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I count it as a real privilege of my ministry to share in your own preparation for ordination as deacon and priest and to offer you something which I hope will be helpful and challenging now and in the years to come.  

The most worn pages in my NRSV bible are the middle chapters of 2 Corinthians.  I must have read them many times.  In these chapters, Paul reflects on the joys and the challenges of Christian ministry.  

The Corinthians are in various degrees of spiritual danger.  They are a divided church.  Some appear ready to give up the faith altogether.  Some are listening to other preachers and teachers.  Paul is compelled to commend his own ministry to them.  This is one of a number of passages where the apostle sets out his own life and practice as an example to other Christians and to future ministers.  

“We are putting no obstacle in anyone’s way so that no fault may be found with our ministry” (2 Corinthians 6.3).  The Greek word used there for ministry is “diakonia”.  Diakonia, as I trust you know is a wonderful New Testament word which lies behind the work deacon.  It embraces the ideas of both service and evangelism:  the incarnational witness and embodiment of the love of Christ.  As the Common Worship ordinal puts it, to be a deacon is to be “an agent of God’s love in the world”.  

Those of you who are to be ordained deacon tomorrow might therefore pay particular attention to this passage therefore.  But those of you who are to be ordained priest might also want to remember that your ordination as priest in the Church of England does not cancel out your ordination as deacon.  Too many behave as if it does.  The call to be a servant, an evangelist and an agent of God’s love in the world remains alongside and within your call to priesthood and is a foundation of all future ministry.  

Paul continues:  “but as servants of God (literally deacons of God) we have commended ourselves in every way”.  

And then how does Paul commend his own diaconate?  What lies at the centre for him of being a deacon of God and for God.  Surely, we might think, he would commend his ministry for his preaching and the numbers converted through his ministry?  Not at all.  Then it must be for the churches he has planted.  Not really.  Then it must be for the great miracles he has performed.  Not at all.  Perhaps it is for scholarship and learning and the commentaries he has studied or written.  By no means.  

For what then does Paul commend his ministry.  He sums it up in one word and that work is endurance, hypomene in the Greek.  It makes a powerful New Testament word study.  It is the word I want to set at the centre of my charge to you this evening.  The centre of your call in ministry is to endure – to persevere – to keep going mile after mile after mile – to see your ministry for the kingdom of God  and your priestly service of God’s church as a long distance calling.  This is not a sprint but a distance race.  

For many years I misread 2 Corinthians 6 and I saw the word endurance as simply the first quality in a long list of qualities for which Paul is commending his ministry.  That is how the NRSV punctuates the passage.  Then one day I read it much more carefully and closely.  And I realised that the term endurance is not simply first item on the list.  It is actually the heading for the entire list which follows.  

The term “through great endurance” is then followed by a very carefully constructed passage.  The long lists of words fall into three groups of nine qualities.  The list taken together is actually the most detailed unpacking of what it means to endure and to keep going in Christian ministry anywhere in the New Testament and I commend it for careful study.  

The first group of nine qualities is challenging.  These are all difficulties of different kinds.  The Christian minister is called to keep going first of all through every kind of hardship:  not to give up but rather to persevere:  in afflictions, hardships and calamities.  These are the general hardships which are part of the lot of all human life before Christ returns.  We will experience them.  Through beatings, imprisonments and riots.  These are the more specific hardships which Paul himself had to endure through the exceptional ministry to which he was called as an apostle and evangelist.  We may never have to experience them ourselves.  

But there will be trials and temptations and hardships specific to our own ministries, to our character or circumstances or the times in which we live or the parishes where we serve.  And we will have to endure those different kinds of hardship.  Jesus talks does he not of each us taking up our own cross.  

And the third group of three we might call the difficulties specific to ministry as opposed to the general difficulties of life.  Labours:  all ordained ministry is extremely hard work for the sake of the gospel.  Sleepless nights:  Paul refers elsewhere to anxiety on behalf of others and the churches as being part of the cost he bears of his call to be an apostle.  You will find also if you’ve not found already that anxiety is part of the cost of ministry however much you might try to avoid it.  Hunger I think better translated here as fasting.  Voluntary spiritual discipline undertaken on behalf of others which needs to form part of every mature Christian ministry.  

We are to keep going then through different hardships:  both general and particular and specific to ordained ministry.   That’s the first list of nine.

We are to keep going, in the second place, to persevere in growing in virtue and character.  Paul says in this second list that he has endured and persisted in these nine virtues which balance the nine hardships:

Purity, knowledge and patience.

Kindness, holiness of spirit and genuine love

It’s a very attractive list.

