3rd July 2011
Relationship and Change Revisited
Reading:
Matthew 11:25-30

At that time Jesus said, "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. "All things have been committed to me by my Father. 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. "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." 
Sermon
It feels strange to stand here for the last time.  So much has happened in the last three years that this moment does rather seem to have rushed up on us.

When I first stood here three years ago we had the same reading as today. 

The theme was relationship and change and, bearing in mind the relationships and changes we’ve shared since, I’d like to return to that theme again this morning.

The following radio exchange is apparently a transcript of a radio conversation between a US naval ship and Canadian authorities off the coast of Newfoundland in October, 1995.

Americans: Please divert your course 15 degrees to the North to avoid a collision. 

Canadians: Recommend you divert YOUR course 15 degrees to the South to avoid a collision. 

Americans: This is the Captain of a US Navy ship. I say again, divert YOUR course. 

Canadians: No. I say again, you divert YOUR course. 

Americans: This is the aircraft carrier USS Lincoln, the second largest ship in the United States' Atlantic fleet. We are accompanied by three destroyers, three cruisers, and numerous support vessels. I demand that you change your course 15 degrees north, that's one five degrees north, or counter-measures will be undertaken to ensure the safety of this ship.

Canadians: This is a lighthouse. Your call.

A stubborn, powerful Naval carrier group demanding the movement of what was actually a beacon of light given to preserve them and others from their own errors - a reminder of the religious leaders of Jesus time.  Stubborn and powerful, they were imposing their legalism like a heavy burden on uncomfortable yolks across the shoulders of the people.  And they were unchangingly refusing to acknowledge the light in front of them - the light of the world given to preserve from our errors all who would but change course.

And a change of course is what Jesus invites when he says what the Book of Common Prayer calls the comfortable words:
Come unto me all that travail and are heavy laden, and I will refresh you.
He doesn’t say come here and stop. He says come here and get equipped for what is to follow.
‘Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest’. 
Then he says:  ‘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.’
Come and learn a new way then go on and live it.  Keep moving but change course.

But as we navigate through life we can become weary and burdened by all sorts of other rules and we can get blown off course. Jesus knew what he was talking about when he said that we only find rest for our souls when we come to him. We can navigate life properly only if we learn, practice and master his ways. Yes his ways make demands on us, but as we learn them and as we get to know and love him, 

we discover that his yoke is indeed easy and that his burden is indeed light.  

It’s the relationship with him that is important.  Get that right and we find the joy in doing things his way, even when we know that doing so requires some changes. 

So, relationship and change go hand in glove. They are key parts of the Christian life. They flow from Jesus invitation for us to change course by coming to him, learning a new way, and then going on and living it.  Keep moving but change course - every change based on relationship.

I’ve certainly found that to be true when learning to take school assemblies.

Frankly, school assemblies terrified me for the first year or so.  I’d be stressed about them for a week then end up delivering about three assemblies worth of material in one go, which was not good.  It wasn’t until I’d started to build up a relationship with the children that I was able to relax and feel that I could lead them with confidence.

Relationship led to change.

The same went for Holiday Clubs.  The first one, Wonderful World, was only a few weeks after we’d arrived here, and it was a whirlwind.  We remain eternally grateful to Mary and Sue for shepherding Jan and me each day and managing to get us through it. 

For the second year, Story Keepers, the rest of the team smiled, took a step backward and said ‘you run this one, Andy’.  So I did, and still not knowing most of the adult helpers, tried to organise them.  That was an error, because they were already organised, but no one actually threw anything at me.  And we began to build up relationships and the holiday club was fun.

I can remember one sticky moment though.  It was in the meeting of all the adults before opening the doors on the Monday morning.  And I called Kate Buckle… Katy.

The whole room drew a breath and held it, and they didn’t breath again until Katharine King gently corrected me, and the earth started to turn again.

By the time of the third year’s Holiday Club, Rocky’s Plaice, I’d built up lots more relationships and changed my approach.  I’d got to know some people better through the trip to Bulgaria and had persuaded Julie Whittle that she’d make a great co-leader, which she proved to be.  So that year, I’d learned to plan a hands-off approach so that those who led groups could share their ideas with other groups and find ways of working that fitted their individual talents.  And as people relaxed into their roles in advance, and during the week, we and the children had some great fun.

