A Sermon preached by the Revd Christine Simpson                                                                                          in St Mary’s Market Drayton on Sunday 9th October 2011

SS3  “How do I choose what to do?”

Isaiah 6:1-8;  Matthew 21:33-46

We’re faced with choices from the moment we get up. What shall I wear? Should I have cereal or toast for breakfast, tea or coffee? What shall I make for dinner? And it isn’t simply a matter of personal preference – do I take notice of the research that tells me coffee can guard against depression or that caffeine really isn’t good for me. Our brains can become so overloaded with the many relatively unimportant choices we have to make just to get through the day that we can reach the stage when we just want to sit back, abdicate responsibility and allow ourselves to be carried along by circumstances. Of course, some people are natural decision makers; they know what they like, they have a goal in mind, they know what they want to achieve. For others, making choices causes great anxiety – what if I choose to do the wrong thing; take the wrong path, end up going the wrong way? Perhaps it would be best to just sit there and do nothing? 
Well, looking back in current sermon series, we can see that, for Christians, this really isn’t an option. Charlie addressed the issue in our first sermon, “Why should I do anything?” Last week, Martin considered the question, “Will doing something be enough?” and concluded that in order to be a radical Christian, rather than a half-way Christian we have to give our all to God, not just some selected part. Of course, there are different ways in which we can serve God and serve our church. St Paul, in his first letter to the Corinthians, writes that we each have a role to play as members of the body of Christ, the church - just as each part of the human body performs a different but indispensable role in the functioning of the whole. We know Martin is a man of many talents. In the past few weeks we’ve even seen him construct special head gear so he can read his bible while cycling down the road, but the days are long gone when the vicar is expected to do everything. Each of us has skills, talents, God-given gifts to use in the service of God, our church and our community. The question we need to ask ourselves is not, “Why should I do anything?”, or, “Is just doing something enough?”, but rather, “What should I do – how can I choose what to do?” 
In his children’s talk, Martin spoke about the call of God, the knowledge of the call and the desire to do something that lead to response. Isaiah’s vision was powerful, awesome and one that he couldn’t possibly ignore. It was something that inspired him with an overwhelming desire to serve God. Before we actually decide what it is that we are going to do for God, we first need to catch hold of the vision. Proverbs 29:18 says, “Where there is no vision the people perish” – we need something to aim towards, to motivate us and bring us to the point where we can say, along with Isaiah, “Here am I, send me.”

The description of Isaiah’s vision begins, “In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and lifted up, and the train of his robe filled the temple.” The king had died, this was an opportunity for new beginnings. Isaiah saw the awesome seraphs praising and worshipping God, the walls shaking at the sound of their voices. He became aware of God’s holiness and by contrast of his own littleness, his brokenness and sinfulness, his inadequacy and powerlessness and he cried out, “Woe is me! I am ruined! for I am a man of unclean lips.” He knew there was no way he could ever measure up to God’s standard of holiness and perfection and he was afraid. But God cleansed him of his sin and commissioned him to be a messenger to his people.
We too are people of unclean lips, broken and sinful, but, through Christ, God cleanses us from our sin, restores us and accepts us as his children. Coming face to face with God’s glory and holiness, with his forgiveness and acceptance gave Isaiah the desire and the confidence to accept his call. When Simon Peter recognised Jesus’ power and purity, he fell at his feet saying. “Go away from me Lord, I am a sinful man!”  Then he left his work and his home and followed Jesus: like Isaiah, he made the choice to be obedient to God, to submit himself to God’s will and allow God to use him for his purposes. This is surely the first choice each of us has to make.
Our gospel reading concerns those who choose not to obey God, who fail to recognise God’s holiness and fail to embrace the vision he has given them for building his kingdom. The vineyard in the parable refers to Israel; the tenants are the people. Instead of producing fruit, being obedient to God, following his ways, they turned from him, rejected and mistreated his servants, the prophets who remained faithful to God and brought his words to them. In the end, the landowner sent his son, but they were blinded to the truth, they failed to recognise him, rejected him and killed him. Jesus knew that many would refuse to accept his offer of life, love and forgiveness, that they wouldn’t choose to produce fruits of holiness and obedience in their lives, that for some he would be a stumbling block rather than a foundation upon which to build their lives.

