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It is a great privilege to spend time with you this evening as you come to this milestone in your journey.  For some it is the eve of your ordination as deacon.  For others you are a few days away from your ordination as priest.  For all of you it is the end of one stage of the journey of following God’s call and the beginning of another in this apprenticeship of love which never ends.  The whole Diocese has been holding you in prayer over recent weeks and we will continue to do so through these next days.  Each of you is a great gift of God to the Church and we thank God for everything you bring.  

I want to begin this evening with some familiar words of praise and appreciation.

Bless the Lord, O my soul and all that is within me bless his holy name.

Bless the Lord, O my soul and do not forget all his benefits – 

Who forgives all your iniquity, who heals all your diseases,

Who redeems your life from the Pit, who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy

Who satisfies you with good as long as you live, so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s.  Psalm 103.1-3

My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my saviour

Luke 1.46

Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty

Who was and is and is to come.  Revelation 4.8

My charge to you this evening is around the theme of praise and appreciation as a cornerstone of Christian life and Christian ministry.  We do not praise God enough.  And we do not appreciate the people of God sufficiently.  If we did more of both, our ministries would be more fruitful and our churches would be healthier places.  

On the eve of your ordination as a deacon and on the threshold of your ordination as a priest in the Church of God, may I encourage you to set at the heart of your ministry the discipline, habits and practices of praise:  the appreciation of God and the appreciation of God’s people.  

You have been called by God to be disciples and deacons and priests and that calling has been confirmed by God’s Church.  God has poured out upon you and will continue to pour out upon you his grace and his Spirit to equip you for this profound and wonderful ministry.  Part of the privilege of ordained ministry is to be set aside by the Church in a role which has at its centre the worship of God.  

I trust you have studied and read the ordinal over these last years and over the last few days.  The ordinal makes it clear that praise and worship is part of your task as deacons and priests.  

You will hear these words in the services tomorrow and in the coming days:
Deacons share in the pastoral ministry of the Church and in leading God’s people in worship
Priests are ordained to lead God’s people in the offering of praise… they are to sustain the community of the faithful by the ministry of word and sacrament.
Priests are to preside at the Lord's table and lead his people in worship, offering with them a spiritual sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving.

A great deal of your daily work will, from this moment on, be taken up with the ordering and leading of different acts of worship: enabling people to worship and praise God through careful preparation; collaborative work with musicians and other ministers and the careful way you lead a range of different services in many different traditions.  You are to lead God’s people in this offering of praise.

I urge you to remember this evening and through the whole of your ministry that this is an immense privilege.  As some of you may know for the first thirteen years of my ordained ministry I served in two very different parishes.  For the second thirteen years of ordained ministry I served in the very different contexts of a theological college and the national Fresh Expressions team until I was ordained Bishop last year.

There have been many good things for me in the move to Sheffield, but chief among them has been coming back to the regular ministry of leading God’s people in the offering of praise and sustaining the community of the faithful by the ministry of word and sacrament.  For thirteen years this has been part of my ministry but it was not at the core of those roles.  It’s been an immense blessing to have that ministry restored to the very centre of what I do.   

In the service of ordination of both deacons and priests there is a particularly solemn moment.  The Bishop reads the charge.   I then ask you a series of questions and you respond.  After these questions have been answered, the Bishop says:

In the name of our Lord we bid you remember the greatness of the trust that is now to be committed to your charge. Remember always with thanksgiving that the treasure now to be entrusted to you is Christ’s own flock, bought by the shedding of his blood on the cross. It is to him that you will render account for your stewardship of his people.

You cannot bear the weight of this calling in your own strength, but only by the grace and power of God. Pray therefore that your heart may daily be enlarged and your understanding of the Scriptures enlightened. 

Pray earnestly for the gift of the Holy Spirit.

At that point we are silent and then we pray together Come Holy Ghost our souls inspire.  

That particular text is full of appreciation.  It contains a call to appreciate God’s people.  Remember always with thanksgiving that the treasure now to be entrusted to you is Christ’s own flock, bought by the shedding of his blood on the cross.  
It is also a text which acknowledges that all of the work of a deacon and a priest begins with what is going on within.  I particularly love the phrase:  pray therefore that your heart may daily be enlarged and your understanding of the scriptures enlightened.  

Pray that your heart may daily be enlarged to love and appreciate the wonder of God’s grace and love.  Pray that your heart may daily be enlarged to love and appreciate God’s people.  

