Commissioning and re-commissioning of Parish Visitors in the Parish of the Resurrection, Alton.

 Philippians 4:1-9 and Luke 6:26-38
How do you feel when someone won’t listen to you? We’ve all known the feeling- a teacher, a parent? a husband or wife? or maybe the boss? They just won’t listen to your explanation… or take any interest in “how it is” for you? I’ll bet you feel angry, frustrated, feel you’re being bullied… and somehow diminished?
There’s a song, I wonder if you know it, called- “Father and Son” (and this will show your age)… you’ll either never have heard of it! or you’ll remember the Cat Stevens version, or more recently the one by the boy band “Boyzone”… Ronan Keating did a hit version of it a few years back.  And the song, if you can hear it in your head is a dialogue between father and son… with Dad dispensing the wisdom of his experience, the Son feeling he’s NOT being listened to…
“How can I try… to explain?
When I do- he turns away again
It's always been the same
Same old story
From the moment I could talk
I was ordered to listen…
Now there's a way, and I know
That I have to go away
I know, I have to go...

Communication breakdown… another family fractured because someone wouldn’t listen. We hear it all the time.

Let me evoke not a song, now, but a visual image for you... the famous painting by William Holman Hunt called “Light of the World”*- the one, I’m sure you’ll know… with Jesus depicted carrying a lantern and knocking... at night, on a wooden door that’s partly covered with ivy and weeds… ‘doesn’t look as if it’s been opened for a long time. *see below
Christ stands knocking at this door waiting for it to be opened… because he can’t open it himself. You see, there is no handle on his side- only the person behind the door can choose to open it. The door represents our heart, closed to God, as we remain deaf to his entreaties? So be it. Christ doesn’t barge in, or force entry in any way, he just stands patiently knocking… until we hear… and open the door of our heart to him.  

Around this time last year you’ll remember the wonderful “Harvest of Talents” which was held here; a brilliant way of celebrating Harvest Festival with the fruits of all sorts of your creative endeavours. I really enjoyed walking round the church looking at people’s paintings, photographs, knitting, needlepoint, colourful collages, there were poems and stories, watercolours… you name it- every sort of skill from jewellery-making to chutney-making- was on display. 
Now, at Christmas I was telling my family all about it and my daughter… listened carefully to what I was saying, (a smirk just beginning to play on her lips), when she said… “and, er, what did you… contribute Mum?” (They can cut you down to size, your children can’t they?!) “Well,” I replied, “I bought a lot of chutney and I complimented a lot of people, I was very encouraging!” (I was paddling hard by now as she exposed my dearth of accomplishments) and it was at this point that my dear sister piped up “Hang on, Bryony”  (that’s my daughter) “if your Mum had put up a sign saying “Good Listener” … come here and I’ll listen to you, I’ll really listen to you!” She’d have been inundated.” 
That made me feel a whole lot better. And she had a point… There is no shortage of people needing a listening ear. I focus, as you know, on the town’s care homes and the spiritual care of other older people (maybe struggling with) living independently in older age… But much more widely than that… people of all ages, and at all sorts of points in our lives, need a compassionate, listening ear. This is not namby-pamby stuff, a counselling culture gone mad! This is basic to “who we are” as human beings; cherished sons and daughters of God.
I began by asking what it feels like when we are NOT listened to? Well, what is it like when we ARE listened to… fully listened to, by someone who is completely engaged with what we are saying? By someone not distracted, or leaping in with what they want to say, but utterly present to us… as if we were the only person in the world who mattered? 
We feel relieved, (don’t we?) when listened to in this way? At last someone who notices me, and is caring about me? So we feel helped, that we have some significance. We feel loved.       
Jesus modelled this type of effective listening. In the jargon it’s also called “unconditional positive regard.” Physically, it involves facing the speaker, maintaining good eye contact, an open, relatively relaxed, posture. We can imagine that that is just how Jesus spoke to people one-to-one… think of his curing of the blind, the lame, the deaf and the leper. “What do you want me to do for you?” he would ask…

He is our model for all pastoral work- the way every parish visitor is sent out by the congregations, above all, to listen to what people really feel; the aching, the longing, the hurting… and to reach out to them in “unconditional positive regard;” not judging, not pre-empting, not dismissing… but just attentively listening. 
We are each called to this kind of gentle listening. If we practise it to the best of our ability- whether in our home life, work-life or as specially designated chaplains or parish visitors- we are obeying God’s call.

