Farewell Sermon
Jesus put before them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to someone who sowed good seed in his field; 25but while everybody was asleep, an enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat, and then went away. 26So when the plants came up and bore grain, then the weeds appeared as well. 27And the slaves of the householder came and said to him, ‘Master, did you not sow good seed in your field? Where, then, did these weeds come from?’ 28He answered, ‘An enemy has done this.’ The slaves said to him, ‘Then do you want us to go and gather them?’ 29But he replied, ‘No; for in gathering the weeds you would uproot the wheat along with them. 30Let both of them grow together until the harvest; and at harvest time I will tell the reapers, Collect the weeds first and bind them in bundles to be burned, but gather the wheat into my barn.’” . . . 36Then he left the crowds and went into the house. And his disciples approached him, saying, “Explain to us the parable of the weeds of the field.” 37He answered, “The one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man; 38the field is the world, and the good seed are the children of the kingdom; the weeds are the children of the evil one, 39and the enemy who sowed them is the devil; the harvest is the end of the age, and the reapers are angels. 40Just as the weeds are collected and burned up with fire, so will it be at the end of the age. 41The Son of Man will send his angels, and they will collect out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all evildoers, 42and they will throw them into the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 43Then the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. Let anyone with ears listen!  (Matthew 13: 24-30, 36-43)
There are all sorts of things that Jesus doesn’t talk about his in his parable, the sorts of detail that he takes for granted. For example, before he plants his seed the farmer must have some understanding of the field – what will grow, what has been grown before, what is the soil is like, what is the weather like.
Another missing detail is this: the farmer must also be resourceful and be ready for hard work. And Jesus could have added that the farmer’s efforts will be transformed if he can find a team around him, a sympathetic team, who see the value of the work, share his vision, and look forward to harvesting the crop.

Like a farmer and his field, a parish priest has to come to understand his parish – its style, its way of doing things, the story it tells about itself, its ways of operating, its spirit or atmosphere, and most importantly, its way of worshipping God.
So that’s what I had to do at the start of 2006. I had to work out the story of Holy Trinity. That task involved listening and watching and talking - lots and lots of talking. I discovered very quickly that it was a was community that enjoyed blessing the people of the parish. Its distinctive spirit was one of ‘welcome’. The men and women of the parish rang up or knocked on the door of the Rectory and they wanted their babies baptised, and their marriages blessed, their dead buried and their bereaved and sick comforted. 

I remember my first Saturday morning; boxes still unpacked, mess and chaos in every direction, the front door being knocked very early, and there I was in my dressing gown giving advice to a couple whose aged mother was dying.

And all of these people needed to be held and guided and given the best possible administrative and pastoral care. What was true in 2006 is even more true now in 2011. I have lost count of the number of baptisms, weddings and funerals that have passed through these doors during these years. As of today we are fully booked up for baptisms until December.

Some parishes and some priests get tired of this work of service of blessing. I can understood the temptation. Repeating the words of baptism for the 55th time in one year is a challenge. So too is looking out upon a wedding congregation and noticing that most people are just standing their defiantly refusing to sing. But I am certain that if we are to remain the Church of England for the people of England, must always resist the temptation to close our doors. We must continue to embrace the people of our society when they turn to us. Our duty and delight is to show them respect and love, honour them with efficient administration and beautiful worship – and in all of this, allow them to sense the wonder and love and grandeur of God.
I hope that I listened well and ‘got’ what holy Trinity was about. I hope I have continued and promoted the mission of welcome and affirmation. Possibly that is the story that will be told to the new Rector. But remember that he or she will write want a fresh chapter into the story of Holy Trinity. And be prepared for that story to go in a surprising direction.

Secondly, a parish priest, like the farmer, must be ready for hard work. It’s not a case of working only one day a week (I wish!). When I look back on the first year it was all very hectic. I think I lost half a stone in weight very quickly. I was playing catch up, initiating changes, making mistakes, getting to know people – and realising that I was, for some, their third, fourth, or even fifth rector and that they had seen it all before. Possibly the greatest challenge was this: coming to understand the strangeness of the Park Way road system; ‘What on earth are all these ‘gates’ and to where do they lead?’ – well, words like this – or even stronger – were routinely said in the Dunning car during our first months here.

In all this whirligig of action and busyness I made a decision and I have more or less kept to it. There had to be prayer, there had to be a still point each day, the doors of the church had to be opened and the bells rung, and holy scripture read and pondered. Most importantly the needs of the people of the parish and the church community had to be held before God’s loving attention. My repeated prayer said during that first year was that this church be a place sanctuary and hope and meaning for those who were searching and lost. You see, prayer, daily, repeated prayer, reminds a priest that he is not alone, and that he cannot do it all by himself.

I remember walking from the Hotel to the church on the night of my installation. I was coming back from the Reception and I offered up a little prayer, which went a little like this: ‘Well, Lord, I can’t do it by myself. I can do it with you and for you and through you. I ask that you Anoint and bless and guide my ministry in this place.’

I hope that I have allowed God to guide me. I hope that he has blessed my ministry. I trust that he will continue to bless you and guide and strengthen you during the months of the interregnum. Remember that you are not on your own

Remember that you cannot do it all by yourself. And remember, and I’m thinking here especially of the ministry team, that you need to make time for prayer.

Thirdly, a priest, like a farmer, should not work alone. As I have said, God is always the senior partner. But a priest should look around to find those whom God is sending to him. You see, as far as I’m concerned, parish ministry is not meant to be masochistically heroic, nor one long ego trip. It should be joyful and collaborative, the work of a team. And the larger the team, the better.

