SERMON 11TH OCTOBER 2026
A Deanery Synod meeting is not normally where you would go for excitement and stimulation. But Monday’s gathering was exactly that. A cynic might say that it’s the exception that proves the rule. Be that as it may, the presentation on Monday from the newly appointed Racial Justice Officer for Rochester Diocese, Zara Rawlinson, was riveting. It confirmed to me that we worship a God of surprises!
If anyone has a burning desire to know what a Deanery Synod is, don’t hesitate to ask me afterwards; but I suspect that you can catch my drift…

The point is that we have a God of surprises, and wonderfully so. The Deanery Synod meeting happened to be at the start of Black History Month, which takes place in October each year. Zara challenged the gathered representatives of local churches to reflect on their welcome and on diversity. Zara made a clear distinction between someone being made ‘welcome’ and someone feeling that they ‘belong’ to a church fellowship. She asked a deep question of us, in the context of a diverse congregation: ‘Is your church willing to be changed by what each individual brings?’. For us, I believe and I pray that the answer is ‘Yes, we are willing to be changed!’ and changed in a wonderful way, as we look to the Lord in all things.

And repeating the word ‘wonderful’, we celebrate today the Baptism of Bela and Vanetta, two people I have been able to get to know particularly through helping Rachel with the Baptism and Confirmation course, and the continuation of the group with ‘Explore Together’. I am in no doubt that gathering in small groups for conversation, study and discussion encourages growth and strengthening of relationships we have with one another and with our Lord. So it is enormously joyful to welcome Bela and Vanetta formally, along with their families, sponsors and supporters, into our fellowship here at St. Paul’s and into the fellowship of the wider church. Belonging to our fellowship in Christ, not simply welcomed.

And this leads us to today’s passages from Scripture.
The reading from the start of Chapter 4 of Paul’s letter to the Philippians shows Paul at his warmest. The church at Philippi in Macedonia was the first church Paul established on European soil, so his affection for it and its people is not a surprise. You can read about that in Acts Chapter 16; Paul , Luke and others travelled there after Paul had a vision of a man of Macedonia standing and begging him ‘Come over to Macedonia and help us’. So they did! 
Paul’s letter is written from prison, almost certainly in Ephesus. We have been reading and looking at various passages from this letter in recent weeks, and throughout Paul refers warmly to those he addresses:
Chapter 1 verse 4:’In all my prayers for you, I always pray with joy because of your partnership in the Gospel from the first day until now’
Chapter 2 verse 12 starts: ‘Therefore, my dear friends…’
Paul uses the term ’My brothers and sisters’ repeatedly throughout the letter; he starts chapter 4, as we heard, ‘Therefore, my brothers and sisters, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in the Lord, dear friends’.
But even in warm fellowships, there can be tensions, and Paul pleads for two women, Euodia and Syntiche, to be of the same mind in the Lord, and for someone to mediate if necessary. And it’s important for us, as a fellowship, to disagree well when we do disagree on issues.
And then we have verses 4 to 9, which summarise how we should be as Christians. 
For example:
· ‘Let your gentleness be evident to all’ Verse 5.
· ‘Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God’ Verse 6.
· ‘If anything is excellent or praiseworthy – think about such things’ Verse 8.
· ‘Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me – put into practice. And the God of peace will be with you’ Verse 9.

This passage and its message brings some long standing memories back to me. At school in Guernsey – a long, long time ago – we had an end of term service, and each time we did, this passage was read. And it permeated through my teenage defensive shield, as if by osmosis, to sit within somehow. But, looking back, I didn’t have a clue about life, or what is really important.
My priorities were to learn lots and to look for a successful career and fulfilled life, in worldly terms. But this Philppians passage was always sitting there in the background to test what I was doing. 
And I have to say that it has taken many decades for me to come to understand that it’s who you are, and who you look to for guidance and support that are key. And that our Lord is the one to look to always. And realising that we humans do not have all the answers and that the mystery of faith is wonderful. For me this has been and continues to be a lifelong journey; and wonderfully, a journey that never ends!

But this has much relevance to the Baptism today of Bela and Vanetta. For them both it is a major milestone on their journeys with the Lord. And confirmation of their belonging (using that word advisedly) to the fellowship of Christ’s followers here at St. Paul’s and to the fellowship of Christ’s followers everywhere. It’s a big deal!
And we, here at St. Paul’s, have a big responsibility to take Paul’s words and nurture Bela and Vanetta on their journeys with the Lord. We take that responsibility very seriously and very joyfully.

And to expand the encouragement to Baptism, today’s passage from Matthew’s Gospel describes vividly the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptist in the river Jordan. John the Baptist asks an entirely reasonable question – ‘I need to be baptised by you, and do you come to me?’. But Jesus insisted because, he said, ‘it is proper for us to do this to fulfil all righteousness’. And John consented. 
This is a statement of how significant Baptism is; it is one of the Sacraments of the Church, along with Holy Communion. And Jesus being baptised by John is as strong a statement as it could be that Baptism is available to all people and for all peoples. Jesus was giving us his Baptism as an example and an encouragement. So if you haven’t been baptised, and would like to consider it and explore it more, do talk to Rachel.
So to conclude:
· It is wonderful to celebrate today’s Baptism of Bela and Vanetta, and it is wonderful to celebrate the diversity of fellowship that we have here and the real understanding of belonging that we are building
· We should follow Paul’s warm encouragement to the fellowship in Philippi, and so we should look always for and think always about whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable.
· And that if we put into practice what Paul encourages, the God of peace will be with us.
Amen

                       

