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Sermon Transcript: Debbie Sellin, Bishop of Southampton

Week 3: The Administration of Grace - 2 Corinthians 8:16-9:5
Let us pray. Heavenly Father, we thank You for your word to us, we ask that you would 
come now, speak to our hearts and speak to our minds, in Jesus’ name we pray. Amen. 
Paul is planning his trip to Corinth, his first trip has been rather painful. So this time he's keen to put things in place in order to ensure that this visit will be as fruitful as possible. And one important aspect of that trip is to collect from the church in Corinth their contribution towards the collection for the church in Jerusalem. When he wants this to happen smoothly.

So, his plan is to send Titus in advance. So that he can work with them and arrange for everything to be in place for that collection. Now on the surface of this, this might all seem slightly bureaucratic. He's writing to them, explaining how he's going to administer the collection. But actually, I think Paul is talking about something much deeper than just how the money is handled. What he really wants them to understand, is their part in a shared mission and ministry. Paul is encouraging the early church, to recognise that their whole mission and ministry comes from God, and it's shared collectively. And that includes the funding, the collection that will support the work of a church in another part of the world.
When one church needs help the others play their part, and the church in Macedonia has recognised this and has given generously in fact beyond what they're able to afford. And Paul points this out as an example. He says, look what God can do through these people, how I long for you to be part of this mission and ministry and to play your part with your contribution to the collection. So Titus is going to come early. And I imagined that when he's there, he's going to be able to talk to the, the church in Corinth about what is happening in Jerusalem to excite them about what is going on, what God is doing through the early Christians there. To share the vision, so that they too can be excited about this work. I know that they have a part to play within it. And then, when Paul arrives, the money will be ready, he'll be able to collect it, they won't feel coerced or a sense of duty. They will give willingly and with joy because they understand what it's for. 
Now, it's quite interesting to note how the early church is already beginning to lose something of its sense of shared responsibility. We think back to the book of Acts, when the early church is set up, we see stories of how they live together and share everything they have, where nobody is in need. But I wonder if something about the growth of the church and the distances now involved has lost some of that immediacy and that sense of belonging together and distance has made that more difficult. It seems as if they have lost that identity as being part of a wider body. And so, Paul is encouraging them for their own sake, to recognise that the work that God is doing in Jerusalem is part of their whole mission, and they have a part to play in that, even though they're remote, even though they may never go to Jerusalem themselves. They can play a part in what God is doing there. They can pray, and they can support financially, and they will find real joy in doing this, and they will recognise that they have a part to play and that the Spirit will work through them, to encourage this work. 
So, I wonder what Paul would write today. If he was writing to our churches here in our diocese, what would he be saying, I wonder if he would feel the need to bring a similar message. We belong to something much larger than our own particular context. Where we belong locally is of vital importance, but it's only part of the bigger picture. We're part of a benefice. A deanery, a archdeaconry, a diocese, a national church, a worldwide church. Sometimes we need to be reminded of that, that we are part of something much bigger than our local context. 
That's why it's so exciting to build on our companion links. To share in the work that 
God is doing in other parts of the world, and for them to share in what is happening here. 
We've got lots to learn from the church in Chile, about church planting, and we were able
to support the work of theological education in Myanmar. And when we recognise that
we're all part of God's work, we know then that we have our own part to play in helping 
bringing that to fruition. We can share in his struggles, as well as rejoice in the good 
news stories. And more locally within our own diocese, we can remember and rejoice 
in the work of the Kingdom in different parts of Hampshire and Dorset.

As a diocese, we are looking to discover the vision that God has placed on us all. His calling to bring about his Kingdom here, where we live, and we all play our part in different ways. When we read about  local community, being transformed by the work of the Spirit, we can all rejoice that we have played our part within that. How do we play our part, through prayer, through being interested and finding out what is going on elsewhere. Through the way in which we give to our Common Mission Fund that allows work to help to take place in other parts of the Diocese. God has a vision for us all. And wherever he is at work, we all play our part in contributing to his kingdom being built. Paul longs for the church in Corinth, to rejoice in the work of God in Jerusalem, and to play their part in allowing that work to come to fruition. I wonder if we can rediscover some of that enthusiasm and excitement in our own diocese, that we can explore what our part to play is and rejoice collectively together in all that God is doing here.

Amen.