Obedience is a Christian virtue we are each required to display. Obedience is such an interesting word… with its roots in the Latin audiere “to listen.” We think of “dog obedience” classes. Yes, the beginning of self-understanding, self-control, comes from listening attentively, with ears pricked; the kind of listening that comes from practice, and submission to a higher authority. 
In our Gospel reading today we hear Jesus saying: “I say to you that listen…”  So often, we wilfully, or neglectfully, fail to listen to what God is saying to us. His “still small voice of calm” can so easily get drowned out by the noise, go unnoticed in the clamour of busy lives full of other distractions and claims on our attention. But he still goes on patiently knocking… seeking admittance beneath “the low lintel of our hearts.”
Jesus says: “I say to you that listen… do good to those who hate you… do to others as you would have them do to you.” And there we have The Golden Rule which appears in a variety of forms in all the world’s major religions. Often it is in the negative form- “don’t do to others what you wouldn’t have them do to you.” Jesus’ words are in the positive: “Do to others as you would have them do to you.” We ALL want to have our voice heard, our opinion respected, our views taken into account.
As a principle of civilised living it is, at the very least, good manners to extend that courtesy to others, but much more importantly it is Jesus’ way of modelling THE way of being, which is nothing less than God’s own way. Jesus was gentle and considerate…we who are made in God’s image, who seek to follow Christ, to be a Christian, (the German word for Christian is “ein Christ,” “a Christ”- we are not just admirers then, not just an imitator, or follower but this is about living a life of such abundance that, as Paul puts it: “I live now not with my own life but with the life of Christ who lives in me.”

St Paul sought at every point after his dramatic conversion to be “ein Christ” … to offer a home to Christ’s Spirit dwelling in him… making Christ at home in his heart, and in every fibre of his being. That’s why he exhorted his fellow Christians in Philippi to: “Keep on doing the things you have learned and received and heard and seen in me”… “and the God of peace will be with you.” 
Luke’s gospel today quotes Jesus saying: “Let your gentleness be known to everyone.” This phrase is sometimes translated: “Be known to everyone for your consideration to others.” That is what our Parish Visitors are being recognised for this morning, and what they are each being sent out with renewed energy to do … and we hope you have an extra spring in your step as you receive that special commission today. 
You are our church’s honoured representatives, and your task is nothing short of a healing mission. Indeed, all who quietly go about their lives being kind and considerate to others are modelling the way of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ himself- the great healer.  

We tend to think of healing as a very rare and spectacular kind of gift, granted to a few chosen people. While it is true that some people have remarkable and rare kinds of healing gift, every Christian must be called to be a healer in some way, for the life of Christ is a healing life. Being a good listener, being patient, tolerant, having a sense of humour, being efficient, being interested, being willing to waste time with people, these are just a few of the many ways we can be “healers” to one another. 

To have compassion literally means- in a very earthy, fleshy, way- to have our innards turned… as we experience the same pain that another is going through. We are moved, we feel their pain, literally in the bowels of our very being. When we show genuine compassion for another person, truly listening to the other person with love to the point of hurting… we are in a very real sense lending without expecting anything in return… we are giving our time; we are obeying Christ’s call to: “Be compassionate as your Father is compassionate.” 
This sort of listening, (unproductive time the world might judge), is nevertheless costly. People who undertake to really listen expose themselves to some pretty destructive forces… other people’s pain, grief, sorrow and despair…But the very act of listening opens up the chance of transforming all that is so damaging and destructive, and returning it in the form of forgiveness, blessing and kindness. 
The writer and Jesuit priest, Gerard Hughes, once wrote: “When the final judgement comes, I am sure we shall all be surprised when we discover who the real heroes and heroines of the world have been, who sustained it and saved it from destruction.” 
“They will probably be very obscure, unknown people of healing hearts, who absorbed bitterness, violence and disillusionment, but transformed them in their hearts… and generated a spirit of forgiveness, gentleness… and hope.”      

Let us pray…

“Lord, deepen our trust in the healing power of your Spirit working within us and through us, absorbing the violence, hatred, hurts and disappointments… and transforming them… into mercy and love towards ourselves and towards others. Send us out in the power of your Spirit to love and serve you in the name of Jesus Christ, our Lord.” Amen 

