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What happens from here is I think a question that we are all sharing collectively right now. Lucy and I leave for the UK in a week and we are not sure at all what to expect. 

As a Church St Ronan’s is about to enter a time of transition between ministries – and I suspect the feeling of uncertainty about the future is a collective experience. 

The normal reaction when you are not sure about what you are getting yourself into is to gulp. I remember I gulped pretty hard when I first arrived here four years ago. I was looking at a diary I kept when I began. It was really interesting to thumb through the first couple of entries. I found myself in a new city, a new job and house I had all to myself. 

I was gulping pretty hard – just as perhaps we may all be gulping a little bit today. 

This morning in my final sermon here I wanted to talk about the central principles that have guided me over the last four years. These are principles that I believe will stand us all in good stead as we face the future before us. They are the principles of grace, unity, love and providence. 

This morning I want to claim that grace, unity, love and providence enable us to step boldly into the future whatever it may hold. Grace, unity, love and the providence of God –Gulp in short. Because strangely it our is Gulping that will I believe help us to keep on keeping on. 

The gospel reading this morning is regarded by many as the greatest short story ever told. The parable of the prodigal son contains themes, which resonate with people from all sorts of different walks and journeys in life. It is the sort of story that leaves you gulping with emotion. 

A son decides he wants to take up his inheritance. Taking his fortune he goes out into the world and ends up squandering it all. At rock bottom he realises even his father’s lowest servants do better and so he humbly returns to his Father in the hope of entering his service as a servant. When his Father sees him however he is so overcome with joy he prepares the greatest of feast in celebration of his son’s return. 

It is a wonderful story of grace – a parable of how God looks at all of us. A Father filled with overwhelming joy when we return into his arms – when we return home. 

God knows we all have our time as the prodigal son. 

Probably one of the most well known hymns in New Zealand is the hymn Amazing Grace. Everybody seems to know but few actually know the story behind it. John Newton was the writer of the Amazing Grace. He was the captain of a slave ship. He was involved in the infamous African slave trade in the 19th century. 

He was an awful man – he had a foul mouth, he was a heavier drinker and he was incredibly cruel and violent to the slaves under his control- especially the woman – the stories are horrific. 

On one of his voyages, Newton carried a passenger from Africa. This passenger was a Christian and took the time to share his faith with Newton. It didn’t happen immediately, but Newton gave his life to Christ. He began to study the Bible and pray. He stopped cursing and stopped drinking. He did not stop running his slave ship. As the days went by the temptation gripped John Newton. Not knowing what to do he reached for a bottle and then for a slave woman. 

The next day, when he came to his senses, and racked with the guilt he opened his bible and came to the story of the Prodigal Son. After reading it he fell on his face before God and repented of the terrible things he had done. He then penned the words of this poem:
Amazing grace! How sweet the sound,
That saved a wretch like me!
I once was lost, but now I am found,
Was blind but now I see. 

This is the story of the prodigal son and it sounds like music to our ears – because we are all in need of grace. In our world it is a word that is seldom mentioned and yet people hunger for it more than anything else. That is why we have a message of such urgency to take and share with others. 

This message of grace is so urgently needed out in our world today. I have probably told you before the story Ernest Hemmingway tells of a Spanish Father who had been estranged from his son for a good number of years after a bitter argument. The Father now remorseful decided to put a notice in El Liberal newspaper. It read “Paco meet me at Hotel Montana Noon Tuesday All is forgiven Papa.” Paco is a common name in Spain, and when the father went to the square he found eight hundred young men named Paco waiting for their fathers. 

How many people are dying to hear words of grace today? What an awesome gospel we have to tell. God’s grace is sufficient. 

I had a chance to sit down with Peter and Anne and Chris yesterday for an exit interview. It was an opportunity to talk about anything that I wanted to get off my chest. It was a really helpful and positive session. 

One of the steepest learning curves in my time here has been trying to work with the diversity in our Church. Mark Twain used to say he put a dog and cat in a cage together as an experiment, to see if they could get along. They did, so he put in a bird, pig, and a goat. They, too got along fine after a few adjustments. Then he put in a Baptist, Presbyterian, and Catholic; soon there was not a living thing left. 

One of the great challenges of being a part of most Churches today is that you find yourself worshipping alongside people who may come from different backgrounds – who come at the gospel from a different standpoint. We are often aware of this at St Ronan’s. As a Church that has Catholics, Anglican, Baptists, Pentcostals and of course Presbyterians it is a challenge sometimes to hold together. 