Well, here at Holy Trinity, I inherited a small team. Malcolm, Wilf, Bob, Peter and Rosalind – all had worked so hard at keeping the parish running during the interregnum. Looking back, I wonder what they made of me in my first year. Anyone new to a post thinks they know best, thinks that they have all the answers to the problems that have bedevilled those who went before them. I must have come across like that in my first year. But in spite of what must have felt like my unbearable confidence and invincible arrogance, this team were unfailing loyal and tolerant. And they said the sorts of things that a parish priest dreams of hearing. They said: ‘We want to liberate you and resource you to do the things that only you can do.’ They said: ‘We want to empower you and empower your ministry.’
And that’s precisely what they did. They advised, they counselled, and they stepped in if I looked as if I was going to fall flat on your face. But they kept to their word: I was empowered and liberated.

All of this is so different to what is said in many parishes. I hope and pray that what was said to me is said to my successor. I am sure that you will all agree with me in seeing that there is all the difference in the world between feeling empowered and being controlled.

I also inherited Alan and Grahame and Joe, and very quickly David joined as sacristan. And from all four I have received such abundant help and support and assistance that words cannot express my gratitude. 

Now, some priests like to work alone. That’s not my style. My approach is to appreciate what anyone has to give – both young and old, male and female. And this is why I filled the serving rota with new young faces. And this is why I encouraged Alan Dickman, in his eighth decade, to become a Worship leader. It has been philosophy to encourage and include those whom God has sent to assist me. In time Jane, Susan, Eileen, Wendy, Sandra, Joyce, Richard Cove, Tony Hopwood, and Alan Griffen have come to share in what I would like to think of the special joy of parish ministry.
There is now a well established ministry team in place – the parish is in a very different place to where it was in 2004 and 2005. But this doesn’t mean that all the work should be left to the Wardens and office holders. Everyone can do their bit for the parish, even if that means just saying a prayer each day. Pray for those entrusted with authority to be anointed and blessed – pray for Jane and Joe, Sandra and Rosemary, Susan and Joyce. Pray for those who will work hard making this church tidy and prepared and efficient and ready for worship - David and Eileen, Tony, Alan and Grahame.

Here is a prayer that I commend to you, a prayer printed in the pew sheet:

O GOD, make  the door of this house wide enough to receive all who need human love and fellowship; narrow enough to shut out all envy, pride and strife. Make its threshold smooth enough to be no stumbling-block to children, nor to straying feet but rugged and strong enough to turn back the tempter’s power. God make the door of this house the gateway to thine eternal kingdom. Amen.

Fourthly, a parish priest, like a farmer must be prepared for mixed crop. I have learnt many things in my time here, not least that God has surprises. God sends you blessings when you really need them. God sends you people that you didn’t know you needed. God also sends you problems, crises, difficulties, Seeds long planted in the soil can emerge at the strangest of times.
Many green shoots have appeared and grown strong. A wonderful crop has flowered at Saint Botolph’s School – so many children have been evangelised, baptised and now receiving Holy Communion. And of course there was the Trinity Project We did it. We really did manage to build the loo they said could not be built!
But as in the parable, things happened here that I did not expect and wasn’t ready for. The church Windows smashed, my face was on the front page of the evening telegraph for clearing up the Churchyard, and then I discovered that at some point the wrong body had been buried in the wrong grave and had to be exhumed.

So, I have come to the conclusion that somethings work, and somethings don’t work – in other words, the crop is mixed.I have realised that some people will arrive, they will find a home and their unique talents and gifts will blossom. I have also realised that some people will leave, some will fall out, some will move away, some will die. And this means that a parish priest has to be ready for change and loss.

And just to make this point clear I have here a card which was given to me when I arrived here. It has all the faces of the children in Junior Church at the time. Some of those faces are here today – now longer children but young adults. But many faces are not here – they have moved away from the area or their families have just stopped coming to church. And this card drives the point home that this is a transient parish, a church family that is always evolving and changing
And so be prepared for change during the interregnum. Be prepared for more change when your new Rector arrives. Just as I was given freedom to exercise my own ministry in my own way, it would grieve me if the new Rector was ever told ‘We cannot do that because that’s now how Adam did it.’

Lastly, Just like a farmer a priest has to be patient.  How should a parish priest deal a mixture of blessings and problems? Some people bless, some people challenge, some will criticise and some will undermine. Some will amaze and some will disappoint. And this means that a gifted pastor has to understand that people are confused, and conflicted, and torn, and imperfect, and busy and stretched. A gifted pastor will know that the world is a mixture of light and darkness, good and evil. Wheat and weeds flow side by side in the same person.
And most of all a gifted pastor knows that the same conflicts and contradictions and imperfections run through his own heart and soul. Knowing this, a gifted pastor will be generous and tolerant and accepting. I would like to think that, over the last six years, this is how I have been with you all.
One final word about your new Rector. It is of course, more than likely that God might have a surprise in store. After all, how we as a family ended up here was a story of God’s amazing providence. So, as you enter your interregnum, don’t just say: what do we want. Ask instead, ‘whom do you want to send Lord?

Six years ago he sent you Heather and Lois and myself. And we have enjoyed such a marvellous time with you; it has been a perfect place for parents to watch their daughter grow into a young lady. Thank you for your friendship. And thank you for finding a place for us in your hearts.
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