2nd May 2010
It’s a Gift

Readings:

Ephesians 4:1-16

As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to one hope when you were called—one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all. But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it. This is why it says: "When he ascended on high, he led captives in his train and gave gifts to men." (What does "he ascended" mean except that he also descended to the lower, earthly regions? He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe.) It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ. Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work. 

Luke 10:1-3, 17
After this the Lord appointed seventy-two others and sent them two by two ahead of him to every town and place where he was about to go. 
He told them, "The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. 
Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field. 
Go! I am sending you out like lambs among wolves.

The seventy-two returned with joy and said, "Lord, even the demons submit to us in your name." 
Sermon
Murray explained last week how we might view church not as a mechanical organisation, but as a living organism.  Paul’s letter to the Ephesians reminds us that the church is a living body.  Seeing church as a living thing helps us to think about making sure that we feed it properly and keep it healthy.  Last week Murray explained how we can do that through providing the right sort of leadership. It was rather like a gardener making sure that each plant ended up in a place and type of soil in which it would thrive almost by itself. 
This week we are going to consider how the use of our individual gifts might keep us, the living body, the church, fed and healthy and thriving. 
To put that into the context of a garden, my gift is that I can work pretty well with machines and sharp things. If I can be using a lawnmower or a strimmer or a leaf blower, or a pruner or a saw, then I’m in my element and happy as Larry.  My wife, Jan, on the other hand, is great with the soil and plants. If she can be using a trowel or her bare hands or a watering can, then she is happy.  Everything in the garden is lovely.  Swap us around, there’d be dead plants left, right and centre, a broken lawnmower abandoned in long grass and probably tumbleweed blowing across it all.

We are each gifted in different ways. Make us do the things we are not gifted at, then we don’t do them well and we get frustrated.  We all know it, but it’s worth the reminder: if we’re to thrive, we need the satisfaction of being able to use our gifts well.  

Let’s take that famous evangelist, Billy Graham.   There’s a story that he got off an aeroplane in the States not long ago, and was escorted to the waiting limousine. Instead of getting in, he made an unusual request of the driver. 

"I've always wanted to drive a limo," he said. I'm in my 90s now, but I'm still pretty good behind the wheel. Would you please let me drive to my hotel?"


The driver thought for a moment, and then replied: "Sure, it’s late and there’s almost no traffic."

Billy Graham was thrilled and settled into the driver's seat.  The chauffeur made himself comfortable in the back and gave directions for the journey. 

The drive was going well, until Billy heard a siren and saw flashing lights in his mirror. He slowed, stopped and wound his window down. 
"Is there a problem, officer?" 

"Well, yes, sir" says the young policeman. "You were doing 60 in a 40 mph zone.  Let me see your licence, please".
Well, Billy Graham truly hasn’t seen the change of speed limit, and that’s just what he says. Meantime the policeman has read the name on the licence and recognised who he’s talking to,

so he steps away a few paces and radio’s control. 

"I know I’m supposed to uphold the traffic laws, but can I make an exception for someone REALLY important?" 

  "Why, do you have someone like that?" 

"Oh, yes." 

  "Is he as important as the governor?" 

"Oh, he's more important than the governor."

  "Is he a Congressman then?"

"No, he's more important than a congressman."

   "You don't mean to tell me you’ve stopped the president??"

"No, he's even more important than the president!"

The supervisor runs out of suggestions and asks, “who is it then?" 

"Well," says the policeman, 
"I can’t see him properly but I think he might be Jesus, because Billy Graham’s the chauffeur!"

Problems and confusion always arise when we try to do things we’re not gifted at. Billy Graham has been an evangelist, not a chauffeur.  
But, Billy Graham has had a remarkable gift as an evangelist. And he has used that gift in just the way that Jesus required 
Billy Graham ventured out into an often hostile world, even into that oppressive world that once lay behind the Iron Curtain, very much one of the few workers seeking the harvest in that field, very much a lamb among the wolves. Yet, undoubtedly returning filled with joy at all that came from that labour.

