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St.Luke 1: 38 -Mary said, Here am I the servant of the                           Lord; let it be with me according to your word.
Two words that have become closely  attached to ministry over the years, are the words ‘Called’ and ‘Sent’. These two  capture an understanding of ministry that focuses on the one doing the calling and the sending, that is God, rather on those being called and sent.

It is this focus  that we need to maintain as  the Church deals with the challenges and the changes of life and history. It prevents us from  grounding our ministry in the wrong place and creating a blurred focus that may highlight the one called and sent rather that the one doing the calling and the sending.

There is another word that we must add to these two as we reflect on ministry in our Province . This is a word from our text, the word. ‘Servant’. This word is central to the feast day we observe today.

The Feast of the Annunciation is a proclamation by the Church of the virtue of servanthood. It is a reminder  that  all those who claim to be called and to be sent as channels of God’s grace in his world, must manifest the marks of servanthood in their ministry and in their lives.

It is when we are gathered on occasions like these, to highlight, and to thank God for  a special form of ministry, that  these three important words, call, sent and servant come into focus. For this is a time to reflect on the ministry this Province is offering to this region and on how we can improve what we are doing and work to do even more. 

It is a time to ask ourselves if the three dimensions of ministry captured in these words are being reflected in the ministry throughout our Province. It is a time when we like The Blessed Virgin in the Gospel story,  need to place our life, our work, and our  ministry in the wider and greater context. This is the context  of God’s eternal grace that leads us to declare in her words,

...here am I the servant of the Lord
It  is this perspective, it is this understanding of ministry that helps us to keep the focus in the right place, and see all that we do, all that we achieve as an offering to God as servants of  his greater cause.

It is an understanding of ministry built on the life and ministry of Our Lord who teaches us about being a servant of God . He reminds us that true servanthood is about responding  to those who may be deemed  to be the least, for by so doing, we are responding to God.

It is in the wider context of God’s greater cause and his boundless grace

that we place the ministry of this Province. We reflect on this ministry thanking God for allowing us  participate in it. We reflect offering ourselves with the words of our text:

....here am I the servant of the Lord    

           Let it be with  me according to your word

This Province stands at a critical juncture in its history. It is being asked at  this time to respond to  two set of challenging  conditions. One set emerges from the socio-political context of the Caribbean within which we are  called to minister. 

The second set of conditions and dynamics emerge from the Anglican Communion of which we are a part. The Communion  is a gathering with its own peculiar set of circumstances and its own character.

As we offer our ministry as God’s servants in this beautiful and exotic part of his creation,  the Caribbean, we should do so with a deep sense of history. And history here consists of two distinct strands, the history of the Anglican Church in this Province and the history of the wider Caribbean society.

We have a history as a Province. We have a history as a  Church. We are one of the oldest organized groups within this region. As a Province we go way back to 1883, way beyond CSME, CARICOM, LIAT , the CDB and the   CBI and even the West Indies Cricket Team...although we may be a bit reluctant these days to place the latter among the former. 

Before the existence of any of these organizations the  CPWI was holding together a significant section of the population of the Caribbean. It was growing them, nurturing them into an understanding of the Christian faith that is second to none.  

We were teaching and sharing then as we are doing today, a theology that holds together tradition and experience, the past and the present, God and human kind and the world with all its contradictions, in a healthy and exciting tension.  

We have made an outstanding contribution to this region, not only in terms of our work in education and other social ventures, but also in terms of a Christian self understanding that is difficult to replace or ignore. 

Over the centuries we have proclaimed a God who can live with tensions and deal with contradictions. We have proclaimed the love of Christ that breaks down barriers and embraces  the lost, the outcast and the penitent. We have refused to set up enclaves of salvation and  then determine who is in and who is out.

There is every reason why we should be proud. We can be proud not in any ‘holier than thou’ sense, but with a deep sense of service. A sense captured in the words of our text this evening, words that should be constantly on our lips as we offer ourselves to God:

Here am I the servant of the Lord; 

let it be with me according to your word.
The Anglican Church has offered the love of God and the light of Christ to this region for a length of time long before the establishment of our province in 1883. There was an Anglican presence here in Barbados, for example as early as 1627/28

Yes there were the times of conquest and slavery, indentured labour and colonialism, times that we will not deny or pretend did not exist. There were the  times when those who proclaim the Good News of the Gospel were not as strong on practice as they were on theory and theology.

But these times must be placed in context. For what can be  identified  as the worse time in our history, still provided a ministry that was positive and uplifting to many. 

We should not therefore allow our contribution to the development of this region, a contribution that is unmatched in many ways, to be dismissed or be abridged by those who would want to lock us in the past and throw away the key. We will not  and cannot deny the past.  But we have a present. We have a future. 

We continue to make a significant contribution to the well being and welfare of this region. Many of the diocese are still partners with governments in Education and operate many schools. We are engaged in many social development programmes across the region. We have made this region better not worse.