Those tenants were only there at the invitation of the landowner – they didn’t own the land. This reminds us that we are tenants of our land, stewards of what God has given to us. This is God’s church – we are his tenants. We have the responsibility of caring for it – not just for the building but for the people within it and for the people outside who are part of our parish and community, for the future generations who will worship here.  Each of us has a role to play in this.
God gave Isaiah a vision, and we have also been given a vision for our church. It may not have come to us in such a dramatic way, but it is surely a vision we can each relate to. To be, ”A church for worship for all the Community and a Congregation who are committed to develop, nurture, encourage and empower a worshipping Community who serve and actively engage our community.”  Our vision is to be a welcoming and inclusive church, to nurture, encourage and teach the congregation and to reach out to our community in love and service. This may be said in different ways, achieved through different means, but it is surely the purpose of any Christian church.
 Many people are already actively engaged in fulfilling this vision. On Monday evening, we heard about the role of each Task Group in this and learned more about the work of “Christians against Poverty”. There is quite an impressive list of opportunities for serving God in our church but how do I choose what to do?  Well -there are various things that can help us choose – prayer, advice from others, recognising our natural abilities, acknowledging that God has given each one of us gifts to use in his service and that through His Spirit he will enable and empower us. 
The first step, as I’ve said already is to CATCH HOLD OF THE VISION. If you feel you haven’t yet done so, take time to read Isaiah 6:1-8, meditate on it and ask God to inspire you with the knowledge of who he is and the fact that he, the holy and glorious one has chosen YOU to be a part of his plan for salvation.

If you’ve caught hold of the vision, then pray again. Ask God to reveal the skills and gifts he’s given you.  If you find this hard you could ask a friend to help you to recognise your skills or go to the Resurrection Chapel and ask someone to pray with you. Of course, making the choice to do something always involves an element of risk. What if it doesn’t work out? What if I’ve got it wrong? Well – you won’t know unless you give it a try.
About 10 years ago, Michael, our previous vicar, told me he’d received some information about a Spirituality Course run by Lichfield Diocese and wondered if I’d be interested. He suggested looking at it in terms of opening the gate into a new field and having a walk around to explore it. If I liked what I found, I could stay there for a while; if I didn’t I could always come out and shut the gate behind me, but  unless I experienced it I’d never know if it was right for me or not. That was very good advice.

I take a service each month at Woodcroft. Last Sunday, the person who usually helps me couldn’t be there. Fortunately I remembered Ken had once rashly offered to help and when I asked him he kindly agreed to come along. It would have been perfectly fine if he’d said that he hadn’t enjoyed it and didn’t want to come again. Instead he said he had enjoyed it and asked when I planned to go again. An elderly lady who’d been a neighbour of his mother had attended for the first time and we really felt this was no coincidence, but a “God-incidence” and it was an encouragement for me too.
Serving God doesn’t mean that we have to be engaged in frenetic activity. Sometimes we have to take stock and choose to concentrate on a few areas – to do a few things well, rather than trying to do lots of things and not achieving too much. We don’t all possess the health and strength to be actively, physically involved. But we can still play an important part. It may be that God is calling you to pray for a particular area, for a particular group, to encourage those who are actively involved – and it is very encouraging and reassuring to know that others are supporting us in prayer.
Realising our vision requires commitment, it requires us to work together, to each be willing to use our gifts so that the burden doesn’t fall on just a few. It requires us to seek God’s wisdom, inspiration and guidance so that we can choose how best to serve him and one another. 
Serving God may mean stepping out of our comfort zone. It may mean placing ourselves in God’s hands and simply trusting him to choose where to send us. May we become so aware of God’s sovereignty, his holiness and majesty; may we recognise the extent of his forgiveness and mercy, his love and acceptance of us, the enormous privilege we have in working with him and for him so that we have the courage to say – “Here I am, send me” -. May we be his wise, obedient and godly tenants, choosing to produce much fruit for our Lord. 
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