But remember, each of us has our own gifts, our own part to play. And, if we truly are one body, then our part is just as important.  The jigsaw is not complete without us.

Ephesians Chapter 4 explains that,  whatever our gifts, they have been given ‘for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ’.  

We all have a part to play.
The trouble is that we can end up believing that we don’t have gifts that can be used this way. In that respect we can ‘remain infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming’.

Or, when we do know that we have gifts to use, we can end up squandering them by taking on tasks where they don’t get used.  We end up doing something we’re not gifted for,  don’t do it very well and get so worn down and frustrated that we no longer believe that we have gifts to contribute.
Or, sometimes, we can choose not to acknowledge our gifts for fear that we might have to use them. We end up a bit like the man who, given money to look after on behalf of his master, just buries it.  And, if you remember can that parable of the talents in Matthew 25, the returning master does not think much of those who fail to use what he gave to be employed on his behalf. 

But, whatever our situation, we do all have our gifts. We are all parts of the same living body, the church. And we all have something to contribute to its work. 

It doesn’t matter whether we’ve been part of church since we were a child, or whether we’ve only started to come in the last weeks or months. God has given us gifts that He wants us to use. So it is important that we find out what they are and use them.

Of course, ever since I mentioned gifts, some of you have been thinking about presents you’ve got to buy, or the new shop in Bures, or even gifts you hope to receive. If that’s you,.. welcome back! Where we’ve got to is this: 
We do all have God-given gifts.

God wants us to use them for his work. 
And we have to beware of taking on tasks that he has not equipped us for. 

Our gifts are the big clue to the tasks we should take on. 

What we need to do now is start putting some names to the sorts of gifts I’m talking about.

There’s perhaps two sorts. Those that are very clearly the work of the Holy Spirit. And those that people might call ordinary, or natural.
The Holy Spirit sort are those you can read about in 1 Corinthians 12: 8-11:  the message of wisdom, message of knowledge, especial faith, healing, miracles, prophecy, distinguishing between spirits, speaking in different kinds of tongues, and the interpretation of tongues.  

Those are indeed gifts of the Spirit to the church and I thank God that they are. If you are blessed with any one of them, then you know that you have been equipped to do a particular part in building up the church through them.  They are part of the work of the Spirit in the church. A part of being one, balanced and healthy, body. A part of the jigsaw.

But what about those so-called ordinary or natural gifts I mentioned?

Have a look at the extract you’ve got on your sheets. It’s from a Dorset parish diary of Rev Oliver Willmott. 

‘Nothing but praise is heard of the Mothers' Union Festival held in Loders on Midsummer Day. Mothers of the Bridport Deanery packed the church right up to the altar rails, and Loders, and the sun, did their best to make the day memo​rable. The Ringers took time off from work to give the mothers a welcoming fanfare on the bells, the organist did like​wise to be at the organ, and the President and several members of the Women's Institute nobly worked in the heat of the Court kitchen, brewing tea, so that all the members of Loders M.U. might attend the service. Even the peacock did his bit. He strutted up and down the churchyard wall in all his glory, and enchanted the children. Tea, and such a tea as only Loders can produce, was served on the lawn of the Court. Sir Edward and Lady Le Breton gave their guests the freedom of the house and grounds, and they wandered at will. It is regretted that those who explored the kitchen garden of the Court mistook it for the Vicarage garden. The Enrolling Member of Loders M.U. (Mrs. Lenthall), and the members are to be congratulated on their arrangements’.

Spend a couple of minutes talking about that with someone near you and see if you can identify the gifts, the ways that people build up and maintain the body, that exist in that account.
 Tell me what you found?

Praise





Support, encouragement







Bells, welcome
Organ, welcome 

Hospitality, service

Catering

Sharing

Humour

Encouragement 
Administration

I think that’s a lovely example of how things were then. 

