they can invest them in  their hobby or skill, and raise more money with them by 27th November, Advent Sunday.
But, that’s just a very brief plug for the talent scheme. It’s not the main point of this sermon. Really, I want to go on now to think about another feature of vocation – the calling, or vocation, of the church as a corporate body. We heard about this in our reading from the Epistle:

[BCP – The whole of today’s  reading from Ephesians  (4.1-6) is about the general vocation of the church – to be a community of forbearance and love, united in faith and hope. It’s quite a tall order for any group of disparate people to follow this calling  – but if you were to read on in Chapter 4 of Ephesians , it becomes clear that Paul sees it as the necessary basis for  being an effective missionary  community; one in which apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers can arise – but  also a community in which everyone, in whatever way, has some share in what he calls ‘the work of ministry’ (Ephesians 4.12).]
{CW  - In his First Letter to the Thessalonian Christians (1.1-10), Paul overflows with thanksgiving to God for them. He tells them (v.4) that God chose them – which is tantamount to saying God called them, - and he remembers the practical outworking of their response to God’s choice and call: their ‘work of faith , labour of love and steadfastness of hope’. It was a church which, in general  terms, was being what it was meant to be.  And, as a result, it had an effect on others , encouraging and being an example to Christians elsewhere – and surely, to other people, too. For, as Paul says, ‘the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you’ (v.8). This sounds like an effective missionary community.}
All churches are called to model faith, hope and love. But, just like people, Christian communities have particular gifts and talents within them; they also exist among people with particular needs. What a church in inner city Sheffield is called to do and be,  will be very different from what the church here in Newnham is called to do and be, for example. And, indeed, we know very well that here in Cambridge churches have different characters, and different missions. One of the things which  can help us work together harmoniously, and not with a sense of competition for members , is to recognize that Great St Mary’s has one vocation, Holy Trinity  another , and St Mark’s a different one again…
With the idea that each church has a particular character and set of gifts comes the idea of trying – corporately as much as individually – to discern what God is uniquely calling us to; recognizing , that life for a church community  is a journey, just as much as it is for an individual; the Lord may be calling us, as a community,  to new discoveries and new tasks. In order to be faithful and obedient, we can’t keep treading the same old round of what we’ve always done in an unexamined way.  On examination, some of what we’ve always done may remain valid and obedient – but for new days, new developments  may also be needed.
So, this, obviously is where the whole concept of Mission Action Planning comes in – something which those of you who’ve been here for some time will be quite used to hearing me talk about. I’m sorry it’s an ugly term, and sounds like a bit of business strategy. But it’s really about trying to discern and map-out the church’s vocation. And, just as when you  try to discern God’s  vocation in your own life, trying to discern God’s calling in the church’s life needs a lot of prayer ,and also a sense of adventure. It’s an exciting thing to ask ‘what then should we do?’ , it needn’t  feel burdensome. In the words of the old prayer, God’s service is ‘perfect freedom’, because we serve him best in discovering who we really were made to be – as individuals,  and as a church. Discovering ourselves,  and discovering God’s call at the same time – what could be better!

In our own lives, when we’re trying to find our way forward, it’s good also to look back, and be thankful. To see how far God’s brought us, to reflect on what we’ve learnt, and what God has effectively used us for. Three years ago, when this church first wrote a Mission Action plan, the PCC decided to start it with a reflection on the kind of church St Mark’s is. We said then that we believed our vocation to be:
1) A church which nurtures thoughtful discipleship

2) A church which offers hospitality to its congregation and local community

3) A church which conducts mission through drama and other arts

4) A church which develops its members’ talents, and remains open to God’s surprises
We than set out a series of things we believed we were called to do to express this vocation. What we can celebrate today is how much of what we planned then has been achieved, and also how true to this vision of ourselves our church life has seemed to run over the last three years. To be sure, we haven’t done or been all that we felt we were called to: for example, we had hoped to increase the number of study and fellowship groups in the life of the church, because their members find them so valuable,  but the number remains nearly the same now as then; our pattern of offering ‘welcome lunches’ for newcomers hasn’t worked out with the frequency we challenged ourselves with in the plan, but when we have offered them, they’ve been lovely events, not only for newcomers, but also for church members. We haven’t  been able to fulfill the ambitious challenge of owning or managing a house to offer  reasonably priced accommodation to young people in Newnham, nor have we been able to kick-start a Newnham festival.  But we have developed our plant – both in the church building, in the car park  and in the Halls, to make it more welcoming and hospitable to the community; we have maintained and expanded our arts programme through the foundation of an Events Committee as we said we would, and we’ve have begun work on our church to make it more comfortable and flexible both for the arts and for worship. We have, as we planned,  held a Lent Course on Prayer, sharing our own members insights  as well as those of visiting speakers, and we’ve also instituted and maintained autumn post-coffee courses on issues to do with faith and life. All these things were in our Mission Action Plan, and for their achievement we thank God. And, of course, we’ve also continued with valuable forms of ministry which weren’t mentioned explicitly in the plan, because they were already part of the DNA of the church – visiting the elderly, holding Ploughman’s Lunches and summer tea parties for them, working  with children week in and week out. For these acts of ministry,  for the people who’ve been sent to us,  and the gifts which sustain them, we also thank God today. {During Coffee, there’ll be a chance to celebrate all that has been over the past three years, before we move on.}
But, move on we must, And your PCC will be going away together for a day on 11th November to sift through the many ideas we’ve received for a new Mission Action Plan, and your responses to them, to try and discern together the shape our vocation will take for the next three years.

I have no doubt that we shall build upon what we’ve already come to understand about ourselves, and what God wants us to offer to this place. But there will also be new challenges to address, and the insights  and gifts of  new people who’ve joined us over the past three years to incorporate into our planning. And there may be some areas where we congratulate ourselves for doing well – but in fact, God wants to challenge us to do better. Pray for the PCC over the next three  weeks, that we may be guided to see the truth and hear God’s call with accuracy as we write a new Plan.

For myself, as you know, I hope that our new plan will be more specific about being a church which seeks to grow  - not only in depth, but also in numbers. One in three churches today is growing – and we’re not just talking about the mega-evangelical churches, here. In fact it’s smaller churches which find it easier to grow. Surely what God wants to offer to our community through St Mark’s, he wants to offer to as many people as possible?

So, what are  the gifts we have to share, behind all the specific characteristics  and activities of  this church’s life? They are the great gifts of God’s grace, which truly can transform the lives of individuals and of our  community:  the gift of faith – in a God who loves us so much that he gave his only Son, so that whoever believes in him may have eternal life; the gift of  hope, poured into human hearts by the Holy Spirit, sustaining and upholding people in a world which often feels hopeless and without purpose; and above all, the gift of love – that gift which everybody needs, but so many lack, or  misunderstand. But we have learnt in Christ  that there is  an everlasting love which will not let us go, which drives out fear, and which pours out its life for us; and in Christ, we have learnt that loving like this can be the shape of our own lives, too – lives in which God’s particular calling can be discerned. 