You will notice on the Church sign out on the street – there is the symbol of the burning bush. I’ve been thinking about that burning bush over the last week. The burning bush is of course the emblem of the Presbyterian Church it also obviously has significance for all Christians who remember the story of Moses. 

Fire we know is caused by friction. Friction exists in all relationships – we know it was there between the older and younger sons in the parable today. In a church where there is difference there is often friction. The miracle of the burning bush is that even though it burns it is never consumed. And this is the symbol of our Church. St Ronan’s is a Church of burning diversity – and it is this diversity that often ignites us and spurs us to look for new ways of expressing our faith. 

What holds us together is Jesus Christ and his vision of a world where there is peace and justice- his vision of a world in which we enjoy the many difference we share. It is not just his vision that holds us together, it is his example – an example of graciousness. When Mother Teresa encountered a burning diversity she would say – love the truth and remember the truth of love - Love is patient and kind. I am so grateful for the patience and kindness that I have been shown while I have been here. 

Love is the third thing that I wanted to mention today. 

You may have picked this up yourself but whenever I didn’t know how to end a sermon or a children’s talk – I would wrap it up with words about love, because love has universal application – and we all need to hear words of love – and especially the children among us. 

Love is positive – it is reassuring – always more than just a feeling it is something that we show to others through our actions. Love is what makes any Church, a Church of the good news. As soon as we forget love then we drive people away. 

Love is often very clumsy – I remember when I first told Lucy how I felt about her. I was so nervous and I was so unsure how to put it into words that after I had said it I immediately started talking about chickens. I think she was looking at me thinking what on earth is he talking about chickens for. 

Love is sometimes very clumsy – but if we commit ourselves to love – to acts of love and kindness to those around us then even if it is lacking in finesse then God what will take our offering of love and transform them into acts of the Kingdom of God. 

Love speaks to me of passion and energy, of loyalty, of going the extra mile for each other. Of generosity, of encouragement – that is certainly one of the ways that I have felt most loved while I have been here, through the encouragement I have received. 

There is something special about Christian love as well – and this is demonstrated by our parable this morning. What spurs Jesus on to tell the parable of the prodigal son is the accusation that was levelled at him by the Pharisees that he spent all his time eating and hanging out with sinners. 

Jesus responds to them with three stories – the first is about 99 sheep and the efforts of the shepherd to save the one sheep that was lost, the second is about the old widow and a lost coin and the third is about a prodigal son who was lost – but who returned home to be found. 

Christian love always focuses especially on those who are lost – who feel lost in life, who are lost in their grief or in their worry or their work load. Jesus came especially to seek the least and the lost and we rejoice with him in giving preference to loving the lost – this is our mission as a Church. 

Finally this morning I wanted to speak about providence. Providence should always have the last word. It was the providence of the Father in the story that was so truly amazing – a providence that was not exhausted by the son’s actions – even though the son had taken up his inheritance the providence of the Father did not dried up. 

This promise of continued care is given to all of us by God – and when you think about it and reflect on God’s provision it is truly incredible. 

One of my earliest memories of providence was when my Father decided to enter into the ministry. It meant given up the security of work and he had no idea how he was going to provide for us. We had to move out of our house, but we had no where to go. The day arrived and all our stuff was packed and we loaded up the truck - still we had no where to go. 

Dad told us to drive around the block for an hour and while we were driving round the block Dad received a call from someone who he hardly new at all but who had somehow heard of our situation. He offered Dad a very large house, rent free – big enough for us all – for as long as we needed. As an added bonus it was right on the waterfront of Mission Bay . God provided – God provided. 

This has been my experience over the last four years – personally in my life – my experience on the way to Nepal stands out – this has also been my experience working in the Church. If we have the vision then God will provide. 

Many of you will know that everything has been up in the air for Lucy and I in the last couple of weeks. We had our tickets – the manse was already booked, but we didn’t have a clue where we were heading. But it is amazing how God provides. 

We are heading to Wales for the next five months – on short term mission trip arranged through the Council of World Mission. We are going to serve in a parish called Mount Pleasant – and then we off to Belgium to take up the study and have our Belgium Baby. 

God will provide – this I am absolutely certain of and God will provide for you and for our Church of St Ronan ’s 

So what happens from here – well we can all take a gulp and know that the grace, the unity, the love and the providence of God will be our strength. 

I want to finish this morning with the words of Joshua – you may recall it was the text on the very first day I came to preach for a call on the 7th of November 1999. In his day Joshua put a challenge to the people of God and I want to put it to you all today once again. 

“Chose for yourself this day whom you will serve. As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.” 

