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I have had an interesting week, for I have been away for most of it on a conference in Staffordshire run by an organisation specialising in ‘organisational analysis’. The event was entitled Transforming Clergy Leadership and one of it’s stated aims was “to introduce a dynamic and disciplined method of exploring how we use our experience to find, make and take our leadership roles and the impact of how we do so.” Does that sound a bit befuddling? Yes, I think so too, and I did have the feeling several times during the conference that what we were dealing with was essentially common sense made more complex than it probably needed to be. But there were some pretty useful insights that came through the week, and I don’t think it was time wasted. Actually for me one of the powerful aspects of the week was that it took place at the retreat house I went to in 1993 and 1994 immediately before being ordained deacon and then priest in the Lichfield Diocese. Worshipping again in the chapel where we had worshipped then and had received the Bishop’s Ordination Charge before he ordained us, with its mixture of challenge, warning, encouragement and promise, was a very thought provoking thing – especially as I reflected on the intervening 16 years. 
Hanging in the corridor to the chapel at the retreat house were photos of past ordination retreats going back in to the 1980s, including my own, and seeing myself in the group photograph of enthusiastic-looking deacons-to-be, taken the morning before the ordination service, reminded me of one of the ordination gifts I was given by a friend was a copy of the  Church Poems by John Betjamen. The kind donor had thoughtfully bookmarked a poem chosen for my earliest attention entitled Blame the Vicar. I know some of you are familiar with it, but because it is fun, and to give you a flavour in case you don’t know it – I will read you a couple of sections now.

When things go wrong it’s rather tame

To find we are ourselves to blame,

It gets the trouble over quicker

To go and blame things on the Vicar.

The Vicar, after all, is paid

To keep us bright and undismayed…
That’s the beginning , and then a little later;

For what’s a Vicar really for

Except to cheer us up? What’s more,

He shouldn’t ever, ever tell

If there is such a place as Hell,

For if there is it’s certain he

Will go to it as well as we.
Now of course Betjamen wasn’t just trying to be funny, for he had deliberately put his finger on a situation that is pertinent to the whole church and not just the poor vicar: In so far as people turn to the church (and this isn’t to forget that very many don’t) they generally want it to be a source of comfort, and affirmation and support - a guardian of meaning in the face of meaninglessness, keeping them ‘bright and undismayed’ – but what they are less keen to hear its challenging and demanding words in relation to their own lives and sets of priorities - the awful demands of Christ, as we might put it. Certainly an ordained person has to live with this tension all the time, and try and get the right balance between the two - every sermon and indeed interaction raises the question once more. But this matter of balance – balance between the gifts and demands of Christ is one that draws-in each one of us, insomuch as we belong to Christ. .
On the one hand, we really do need to make sure that we commend our faith as one of gift and grace to this world. As Dean Inge (I think it was) said first, Christianity is first of all good news, not good advice, and that is surely a very important distinction to make. The nature of our experiencing God is that God always gives us something, before he demands something of us, and his gift is not simply some sort of ‘loss-leader’, or the proverbial ‘free-lunch’ that really comes with strings attached and an ulterior motive or two. God simply loves us, and I believe very deeply that love is indiscriminate and probably reckless too. God loves us - all of us - for who we are a long time before he thinks about how we might be useful to him: To him we are our own ends. One of the other books I was given at my ordination was the works of George Herbert, including the poem Love Bade Me Welcome, which dwells on this awesome truth, and how actually, given our own feelings about ourselves, we can find it so very hard to cope with:
Love bade me welcome: yet my soul drew back,


Guilty of dust and sin.
But quick-ey’d Love, observing me grow slack


From my first entrance in,
Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning


If I lack’d anything.
That is just the first stanza. But the poem explores as powerfully as any I know how important and constituent a part of any faith journey is an appreciation of ones belovedness.
So that is the first side of the balance,  but what now about the other – the awful demand of Christ. Our religion, as well being a merciful one, is in some senses also a severe one. We are called to holiness, to seek after the very perfection of God himself. Jesus combined both absolute mercy and unremitting demand. We have to strive for the same, and clearly we are not to expect it to be easy. At one point in the Gospels, Jesus says to the disciples; “See, I am sending you out like lambs into the midst of wolves. Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals; and greet no-one on the road.”  I think it is the case that most of us find this a fair bit harder than the first aspect – the encouraging one – but I think I have understood during the last 16 years more and more how absolutely essential it is. In one perspective it is the attempt to lead people towards a greater maturity, a greater awareness of the consequences of their actions and of their responsibility for them, and a greater vision for how things might be if we were more prepared to dedicate ourselves to making them so. We need to find the courage to develop and express this aspect of our vocation as disciples, and not just assume that others can do all the work for us.  Life does give us opportunities to make a stand on a principle that we know will not gain us the favour of others but which we also know grows straight from the challenge of the Gospel and the example of Christ’s own way with people and situations of distortion and exploitation. It is at these moments that faith gets especially real, and we hear the authentic call to take the opportunities that God thrusts our way. 
Well I guess time will tell how much role and work has been transformed by my five days in Staffordshire. But perhaps for now, the important things is that we all continue to think further about the nature of  the balance of divine gift and demand in Christ, at the heart of all our vocations ordained or otherwise.