Some of God’s people in my experience are not difficult to love and to care for.  It is easy to see in them the reflection of God’s grace and glory.  They are kind and polite and amenable and encouraging.  They set us an example in faith and hope and charity.  My heart does not need to be enlarged to love and appreciate them.
Others among God’s people present me with a very different challenge.  I have to look much harder for their strengths.  They are rude or grumpy or endlessly demanding.  They have become bitter or twisted or defeated.  Their faults and failings are more obvious than their virtues.  I have to really work to love and appreciate God’s grace in them.  My heart needs to be enlarged daily for that task.  

Please give serious thought this evening to setting praise and appreciation at the centre of your ministry.  The praise of God and the appreciation of God’s people.  Praise, thanksgiving and appreciation are the primary way in which our hearts are enlarged and we become the ministers God calls us to be.  

Here are some strong and life giving reasons why you should aim to set praise at the heart of the ministry you offer to God in these coming years.   

First and foremost by keeping the praise of God and the appreciation of others at the heart of your ministry you will ensure that God is at the centre of your ministry and not you.   The praise of God and the appreciation of others is in the end the most reliable antidote to pride.   
The human spirit can be treacherous and deceitful.  It is very, very easy to let the ministry we exercise as priests and deacons and bishops go to our head.  It is very, very easy to allow our ego to take over.  When we stand at the altar, when we step into the pulpit, when we are the centre of attention within the community, we need to remember that we are in a position of privilege but also a position of considerable spiritual danger.  

There is a short series of videos on You Tube advertising MeChurch.  One of the best and most painful simply shows a man at a piano singing horribly distorted choruses:
“It’s all about me, really, my glory and my fame”

“Now I lift my name on high, how I love to sing my praises”

“I exalt me”

“There is none like me, and no-one else can do the things that I do”

“O come let us adore me; O come let us adore me”

The advert says:  “This amazing collection is great to share with friends.  If you have any”.

Ministry can so easily become the exact opposite of what it is meant to be.  Something which is meant to be about the praise and worship of God becomes about setting ourselves at the centre.  Praise is the antidote to pride.  

Second, the discipline and practice of praise is the antidote to worldliness in ministry.  I wish I had a better word for worldliness – it sounds somewhat old fashioned.  But I haven’t so it will have to stand.  Worldliness is that collection of habits and practices which squeezes God out of our lives and conversation.  It is surprisingly prevalent in the church.  It is surprisingly prevalent in clerical culture.  It is surprisingly prevalent in theological colleges and courses.  

I enjoyed the first episode of the new BBC sitcom, Rev, on Monday evening.  The wrong kind of worldliness and power is caught exactly in the archdeacon – who bears no resemblance to any archdeacon in this Diocese.  Watch him carefully and learn.  

In the early part of my ministry, I became very frustrated by the observation that I had very few conversations about God with people.  I did a lot of visiting.  I still do as I think visiting is very near the heart of ministry.  But on those visits I had very few conversations about God.  We would talk about the weather; about people’s work or families; we would talk about the church but we would very seldom talk about God.

One evening I was walking home from a couple of those visits and, as it were, reflecting this back to God in conversation.  And of course I blamed the people I was visiting.  They were very unspiritual, I thought.  Lord why is it that I never talk about you.

The Lord replied to that question as he sometimes does.  And very unexpectedly.  You don’t talk about me very much because you don’t know me very well.  The responsibility was mine not the people’s.  I wasn’t doing the hard work of praise and appreciation which is an antidote to worldliness.  

Third, the habits of praise and appreciation are a powerful antidote to our tendency to criticism.  We are naturally very good at criticising others.  Most of us are given at birth a particular pair of spectacles which magnify the faults of others and make it easy to see them.  Remember Jesus’ parable of the beam and the mote.  That natural tendency to criticise others is often magnified through training for ministry.  We explicitly learn biblical criticism rather than biblical appreciation.  Ordinands are much better in their placements and reflection on placement at identifying weaknesses in their supervisors and churches than they are at identifying either strengths or constructive solutions.  The same can be true of curates and their training incumbents.  

Part of that is a natural and healthy process.  But this natural tendency to criticise and dismiss others which is so often sharpened by training needs also to be checked in the priest or deacon by the counter-disciplines of praise and appreciation.  Do your best to appreciate the good qualities in your training incumbent.  Do your best to discover where the grace of God is at work in your parish and congregation.  Learn its story.  Approach the task of appreciation in humility and expecting to find good things.

