“GOD’S GIFTS – OUR RESPONSE”

SERMON PREACHED BY REV. COLIN GRACIE
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To begin with
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  Captain Francesco Schettino is probably looking for a new job right now. He’ll be lucky if he gets the job of captaining a harbour tug. As former captain of the Costa Concordia he is now known as “Captain Coward” because of his behaviour on the night his ship sank. Until that point, his career had been a good one. He had the ultimate command of one of the largest cruise ships in the world with all the glamour and respect that goes with that. When trouble came he let not only himself down but thousands of others too.
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The Daily Telegraph printed a photograph and posed the question: “Is this the most pointless cycle lane?” Did nobody realise that it would never really serve any purpose? There must have been those who spent quite some time building it. Has anyone ever bothered to divert onto it? 

Serving God is rarely as melodramatic as the story of Captain Francesco Schettino but it’s not as trite or simplistic as building short cycle paths. Understanding the needs of others, recognizing the gifts we have and how much we do – they are all set in the framework of serving our God in the situations to which He has put us. They are all done in order that His Kingdom may be glorified. Yes, perhaps it may take us to the issues of life and death, or it may well be the trivial, but more often it is somewhere in between. Whatever level it takes, it is all about the God we serve and the goal of His kingdom.

1. His Church…not our organisations
We like to think of good work/life balances. Hard work should be followed by a long rest. Good performance should get its recognition. The picture Jesus gives us in Luke Ch.17 of the relationship between the servant and the master makes us uncomfortable in this day and age. In the Kingdom of God it is different. The picture presented here teaches us that service to God is not a matter of bargaining.

At one time or another, every organisation in this church has said to me: “We could really do with more leaders or more supporters”. There are enough people in this congregation that every rota can be filled, every task team can be arranged and every children’s or youth organisation can have an appropriate number of adults; yet it is still a struggle. Why?

Do we serve God with the attitude of: “What’s the least I can get away with? How little of my time do I need to contribute?  I did a job once, years ago, that’s as much as I am doing”. In the Bible Studies we have been looking at the Ten Commandments with the DVD’s of Canon J. John. At one point, he makes the comment: “There’s always somebody willing to move the stool when there is a piano to be shifted.”
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I am amazed at the adverts on rugby pitches. When you watch on TV there are adverts on the grass at funny angles but perfectly legible. Yet they have been painted on the grass. At ground level they are distorted and make no sense. Only from the position of the TV camera does it make sense. Jesus’ words about service in Luke Ch17, verses 7-10 are set within teaching about our forgiveness and our faith. In other words, serving is not simply about doing tasks but is part of the whole Christian life. Our service is a response to a God who has given us His Son. He has blessed us with all the things in life that we enjoy. That is why we should not simply think that administration is not important; or that mission only takes place with the outsiders; or that jobs of maintenance are for somebody else. These all have a part in God’s Church. They are not us “getting a job done” or filling vacancies on a rota but the giving of ourselves to God and His Kingdom.
2. His Gifts…not our hobbies
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Leonardo DiCaprio and the film “Catch me if you Can” made famous the story of Frank Abagnale, a serial fraudster. By his early twenties he had impersonated a Pan Am pilot, a doctor, a university lecturer and a district attorney as well as a range of other people. The FBI spent years trying to catch him up and eventually he was imprisoned. Upon release, he struggled to hold down legitimate jobs always going back to the old lifestyle of lies and fraud. He finally went straight when he was employed by the FBI to teach anti-fraud techniques he knew to their trainees. He was very successful and he continued in that role until retirement. His gifts and talents were used for the good of others.
Charles Wesley uses the words; “I would the precious time redeem” taken from Ephesians Ch.5 v16. How do you redeem your time? Can you account for the gifts, the skills and the talents that you have received?  Paul’s words in Romans Ch.12 remind us that we have been given many talents or gifts. For each one there is an opportunity to use it. As one commentary puts it: “Every believer has at least one gift, but no one gift is given to every Christian”. Therefore, we cannot assume that our range of talents is not needed somewhere in God’s Church. 

Recognising our talents is important. Rob Parsons illustrates this with the story of David. The shepherd boy arrives at the camp and is brought to King Saul. He offers to fight the giant and in return the King gives him his own armour but David declines. He won’t use King Saul’s tools; he’ll stick with the sling and the stones because he knows them. And so it is that the shepherd boy brings the giant crashing down with the things he’s known since childhood. The talents that we possess, have been given, are what’s best suited to us. And we have been given them that we might perfect them and use them and so that God’s will is done.

3. His Call…not our choice
[image: image4.jpg]


We are in the 225th year since the Priesthill Society was founded. The new society built the first preaching house on the Aghnatrisk Road and fifty years later the people built this church. Fifty years after that the congregation enlarged it into its present T-shape. It has a long and proud history but what of the future? What will the church be like in fifty years time, or a hundred, never mind 225 years? We have inherited a Methodist Society that has been passed down by faithful generations before us. What comes after depends entirely upon us. If organisations dwindle or the Sunday attendance declines, it is entirely our responsibility. 

It is not simply a matter of continuing to maintain things as they were but to build for the future. That means responding to God’s call in mission, service and stewardship. Woolworth’s has long gone but we still live in a “pic ‘n’ mix” world. There is the “pick and choose” society, which was unknown to our parents’ generation. Once “brand loyalty” was rewarded but now we change jobs, banks, phone companies and supermarkets to suit ourselves and our pockets - and they expect us to. The Kingdom of God doesn’t operate that way. We serve in response to God’s call. He calls you and me to labour in His vineyard. Sometimes we don’t listen carefully to hear what that call is or we refuse to accept what it is saying - but it won’t go away. I know I spent ten years telling God that I didn’t want to be a minister, the day I accepted I felt a peace I had not known for years. 

We have not had a Society Steward in Priesthill for 6 months. I believe God is calling someone to that role; perhaps I haven’t discerned the right person to ask. I believe there are others whom God is calling to other tasks and services. For some it may well be ordained ministry, for some a call to serve overseas; for others it may simply be to cross the street and care for a neighbour. Each in its own way is where God wants us to be.
The introductory words to the Methodist Covenant Service remind us that “by the help of the Holy Spirit, we accept God’s purpose for us, and the call to love and serve God in all our life and work”. 
Our call to serve God is not an “add on” to the things we already do, it is His intention that that is where we should be; it is His “purpose” for us.

To sum up
Abraham Lincoln said: “God loves ordinary people –he made so many of them.” In his Church, as in Scripture, it is the ordinary people who have used the gifts God gave and answered His call that have become the saints and heroes of faith. In His kingdom there are many jobs to be done. There are no superheroes out there who will do them all alone but there are many ordinary people who are gifted and called.

He calls you and me, to use the gifts that He gave us to serve and glorify the Church that is Christ’s. 
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