Come and join the Celebration…………………
………it’s a very special day. Well, is it, or isn’t it, you wonder? [image: image1.jpg]i www. heartlight.org.




I do not refer to the Royal Wedding here, much less to the birth of Jesus, about which the song was written. No, this is about God’s people meeting together……………….with a thinly veiled reference to the IMD AGM.

Have you switched off? No? Phew, that’s a relief. I must confess at this point that we have arranged a holiday to clash with the IMD AGM – “shows what he thinks of it!”, I hear you say. To be truthful, it was a combination of that being the only time we could get away around other commitments, and that I hadn’t registered the AGM date when we booked.

But enough of that, for you must have switched off by now. Back to the original question – is it a very special day?

1) Special because………………………the Holy Spirit may do dramatic things!
The answer to that comes in various ways and forms. The most obvious way in [image: image2.jpg]


which it might be special, indeed any such meeting might be special, is in terms of what actually happens at it! That, of course, is not entirely known until the actually occasion. We know the Agenda, have a rough idea who is attending or not, and have a timetable for moving from business meeting into celebration service.

That said, what actually happens still depends on what people bring to the gathering. We all know meetings that have gone well or gone badly, depending on what someone may have raised at the time. The perspectives people hold on matters, eg name change or budgets or whatever, will be brought to the meeting, but are not known in advance to the rest of us. What is even less predictable is the point at which anyone may react in some way to what they are seeing or hearing.
There is no reason to suppose that events won’t pass off smoothly, in the capable hands of the Chair and with the goodwill of the people. ‘Smoothly’, sounds good to most of us, as we like a quiet life. The question for any gathering meeting in the name of the Lord Jesus is, “does ‘smoothly’ do the job?”

Does an orderly meeting move things on in an orderly way? We all hope it does. But no-one wants to be complacent about matters, either. This is where the Holy Spirit comes in, sometimes, at certain times and places, stirring us up in unexpected ways. Would we welcome Him doing that in any meeting that we are part of?

Pentecost is coming soon. What the Holy Spirit stirred up that day, was comfortable for no-one present. Peter even, the one who vindicated by events, wasn’t comfortable. How could he be, this Gallilean fishermen, watching an uncovenanted display of God’s awesomeness, and then being required to preach a sermon to far greater crowds than almost all of us can dream about!

How would we respond if the Holy Spirit did something like that in our midst, at some gathering or other? Would we allow Him to work or would we insist on returning to the Agenda? Some occasions can be very special, because God is doing something special and you never know when it will be! If it’s at that meeting coming into view, you wouldn’t want to miss out! Ask Him whether there is something for you at this AGM, or whether He has something for to give to it.
2) Special because………………………………it is God’s work we celebrate and take forward.

This brings me on to the second possible answer to the question of why it might be a special [image: image3.jpg]


occasion. Meetings and gatherings convened by the Lord’s people in His name are special because they happen under His auspices and with His blessing. At least that’s the hope. We have to trust to show Him to show us how and when we conduct our business with Him, and that He will show us if something is not right and get us to change. Sounds simplistic – indeed it only truly works if we stay close in our relationship with Him.

We would ask then, “Has God authorised IMD to hold an AGM and has He prescribed the form it is taking?” Sometimes He specifically calls His people to hold gatherings (plenty such in the Old Testament). In the main He guides in quieter and less obvious ways, usually through the hearts and minds of His children. So if IMD exists as a Christian organisation, which it does, and needs to hold meetings, which it does, then we also pray to Him to guide us about detail and forms, and then get on with it!

This year the IMD AGM has been altered in format, to take it away from the straight business meeting followed by guest speaker and discussion, into having a celebration, in Gods house, of God’s work in and through IMD and its people. Can’t be a bad thing, can it!

