“Life is lived forwards but understood backwards” (Sǿren Kierkegaard)
Life is lived forwards: we respond to stimuli occasioned by people and events, thereby moving on towards fresh opportunities and new experiences.  Without those stimuli we stagnate and die: the higher their quality, the richer our lives.  So we become what we are largely through responding to things beyond our control.  It remains a great indictment of the rich minority in our world that vast swaves of human beings are forced to live surrounded by negative and hostile environments which dictate that they will die before they have time to grow old.  Self-determination is virtually impossible for them; it is also grossly over-estimated by many Westerners who fail to acknowledge the extent to which we are fashioned, for both good and ill, by what stands over and against us.  That is only marginally less the case for me today than it was on the day I was born.  I am what I am due to the way I have responded, well or badly, to people and events largely beyond my control.  Those who believe they are ‘self-made’ possess an inordinate lack of self-awareness or are completely arrogant – perhaps even both!

On an occasion such as this, therefore, I am acutely aware of people and places which generated for me a very rich array of experience and, hence, opportunity: parents, family and friends; teachers and ministers; colleagues and church members – to name the people would be invidious.  But the places can be named: Keighley Grammar School; New College, London and The Congregational College, Manchester; Perkins School of Theology, Dallas, Texas and The University of Manchester; Luther King House, Manchester; the North East Ecumenical Course and outcroppings of God’s gathered saints in Keighley, Kensington, Dallas, Kettering, Stockton, Manchester and Durham.  Not to mention certain well-known cricket grounds and many a bird hide.  Whatever worth and value I may possess has been largely the result of my response to such people and places; or, to put the matter rather better, it has stemmed from the gracious invitation from God that these people and places have carried with them, the invitation that out of duty but with delight I should be part of the people’s movement called church that is charged with being a sign and sacrament of God’s reign over all things,  Now, I go on living forwards, no doubt being shaped as I respond to the call and the challenges, the tears and the laughter of the gathered saints at St Andrew’s and St Cuthbert’s.  And, who knows, God may use me in these Christian communities to do a bit of ‘shaping’ myself on God’s behalf!
But, as in everything, we only get a full picture with hindsight.  Looking back on my journey I can see meaning and purpose in it that was not clear at the time.  While I haven’t a clue where God is now taking me, I can glance back and see a Godly pattern of influence on my life that led to outcomes which were totally unpredictable or surprising – and arguably, will continue to be so.  There is a famous Old Testament story in which Moses is denied the possibility of a face-to-face encounter with God.  God tells Moses “. . . you shall see my back; but my face shall not be seen”.  We cannot be sure what God is up to now, save that on the basis of past performance we know it’ll be for our good!  If the calling of a minister is a genuine process, there must be some measure of doubt in the minds of both candidate and congregations.  Decisions have to be made largely in faith, and in the hope that they will be proved correct with hindsight.  That is what, I believe the St Andrew’s and St Cuthbert’s pastorate and I did a few months ago – and, as far as I am concerned, the passage of time since the decision was made increasingly has suggested to me that God is with us all in this new partnership in ministry and mission.
Some have been surprised, of course, that I have been led back to the calling which first dawned upon me at New College, London in the late 1960’s.  Some expected that I would remain in theological education or respond positively to become a Synod Moderator.  One senior figure in the URC told me that I would be wasted in a pastorate.  When senior figures say such things, we ought not to be surprised that we are experiencing a few difficulties!  Shortly after that comment was made I received through the post the latest copy of The Journal of the United Reformed Church History Society along with a letter from Professor Charles Cranfield wishing me well in my move to fresh challenges and opportunities.  Both contained affirming sentences to counter what the URC divine (and no doubt others) was carelessly saying.

The Journal carries the final part of Martin Camroux’s thought provoking analysis of why the URC has failed.  Part of his conclusion involves offering a sense of direction for the denomination to follow.  Martin affirms that “what matters most in the URC is the local church: the most vital job in the URC is to be a pastoral minister of a local congregation”.  He then goes on to quote from Douglas John Hall – words which underpin the overall thrust of what I spent twenty years in theological education trying to achieve: “Our churches do not need managers, they need thinkers!  They need people whose knowledge of the Scriptures, traditions, and contemporary Christian scholarship is more developed than has been required of clergy in the past”.  But I will leave the final word with Charles Cranfield – not that there ever can be final words in the church, other than the Word itself!  Generous as always, Charles writes: “. . . I do hope and pray that your ministry in a local congregation (sic- I have part charge of a second) may be blessed.  It is, after all, the crown of ministry in the church”.  Friends, it is a privilege to return to the ‘top’ job in the church and now to become involved with some wonderful people.  Thank you for giving me this privilege.
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