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Philippians 2.5: Take to heart among yourselves what you find in Christ Jesus …

You are being Commissioned to learn and to learn long before you lead …

LEARN TO BE COMMISSIONED

Increasingly it is clear that those who begin training for the ordained ministry have more and more to give in terms of life experience. This is a distinct advantage, yet it can also be a Siren Voice. Prior experience in a different field, however closely associated it may be with ordained ministry, is but another starting point for this very particular work. Every conclusion is but another beginning. A further consideration of which we all need to be aware is that it is quite possible to complete the course of study without being Commissioned and without being Ordained. This has to be the case for a university qualification in a secular country. A university is not a clergy-factory.  

So, Commissioning has to be about something else. It is not Ordination. It is primarily about moving into a realm of informed, experienced preparation towards ordination and that is what I mean by defining Commissioning as learning. Learning is about being open to receive not only new stimuli - but also to being open to being informed and corrected regarding things you do not know, you thought you knew well or have previously known differently. And you will learn both from and alongside seasoned and skilled exponents of the work of ministry. Like your first day in big school, it is all about to start all over again. Willingness to being corrected without resentment is the key to any adult learning. 

LEARN TO SERVE

Charles Wesley’s hymn: Help us to help each other, Lord … gives us a wonderful positive picture of the text from Philippians 2.5-11 with which I began. It does so in the second half of the penultimate verse and in the final verse of the hymn. Here it is:
… O may we all the loving mind
That was in thee, receive. 
This is a direct, and at the same time oblique, reference to Philippians 2.5-11. 

This is the bond of perfectness,
Thy spotless charity; 
O let us still, we pray, possess
The mind that was in thee.
And this, of course, is a much more direct reference to the same text. It is clear to me that Philippians 2.5-11 is a text that meant a great deal to Wesley. It is not without good reason that it is the Epistle for Palm Sunday as we walk with Christ in the mind of Christ in a very specific way during Holy Week. But we are not quite there yet. 

The connection is at its most explicit and most energetic in the final line. But, as in that other great Wesleyan hymn: And can it be … we get here a positive outworking of the doctrine of self-emptying in Philippians as a way of love to be enacted by the disciple and follower of Jesus Christ. This is about living the life of Christ on earth after the Resurrection of Jesus Christ by those who are not risen from the dead, like us. This lifts on to a different plane the way of the cross which is the way you will be learning to share differently from, yet still in the same way as, those among whom you will now offer a Commissioned ministry. You and I do not cease to be disciples ever. At the same time we attempt to offer something more awesome to the church. 

Learning to serve demands of you all over again:
to exercise restraint, 
to keep silence, 
to initiate prayer. 
These are things we must do for ourselves before we take on to do them for, or on behalf of, other people. We are not here to compensate for the deficiencies in other people. God does this. We are not kind enough to do it. Learning to serve requires of you that you cut back on giving the answer to questions which have not being asked, as if you are mistress or master of your own magisterium: you are not. Restraint, silence and prayer are all things we will have to teach ourselves with God at our side; and learning to serve means learning from scratch to do it all - all over again. Pope Francis described the church as a field hospital. As a Commissioned minister you will work in this hospital, you will serve pain every bit as much as you serve bounce. Much of today’s church is more interested in bounce. Learning to serve will – I guarantee – greatly deepen and widen your capacity to lead when leadership becomes your next calling and the next need of a church struggling today with any sense of coherent hope even more than it is struggling with changing and crumbling numbers. 

LEARN TO LISTEN

The most important listening you will begin to do is to listen to and listen for nature. In another context recently, I encouraged people starting out on a public ministry to live a seasonal life. I meant this in two senses, and it connects with what I have just said. Let your mind run with the seasons of the climate; but let them also run with the Seasons of the Church’s Year. This is not High Church; this is simply church. Each of these Seasons, and particularly when taken together, encapsulates a series of spiritual truths and foci of dynamic spiritual change. Listening is not only assimilating. Listening is also discerning. It is not only a gift because it is also a technique. You need to accept teaching as well as crave inspiration. Much of what you will be told from now on by people is not of ultimate importance to you or to anyone else outside of that conversation, but it will be of pressing and of ultimate importance to the person who is saying it – particularly at that time. Listening involves concentration on your part and then immediate withdrawal and allowing it to pause. Please do not destroy an experience by over-analyzing it or by claiming it as your own. It simply isn’t. Do what you do and let it go. A vital part of listening is to learn to say: No. Say it early and you will not need to say it so often. 

There is another part of listening which you ought not to neglect. It is listening to your body and to your mind. It is often referred to as self-care. It may even be called ‘me time.’ Don’t be too pious about it and don’t talk too much about it either. But please do this type of listening regularly, whatever regime you care to adopt: daily, or a number of times weekly. I go regularly to swim and by this stage people in the pool area know who I am and never mention religion when talking to me, nor indeed do I when talking to them – except, for example, when they saw and heard me participating in the funeral service of Glen Hansard in St Patrick’s Cathedral or taking part in The National Day of Commemoration at The Royal Hospital Kilmainham, for example. Genuinely, it makes life a lot easier for everyone and is a welcome corrective to the clericalism that can all too easily grow and creep around our legs like ivy and hold us back and tie us down.  

LEARN TO BE SERVED

You are going to be going into parishes. The people are parishioners. They belong to both a civic and a religious space and it belongs to them. Generations of them may have been there quite literally - for generations. I remember early on in my time in my current diocese going to a parish where a lady told me that members of her family had been serving in the parish consistently since the 1600s, as indeed had half of today’s Select Vestry. My advice to anyone is to tread carefully and tread attentively. A parish is a home of people. It is not a pastoral or a liturgical laboratory. You and I are random outsiders. This is our positive if we learn to use it wisely. It makes sense of the restraint, the silence and the prayer of which I spoke earlier and will help to form you carefully, gently and strongly.

The simple and popular hymn encapsulates this well:
Brother, sister, let me serve you …
not least in its final verse:

Won’t you let me be your servant,
Let me be as Christ to you?
Pray that I may have the grace to
Let you be my servant, too. 

The key word in this is the word: grace. This is not about your being cleverer than other people or their being cleverer than you; nor is it about anything to do with your or their ecclesiastical status. They have a story and they have a story to tell. It is important that you take the time to listen and that you accept and receive their service as a service of Christ in the parish place. They too are vehicles of God’s glory and of God’s wonder. Servanthood is a reciprocal humility. This requires realignment on the part of everyone involved – constantly and clearly, charitably and coherently. 

LEARNing is what lies ahead of you. The greatest learning that you can do is to learn to let the cross and the glory of Jesus Christ disclose, shine forth and shine through the ministry on which you now embark as you let God the Holy Trinity help you to navigate it, and also the people among whom you will work, towards the Kingdom of the same God.  

St Mark 10.45: The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve and to give his life a ransom for many. 
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