

Soar Valley Minster Community
Isaiah 28:23-29 and 1 Corinthians 12
Wonder how you are feeling? Excited, daunted, curious, scared – all possibilities – and all ok! Odd if we all felt the same. 
Thank you for being here; being willing to explore this.
Thank you to all those involved in conversations over last 2 years – particularly the working groups who put together proposals. 
Thank you for the partnerships that have already begun – meetings of church officers; sharing of resources – first tentative steps of exploring this new approach to ministry.
I want to explore with you this evening all that’s involved in giving and receiving gifts. You are a gift to one another – I know we don’t always find it easy to think of ourselves as a gift to others – but even if nothing else comes from this evening, my greatest hope is that you will start to believe that you are a gift, that you have received many gifts from God, and that there are many more gifts to receive through the people and churches of this Minster Community.
The former Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams has written: “All of life is both gift and challenge, both endowment and responsibility.” So the Bible starts with the gift of life itself. Women and men created with the breath of God within them, created in the image of God, invited to live life in relationship with the Creator - an intimate relationship of love where, in a sense, we participate in the very life of God. And in addition, we’re given the gift of this universe, this beautiful and fragile world, and we’re given the challenge and responsibility of caring for it.
And so as the story goes on, we find God revealed as one who continually give gifts, one who is always giving but never empty, a God who pours out life, his own life, a self-giving God. A Father who gives his Son, sending him into the world that we might receive grace upon grace. A Father who gives gifts to his Son, supremely the gift of his Spirit - the dove which rested on Jesus at his baptism, a sign of the Spirit. St Augustine called the Spirit the ‘bond of love’ between Father and Son, and it is this same Spirit who is then given to us - to ‘bind’ us to the Father and the Son.
So in our reading from 1 Cor 12 we hear Paul speaking about the variety of gifts given to each one of us by the Holy Spirit. Some of the language may sound strange to us – I’m not going to unpack it all this evening – that might be a good first Bible study for you to do together some other time. But you’ll be familiar with the picture. Each of us is one part of a single body – every part has its own unique role to play in the wellbeing of the whole body. If one part isn’t functioning properly, the whole body is unwell. 
So my first question to you this evening, is a very simple invitation to each one of you to consider your role within this new body of the Minster Community. What part might you play? It might be a formal role in the oversight group or ministry team – which I’m shortly to commission. Or it might be an informal one to do with practical support or encouragement or prayer? In the church, we often refer to this sort of question as one of “vocation” or “calling” – what is God calling you to be and to do? And one of the primary roles of clergy is to help people explore their vocation. So if you haven’t had a “vocational conversation” with a member of clergy recently, tonight would be a good time to start that conversation.
My second invitation is to each church community within this new Minster Community. And it’s the question of what is your collective gift? We’re perhaps familiar with thinking about our individual gifts – the person who is gifted as an artist or musician or writer or gifted at a particular sport. We’re less used to thinking about collective or community gifts – but that is also at the heart of the Minster Community process – we’ve been asking questions such as “who are you as a church? Who do you serve? What’s the nature of your community? What’s your particular contribution to the wider body of Christ?”
I’m struck that our first Bible reading from Isaiah is all about farming. I confess it didn’t mean a lot to me when I first read it – I know very little about ploughing or harrowing the ground – and even less about growing cumin or dill – and I had to look up in a dictionary the word “spelt” – it turns out that it is a particular species of wheat. But Isaiah could use this language because he was speaking to a community of farmers. So when he talks about not threshing the grain for ever, and not driving the cart and horses over it so it is pulverised – he is speaking of God’s treatment of his people – God may have to “thresh” the people – a painful process – but he will not crush them. God is the expert farmer.
Perhaps that is what God is doing with the church today – a process of threshing – detaching the grain from the stalk – but God will not ask us to do more than we are capable of – God will not crush us. 
So, you may not be a community of farmers – but you will have other gifts to share with the other church communities in the Minster Community. And that’s my second invitation – be clear about who you are, and your particular gift as a community – and then you can engage confidently with the other communities, ready to give and receive, so all can flourish.
Finally, I hope you will all be confident in the greatest gift of all – the gift of God’s love shown supremely in God’s Son Jesus Christ. It is as we embody this love, and as it overflows from us to all around us, that we fulfil our purpose as the body of Christ here on earth. And it’s my sincere and very specific prayer that you will show this love and care to the children and young people of your communities. I’ve said all along that I want schools to be at the heart of every Minster Community. That’s not been easy during the formation process – schools are busy places and they can’t be involved in lots of planning meetings. But now that you are formed and exploring your joint calling as a Minster Community – I hope you will seriously consider how to put children and young people at the heart of all you. They could just be the gift that rejuvenates the whole body.
‘All of life is gift and challenge’ said Rowan William, so tonight I challenge you all to receive God’s gift and then to pass it on, exchange it, give to others. 
There’s much more that could be said about the way God gives and receives gifts. And there’s much more that could be said about how we can imitate God in giving and receiving gifts. But tonight is a good time to give thanks to God for the gift of one another, both as individuals and communities. And it’s a good time to begin to look forward to explore new gifts and new possibilities.
On a personal level, I thank God for all of you, for the gift you are and the gifts that you have. May you grow together as you go on exchanging gifts and serving a world of need. 
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