Without such  contributions, the region will be poorer in many ways. We have a Gospel to proclaim here and now in word and deed across this   Caribbean region. It is a Gospel of freedom and wholeness, one of peace and justice. 

But even as we proclaim this Gospel we do so fully aware that the region is also bedeviled by many negative experiences and influences. And yet, at  the same time, it is a region encompassed with a deep sense of hope. 

We are all aware of the negatives that seem to target our youth. The culture of illegal drugs, imported negative images of success and progress that are constructed on a foundation that runs counter to the Christian principles of honesty and wholeness and decency.

We are all  aware of the music that is packaged with the most disgusting lyrics and fed to our gullible youth throughout the region. We have allowed music that can be one of  the most uplifting forces in life to become the most destructive force in the lives of our youth, offering them faulty images of progress and of defiance that cannot work towards their wholesome development.

In spite of the many challenges facing our youth in this region we continue to offer a ministry to them that guides them along a path that is wholesome. Our  provincial Youth Commission under the leadership of Bishop Errol Brooks continues to review our youth ministry in the Province and work to create programmes that will help our youth to develop into mature adults. Many such programmes are already in place in the dioceses of the Province.

We are also aware of the threats to wholesome family life. We hear daily of the many economic challenges that can devalue life and destroy hope All these can be a  part of the daily experience of our people. Our Family Life Commission continues to reflect on all this and offer us some some assistance as we search for a way forward.

Many of the economic challenges that we face at this time are the effects of the world’s economic downturn. We have heard a lot about this condition. There is a great amount of information available. The question that we must ask ourselves is what contribution can  we as a Church as regional organization make to improve the conditions of life for God’s people in this region?. 

And we can make a contribution. We can be a source of hope. We can start by affirming God’s presence and his availability in these times of stress. It is an affirmation that can strengthen confidence , sharpen vision and enkindle hope. It is reminder that God gives us the vision and the courage we need to meet the challenges of this life.

We go forward on this conviction lending our support to the efforts being made across the region to buttress the impact of the present crisis. As a Church we must respond and do our part. Indeed, the Church has been responding. 

In each diocese of the Province there is a vibrant social outreach component in ministry that makes a difference in the lives of many persons. We do all this with a combination of our theology and our experience of social outreach that provides a solid foundation upon which we can construct and indeed sustain a response.

We do so guided by the words of Our Lord’s Parable in Mat.25:40

Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of

 these  who are members of my family, you did it to me.

We respond to all these challenges with a sense of history. We respond not in competition with any other group, but convinced that we have within our Province the resources to assist with the guiding of this region along a path that is wholesome and righteous.

But as much as we focus on the issues around us we must not lose sight of the fact that we belong to a larger family. There are some eighty  million of us Anglicans around the world.

We work to strengthen our ministry is this region  within this  wider context of the World wide Anglican family, within the context of the Anglican Communion. It is a family that is struggling towards a common understanding of a number of issues. 

The issue that grabs the headlines and has been doing so over the past few years is of course the human sexuality issue, but there are many other issues. Mission and ministry have occupied a significant portion of the work of the Communion over the years and continue to do so even if this work does not grab the headlines.

We have a voice at the United nations and we are deeply involved in Peace and Justice issues through the Anglican Peace and Justice Network.  Here is a comment on the work of this body:

The Anglican Peace and Justice Network is an official network 

of the Anglican Communion.  It provides a space where Anglican Provinces can promote issues of peace and justice in their 

local context, giving them access to the wider Communion for partnership and joint witness, and offers resources to enable Provinces, dioceses and congregations to educate and advocate wherever there are injustices. 

This is good and relevant work, but the human sexuality issue still grabs the headlines.

There has been so much media hype of the issue that it is difficult to engage in a rational and sensible discussion. It is difficult to realize that the rational sensible Anglican perspectives are still at work. They are working to bridge the divide within the Communion as difficult as the task may be.

This Province is committed to maintaining  the world wide Anglican family in spite of the challenges and the tensions. We are committed to one of the efforts that has been working to bridge the divide. This effort is the Covenant document. 

We thank my predecessor Archbishop Gomez for his contribution towards the creation of the Covenant document. He offered at the time it was needed excellent leadership in the formation of this document that is a commendable effort to bridge the divide in the Communion.

It is around the Covenant  document that different perspectives can gather and commit themselves to mutual support and understanding. It is around this document that we can commit ourselves to refrain from the pursuit of actions that threaten communion and destroy mutual trust.

We are still working to bring the process guided by the Covenant document to the stage when all the Churches in the Communion can subscribe to its requests  We hope and we pray that we will reach this stage sooner rather than later.

We strive to do so with deep respect for the independence of each member Church in the Communion. As is the case in any family there will be actions by some members that will make other members angry.  But families bound by love and mutual respect and support can find a way of working out the challenges and move on to higher ground.

