Sacrificial Serving Hamstreet 14th June 
Romans 5:1-8
Matthew 9:35-10:8
May …. 
Today it gives me great joy to be able to bless your new kitchen, which we will do after the creed. It seems very appropriate to state what we believe and then bless the kitchen which will help you to deliver that faith here at the Church of the Good Shepherd. As we will see, today’s readings were made for just such an occasion, I couldn’t have chosen better readings and yet the lectionary has dictated that we have these readings this morning. God is so good! As we will see, working for God, or mission as we often call it, may not be comfortable, may take us out of our comfort zones, and may challenge us, but it is God’s plan and he will walk with us.  
In the chapters and verses before our Gospel reading this morning, we see Jesus calling Matthew, the tax collector, the sinner, the despised one who collected the taxes which financed the lifestyle of the Roman Empire’s elite. We also see Jesus actively choosing the marginalised as he went about healing the sick, the women, the children, and all those who were seen as unimportant in a male dominated society. Jesus heals those who were blind, both physically and spiritually. He also casts out demons, and because of all this the Pharisees were getting very uncomfortable. Here was a man who was doing all this in God’s name and the Pharisees did not recognise God at work.  It threatened their authority, and they did not like what they did not understand. I used the present tense very deliberately, because Jesus continues to heal today. Our healing service in May was a time of great healing and blessing for several people. 
In our reading this morning Jesus went out “proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and curing every disease and every sickness. When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his disciples, ‘the harvest is plentiful, but the labourers are few; therefore, ask the Lord of the harvest to send out labourers into his harvest’.” 
Many of us here this morning will hear this call and be confident that God is not speaking to us. We may have family commitments, health restrictions, age restrictions, or other barriers to going out and sharing the good news of the kingdom. I can assure you that God is asking you do mission despite the commitments and challenges, and your new kitchen is going to be the opportunity that you have been praying for to do God’s work in this place. You may feel as if the labourers are few, but you are likely to be the answer to your own prayers. If you all play your part the new kitchen is going to open the door, literally and spiritually, to welcoming people into God’s kingdom by proclaiming the good news through food and hospitality. 
It may bring in those who are marginalised, people who are not like us, and we may feel uncomfortable, but we are called to do as Jesus showed us, to work with those who are not necessarily the elite of society, but who need a shepherd. This is the Church of the Good Shepherd, and the kitchen will offer you an opportunity to fulfil your mission in this place. These are the people that we have been praying for in our mission prayer, and whatever our personal challenges God can use us all. We all need to be open to how God is going to use us.
It might be that God is calling us to sit down, have a cup of coffee and a biscuit, and listen to people. Do not underestimate the power of this in today’s world, where people often seem too busy to listen. As you listen you can offer to pray with them, or for them, and you can invite them to church. You might want to offer them a Christian leaflet on feeling sad or anxious, feeling hurt, grieving or many other subjects which are easily available. The new kitchen is offering you an amazing opportunity to be God’s presence in this place.   
Some of us may not be young, but we do need to be open to the possibility that God wants to use us. I have always served God in different ways in the churches that I have been part of. However, I remained open to God asking for more, and when his call came to train as a priest, I was obedient. I am not special, and the road has not been easy, but it is because of God’s love and grace that I am here today and am being ordained on 4th July. You may think that you are not special, but God can use you and the same God by whose grace I am going forward for ordination will use you if you are willing to be obedient.  
There are many of you who are younger than me, some a lot younger. Have you considered the possibility that God is calling you into ministry? I was 57 and working four days a week when I started my training as a Licensed Reader. There are many opportunities to serve God, and to train in many small and some bigger ways. Are you open to God calling you to do more? St. Augustine’s College, where I trained as a Reader and now as a deacon, has online courses for independent students who are exploring theology and faith. They also do face to face training, people can choose. They will do show rounds to people are interested in attending the college. The number of people training there part time, just to learn more, is growing very quickly. You do not have to commit to full time training to attend.  
Having faith is enough, as Paul’s letter to the Romans reminds us. Paul says, “we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand.” As Paul says, “God proves his love for us in that while we still sinners Christ died for us.” God loves us, he also loves everyone in this church, in the community of Hamstreet, in our benefice and beyond. The new kitchen is an opportunity to show that love to all God’s people through welcome and hospitality. If your gift is music, or flower arranging, or art, all of these can be used to create a warm, and welcoming space, both physically and spiritually, for people. 
Jesus had compassion, and we are also called to have compassion. A cup of tea and a listening ear can do just that. We sometimes make the mistake of thinking that mission is too big, is someone else’s job, but we can all do mission. Being open and available to God and to those that he will bring here is all that is needed.  
I am a realist, we must be prepared to make choices which may include sacrifices of time, of ourselves, perhaps of money, and we might be called on to make choices between pleasing ourselves or serving God. The developing threat of the Pharisees is not the only challenge in today’s gospel that might make us uncomfortable. We see the first of the commissions in Matthew’s gospel, when Jesus sends out the apostles with the instructions to “go nowhere among the Gentiles.”  God’s mission was first to the Israelites, his chosen people. God is faithful to his covenant with Israel, but as we probably all remember there is the great commission at the end of Matthew’s Gospel which says, “go therefore and make disciples of all nations”. God will be faithful to us if we have faith in him, but he will send us out. 
Like the Pharisees there are many people today who do not like what they don’t understand, whilst others embrace all sorts of teaching without a second thought. I think both responses are equally challenging. 
We are called to be in the world but not of the world. John’s Gospel reminds us that if we belonged to the world the world would love us, but we do not belong to the world and God has chosen us. Paul’s letter to the Romans says, “Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” The letter to the Colossians says, “set your mind on things above, not on earthly things.” As we are in the world we need to focus on the matters of God’s kingdom. As the verse and the song say, seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness, and all these things shall be added unto you. 
The Pharisees did not recognise God at work.  It threatened their authority, and they did not like what they did not understand. That will be the same as we do God’s work today. Many of us work hard to build the kingdom of God in this place. We come together to worship God because we know that Jesus died for us. Jesus took our sins upon himself and paid the price for them, once for all. Our faith alone gives us access to God, who loves us and gives us peace. In my experience peace is in very short supply, in people’s lives, in communities, and in the world. As we seek to work for God, to serve God, to do mission in this place, we will both bring the peace that people are searching for and find that peace which passes all understanding. 
What is God asking you to do today, this week, and with your life? How is God asking you to serve him as we bless the new kitchen, which is a wonderful opportunity for us to serve God in this place. 
Amen. 
Kitchen blessing:
Loving Lord, bless this new kitchen, which has been built with the sole purpose of reaching out to our community and blessing them. Bless every cupboard, every cup, saucer, plate, piece of cutlery, pot and pan and every item found in this kitchen. Bless all the food and drink that will be prepared and served in this kitchen. Protect all those who use this kitchen, and as we serve you may we know that it is more blessed to give than to receive. May each and every person who uses this kitchen know your blessing as they come to this place. May all those who serve you in this place pass that blessing onto all those that they serve.
Jesus said, “when you enter a house, first say, “peace to this house”. We ask your peace upon this church, and particularly upon this kitchen today and forever. May all those who serve you here know your peace and may all those who come to this church experience the peace of God which passes all understanding. We pray that your presence will rest in this place. Fill this church and this kitchen with your Holy Spirit, so that we may share your gifts of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control with all those who enter this church and this kitchen. 
We pray that we will be able to welcome everyone who comes to this place as you welcome us, help us to build your kingdom here as we faithfully serve you in this kitchen which has been provided through your grace and mercy. Amen. 
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