I have been on a journey around the Diocese of Sheffield over the last year which has been a journey of appreciative enquiry.   I have found many things to give thanks for in every place I have been and in every place I have visited.  That discipline of praise and appreciation is a powerful antidote to cynicism and criticism – among the worst habits deacons and priests can develop.    

On one of my visits last year to a rural part of the Diocese, I was invited to tea on a farm with a wonderful couple, Edward and Sylvia.  Edward is in his early seventies.  It was Sylvia’s birthday and I was invited to share her birthday tea.  The hospitality was magnificent.  But what I remember most was the way Edward shows his appreciation for his wife.  We talked outside the farmhouse while tea was being prepared.  He told me what a wonderful person his wife is.  He also told me that they have been married, I think, over fifty years, and he has bought his wife flowers every single week through all these years.  

I saw Edward again last week at a confirmation and I told him that I have bought my wife a lot more flowers this year as a result of his example.  But Edward also helped me to reflect a great deal on what it means for us to love and appreciate the Church, the Bride of Christ, to give thanks for the church we serve and to express and name our appreciation.  What will it mean to take the church you serve flowers every single week of your ministry?  
Some people think the role of leadership in any walk of life can be reduced to just two functions:  saying where we are going and saying thank you.  Everything else is an extra.  But make sure you say thank you.  

So my charge to you is to set praise and appreciation at the centre of your ministry.  How do we do that?

Let me give you three pathways and three disciplines, albeit very briefly.  You will, I am sure, have found some of these already.  

The first pathway is to set the psalms at the heart of your prayer life.  Find a pattern of reading and praying the psalms which works for you.  The psalms as you know reflect life in both the major key of praise and the minor key of lament.  Both are essential for ministry.  In the psalter, as in ministry, the major key predominates – or it should do.  

Find a way of reading the psalms regularly which works for you.  Anglican daily prayer is essentially a Benedictine pattern which is in turn a pattern centred on the reading of the psalter.  Don’t skip that part of the Daily Office.  Let it form you.  Saying the psalter is the heart of the office – articulating the praise of God in psalms and canticles.  But reading the psalms month by month is also for me the backbone of my private prayer.  I find the Prayer Book Lectionary which takes me through the psalter in a month an essential tool.  It is the psalms which give us the emotional vocabulary of appreciation.  

Second, borrow the words of others.  The saints who have gone before us have learned this discipline of praise and appreciation before us.  Their words are immensely helpful and often open windows in the soul to God.  Make sure your diet of reading exposes you to the praise and appreciation of other Christians.

There are countless starting places.  Over the last year I have been rereading the Confessions of Augustine.  Augustine has a wonderful and fluent vocabulary of praise.  I have printed on the 

handout and we will use at the end of this address some words of Augustine’s to describe the God he loves and worships.

Fluency in the language of praise is like learning any language.  It comes with discipline and practice.  As deacons and priests you need to learn that fluency so that each day your heart is enlarged for the ministry to which you are called.  

And finally and very briefly, take time and care to learn the disciplines of thanksgiving and thankfulness.  George Herbert is another great saint fluent in praise and thanksgiving.  You will know his prayer on thankfulness:
Thou that hast given so much to me,
Give one thing more, - a grateful heart;
Not thankful when it pleaseth me,
As if Thy blessings had spare days,
But such a heart whose pulse may be Thy praise.
Use the profound and helpful General Thanksgiving as part of your daily prayers.  Learn and practice the Ignatian discipline of the Awareness Examen as the day draws to its close.  Give thanks and appreciate all that God has done in Christ.  Give thanks for and appreciate the wonder of the people of God.  

In these and other ways Pray therefore that your heart may daily be enlarged and your understanding of the Scriptures enlightened
My God and my life and my sacred delight
You are the greatest and the best, mightiest, almighty

Most merciful and most just

Utterly hidden and utterly present

Most beautiful and most strong

Abiding yet mysterious

My God and my life and my sacred delight
You never change yet change all things

You are never new, never old yet making all things new

Ever in action, ever at rest,

Gathering all things to yourself and needing none

Sustaining and fulfilling and protecting

Creating and nourishing and making perfect

Ever seeking though lacking nothing

My God and my life and my sacred delight
You love without subjection to passion

You are jealous but not with fear 

You can know repentance but not sorrow, 

be angry yet unpeturbed by anger
My God and my life and my sacred delight
From Augustine, Confessions 1.4
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