So it is a special day because we meet in the name of the Lord, and under what we have trusted is His guidance, both for this time, and in the year that is past.
We are all busy people, with so much on (as I have confessed about going on holiday at the time!), and can’t do everything. There are so many things we could be at, and would be driven mad if we did all of them. That’s the trouble with freedom – the freedom to form organisations and hold meetings!
So His people have to prioritise to a large extent. Ask Him, then, if this meeting is a priority for you. He will probably guide you in terms of how important you think the work behind the meeting actually is, but each of must be open to His leading and changing our priorities.

3) Special because…………………………..God’s people meeting together pleases Him and gives encouragement.
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So to the third consideration. This meeting, like many others that convene in His Name, is a meeting of God’s people. I think it is fair to assume that those attending, all have some belief in God, else wouldn’t go to support something that exists to do His will and work. Among God’s believing people, there is probably a smaller contingent who regard chaplaincy and workplace mission as important, and only a smaller group again who see it important enough to turn up and support. Good for you!

But, looking beyond the actual nature of the work and people being celebrated, is the fact that God’s people are meeting together. That, in itself, makes the occasion special. Where God’s people are, God’s Spirit goes with them.
You know that old saying, “I’ll be there in spirit, if not in body.” I remember someone in a sermon a long time ago adding, “sometimes we have more spirits than bodies!” If you’ve looked at an attendance list, the apologies list, and thought of those who simply didn’t trouble to arrive or say so, then you will no doubt empathise with that preacher!

Hebrews 10v25 reminds us, “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another – and all the more as you see the day approaching.” That’s it, isn’t it?! Our very meeting together, whenever we do so, encourages each other. It says that we care about each other and our mutual interest in the topic of the occasion. It shows that our own work and interest is not in isolation, but that others are interested in it and share in it also.

IMD had an Ecumenical Review a few years ago, conducted by the Churches Together Ecumenical Officer. The 2 main words that came out of that review, and stuck with iMD considerations ever since, are ‘cohesion’ and ‘coherence’.

‘Coherence’ is about understanding what we do and why. That consideration alone would make us seek out like-minded people who can help us make sense of our roles in life. For many involved in mission work, that coherence is more often sought in national organisations. But let us not neglect what our local people may have to say to us that might stand us in good stead for the times.
‘Cohesion’ is about being and feeling part of a whole entity in some way. Many chaplains and others concerned about workplace mission, often do trouble about being part of a whole. Indeed, it goes deeper than this, as many Christian believers in the workplaces do not trouble to bother about whether there is anything missionary about the workplace to be concerned about. “It’s just a job, I do, paying for the family, home, Church, etc.”
We always know that when it comes to meetings of any sort, that the ‘usual suspects’ will be there. There is a certain amount of cohesion in having a group of usual suspects. But, when the work is supporting a wider number of people, then the usual suspects alone are not enough for encouragement and a well-founded sense of cohesion.

Take the challenge today! If you are concerned about workplace mission and are doing your work in your own way under His guiding hand, come and share it with us, that we may all strengthen each other.

4) Special because……………………………….we are still here!
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Fourthly, it is special day because IMD exists, and still exists. This organisation, like many of its kind, has its roots in the old industrial past of our formerly great industrial nation. In that past a good number of employers and workers were either Christian or open to people bringing the faith to work.
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Today, as in all aspects of the life, including the Churches we serve, life is so much more difficult for God’s people to make any inroads into the lives of people and communities. Also, the nature of working environments mitigates more against people having time to think about Christian things. So many former workplace fellowships have folded for want of enough interest in people to actually make the effort to be part of them. As above, for many believers, work is where work is done, and there is only time for anything specifically Christian when work is left behind.
When first starting with iMD, one of the things I learned was that many similar organisations to IMD no longer exist. They lost out to the financial and social pressures of the time. IMD has not. It’s life-span runs back almost 40 years, and that durability is worth celebrating in its own right.

