6th July 2008   
RELATIONSHIP AND CHANGE
New curate Andy Wolton's first sermon in the Benefice 
(for a microsoft word version click here) 
Readings : Romans 7.15-25a; Mat 11.16-19, 25-end   
It’s all about relationships and change.   
Preparing for my ordination last Sunday was, for a time, quite a daunting experience. Let me tell you, preparing to stand and talk to you this morning felt even more so!   A couple of years at College helps but it still doesn’t quite prepare you for how it feels to be giving your first sermon wearing one of these!  (Clerical collar)   
Changes.  Life was rather filled with those over the last few weeks.    
The goodbyes: Finishing off at College and saying farewell to good friends. Leaving the church where we had been worshipping. Moving house.   
The hellos: Meeting new people.  Being ordained. Starting work with Robin and the team.  Getting used to working from home.   
Relationships.  Experiencing the good relationships we’ve found here, within the leadership team and within the broader church and within the village. The spirit of cooperation in evidence at the Open Gardens weekend. The way the village got together at the carnival yesterday.  The way I’ve seen the schoolchildren and their teachers working together at the school.  The way that those I met at the Darby and Joan club encourage each other.  The musical welcome of the Choir working together. I could go on. There is a great sense of community in this place.   
So, before I say anything else, I want to say a big thank you to you all for the great welcome Jan and I have received here in Bures ever since we arrived.  Despite the changes, the relationships we are finding have made it all feel very much like a coming home.  You have given us a really good start and that has made it much easier for me to be stood here today.   
I’d also like to say thank you for helping me prepare what to say to you this morning. 
That’s because the two things I’ve mentioned already, relationships and change, turn out to be just the two things at the core of Jesus’ words in our Gospel reading this morning:   

Relationships: No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.   
Change: "Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. 

"Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light."   

Let’s start by looking at relationships.   
Matthew gives us a way of understanding Jesus’ relationship with God in Jesus’ words:  
I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children. Yes, Father, for this was your good pleasure.   
This is much more than any earthly parent/son relationship, however good. This is that perfect relationship which we find modelled only within the Holy Trinity. It is that Abba father, that daddy perfectly adored and trusted by the son.   
This is a unique relationship.  It is part of that relationship of the eternal three in one. 
Those who think themselves wise and understanding fail to see, but all is revealed to those who have the faith of a child. Yes, Father, for this was your good pleasure. 
It might or might not make sense to the world, but it is the Father’s gracious will;  the son, in his perfect relationship, gives thanks for it.   
We see the same elsewhere in Mathew’s Gospel, in chapter 4, when Jesus is being tempted in the wilderness and responds, "Away from me, Satan! For it is written: 'Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only' ", in chapter 6 in the words we know so well: "your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven" and in chapter 26 in the garden when he prays "My Father, if it is not possible for this cup to be taken away unless I drink it, may your will be done."   
What does that all mean for you and me today?  The answer is that we might not always understand it, but if something is God’s will we too should give thanks for it. He does know what is best for us. Now of course that does take a real, child-like, faith. Yet that is just what Jesus is encouraging us to have.   
The Jewish religious law-makers, the Pharisees, had tried to think their way into how to be holy. They knew scripture really well and believed that they could satisfy God through compliance with an ever more oppressive set of rules and regulations. This is that heavy burden which Jesus talks about. 
Unfortunately, we still tend to do much the same thing today. It is easy to feel that we have to be able to pray as well as someone else, or read our bibles as much as someone else, or do as many good things as someone else, or attend church as much as someone else. We pile all sorts of guilt on ourselves and carry its burden around with us wherever we go.   
Paul sees through all that in what we have heard today from Romans Chapter 7. He reminds us that the law had been given so that Israel might know what sin was and so behave differently from the world around them, but that it was only through God’s grace that they might stand before him. And he saw that this same grace was available to all through Christ.   
Jesus invited all to a relationship with himself with the promise that his burden is light.   
And I want to pause there a moment and ask you to think over one question. I’m not asking you to call out any answers or to discuss it now.  But just to think silently about this: have you always seen being in relationship with Jesus as a light burden?    
I ask because for many years I was pretty much convinced that Jesus demands so much of us that it would be impossible for me to follow him. Loving my enemy? Loving the most unlovable of my neighbours? The very idea of surrendering my own will? Giving up my Sunday mornings to go to church? Complying with someone else’s set of rules? All that seemed really unattractive, so I steered clear. If there was a God he seemed to me, at that time, to be both distant and very demanding.   
It was only when I learned through some Christian, but perfectly normal, imperfect, people that it is not all about rules but about love and grace that I started to see it differently:  to see them as people who had a real relationship with God, people who talked with him in prayer, people who leaned on him, people who loved him and wanted to please him.   
Very many of you will have known that loving relationship for all of your lives.  It is something you have grown up with.  
Some of you will have discovered it later as I did and found yourselves drawn to take a small step toward God, then found him running down the hill to gather into his arms another, much loved but long-lost child.    
Many of those Christians I was talking about could talk in educated terms about the bible, but their faith was not dependent on any clever wisdom or understanding.  It was rooted in a child-like preparedness to trust that God is the God of loving relationship, that loving relationship with all humanity that we can see revealed throughout scripture, the life, death and, wonderfully, the resurrection of Jesus Christ, and through the experiences of the church over the centuries, a loving relationship that wants each of us to grow in our faith and trust and is not interested at all in comparing us with others, a loving relationship that knows what is truly right for each of us and will nudge and prompt us toward that, but will continue to love us even when we fail to respond, a loving relationship that desires most that we enter into that relationship in the first place, is overjoyed when we do, and will never let us go.   
And I reckon that, given a choice between that and some idea of rules and comparisons that just pile up guilt and pressure, Jesus offers a truly light burden!   
So, what’s the link between relationship and change?   
Any good relationship brings about change in us as we seek to please the other.  I attended a wedding here in church yesterday and Jo’s talk contained a reminder that marriage is not about how the other will make you happy, but, instead about how you make the other happy.   
As Christians, modelling ourselves on Christ does not mean seeking to have God make us happy, but, out of love of him, it means our seeking to make God happy.  Getting to grips with what he desires and doing all we can to do that, out of love for him.  If that means doing something that is difficult for us we can still do so joyfully, because we know that we will find our joy in doing his will.   
So that relationship has been the continuing catalyst for the changes in my life that have led me to being here, wearing a dog collar, and talking to you this morning. Those who have known me for a long while will tell you of the changes they have seen in me, of how I have grown.  But, just in case you are beginning to think that the new curate is all saintly and especially holy, those who have known me for a long while would also tell you of the mistakes I have made along the way. tell you of how I have had to rely on God to see me through some difficult times, many of my own making, of the laughter yes, but of the tears too.  They will tell you that I am not perfect, but that I have changed and am much more than the man they knew ten years ago - all because of a relationship with God made possible through Jesus Christ, a relationship which we will never deserve but is freely given when we enter into a child-like trust.   
Let me pull all this altogether.   
It is all about relationship and change.   
Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. 

Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.   
To put it really simply:   
The burden is light because it is one of relationship, not rules.   
Loving God means we want to please him and we change as we do that.   
And the changes bring us into better relationship with others.   
I’ll say it again:   
The burden is light because it is one of relationship, not rules.   
Loving God means we want to please him and we change as we do that.   
And the changes bring us into better relationship with others.     
So, if someone asks you what it means to be Christian, try telling them how it is all about relationships and change.   
Who knows what new relationships might emerge from it and what changes they might bring?    
Amen
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