The team had worked together and prayed together and we’d known the power of the Holy Spirit working in that place.  It felt like a little bit of heaven on earth - all built on relationships – with Jesus and with each other - and the changes they bring.

Those are a just a few examples of how relationships have prompted changes in my ways.  And a number of you have been kind enough to suggest that our relationships have prompted changes of course of your own.

Some have been marked by events such as the adult confirmations of a couple of years ago, or the adult baptism of last year, others by decisions to learn more about our faith or to start attending services or to receive Holy Communion.  Some have been sadder journeys of coming to terms with bereavement. Some have been marked by the taking on the challenges of exploring your own ministries – some taking the first steps up the lectern to bring us our readings, some becoming a sidesperson, others exploring becoming an elder, a reader or a priest.  Whatever the change of course, each has been prompted through relationships with Jesus and with each other.  And it is fantastically exciting to have been a part of the process.

Yes, it has been a time when we’ve grown three years older, but it has also been a time when we have all grown as children of God, growing in our relationship with him and changing as a result.

And here’s something else I’ve learned.  Michael Butler helped us redecorate the Rectory we’re to move to and we learnt from him that decorating is mainly about preparation. Things hung on walls have to be taken down.  Protective sheets have to be positioned.  Holes and cracks have to be filled.  Surfaces have to be rubbed down.  And the right materials have to be available - all very necessary, and we know that if we don’t do these things we’ll never get it right, but they are really frustrating when all we really want to do is slap the paint on and see the results, see the change.  And it can feel a bit that way when it comes to leading the Christian life.  Many of us, me included, want to see the results, now!

But, perhaps, when Jesus says that his yoke is easy and his burden is light he is also telling us that the task is easiest if we do a bit of preparation first.  If we take down some of the ideas we’ve hung on our walls, if we rely on the protective sheets that are prayer and good relationships with people who know Jesus well, if we recognise that we have holes and cracks to be filled, if we accept that our self-protective layers need to be rubbed down, only then, with the right materials of the teaching of the church to hand, can we end up looking the way we should.  Only then can we discover the lightness of going the way of Jesus out of love for him rather than out of fear.

So let’s add preparation to relationship and change, the preparation that Jesus invites when he says come to me, learn from me.

And as I prepare to lead churches in Saxmundham, Kelsale and Carlton I guess that part of my task is going to be to do so in a way that makes Jesus’ words ‘my yoke is easy and my burden is light’ ring true, to ensure that people understand about love rather than rules and legalities.

Of course, I’ve had a good mentor in that last regard.  Robin’s relationship with rules has tended to be tenuous and something of a source of ribbing at PCC and team meetings.  Indeed Jo, Mary and I were quite astounded last week when Robin volunteered that he was going to try following the rules on one particular matter.

But there is a wise saying that rules are for the obedience of fools and the guidance of wise men.  And the wisdom in Robin’s approach is that it puts relationships and necessary change before blind obedience to rules.

And isn’t that just what Jesus was teaching?  Form a relationship with him and his Father and the rules cease to be your focus.   Do the preparation, work on the relationship with Jesus, and when necessary you’ll change course confidently and out of love, not fear.  It comes back to relationship and change, with preparation right there in with them.

Pulling this all together, this curacy has been about preparing to go on to parishes of my own.  What I’ve learnt about relationship, change and preparation will serve me well.  It has been a good three years during which we’ve got to know each other a bit.  

We’ve shared the changes, the ups and the downs, laughed rather a lot together and sometimes cried.  Some good relationships have been formed and I’ve been changed in the process.  Perhaps you have too.

And I’m left wondering how I’ll be changed by the experience of maybe ten years serving in Saxmundham, Kelsale and Carlton.  It could all feel a bit daunting, but Jesus said ‘my yoke is easy and my burden is light’.  I think I’ll just to hold on to that, love whatever he wants of me and embrace the changes he’ll require.

 I hope that you will do too.  Amen.
Andy Wolton

Curate 2008-2011