Truthful speech, the power of God, with the weapons of righteousness in the right hand and the left.  

The first six might be the virtues of every Christian disciple. The final three might be the particular grace of the Christian minister.  

By commending endurance in these things, Paul is I think reminding us in a very timely way that the call to ministry in the body of Christ is primarily a call to be good rather than a call to be learned or skilful.   

Goodness is a surprisingly rare quality in Christian ministers at least according to the Acts of the Apostles.  On several occasions in Acts, Luke describes different ministers as being full of the Holy Spirit or skilled in particular ways but only one person in the entire narrative is described as good (Barnabas in Acts 11).  

As we pray for the Holy Spirit to come and anoint and bless you at your ordination, we are praying that you will be given grace to be more than knowledgable or skilfull.  We are praying that the Holy Spirit will enable you reflect the character of Jesus and the fruits of the Holy Spirit in your life and that you will grow in these virtues not simply in the next few months or the next few years but that you will seek to grow in the likeness of Christ for the rest of your days.  You are called by virtue of your ordination, to persevere in virtue.  

And finally Paul goes on to commend the practice of great endurance in a further group of nine.  The final nine are more difficult to expound and unpack and really could be the substance of a whole retreat.  In them Paul describes what we might call nine beautiful and profound paradoxes of what it means to be a Christian minister.   

We are to keep going through the hard stuff and keep going in the good stuff.  But there are many circumstances in this profound and wonderful call to ministry in which the hard stuff and the good stuff combine in ways which are beyond our understanding.   It can be both bitter and sweet at the same time.  When we see clearly we are called to keep moving forward.  But we are also called to keep moving forward when we do not see clearly either.  

These are the nine beautiful and profound paradoxes in which you and I are to endure.  The first triplet focus on our reputation:

In honour and dishonour 

In ill repute and good repute 

We are treated as imposters and yet are true

Paul’s thoughts here feed in, I think, to Kipling’s famous poem, If, which some of you will know.  

The second triplet describe a contrast in how things seem to others to how they are within:

 As unknown and yet are well known

As dying and see – we are alive

As punished and yet not killed

The final triplet as much as any words in the bible carry the mystery and the glory of a lifetime dedicated to Christian ministry as deacon and priest:

As sorrowful yet always rejoicing – carrying within us at every moment compassion for the world and the joy of the resurrection.  

As poor, yet making many rich.  

As having nothing yet possessing everything.

The ministry to which you and I are called as deacons and priests is a hard and demanding calling.  Make no mistake about that.  It does not always look either hard or demanding but that does not affect the reality.  

For many years as Warden of Cranmer Hall I would talk to new students as they arrive and realise that some each year came to college knowing that they had very little to learn.  Training was an inconvenient interlude between selection and ordination.  They had been watching their vicar for years and they knew they could do a better job. 

By which they meant they had been watching the individual tasks he did – the sermons or the visits or the prayers and they thought they could do them better.  Which may have been true.  But the combining of these different tasks into a whole; and integrating that whole with a Christian character and a whole life which gives glory to God; and persevering in that calling and life and character through thick and thin, through different life stages; through the inevitable failures and habitual sins; through troubles; through virtue and through paradox that is a hard and demanding calling.  

And for that reason the Church of England gives to you as newly ordained deacons and priests this wonderful gift called a curacy.  A curacy is not primarily about learning specific skills or mastering theology.  A curacy is primarily a gift of space when you can take time to grow the habits and character in ministry which will enable you in the coming years to keep going and to endure and to play the long game.  Use it wisely and use it well.  

Ordained ministry is a difficult calling.  It has been difficult in every generation.  Paul tells us that.  But it is especially demanding in times of great change in the church and in our culture and we are ministers in such a time of change.  

Too many ministers approach their own ministry in a high gear:  lots of output to very little input; lots of working time to very little time off; lots of leadership but very little supervision; lots of giving out but very little taking in.  

As the hill of ministry gets steeper to climb, everyone who is ordained is needing to change down their gearing:  more input; more time off; more supervision and reflection; more taking in.  You would not attempt to drive a truck across the M62 in fourth gear.  In the same way you cannot approach ministry in 2009 in the same gear as 1975.  

So set your gears low and take time during the early part of your ministry to build the disciplines which enable you to flourish and prosper and to be fruitful through all of the long years ahead.  

God has called you to this wonderful and demanding ministry.  Rejoice in that call.  Rejoice in the gifts and graces he has given you and in the companions on the journey.  Rejoice most of all in the sacred mystery of the call to ministry which is expressed so beautifully by St Paul.

Sorrowful yet always rejoicing

Poor yet making many rich

Having nothing yet possessing everything.
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