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Ephesians 4.1-16

John 13.1-5

I wonder if you know the children’s rhyme about going on a bear hunt.  In it the children repeat the words after the leader of the group. The group meet a series of obstacles and dangers – long grass, deep water, squidgy mud and so on.  Eventually they find the bear and run all the way home again.  I wonder if we could rehearse the rhyme now – but with slightly different words.

We’re going to do some ministry

We’re going to do some ministry

I’m not scared

I’m not scared

I think some of you are, actually.  But if you’re not, that’s excellent because fear is a great enemy of good ministry (but that’s another sermon).

It’s a beautiful day

It’s a beautiful day 
Oh – a problem

Oh – a problem

Can’t go over it

Can’t go over it

Can’t go round it

Can’t go round

Have to go under it

Have to go under it

It’s the Jesus Way.

It’s the Jesus Way.  

It’s a wonderful calling to exercise ministry in the life of God’s church.  I thank God for every person here this morning who is being commissioned and authorised for ministry.  This is a group of people who have been given gifts by God for the building of his church.  
Some are called to be Readers, given the responsibility today to preach the word of God in congregations and communities and to teach the faith.  Some are called to be Pastors, to minister the love of Christ to those in need.  Some are called to be Children’s Ministers: to care for and to teach and to paster the youngest members of our community.  Some are called to be Worship Leaders: to lead the people of God in God’s praise week by week.  

These are high callings and we will pray for you today that God will fill you with the Holy Spirit and bless you and that you will find great joy and fulfilment in your ministry and bear much fruit in many different ways.  Thank you so much for all you have offered and will offer. 

But there is one thing for sure you will encounter in Christian ministry whether you are a childrens minister, a Reader, a Pastoral Worker, a Worship Leader, a bishop or any other kind of minister.  Most weeks you will meet problems on the way.  It will not be plain sailing.  

When you meet those problems in Christian ministry, most of the time you will not be able to go over them.  That’s to say, it won’t work to boss people about and lord it over them and tell them what to do.  I’m a Reader in this church so jolly well do it my way.  Most of the time you won’t be able to go round the problem either.  Avoiding problems just stores up trouble.  Most of the time you will need to find a way to go under the problem – to take the road of humility, the way of Jesus Christ.  

You have great gifts to offer in different ways.  You have a lifetime of experience to offer.  You have received some excellent training and our thanks today to those who have helped you prepare.  But can I commend to you all on this day, when you meet problems or setbacks or difficulties in your ministry, try and find a way under them.  Take the way of humility.  Take the way of Jesus Christ.  Let me commend to you the example of the Lord Jesus Christ.

In the upper room, Jesus is facing the greatest challenge of his ministry.  His arrest and trial and crucifixion lie ahead.  He has gathered with the disciples for one last meal.  During this meal he will institute the Eucharist which we will share in today.  During this meal, according to John, he will share his heart with his friends and give them vital instructions and grow them into a new community, the foundations of the church.  

Yet the disciples themselves are at their worst.  They are tired.  They are frightened.  They are at the very end of their energy.  They are on edge with each other.  

What does Jesus do?  He does not try to go over the problem.  He doesn’t tell them off or tell them to get their act together.  He does not try to go round the problem and ignore it.  He finds a way to go under it: to take the way of humility.

The Son of God, on the last evening of his life on earth, takes off his outer garments.  He takes a towel and a basin of water.  He washes the feet of his disciples.  He offers them an act of simple kindness and love.  He offers them practical refreshment.  But, of course, there is much more going on.  He offers them a pattern for their ministry.  He offers them the best lesson in problem solving and breaking deadlock they will ever receive.  He offers that lesson to every generation of Christian disciples and Christian ministers.  He offers it to you.  

Faced with problems, challenges, questions and difficulties in ministry, Jesus always takes the way of humility.  It becomes also the way of the cross.

Reflect for a moment on the different lessons wrapped up in this simple action.  

Jesus washing the disciples feet is, first a lesson in initiative in ministry.  Jesus will not allow a problem to fester.  He will think of a creative solution.  He will make the first move.  As I license and commission you this morning I am commissioning you to be people of initiative in the life of the church: ministers who will lead, who will not sit back when there are problems, people who will see the need to do something and take the first steps.

Jesus washing the disciples feet is second a lesson in practical service in ministry.  Loving service in families, in the church and in community is often a way to unblock what is blocked.  That will often mean rolling up your sleeves, getting your hands dirty, doing the jobs that no-one else wants to do.  If you want the PCC to release more resources for childrens work, or for the music group, if you want livelier worship songs, then make sure you are there when the Hall is spring cleaned or the toilets need decorating or the glass needs sweeping up.  God has not much use for prima donnas.  God calls servants and team players and foot washers.

Jesus washing the disciples feet is third a lesson in forgiveness in ministry.  The foot washing and the water is a symbol of baptism.  That’s the meaning underneath the dialogue between Jesus and Peter.  When the feet have been washed, Jesus tells them they are to wash one another’s feet.  That is a call to service.  But it’s also a call to forgive one another, over and over and over again, seventy times seven times.

Most of us find it pretty difficult to work with other people.  It’s impossible without the ability to forgive each other.  Forgiveness in a team is like oil in an engine.  Without it, things sieze up completely.  Be the first to forgive someone else.

Jesus washing the disciples feet is fourth a simple lesson in hospitality, in treating others like guests.  The basic lessons of Christian ministry are very simple.  Welcome people into your home.  Eat meals with them.  Get to know them.  Build them into community and build them up in faith.  But to do this means you need to become a servant to your core, like Jesus.  

It often happens that after a commissioning to ministry like this, God will challenge you not with some great and grand opportunity but with a simple opportunity for service.  Perhaps the person doing the coffee tomorrow at church won’t turn up.  Perhaps someone will need a lift home.  Perhaps there will be a silly row about nothing.  

And perhaps a little voice will say in your ear: you don’t need to bother with that now.  You’re a Reader.  You’re a Pastoral Worker.  You’re a bishop.  Whenever you hear that voice, remind yourself of Jesus in the upper room.  Remember the towel and the basin of the water.  Take the initiative.  Offer practical service.  Be the first to forgive.  Offer the welcome.  

The old song has it well:  ye’ll take the high road and I’ll take the low road.  

St. Augustine was a wonderful, scholarly bishop in North Africa and one of the great minds of his age.  I found these words in one of his sermons about taking the low road:   

“Construct no other way for yourself of grasping and holding the truth than the way constructed by Him who, as God, saw how faltering were our steps.  This is way is first, humility, second, humility, third humility.  And however often you should ask me, I would say the same, not because there are no other precepts to be explained, but if humility does not precede and accompany and follow every good work we do, and if it is not set before us to look upon, and beside us to lean upon, and behind us to fence us in, pride will wrest from our hand any good we do while we are in the very act of taking pleasure in it”

Augustine Sermon 61.4

I thank God for the gifts you have been given for ministry and for the way you are offering them this day for the building up of the Body of Christ.  

Offer those gifts after the pattern and example of Jesus Christ.  Become a servant leader in a servant church.  When you meet problems don’t try to go over them for that is the way of pride.  Don’t try to go round them because that is the way of fear.  Find a way under them, the way of humility, the way of Christ.  

And may God richly bless you in his service all your days.  Amen.  
