Reflective Worship
3" January 2021

Philippians 3:12-14

Happy New Year! When we planned this series of sermons, this chapter, Philippians 3, was
due to be preached on in December. As you know, we didn’t have a Reflective Worship last
month, so it’s been shunted forward to today. And as it turns out, it’s pretty appropriate for

the first Sunday of the new year.
Here’s why.... (vww12-14)

12Not that I....have already reached the goal; but | press on to make it my own,
because Christ Jesus has made me his own. 3 Beloved, | do not consider that | have
made it my own; but this one thing | do: forgetting what lies behind and straining
forward to what lies ahead, 1 press on towards the goal for the prize of the
heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.

Forgetting what lies behind, and straining forward to what is ahead — time to reflect on
“letting go” and “taking up.”

But first, just a quick clarification of what St Paul is talking about here.

Prof Tom Wright, Biblical scholar and former Bishop of Durham (no, not that one) translates
“the goal” as “become complete and mature”. We’ve spoken a lot recently about being
disciples, about being apprentices of Jesus. Walking with him and learning from him,
watching what he does, having a go ourselves. If you like, Paul is saying that he’s still an
apprentice too - not yet a “master craftsman” - but that’s his ambition, to be as close to who
Jesus has called him to be as he possibly can be.

And that’s the challenge to us too — to become as close to who Jesus has called us to be as

we possibly can be.
Forgetting what lies behind — “letting go”
and

Straining forward to what lies ahead — “taking up”.

So — forgetting what lies behind.....



And | guess most of us would say that there’s lots to forget from 2020. You don’t need me
to enumerate all the sadnesses, pains and heartaches of the last 12 months or so. Earlier
this week | read a quote in the paper from the President of the Royal College of Psychiatrists
saying that Covid and its fall-out is “the greatest threat to our mental health since the
Second World War.” A statement worth pondering, both for now, and for any who are
tempted to look back to WW2 with something akin to rose-tinted glasses.

So | expect we all have work to do — processing and laying to rest the difficulties of 2020 so

we can step forward into the future.

But maybe some of the things we need to “let go” of lie further back in time. “Forgetting”
and “forgiving” are vastly different from each other, yet closely entwined. Unforgiveness
can become a chain between the one who is hurt and the one who perpetrated the hurting
— a chain which binds both parties. Holds back both parties. And it’s important to recognise
that forgiveness is almost always a process, not a single act — and that some hurts are so
deep that all the person who has been hurt can do at that time is to be on the road towards
wanting to be able to forgive. But it's important to be on that road. And to be wanting to
make progress along it.

So much for letting go of what has been bad. But what about letting go of what has been
good — but for which the season has now passed?

One of the tasks which my brother and | will have to face this year is clearing out my
parents’ house — our old family home. It will be hard — so many memories. But it will also be
hard because there is just so much stuff there. Stuff that was no longer of any use to them
or anyone else. Old vacuum cleaners — 5 at the last count, all broken — come to mind. The
garage is full. The loft is full. The back sitting room is full — you get the picture. So when
something new and useful arrived, it was lost amongst all the clutter.

Well, you know where this is going. What about our lives, our belongings, and more
importantly our attitudes? What has served its time?

| find it hard to believe that there can be such a thing as a de-cluttering guru, but
apparently, Marie Kondo is just such a person. She says that before getting rid of items we
should “sincerely thank them for serving their purpose.” Despite my cynicism, it seems to
me that there is some wisdom in this. Maybe it is easier to let go of what has been good if
we acknowledge the benefits that it has brought, even as we recognise that it no longer has
a place in our lives. That the space that it once occupied is now needed for something which
will move us forward into the future, rather than holding us back.



Which brings us back to St Paul. He realised that his old, Pharisee, way of understanding,
based on being obedient to God’s Law and “earning” his relationship with God, was totally
the wrong way round. When he encountered Jesus, he realised that his relationship with
God though Jesus is what brings us into God’s family, is what gives us new and eternal life, is

 u

what really matters — and that being Jesus’ “apprentice” was the way to live his life. He had
had to let go of his old way of understanding, which was holding him back, so he could grasp

the new, which had given him new life.

But, before we explore that a bit, let’s take a moment or two to think about the “forgetting
what is behind” stuff.....

[Pause to reflect on what we need to “let go” of; maybe disappointments, maybe past hurts;
maybe things, ideas, attitudes which have served their time but which are now holding us
back; maybe something else entirely.....

Prayer response:
When the cares of my heart are many
Your consolations cheer my soul]

So we left St Paul encouraging his friends in Philippi to follow his example and to continue to
be Jesus’ apprentices, with the aim of becoming “complete and mature” — as close to the
person God intended them to be as they possibly could be. To be “straining forward to what
is ahead.”

So — what is ahead?

Well, of course, we don’t know. Mere mortals as we are, we cannot decide what happens.
But we can decide how we will respond to it.

Will we respond in “my way”?
Orin “God’s way”?

Will the centre of my life be God?
Or will it be “me” — or my family — or anything other than God?



Will we put “self on the cross, and Christ upon the throne”, as we sang in our opening
hymn?

And if we have “put down” some of the things from our past which were holding us back, or
weighing us down, or just were no longer helpful..... what are we going to “pick up” instead?

It may be something totally practical:
Stop eating chocolate. Start exercising more. Get fit.
Stop wasting time. Start investing time in getting to know more of God. Get spiritually fit.

Or it might be something which is more to do with our attitudes:
Stop thinking about getting “back” to normal. Start thinking about getting “forward” to a
new normal.

e What might that look like?

e Inourown life?

e Inour church life?

e In our relationships?

e In this community?

e More widely?

Every time we pray the Lord’s Prayer, we pray that his Kingdom might come. God’s rule and
reign. Life and living the way God has always intended for human beings to live. That’s God'’s
big project — but he calls us to play our part in it. Maybe we are called to lay down
something that we have been doing so that we can pick up something new in that project?
Maybe to hand something on? Maybe to encourage someone else? Maybe to leave the
comfort of something familiar to allow something else to grow?

There's a saying which goes, “God loves us just as we are —and too much to leave us that
way.” Where might God be calling you next?

What is the next challenge?

And if that sounds hard, well, it is! But what makes it harder is when we try to do it alone.

God doesn’t leave us unsupported. We have his Holy Spirit dwelling within us. And we have
the companions for the journey that he has put alongside us. We are — or should be — a
community which supports and helps each other to respond to our challenges and to grow.
We need each other. We need to share together, to listen together, to try (and fail)
together, to try again together, to explore together. Maybe in pairs. Maybe in small groups



— discipleship groups or shared interest groups. Sometimes in whole congregations. Any
place where we can speak and listen honestly about being apprentices of Jesus Christ.

“| press on,” says St Paul, “towards the goal.” Towards becoming as close to who Jesus has
called us to be as we possibly can be. Towards doing what God is calling us to do.

So, once again, let’s take a moment or two to think about that......

[Pause to reflect on who or what is the centre of my life? Who am | becoming? Whatever my
age or stage, what is God calling me to do in this next stage of my life? Where can | find

support in the challenges | face?

Prayer response:
Seek first God’s kingdom
And all shall be given to you.

Finally, we have covered a lot of ground here, and some of it is hard and some will be
painful. Maybe you realise that you are having to face your challenges alone and would like
some support. Whatever it is — please talk to Paul or one of the other clergy or readers —
that’s what we’re here for. If it’s easier, talk to someone else who you trust. Please, don’t
struggle alone.



