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Delighted to be here to support Paul.  The start of a new ministry is always a great opportunity – new relationships, new possibilities, new hope.  I’m glad to be part of that.  
A Service of the Institution of a Rector – the celebration of a new ministry – is a remarkable moment.  Worship shapes our lives in many ways – often in the rhythms of prayer and praise it is like water dripping on a stone.  It changes us imperceptibly rather than dramatically.  But this is different because something special happens.  A relationship - an extraordinary relationship - is formed between Rector and congregation, between priest and people and between sheep and shepherd.  Paul becomes 'our' Rector - he has the huge privilege of instantly becoming 'one of us'. But not just one of us.  He is the person at the centre of the community in his life of service - the one who holds the secrets and is trusted - the one who leads, teaches, encourages, shapes.  And because he draws on deeper things than just being the visible leader of the community - he becomes the source of healing and even of forgiveness.  Beyond that, he helps the community of faith to find its vocation and to become a community which ministers – not just a community ministered to.

And for Paul - the people of St Thomas become - well I never feel very comfortable with the possessive 'my' people.  Let's settle for 'us' and 'our congregation'.  Over the coming weeks and months, there will be the time of learning names and faces and gradually getting to know people.  And at the deeper levels there is that spiritual connectedness – founded on prayer and love, on loyalty, service and the sacrifice of the one who lays down his life for the sheep.
As you get to know Paul, you will discover that it would be hard to find anybody more genuinely loving and caring than your new Rector.  He inspired warm affection when we were in Seagoe together.  I am sure he will do that here.

The readings which we heard this evening say similar things – but say them much better than I have.
Jeremiah speaks of vocation – ‘before I formed you in the womb I knew you’  I’ve learnt to speak very cautiously of vocation – but I think it means that the path on which Paul’s life is set is much more than a career choice.  And the way in which the priest does what he does is more than the fulfilling of a Job Description – rather it is a sacred duty fulfilled in obedience.

Paul speaks of being in Christ – a new creation.  His words remind me of the faith-rootedness of all ministry.  Our secular society chooses to see nothing more than what it sees in front of it.  It’s not interested in wonder or mystery.  Secular society doesn’t object to the church – it just wants to domesticate it, to sanitise it and to allow its faith roots to wither.  But the church is here to evangelise and make disciples – to offer to people in this society who are spiritually searching and questioning meaning some ways of thinking creatively about life and its purpose.  Faith-rootedness is what people deserve to find in the church.   Paul’s task is to keep putting that in front of you.
And finally Jesus speaks about the Good Shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep.  What we celebrate tonight is ultimately about love, giving and sacrifice – it is the unbreakable link between sheep and shepherd – an unconditional love and service to death itself and beyond.

