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22nd September, 2002

St. Andrew’s, Fulham Fields

Thank you for the warm welcome into the parish on Thursday.   Jo and I have been privileged to have witnessed God’s grace working through his people here from our first visit to the present day (and long may it continue).  I hope that you will agree that the Licensing was a great success.  Many have commented upon the atmosphere of hope and expectation, helped by a sense of prayerfulness in the church.  The singing was beautiful and so were the words which we shared together as we renewed our commitment in Christ. 

And I would like to echo the words of the area dean, to congratulate you all for persevering with such gusto through the interregnum and surviving the pain of Fr. David’s loss and coming out of the difficulties with renewed hope.  It has been a collective effort and something you should all be rightly proud of.

So, much to ponder.  And the Bishop also gave us food for thought.  He spoke of his support for collaboration with others, of working for each other, celebrating our diversity and differences within the one body of Christ.  And this is the fertile soil in which I would like us to plant our vineyard.  

I believe that God calls all of us by name.  We have all been given gifts.  Church is about these gifts being used for God’s glory.  We don’t labour in vain.  Perhaps some of us feel that our gifts haven’t been recognised, others that there are no gifts to recognise.  Well perhaps that is my job as the foreman of the vineyard to discern, kindle and nurture the wealth of skills, beauty and talent which God has given to the labourers in this place. 

I personally feel very excited about the prospect of working with you to evangelise, to teach and learn, to worship and so to commit ourselves to Christ himself.

St. Paul says in his Letter to the Philippians, “for to me, living is Christ”.  So without Christ we are nothing.  The bishop said (and I don’t know whether he was speaking for himself or about Theodore of Tarsus), but that the single most important event in the lives of Christians is our baptism.  In the waters of baptism we die to the world but we are reborn in Christ.  So to live is to see Jesus, hear Jesus, touch Jesus, love Jesus.  All that we do, all that we are, is Christ.  So we have a wonderful responsibility.  Our baptism ensures that we become not just imitators of Christ, but that we become his earthly presence today.  And here we are gathered, his body, the church.   

So, let us, the baptised of Christ, priest and people, not forget what we committed ourselves to do last Thursday evening.  We promised to grow in our knowledge and love of our Lord, and to serve him together.  We resolved to share in the work of evangelism, becoming witnesses of the living Christ.  We committed ourselves to read the scriptures and to seek the truth together.  And finally we undertook to share in the joy of worship, to break bread together, and to pray for one another. These are serious yet joyful undertakings.  

We not only need God’s grace to inspire our work, but we need the support of each other.  It’s imperative that we love one another, otherwise our labours will be fruitless, the vineyard will be bare.  If we do not commit ourselves first to Jesus’ commandment to love one another, we will only reflect the world’s confusion back on to itself.  To disagree is healthy enough, we are all made differently, thank God.  But to cause division out of a lack of charity is to denigrate the work of Christ.  So please pray if you feel angered by someone that the Holy Spirit will work God’s love so to heal the relationship.  And remember that all things are possible in God’s love.  

I thought that it might be helpful for you to know where I am coming from in terms of my own commitment to Christ.  On my last Sunday in Solihull, I preached on one of my favourite topics (know doubt you’ll be hearing more about this in the months to come): lay development and discipleship.  I believe that my role as priest should focus primarily upon the education, empowerment and the building up of the people of God to become the priesthood of all believers.  This affirms our baptism, and it also confirms my priestly orders.   

So, I would like to share my personal creed with you, which I hope  will serve to establish the future direction of our community of faith.  Much wonderful work has already been done here, and now we all wonder what God has in store for us the labourers of his vineyard.

My creed is essentially a catholic creed, a creed which is a song of the heart.  And this is my song:

I believe in a church which gives opportunity for all to express their God given gifts and talents.  

I believe in a church which encourages people, all of whom are made in the image of God, male and female, poor and rich, white and black, young and old.

I believe in a church which is informed by tradition, but is not ghettoised by traditionalism.

I believe in a church which creates a sense of wonder and awe through its liturgy yet is not dour or regressive.

I believe in a church where Christ is at the centre and not committees or buildings. 

I believe in a church which supports each other, prays for each other, lays hands on each other and washes the feet of strangers at the door.

I believe in a church which believes in resurrection, where conflicts are resolved and differences are accepted as a part of life.

I believe in a church which uncovers the untruth from within and exposes it to God’s forgiveness.

I pray that through God’s grace, that you may share in this vision too, that we may work together with faith, hope and love, and encounter God in all that we do.  Amen.
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