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John 20: 19-23

I’m sure that the reading we have just heard was chosen for this ordination because it shows Jesus giving authority to his disciples by the Holy Spirit and breathing on them to represent the gift.  Today, authority for ministry as priests is being given, also by the Holy Spirit, to James and Caroline and although Bishop Bob won’t be blowing symbolically on them, he will lay his hands upon them as a sign of God’s great gift – the same sign as at confirmation.

But the reading also speaks to me of the mystery of the resurrection and of the way in which, throughout his earthly life Jesus combined the divine and the human.  Is the risen Jesus we meet in this gospel passage human or divine?  He enters the house even though the doors are locked.  But then he shows them the real wounds in his hand and his side.  The disciples feel his breath but then Jesus speaks these words of divine authority ‘receive the Holy Spirit’.
Caroline and James will have many things expected of them, a daunting number of which are outlined in this service but at root, I believe, they will need to hold together the human and the divine, keeping Jesus before them as their example, Lord and friend.  I would like to speak about this life they are taking on, about the Church in which they are serving, and about the qualities they will need to exercise their ministries.  And I hope that what I say will be of some use to those of us who aren’t being ordained, since all of us who are baptized are also called to follow the example of Christ, its just that James and Caroline are doing so in a particularly public and representative way.

The life which Caroline and James are entering is one in which they must keep in close touch with God and with their own humanity.  If either of these slip then the ministry of the priest becomes inauthentic.  Keeping in touch with God isn’t that straightforward as all of you who have tried praying over a period of many years will testify.  But in my ministry I have invariably found that when I’m getting complacent, or dry, or discouraged, God has woken me up and refreshed me, sometimes through the words of scripture, often through the wonderful people, lay and ordained with whom I have had the privilege of ministering, sometimes through circumstances or experiences that have come my way.  If we are faithful in prayer and in attending to the scriptures, God will be faithful too.  James and Caroline clearly love God enough to give their lives to this work, and for that all of us who are Christians must be profoundly thankful.

But Caroline and James are not perfect, and I’m not just saying that because I’ve worked with Caroline for a year!  None of us who are called to be Christians and priests are perfect.  I believe Caroline and James are offering in ordination not just their love of God but their humanity, with their wonderful gifts, and their weaknesses, their enthusiasms and their fears.  And in the priestly life nurturing their humanity will be every bit as important as nurturing their spiritual lives.  Finding time for their families and friends, their interests and recreations is part of their role as priests.  Without them they might end up very pious, but they will be of little use as priests if they can’t  relate warmly and imaginatively to the human situations they will meet.  
So Caroline and James will need to nurture their spiritual and human sides and make sure that they can hold them together in honest and creative ways.  And they will need to do all this within the life of the Church.  As Deacons you have already had some experience of representing the Church on public occasions and you will have to do this even more in your new role as priests.  But it’s not always a comfortable thing because the Church of England is a funny old institution and because we don’t always agree with its policies on some matters.  People easily forget that the Church is a school for sinners not a club for saints and when Christians don’t always live up to the standards they profess the way of the world is to criticize and mock rather than to forgive.  So to represent the Church can feel exposed and painful.  Yet that is only one side of the story.  As a priest you have an opportunity to help those outside the church to a more positive view of it and, even more importantly, to help the Church itself to change into a community which more fully reflects the love of Christ.  Priests should be critical friends of the church, there to support and encourage but also, sometimes, to call to account or to repent.  It’s still quite easy to get comfortable in the Church of England and to let it take us over.  Resist, where you think it matters, and don’t be afraid to be a creative irritant.
You may think I’m making this sound a bit as if James and Caroline are going to be taking up their crosses to work in the church - and in a way they are.  But I firmly believe that the pain they might suffer along the way will be outweighed by the immense privilege of ministering to people who can find God’s comfort and presence and challenge through their words and actions.  I’m sometimes painfully aware of my limitations as a priest but I thank God that he can still use me for some good and will forgive what is undone or wrong.  Any of us can only survive creatively in the Church with a large dollop of God’s grace so I would ask you to pray hard for Caroline and James today and in the years to come that they will be mightily sustained for the work which God has in store for them.        
And finally, what qualities will James and Caroline need to fulfill this demanding but satisfying ministry of priesthood?  I believe they must combine confidence with humility.  We certainly need confidence to witness to the gospel of love, service and sacrifice which Jesus gave us.  There are plenty of people around who will tell us that we are wasting our time promoting old myths.  But I believe we can have confidence in God who is our rock and whose love for us is unchanging.  When we have this deeply rooted confidence in God we won’t have to believe that we are always right.  We will be able to combine our confidence with humility remembering that we are no better than others and that God’s wisdom is greater than the highest human knowledge.  To treat others with respect and kindness is the least which Christians should do.  Yet when we’re busy and tired and people seem to assume that we are just sitting around waiting to help them we can be tempted to treat people with less than the respect and consideration they deserve.  
Jesus turned over the tables of the money changers and washed his disciples’ feet.  Confidence in God and humility towards others will together go a long way our ministry as Christians and priests.

Jesus said ‘Peace be with you.  As the Father has sent me, so I send you’.  Let us pray that Caroline and James will be filled with God’s peace and joy as they respond to this bidding.  
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