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It is a real privilege to share with you this time of reflection before your ordination as deacon tomorrow or as priest over the next seven days.  You and your families are held at this time in the prayers of the Diocese as you prepare for this important moment in your life and ministry.  Thank you for making the journey and for offering your life to this ministry as deacon and priest within God’s church.  It is a huge encouragement to me and to many that such a diverse and able group of people are offering themselves in ordained ministry.  
Almost two thousand years ago a group of presbyters gathered on the beach in a place called Miletus to hear a solemn charge from Paul the Apostle.  The whole idea of a Bishop’s Charge at ordination flows from that scene as Luke describes it in Acts 20.  Many of the words and phrases in the ordinal echo Paul’s speech. 

At the centre of his charge are these solemn words:

“Keep watch over yourselves and over all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God that he obtained with the blood of his own Son”
.  

I want to focus this evening on that picture of ministry as the call to be a shepherd to God’s flock.  I want to do this through a text which I hope will be very familiar to you, the text of Psalm 23 which I have been living with again in recent months.  The image of the shepherd runs through the ordinal in every generation.  Most of us now live in urban not rural communities but the image of shepherding resonates still with the life of God’s church.  
In the words of the ordinal, deacons share in the pastoral ministry of the church
, the ministry of shepherding.  Priests are called to be servants and shepherds among the people to whom they are sent.  Bishops are ordained to be shepherds of Christ’s flock and guardians of the faith of the apostles.  

These precious words from the charge to Bishops in the ordinal apply in different ways to the ministries of deacon and priest also:

Mindful of the Good Shepherd who laid down his life for his sheep, they are to love and pray for those committed to their charge, knowing their people and being known by them.

What does it mean to be called and ordained to a lifetime commitment of being a shepherd to God’s people?  

As you might expect, there are things to be learned about the ministry of the shepherd from the 23rd Psalm which begins with the beautiful image: The Lord is my shepherd.

The Psalm is best understood, not as a prayer or even as a song of praise, but as a confession of faith.  It is most helpfully seen, I think, as a kind of creed.  

In the Ancient Near East, the image of the shepherd is universally seen as a royal image: an image of kingship.  In texts from Egypt and Mesopotamia, and in the Old Testament texts, the king is portrayed as the shepherd of his people.  This is the tradition on which Jesus draws in John’s gospel when he says: I am the good shepherd.  This is royal language about a king and a kingdom.  

It is likely therefore that Psalm 23 is closely linked with other language in the Psalms which praises God as king and in which the king, the descendant of David, plays a leading role.  The king who is himself shepherd and ruler of God’s people enters the temple and declares with humility and confidence: the Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.  It is a royal declaration of faith and trust and confidence in the kingdom, the rule, the reign of God and all this means.  

To use the psalm today is to make this same declaration of faith.  After a difficult week, after a busy day, after a season when life does not make sense, in the face of suffering or tiredness or doubt or fear I am able to proclaim in faith, sometimes in the face of the evidence:  The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.  

In our thinking about Christian ministry, the language of being a shepherd or pastor is often misunderstood and distorted.  Our world and culture in the West think in terms of individuals – of dealing with people one by one.  When I use the language of the priest being a shepherd, the image of pastoral work, what pictures come into your mind?  I would imagine that your head is full of one to one ministry: visiting the sick in hospital; sitting with the bereaved; preparing a couple for marriage or counselling them in times of difficulty.  

You are not wrong to think of those things as important pastoral work.  You have the truth there but not the whole truth.  You have part of the picture, but you need a different frame.  

For a shepherd or a pastor of God’s people is not primarily called to deal with individuals but to grow and guide communities which will be communities of health and healing and salvation: God’s church.  This is royal language about a kingdom.  The care of individuals is an important and vital part of the ministry of the shepherd.  But you are not being ordained to minister to a random series of individuals and their needs.  You are being ordained to tend and grow and guide healthy Christian communities: the Church of Jesus Christ.  