But it takes time to reach there. As we struggle with these difficult issues  we need to have a sense of time and space  as reflected in the Biblical tradition. The God of the Bible is a God who takes his time and have access to an abundance of space as he works  to achieve his purpose. He is never in a hurry. He never becomes boxed in.

This understanding of God that is so relevant to our present discussion in the Communion, and even more so in a world that wants results in a nano second, is reflected in the Bible’s  constant use of the figure forty  wether days or years, or nights.

And so forty days for example, are not a period of  nine hundred and sixty hours.  What we have here is a powerful and enlightening theological concept  that  represents  God created space that humanity can ultilize but surely cannot destroy.

We need to embrace this biblical understanding of time and space as we search for a way forward. It needs to be there in our ministry, in our lives. It prevents us from becoming prisoners of our own agendas and time tables. It leaves open the space for God to rush in as at Pentecost  and guide us and lift us to new understandings and new experiences of his grace and love, and power.

Our faith as Christians is constructed on this understanding of the God of time. We proclaim an Easter faith. It is a faith built on the belief in a God who is in absolute control of time and space that not even death can distort or destroy.

It is this Easter faith that we need to keep alive in the Province. It can be our guiding light as we respond to the many challenges that we are called to face each day. It does not lead us to fold hands and wait on God to put it all right, but infuses us with the courage and the vision to work to make things better 

As we chart a road forward, as we pause to gather strength and then pack our bags to continue on the journey, there are certain essentials that we need to take with us.  We discussed some these in the recently concluded meetings of the House of Bishops and the Provincial Standing Committee. And now I share them with this congregation and a wider group. 

Many others can be added to this list, but here are the critical essentials that we need to take forward . We need...

(i) A strong faith in the abiding presence of God as shown to us in the ministry of Jesus Our Lord, whatever may be the experiences that we are called to bear. We are to be the  experience of God’s abiding presence for others. We are to be channels of his grace and experiences of his love  in a world where these can make all the difference in the life of someone who is struggling with their faith and other issues of life.

(ii)We need as well a deep awareness of the complexity of some of the issues that the Church is called to address. Gone are the days when we as a Church can impose simplistic solutions on complex problems using religion as a wall of immunity from critical analysis. 

We need to be aware of the complexities of the modern world and draw on the expertise on these complexities that is available to us as we shape our ministry to respond to the issues. 

We do so standing firmly on the conviction that it is however God who remains in control and who gives us the wisdom that  will lead us to a better understanding of the complexities of this world.

(iii) We need as well a clear theological position on regional and Communion issues. We need a theology that is grounded in the sensible Anglican via media approach to reality. This theology can still help us to work things out systematically instead of jumping to the finish line when there is still a lot to think through and to work through.

(iv) There is a great need for a  keen awareness of the challenges

facing our region. We must allow our theology to speak to the  realities  and experiences of life in this region. As we minister we need to do so with a good working knowledge of the social, religious, economic and political dynamics that shape the lives of our people. 

We need  a theology that engages with the Caribbean experience. For we strongly believe that God continues to speak to us through our experiences in this region.

It is with this conviction that we will be able to truly grasp the challenges that they face each day.

(v) We need to strengthen our willingness to engage with those who

may hold positions contrary to our own. The adversarial  approach to life that we see in other areas of life, and with which we are all familiar, is one that we cannot afford to embrace in the Church

Our model is one that sees God sharing his wisdom far and wide. No one group can make exclusive claims to him. Sometimes those who oppose us in this life may not be wrong but only different. We dare not confuse being different with being wrong.

(vi) We need a deep appreciation of ecumenical and inter-faith issues. It is the above understanding of God that leads us to engage in and appreciate ecumenical and inter-faith issues. We have to make every effort not to attempt to confine  the love and mercy of God to any one group. He is bigger and far more extensive that all of our religion and rituals and beliefs put together.

(vii) We need above all else a strong message of hope. Without hope we cannot move on, we will not move on. Hope as we understand it is not a hot air  balloon that keeps us suspended in space away from reality, but the engine that keeps us going here on earth meeting the challenges that come our way each day.

 It reminds us that this world remains in the hands of God whatever may be our experiences. It tells us that there is another power other than human power that is at work in our lives and in the affairs of this world.

It never allows us to give up and throw up our hands in despair, for we believe when we have done all that we can and fail, God can. He can pull together the pieces and where we thought  there was only darkness, and despair, he can lead us to experiences of light and hope.

(viii) Above all else we will not falter in our proclamation of Jesus as Lord. He is our guide. He is the reason why we are here. He is our hope.

His love and his compassion, his power to forgive will be our guide as we chart our way forward.

With this road map this Province can be a powerful guiding light for this region and beyond.

We thank God for the ministry of this Province over the years. May he continue to guide us and give us the vision and the courage to be a powerful guiding light and a source of hope  for his people in this region.

We go forward as a province under the guidance of the Holy Spirit and grounded in the faith of Jesus Our Lord. Amen
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