20" June 2026: St John’s and St Stephen’s, Reading quiet day

Living the abundant life

Thank you so much for the invitation for me to be with you today. Leading a quiet day like

this is such a gift to me, partly because it asks me to reflect more deeply on something

than | might otherwise make time for, but especially because it allows me to spend quality

time with a group of people with whom | share my ministry; to understand their setting

better and to grow relationships. In fact, as we think about the abundance of God’s

provision today, | want to name relationships and community as cornerstones of God’s

generosity towards us. ‘Itis not good thatthe man should be alone’, God said, on creating
Adam, and woman was birthed. In the beginning, God blessed us with one another.

One of my favourite films is Man on Wire (2008); a documentary about tightrope walker
Philippe Petit and his walk, without harness, between the Twin Towers of New York. Petit
doesn’t have a harness what he does have is mind-boggling courage, and a pole to help
him maintain his balance. Multiple times during the crossing he made minute
adjustments to the pole to help him stay the course and arrive safely at the other side
where he was arrested for his trespass.

Similarly, today, we’re going to make lots of adjustments to balance our thinking as we
think about God’s abundance.

We’llwant to trace the amazing ways in which God provides for us, whilst not tipping over
into the abyss of the Prosperity Gospel of the 1980’s and 1990’s where God was
downgraded to a kind of divine vending machine, and people were urged only to name
God’s riches to claim them.

We’ll want to encourage one another to sit light to accumulating material wealth, whilst
not overlooking those for whom securing a little more money is vital if they’re to feed their
families adequately. It is not for the privileged to tell the poor how preoccupied they
should be about money.

We’ll certainly consider generosity with our money—those of us for whom this is
possible—and then recentre ourselves on the high-wire by remembering that we are
called to be generous with our time and our talents, too.

So—I hope you’re up for a bit of tightrope walking today, as we trace God’s many blessings
to us, and ask how that might grow generosity in us.



A reading from Psalm 103—

'Bless the LORD, O my soul,

and all that is within me,

bless his holy name.

2Bless the LORD, O my soul,

and do not forget all his benefits—

Swho forgives all your iniquity,

who heals all your diseases,

“who redeems your life from the Pit,

who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy,
*who satisfies you with good as long as you live
so that your youth is renewed like the eagle's.

5The LORD works vindication

and justice for all who are oppressed.

’He made known his ways to Moses,

his acts to the people of Israel.

8The LORD is merciful and gracious,

slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.

°He will not always accuse,

nor will he keep his anger for ever.

"He does not deal with us according to our sins,

nor repay us according to our iniquities.

""For as the heavens are high above the earth,

so great is his steadfast love towards those who fear him;
2gs far as the east is from the west,

so far he removes our transgressions from us.

3As a father has compassion for his children,

so the LORD has compassion for those who fear him.
"“For he knows how we were made;

he remembers that we are dust.

5As for mortals, their days are like grass;
they flourish like a flower of the field;

'8for the wind passes over it, and it is gone,
and its place knows it no more.

Forget not all his benefits

7But the steadfast love of the LORD is from everlasting to everlasting

on those who fear him,

and his righteousness to children's children,

'8to those who keep his covenant

and remember to do his commandments.

"The LORD has established his throne in the heavens,
and his kingdom rules over all.

2Bless the LORD, O you his angels,

you mighty ones who do his bidding,

obedient to his spoken word.
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2'Bless the LORD, all his hosts,
his ministers that do his will.
22Bless the LORD, all his works,
in all places of his dominion.
Bless the LORD, O my soul.

Coming to St John’s and St Stephen’s is a bit like coming home for me—or, at least,
returning to my first incumbency; to the Church of the Good Shepherd - or COGS as we
called it—on the edge of Doncaster. Like St John’s and St Stephen’s, COGS was built
semi-detached to the C of E primary school, and had a wooden floor and a lofted roof.
Like this church, COGS served a parish where there was considerable poverty, and where
people’s aspirations had been knocked out of them by tough experience. ‘Abundance’
wasn’tin people’s everyday vocabulary.