And the wonderful thing is that we can see the same in the present day and the things which we do here. People’s gifts being exercised. Gifts exercised by God's people in works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up. Gifts being exercised and demonstrated in the fruit of the Holy Spirit in their lives. The church pulling together in love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  And we can thank the MU back in 1951 for that example.
By the way, there was another illustration from 1953 that mentions the MU.

The Allington Mothers' Union has been running occasional `Quiet Days' at which the ladies are forbidden to talk, and are encouraged to listen and think. In fairness to husbands who might press their wives to join the M.U. on the strength of this alone, it must be admitted that when Loders M.U. were invited to participate, the Enrolling Member got no volunteers……
There was just no political correctness back then!

Anyway, what I’m saying about gifts is this.  They are many and varied, we all have them, and they come from God.   

We just came up with a whole list and I see them being exercised all the time by the people of our churches, in the church buildings and in the villages, serving others and building up the body of Christ.

I’ve said a few times now that it is important that we know what our gifts are and use them.
St Paul reinforces that in his letter to the church in Rome (Rom 12:7, 8). If you like lists you’ll love it.  He says:
If a man’s gift is serving, let him serve; 
if it is teaching, let him teach; 
if it is encouraging, let him encourage; 
if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; 
if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; 
if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully.’
Paul tells us that it is important that we know what our gifts are simply because, that way, we can know what tasks to take on.

And, that way we will use them well, and, even,  use them cheerfully!  

It all hangs about one word. The word ‘if’.

If a man’s gift is serving, let him serve; 

if it is teaching, let him teach; 

if it is encouraging, let him encourage; and so on.

That ‘if’ reminds us that we are not all gifted in everything. 

That ‘if’ reminds each of us that we are but one part of the body, one part of the jigsaw.  

So the whole of Paul’s answer is more like this: 
Identify your God-given gift.

Get on and use it, even cheerfully, 

And don’t waste your time trying to do things that God didn’t equip you for.

Jan, get in the soil and plant and water. 

Andy, get the machines and tackle the grass. 

You are each gifted for just your part of the whole.

Crack on with that and enjoy it.

….It is exciting, isn’t it, to be here and wonder what gifts are sitting in this building, here, now. For all we know the next Billy Graham may be sat among us!
But if that’s not you that’s ok, just so long as you’ve identified and used the gifts you have been given, done your bit, however great or however small, and helped to build up the body of Christ here on Earth. 

I’ve got a parcel here.

There’s something in it which shows us one of God’s great gifts to this church. And every one here needs to see it and recognise it for what it is. But I’ve only got the one so only one of you can open it, then you can tell everyone else what it is.
Someone to open it for me?

Q. What do you see?

A. A mirror.

Q. Look directly into it. What do you see?

A. Me?

That’s right, you. You are looking at one of God’s great gifts to this church.

And that goes for everyone here. Everyone one of God’s great gifts to this church Many of you know what your gifts are and are already using them as God intends. But some of you are not. 

Perhaps, you are still gift-wrapped. If you are, you need to take that wrapping off and discover the gift inside.  It may be that you have unwrapped the gift, but you’ve buried it. If that’s you, you need to dig it out and start using it.

It may be that you once knew what that gift was, but the memory has been smothered by tasks you’re not gifted for, but have taken on anyway. If that’s you, you need to take on the ones that you have been equipped for. 

God has poured out all sorts of gifts into who you are and has done so for a reason. If you are to do his will, if you are to develop naturally, as God intends,  you need to focus on using them.

If the church is to be healthy and develop naturally, as God intends, we have to help each other recognise our gifts and we have to help each other use them.
Use your gifts to help develop a truly healthy church, as God intends, then, as in that story of Billy Graham and the limo, others will start to see that it must be Jesus who’s behind you, giving you directions.

Take a moment to look around you. See the people you know and those you’ve not yet met…. 

Think about the gifts they possess.  Think about the gifts you possess. Think about how precious they are. 

And, please, leave here thinking about how to use them as God intends. 
Amen
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