The biggest misunderstanding and distortion of being a deacon or priest in our generation is to see this ministry as being an individual ministry serving the needs of a series of individuals.  My solemn charge to you for the whole of your ministry is to see your service as deacon and your ministry as a priest as a collaborative ministry serving the needs of communities, not of individuals.  
Let me repeat that.  The ministry of a deacon or priest, the ministry of a shepherd, is not an individual ministry serving the needs of a series of individuals.  The ministry of a deacon and priest is to share in a collaborative ministry which seeks to grow and sustain healthy Christian communities.  

The vision statement for the Diocese of Sheffield is about growing communities not growing individuals:

The Diocese of Sheffield is called to grow a sustainable network of Christ-like, lively and diverse Christian communities in every place which are effective in making disciples and in seeking to transform our society and God’s world.
The focus of your ministry as deacon and priest in this diocese and beyond this diocese is helping to grow that sustainable network of healthy Christian communities in every place.  Within that framework, of course, you have individual gifts and ministries.  Within that framework of course you will minister to individuals.  But the focus of your calling as a shepherd of God’s people is on growing communities, healthy churches which themselves will be a healthy and healing presences within God’s world. 
That is a high calling which will demand your best energies.  

Here are three reflections on what it might mean, drawn from Psalm 23.  The premise is that the Lord is my Shepherd.  The way in which the Lord is my Shepherd is the way in which I should be a shepherd among God’s people.

I have called them the priority of tending; a presence in suffering and hospitality and hope.   

The priority of tending

You are being ordained to tend the people of God.  The first three verses of Psalm 23 are about tending both individuals and the community of which they are a part.  The concept of tending embraces care, but also healing: the cure of souls.  It embraces teaching and nurture and guidance and discipline.  It embraces healthy rhythms of rest and nurture and relationships.  

The divine shepherd sets the pace of community life and it is a restful and peaceful pace.  He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside still waters.  The divine shepherd gives a rhythm to the life of the community which is itself a healing rhythm: he restores my soul.  The divine shepherd attends to the ethics of power and community and choice: he leads me in right pathways for his name’s sake.  

The Christian church is always a mixed body: a community of sinners.  That applies to its bishops and priests and deacons as well as to its lay members.  Local churches can become dysfunctional communities.   Priest and people can collude together.  Health and growth go together.  

You are called as a deacon and a priest to help create a healthy community in the church where you serve.  You have many tools in your kitbag for that work: your own example and the agendas you bring.  But among them, the chief and most important tools you bring is in your preaching and the ministry of the word.  

It is an immense privilege to stand in the place of honour in the Christian community Sunday by Sunday as God’s people gather and to expound the scriptures.  God’s word preached has an immense power to challenge and convict, to grow shared values, to create community, to rebuke vice, to encourage virtue and to turn the people of God outward in God’s mission.  

Not every sphere of Christian ministry contains the opportunity to shape a community through preaching, but parish ministry does.  After thirteen years of parish ministry in which I came rather to take the privilege of preaching for granted I was called to work in a theological college community.  I was one of a number of members of staff.  I was only able to preach in the main services on a couple of occasions a year.  I had lost my most effective tool in forming community.  
But all of you are ministering in parish contexts through the next few years.  Make the very most of your preaching.  Immerse yourself in the scriptures.  Apply them to the life of the congregations you serve.  Use the scriptures to build up healthy communities.   Each time you preach remember the themes of this part of the psalm: are you offering green pastures; still waters; words to restore the soul; right pathways; for his names sake.  Does your preaching contain food to nurture the life of mature disciples?  Does your sermon have places of depth and stillness?  Are there words of reconciliation? Are you teaching people how to live?
On another beach at another time, another apostle received his charge: feed my lambs; feed my sheep; tend my sheep.  

I remember vividly one Sunday morning preaching on the importance of faithfulness in marriage in a way that arose naturally from the readings.  A man in his fifties came up to me after the service and said very clearly that that sermon at that point in his life had saved his marriage by the grace of God. He had been tempted to stray and was brought back.  Pay attention, as a shepherd, to the ministry of preaching.  
Presence in Suffering

The second strand to growing healthy communities is presence in suffering.
You will know verse 4 well.  

Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me; your rod and your staff they comfort me.  

The NRSV translation is in my mind inadequate.  It smooths away the literal translation of the Hebrew caught in the Authorised Version and disguises death.  The AV reads:

Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.       

