Mothers Union Glasgow 13.2.10

I'm delighted to be here for this service at which we give thanks for the leadership offered by Sheila and all those who have recently left office - and to mark in this Eucharist in prayer and worship the Commissioning of Hilary as our new Provincial President of Mothers Union.

Have you watched a skilled potter at work?  The word of the Lord comes to Jeremiah - in the metaphor of the potter and the clay.    It is a graceful sight - wet, heavy, inanimate clay comes to life under the skilled fingers of the potter.  No it doesn't achieve a achieve a life of its own - under the skilled fingers of the potter, it acquires beauty, value and utility as the vision of the potter takes shape under his fingers.

Hilary comes to offer leadership in the life of the church - she and all of us should think about what it means to be shaped by the hand of the potter - to be part of a body constantly changing and being reshaped as we grow into the likeness of Christ.  If there are burdens in leadership, they come as the challenges present themselves as challenges of organisation or management - and sometimes as challenges of relationships.  They are the 'How shall we resolve this difficulty and what are we going to do next?' challenges.  Those no doubt are important questions - but it is important for all of us to see that what we are really dealing with are fundamentally challenges of faith and spirituality.  People find it hard to embrace the unknown future under God for reasons which are primarily spiritual and not organisational.  We are reluctant to face the loss of what is precious to us, what we like and what suits us.

Paul makes clear that our spiritual worship is to be shaped by the hand of God - in particular to be 'transformed by the renewing of our minds'.  There is a very great difference between change and transformation - transforming is about being literally reshaped under the will and purpose of God.  Change may be good or bad - congenial or uncongenial.  Transformation is the stuff of prayer - of placing ourselves on the potter's wheel with the prayer, 'Take me shape me mould me ...'

This is an exciting time at which to enter into any ministry of leadership in the church.  We have reached the stage where we can see that just continuing to do what we have always done will not be enough.  Down that path lies a slow and elegant decline in a church of people like us doing things which suit us.  Our society is secular - in the sense that the church and its preoccupations are not even on the edges of the radar screen of many people.  But there is spirituality everywhere - people seek values to help them to live in a society of fractured relationships and broken economics.  People experience a surfeit of information - but seek meaning and understanding for their lives.  And of course the area of family life and relationships is one of the places where the deepest concerns of people intersect with the world of the spirit and of faith.  To push further towards the MU theme of Relationships not Rules - people can see that rules are needed for an ordered society.  But if we are to make progress with any of the great challenges which face our society either nationally or globally we will have to develop the capacity to make relationships count.  And of course the changes which have taken place in relationships in just one generation are absolutely staggering - a later age of marriage; a high divorce rate and expectation that marriage will not not last for a life time; patterns of partnership and sharing; all the issues in human sexuality which challenge our understanding of diversity.  And all of this we place in the context of our understanding that the potter has shaped all people in his image and likeness to be loved by us in his name.  We have to be relationships-led - not attempting to impose traditional patterns of relationships and family life. 

The new ministry of leadership into which Hilary enters is at the sharp end of that engagement between the Church of God and a secular but spritually-searching society.  She and those who work with her deserve the prayers and the support of us all.

But there's just one more thing - and it is the most important of all.  When we speak of relationships in a context like this, it's tempting to thing of relationships as warm fuzzies - as cosy acceptance and comfort - as a movement directed towards personal satisfaction and fulfilment.  Yet that is not the context in which Jesus places relationships - as we heard in the Gospel reading today.  The model of relationship which we live by and offer to others is that of the perfection of relationship between the Father, Son and Spirit.  Inside that relationship is the perfection of love.  Inside that relationship is the obedience of the Son to the will of the Father.  Inside that relationship is the sacrifice of Jesus who suffered and died to fulfil the Father's will of love for the whole world.  Inside that relationship and in that sacrifice is the promise of joy full and complete in the loving service of God