When I’'d been there for a couple of years, the Church of England, in partnership with the
Sainsbury family, launched a competition to commission a new piece of art for a place of
worship. COGS had very little embellishment: the walls were painted breeze-blocks and
the huge window looking out into the community was plain glass.

| spoke to my PCC about entering the competition. They were both non-plussed and
expressive, in a very ‘Yorkshire ‘ way about this. ‘We’re not the sort of place that ever wins
anything’, they replied. Nonetheless, they gave me the go-ahead and so Sarah, my
curate, and Margaret, a woman in her 70’s, met over cheese straws (Margaret-baked) to
sketch out what we might do. We were such amateurs but with a lot of enthusiasm,
community engagement and the pro-bono support of a glass artist we put out bid
together for some stained glass in that enormous window.

A few months later, we went to London for the ceremony to announce the winners. The
runners up were announced, and solemnly went on to the platform to receive their
certificate. ‘And the winner is...” - cue an X Factor-esque prolonged pause— ‘And the
winner is the Church of the Good Shepherd!” We were not dignified! - we whooped and
we laughed and we cried. Finally, COGS had won something! From a standing start, out
of a place of scarcity, God gifted us an amazing stained glass window which told the story
of God’s promise and provision.

In my second incumbency, | was Team Rector of seven churches in rural Leicestershire.
The buildings were a nightmare! A particular crisis came when the tower of one of the
grade | listed churches was threatening to topple over into the graveyard. The repairs
were going to cost around £400k. The congregation was tiny. We were overwhelmed.

We began applying to grant-makers but we had to demonstrate that we had match-
funding. We sold a few cakes, held a concert and then someone suggested that we put
some flyers in the local pub. | was a bit cynical, but we cobbled something together and
left them on the bar.



A couple of weeks later, | had a phone call from someone who said they wanted to help,
and who asked if I’d go round to his house. It was a beautiful home—deep white carpets
(I was very nervous about my coffee!) and original art on the walls. I’d scarcely taken a
sip of the dangerous coffee when the man told me that he wanted to give me £100K for
the tower. He wasn’t a churchgoer, but he could see the church tower from his house and
loved it.

We were facing a task that felt impossible, but God surprised us with abundance that we
couldn’t have imagined let alone anticipated. The tower was repaired!

| share those two stories because | want to encourage you about what can happen when
you take the smallest of steps against the greatest of odds. A chat over cheese straws
led directly to a beautiful window; a flyer in a pub to £100k and a stable tower.

In both of those parishes our conversation was often about what we didn’t have—not
enough people, not enough money, not enough time, not enough hope, not enough
vision. But God took the little that we did have and multiplied it, just as at a lakeside
picnic, one day, he multiplied one small boy’s packed lunch.

At St John’s and St Stephen’s, as you wait to hear if you’ve been given a grant to help you
employ a youth worker and, if you have, then as you plan to raise money to match-fund
that grant, remember my two churches, not so very different from yours, and be excited
by what God can do!

But now, let’s rebalance that tightrope pole. Because financial provision is the not the
only, or even the main way, in which God blesses us with his abundance. Infact, if | were
to share a contemporary story of God’s abundance towards me it would be that when |
don’t think | can carry one more thing, not a single extra thing, and then ten more knotty
issues inevitably come in, somehow God expands my capacity to embrace it. Not for
nothing do | have a verse from 1 Thessalonians embroidered inside my cope—my
ceremonial cloak: ‘The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do it’ (5.24); he will do it.

Inthe Psalm | justread to us, David—to whom the psalm s attributed—begins with a plea:
‘Bless the Lord, O my soul, and do not forget all his benefits’ (Psalm 103.2).

It’s such an important call; that we don’t forget all the ways in which God blesses us; that
we expand our vision of what God does for us; of the fullness of life that Jesus promises
us (John 10.10).

Inthe passage fromJohn 10, that we listened to in our worship, abundance is experienced
in these ways: in relationship— ‘I know my own and my own know me’, Jesus says (1v14,
cfv3) and in guidance—the shepherd ‘leads [the sheep] out’, Jesus says. And thisis how
we experience God’s abundance: in protection, with Jesus as ‘the gate’ (v7) and in
salvation as Jesus lays down his life for us (v9). And this is to know fullness: to be led to



places that will feed us (v9) and to be reconciled with those who don’tyet belong to Jesus’
flock, but who will (v16).

How does God provide for us? How is God generous towards us? - in knowing us, guiding
us, protecting us, saving us, feeding us and opening the way to reconciliation with others.