The greatest challenge to any community is the experience of suffering and death.  This is hard when it affects individuals.  The new deacons will experience over the next few months beginning the ministry of care of the bereaved and taking funerals which will be a feature of all your time in parish ministry.  But the experience of suffering is hardest of all when it affects whole communities.  

In one of my years as Warden of Cranmer Hall we had three deaths of students in the community in the space of six months.  One of them was an Anglican ordinand in her early twenties who collapsed and died in the College fitness room.  She was in her second term at the college.  The whole community was caught up in grief at her death; in hosting her family when they came to Durham; in sending representatives to her funeral; in remembering her.  For many weeks we suspended the singing of hymns in chapel.  We walked together through the valley of the shadow of death.  I have known the same experience in parish churches.  For all the sorrow, the college community had a particular tenderness that year.  
Many of you will have experienced already the sense of being present with those who are suffering acutely: the sick, the dying, the bereaved, those in pain.  Presence in suffering is a privilege of pastoral ministry.  The dominant feeling I always have in those circumstances is inadequacy.  There is nothing you can say to take away the truth or the pain.  Any words sound trite and difficult.  We are not there to give reasons for what is happening.  

The divine Shepherd in the Psalm does not come into the valley with long words of explanation or advice.  The divine Shepherd is simply present:

Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.       

Presence in suffering is the second ministry which will help to grow healthy communities.  We need public ministry which does not deny the experience of suffering or explain it, but which is tempered and seasoned by faithful presence within that suffering so that, in time, the experience of suffering and even of death is transfigured and transformed by hope.  

Hospitality and Hope

My third and final insight drawn from Psalm 23 is the theme of hospitality and hope.  

As you will know, the image in the Psalm changes at verse 5 from the image of the divine shepherd to the image of the divine host.  Both images are echoed in the Gospel of John: I am the good shepherd; in my father’s house are many mansions; come and eat.  

Here are the verses:

“You prepare a table for me in the presence of my enemies; you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.  Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.”  

Ann and I have four children now aged between 21 and 27.  We think we know a thing or two about parenting and bringing up a family.  There is one piece of furniture you need more than any other if you are going to create a healthy family or any kind of healthy community.  That piece of furniture is a table and chairs.  We wore out three different sets of dining room furniture while we were bringing up our children – not because the tables wore out, but because we never could teach our children not to tip back their chairs onto two legs.  

Community grows as we gather round the table.  For that reason, as you will know, the ministry of hospitality will need to form part of your ministry if you are to grow community.  Every ministry I have ever been part of, every team I have ever grown, has at its foundation sitting and eating with individuals and with groups, forming bonds of friendship and sharing life together.  
For those privileged to be ordained deacon and priest, we share in the ministry of hospitality in a particular way.  We are called to gather God’s people and prepare a table at the feast of the Eucharist; to invite God’s people into Holy Communion.  This is the meal which tends and feeds and nurtures the flock and which grows healthy community.  This is the meal which is the foretaste of heaven and which sets the perspective of Christian hope.  This is the meal which looks forward to an eternity in the house of the Lord.  This is the meal at which the Lord is our host, but in which we are called to share in the act of hospitality and welcome by virtue of our ordination as deacons, priests and bishops in the Church of God.  

Give due priority then in your time and attention and ministry to every act of Christian prayer and worship, but especially to the Eucharist, both as deacon and as priest.  Take seriously the call to be a host at God’s table.  Let your hosting be an extension of the ministry of hospitality and table fellowship you exercise in your home.  

The ministry of tending God’s people through preaching; the ministry of presence in suffering; the ministry of hospitality and hope are not spectacular or sensational ministries.  They do not bear fruit in an instant.  They bear fruit as they are exercised faithfully over months and years.  The fruit they bear are the fruit of healthy, Christ-like communities of Christian disciples who themselves are equipped and empowered to make a difference in the world around them.

Be confident in the ministry to which God has called you.  Be full of joy in this season of ordination.  Tend the community you are called to serve through the ministry of the word; be present in places of suffering; offer hospitality and hope in the church and in the world.  Leave the rest to the Lord.  

And now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations forever and ever.  Amen.  

+Steven Sheffield
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