In the intervening years, while many organisations similar to IMD have stopped functioning, others have started up in the field. It is certainly true that today’s Church and Churches are more mission minded than hitherto. But then, we’ve had to be, or we would have shrunk into our little huddles and be dying off! Dying off, we are definitely not!
In the film ‘Independence Day’ President Whitmore makes a speech in which he states, “we will not go quietly into the night!” Today’s Church has no intention of so going, and, whilst we can never presume upon God (Obadiah 10 and 11 is one example to warn us about that), we can with confidence press on, believing that He still wants His people to declare His Love in this world.

The modern form has come about as a result of Church denominations, at some level such as Diocese, taking the workplaces seriously enough to appoint someone to consider their mission. So workplace mission becomes denominationally led. Sometimes, perhaps often, there is duplication across different strands of Christianity in the same area. This may or not result in mutual co-operation, but still involves each Church having it’s ‘own’ people in this field.
IMD has avoided being denominational over the years, although it hasn’t escaped some of the practicalities in this matter. For 8 years, Rev’d Canon Ian Winterbottom was the paid full-time Principal Workplace Chaplain in Derbyshire, in leadership of and discharging the function of IMD’s work in these parts.

Nowadays, the Bishop tells IMD that he can’t fund the position any more. But, then again, why should he, we might think, for the CofE is not the only denomination involved in the ecumenical aspect of IMD! However, the Diocese is only too happy to have its own people in place to work on these issues.
So IMD presses on, without the services of a full-time principal chaplain, relying as it does, upon the Churches, and some workplaces, to provide some funding support in times when the Churches are all struggling to keep their own activities going.

It’s a special day, because IMD is still here, and has not gone quietly into the night. Yes, IMD has to fit alongside the Church’s own responses to mission, and fight for whatever funds it can get, and try to offer cohesion and coherence in the midst of chaotic life and work and chaplaincy patterns. But here we are, and IMD still work to do, as far as any us can tell. That’s makes it a special day indeed.
5) Special because………………………….mission in our world matters.

Finally, how about the very nature of workplace mission, being a reason to think that the AG[image: image7.jpg]pe2® g



M might be a bit special? We’ve touched upon how difficult it is to make inroads into the lives of people and communities these days. Indeed, most of us have people in our own family, who we love and care about deeply, who do not recognise the wonderful free gift of salvation that is offered through the ultimate sacrifice on Calvary’s Cross.
I suggest that it is not really possible to worry about the salvation of people in a particular geographical area, or in a local workplace, nearly as much as it is to worry about our own families and those friends who are dear to us. Yet when we get together in our Churches, we often seem much more concerned about people we don’t know and have never met, than about those closest to us.

If we are truly concerned about ‘Outreach’, then surely we must begin with ‘Inreach’, which is those people and those situations with whom we share part of ourselves on an ongoing basis. They are ones we most want to share our faith with, and it is beholden upon our corporate bodies to support us in that endeavour.
That’s not say that we can’t be concerned about people and situations we are not currently involved in. But, here again, ‘Outreach’, the process of going to others, needs superseding by ‘Inreach’, the process of going to where people are, to the situations that concern us, and sharing part of ourselves with them.

The workplace is an obvious illustration of somewhere where we already share part of ourselves with those near to us. Whenever, any of us goes into a workplace, we are answering in some way, that call of taking Church into the community. Let us be ready to answer that call in a positive way, more positive than simply saying, “It’s just a job that I do.”
The chaplains operate in workplaces in answer to that call. Theirs is a different position, in that it is impartial, confidential caring that is independent of the workplaces’s core activity. The one aspect of their work that most underwrites the principle of taking Church into the community, is that they are going in there, time after time, however often and long it takes, to build the relationships and trust that can make a difference. It’s not pure Inreach, of course, but it is certainly ‘getting in there’.

The missionary reason of chaplaincy and workplace fellowships, is worth a jolly good celebration, don’t you think?! The work that has gone in the past, and our re-dedicating our selves again to the future, is an essential part of celebrating together. Come to the AGM and celebrate with us!

