 Address given by The Right Reverend Tim Thornton, Bishop of Truro, at the Chrism Eucharist held in Truro Cathedral on 1 April 2010.
‘He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind,

to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favour.’ 
Luke Ch. 4 v.18b
Annual Parochial Church Meetings don’t you just love them? It is that time of year again, when many of you have been – or will be – attending and chairing and writing reports for one after another. A key part of the meeting is looking back over the year, all those reports and, of course, the accounts. All that paperwork. 
Looking back and reviewing is a good thing, a very important thing. We collect data to fill in forms annually and that is always exciting isn’t it?! Of course, we can wonder why, as we appear to be asked over and over again bureaucratic questions, information for information’s sake.

Did you notice that in the quotes from Isaiah that Jesus emphasises ‘doing’ words, verbs rather than nouns? He states the importance of being with people and doing things with, alongside and for people, assisting them and enabling them to change and grow. Hearing, speaking, seeing, releasing and proclaiming; all these words are about activities in which we engage alongside people. All of them are activities in which you have engaged over this last year. You have walked alongside people. You have listened to people. You have spoken to others. You have watched and observed what is happening to others and, I hope, to yourself. 
You have been involved in setting people free, in giving people permission – whether that is sacramentally through the giving of communion, or a baptism or being with a couple as they marry each other, or helping the bereaved work through their feelings as we have the privilege of taking a funeral service. Or indeed whether it is about giving permission in much more subtle ways when you meet with people or have brief but significant conversations and your words are important to others as you encourage and affirm and add value.

I doubt if many of you keep detailed records of all those encounters and events and I doubt if you report them all at the APCM. I am sorry about that in one sense and I hope and encourage you to ensure people do know how much of your time is spent with people, doing very significant things that change peoples’ lives. It is important for us to note what we do and to notice what impact all that work has on us and on others. 
Thank you for all that you do and for all that you have done over this last year. Thank you for the time and care you have given to hundreds – if not thousands – of people. Thank you for the many times you have been there with people and alongside people. Thank you for the care and attention you have given to people. Thank you for the words you have spoken and the time, precious time, time that others so often don’t appear to have, time you have given and spent with people allowing them to be set free, releasing them.

As we gather for this opportunity to renew our vows and to reflect on our own ministry it is a very good opportunity to reflect on all that we have done. Think for a moment or two of all those you have met this last year and of course there will be many that you cannot remember, not because like me you are getting old and forgetful, but because your encounter with them was so brief you did not take too much notice of it. Think of those meetings you have had with people which changed their lives and of course changed your lives as well.
Think of all those you have held whether that be literally (babies not dropped in the font!) or metaphorically. Think of all those you have walked alongside, think of all those you have loved and cared for, think of those with whom you have cried and laughed, think of those to whom you have spoken and perhaps especially those you have listened to.

We are a rich resource of workers whose senses are very powerful and significant and here today we take the opportunity to renew our vows, receive anointing and the sacrament and be blessed and refreshed.

Thank you for all you go on doing day in and day out. Your daily work of being and doing is what is so important and what matters. It is good to reflect and take an opportunity to review our ministry and our work. Styles and fashions in organisations will come and go and ‘yes’ people like me will have bright ideas … I am sorry I can’t help it … but what remains the bedrock is our relationship with God and with other people. That is what sustains and shapes us.
Thank you for all the support you give each other and other people. Thank you for your faithful witness and daily presence in your communities which does make an impact and does make a difference.

It is an extraordinary privilege we have been given, to listen to people, to speak to people, to be with people, to release people and to proclaim good news and freedom for people. And it is plain hard work.
Jesus chose those words from Isaiah to read when given the scroll; in fact he puts a couple of bits of Isaiah together presumably to make several points. It is hard sometimes to understand the motives behind the choices people make. What was Jesus trying to say and why did he choose to use those particular words, in that particular way, at that particular time?
We all choose in all sorts of ways, we choose to do what we want to do and we choose not to do what we think is not appropriate. How aware are we of the choices we make and the reasons why? We may well say we are not aware and we sometimes just do things because ‘that is the way it is’.
Jesus chose, in the synagogue, to stress the importance of linking with the past, so he chose to read from the scroll of Isaiah. And he chose to stress the priority of doing things, of getting things done. He was well aware of the urgency and primacy of relationship and being with people and giving them a sense of the impending choices they have to make. 
Many would say of course that he was setting himself an impossible task. Not all the prisoners deserve to be freed, not all the blind will see and even if they regain their sight they may not see in the ways that they should. Some of the oppressed don’t want to be free – even if you undo their shackles and open the door they will still act oppressed – the year of the Lord’s favour, the jubilee, is a time when everyone is given space and time for themselves, and again when that is given, not everyone wants it or will make use of it. Isn’t it annoying when you are given a day off and you are not at all sure what to do with it?
Sometimes what we do and what we believe we have been asked to do, or is that what we have chosen to do, feels like an impossible task. The pressures and the complications just get too much and we are not able to think straight. This week in particular is paradoxical for us as we preach to others to take time this week, this Holy Week and yet we end up rushing – or is that having to rush –from one thing to another.
Thank you for all you have done and I know will go on doing as ministers of word and sacrament, as those who are alongside people at significant moments in their lives, and, as those who understand the priority of verbs over nouns. I pray that this Maundy Thursday, as well as recognising all that you have done and given, you may also have the courage to focus for a few minutes as you renew your ordination vows on the fact that, with God, all things are possible. Or as our brothers and sisters in Umzimvubu so ably put it, “With God we can …” 
Jesus, in quoting from Isaiah, was not popular in his home synagogue. Perhaps some of you know the feeling from APCMs you have been involved with as you speak what you believe to be God’s word you are not always and everywhere popular. It can be tiring and debilitating as we speak out and speak forth, in other words prophesy. But we do it because we believe it is right and we do it because we know that with God we can. God does not ask us to do the impossible. 
Jesus chose to show others a new way of life. And that way is a way of believing that as we follow him, we can do the most incredible things. As Christians the distinctive quality we have is hope. We know that Jesus is alive and in him we place our trust and our hope. And in him we believe and we can.

We need to regain and recapture a sense of hope and optimism; which is there as a central a part of our faith. And yet we can often appear jaded and tired and become irrelevant. Jesus quoted words from Isaiah because he knew that that is what he was going to do. He was going to give sight to the blind, set the captive free, and proclaim a year of the Lord’s favour. We know that through this busy week runs, yes the truth of the crucifixion and the death of Christ, and also the truth of the resurrection and the fact that Christ is alive. 
We can because God does; and we do because God give us the strength and the motivation to carry on.
