Chrism Mass 2011

Our Chrism Mass comes at a busy time for all of us.  But it is one of the most important moments of the year.  Everything about this service reminds us that we are bound together by our calling - that we are people who in a particular way recognise the call of God within us.  Like Samuel, we may at times be deaf to it, may need others to translate it for us.  But a big slice of your life and mine is an inner dialogue with that calling - that insistent tug of God on our lives and its working out in ministry and service..

‘So what does God want us to do?’ is our instinctive reaction.  But the Gospel reading today reminds us that it’s not all about doing.  Jesus spoke to those who criticised the woman and reminded them that the forgiving of sins is made possible within the sharing of great love.

In our worship today, we rekindle in words and actions our response to the loving and calling relationship in which God reaches out to us.  And part of our response to that is the way in which we reach out to one another as fellow pilgrims .. fellow servants.

It’s not just that we work together.  No just shared endeavour.  Not just supporters of one another.  Although those things are important.  Where I have come to in my own journey is a renewed understanding of the importance of the collegiality and the mutual accountability which binds us together.  I believe that it is as important to our spiritual well-being in ministry as is the relationship with a spiritual director.

Cardinal Basil Hume used to talk about the balance in his life between the desert and the market place - about the need for times of engagement in ministry to be balanced with times when he went to the places where he knew that he could reconnect with the places and the patterns which could renew him and protect him from the dangers of ministry.  Our spiritual journey in ministry is of course a journey into personal holiness - undertaking the inner journey so that we may also walk with others.  But I think that the spiritual journey is not just a personal - even a privatised thing.  We are with one another as part of what protects us from the dangers of ministry .. keeps us open, keeps us loving and keeps the light of God within us as a guide to others  …. reminds us that while we may feel called to a sacrificial lifestyle we should not sacrifice our nearest and dearest on that altar.

I believe that we are for each other in that.  I value more than I can say the fact that I am remembered in prayer each day.  Ministry becomes daily for me more exposed.  There are great privileges in what I do - and there are great spiritual dangers.   In Northern Ireland, where they have a particular way of saying things, they would want to make sure that ‘that wee man didn’t lose the run of himself’  Meaning lose touch with his roots and with the heart of his ministry and because of the demands of multiple ministries begin to act in dealing with people in a way which is more managerial than collegial and compassionate - seeing a straight line as the shortest distance between two points.  The fact that there are among you those who will say to me what needs to be said is part of your care and love for me.  And I know some of the difficulties which you face - the difficult people, the bullies, the inertia and the fears.  I know about the times when one offers leadership and it is peremptorily dismissed and knocked back.  You soul curls up and dies - how often can you stand it?  And what I owe to you is the sympathy and the care and the prayers which is my sacred trust and duty towards you - but that I should also say to you what you may need to hear vocationally - that stirring, challenging and encouraging through which God’s call to you may be expressed.

More than that, it seems to me that we face challenges - the challenge of finding fresh answers to old problems - of making Christ known in a secular society which often greets us with studied indifference.  We shall not find answers to those problems on our own - but only in the shared collegiality into which God calls us.