And Psalm 103 adds so many more blessings—list them with me: v3—forgiveness and
healing ; v4 rescue and honour; v5 renewal; v6 justice; v7 revelation; v8 mercy, grace,
patience and love; v11 steadfast love; v13 compassion; v14 tenderness.

Monetary wealth doesn’t feature at all in these passages—although, of course, God can
bless us in material ways. No, here the focus is on the other ways in which we are rich
through God.

In the Life of Brian, the People’s Front of Judea famously ask ‘What have the Romans ever
done for us?’ and then reluctantly have to concede that amongst the improvements
introduced by the occupying powers are ‘sanitation, medicine, education, wine, public
order, irrigation, roads, a fresh water system, public health and peace....

We can be a bit like the People’s Front of Judea, | think; can be so focused on our
scarcity—not enough hours in the day, not enough sleep, not enough goals (little World
Cup reference there), not enough money, not enough people—we can be so focused on
our scarcity that we can fall into the trap of asking ‘What has God ever done for us?’

But just consider! ‘What has God ever done for us? - God sees us, has compassion on
us, forgives us, loves us, stays with us, leads us, protects us, wins us justice, honours us,
flawed though we are. What has God ever done for us? - all this and so much more.

‘Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits.” We’ll have coffee at 11.30am
but now, and over coffee, there are a couple of things that you might like to do to help you
remember God’s abundance; to trace it.

The first is that you might like to make a pilgrimage through provision by taking a wander
through these words on the floor. They’re the words | pulled out of our readings from John
10 and Psalm 1083; all the ways in which God blesses us.

Wander amongst them; pause at those words that you absolutely recognise from your
own experience as one of the ways in which God has blessed you, or stop at one of those
words that express a lack you feel, and ask God to meet you there with his super-
abundance.

Take a pilgrimage through provision.

The second thing that you might like to do is suggested by a line from one of my favourite
hymns— ‘O love that wilt not let me go’ by George Mattheson. In it, he writes ‘| trace the



rainbow through the rain’; such a lovely image of finding God’s blessing even in the
darkest of times.

So, this second invitation is to take a bit of black waxed paper and to recall times in your
life when God’s goodness has pierced the darkness. As you recall those moments, carve
away at the black wax to release the colour beneath and, at the same time, your
remembrance of God’s goodness.

‘Bless the Lord, O my soul and forget not all his benefits.” Take a pilgrimage through
provision. Trace the rainbow through the rain. Have a coffee. We’ll come back together
at midday. Amen.

...but what I have I give you
| wonder whether, as we gather back together after coffee, you’d like to take a moment
capturing one thing that you don’t want to lose about our first session: one thing that
you heard God say, a place that you paused on our pilgrimage through provision, or how
you were reminded of God’s grace to you from your past—the rainbow that you traced
through the rain. Spend a moment or two just capturing that one thing—and then I’ll
invite you to share that with someone near you. Silent reflection. Invite conversation—

A reading from Luke 21 -

Jesus looked up and saw rich people putting their gifts into the treasury; *he also saw a
poor widow put in two small copper coins. 3He said, ‘Truly | tell you, this poor widow has
putin more than all of them; *for all of them have contributed out of their abundance, but
she out of her poverty has putin all she had to live on’

A reading from Acts 3—

'One day Peter and John were going up to the temple at the hour of prayer, at three o'clock
in the afternoon. 2And a man lame from birth was being carried in. People would lay him
daily at the gate of the temple called the Beautiful Gate so that he could ask for alms from
those entering the temple. *When he saw Peter and John about to go into the temple, he
asked them for alms. “Peter looked intently at him, as did John, and said, ‘Look at us.” >°And
he fixed his attention on them, expecting to receive something from them. °But Peter said,
‘l have no silver or gold, but what | have | give you; in the name of Jesus Christ of
Nazareth, stand up and walk.” ’And he took him by the right hand and raised him up; and
immediately his feet and ankles were made strong. 8Jumping up, he stood and began to
walk, and he entered the temple with them, walking and leaping and praising God. °All
the people saw him walking and praising God, '’and they recognized him as the one who
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used to sit and ask for alms at the Beautiful Gate of the temple; and they were filled with
wonder and amazement at what had happened to him.

| bet some of you were singing the children’s song in your head whilst | was reading that.
Does anyone know the actions? Shall we give it a go? Sing
Peter and John went to pray.

They met a lame man on the way.

He asked for alms,

and held out his palms,

and this is what Peter did say.

‘Silver and gold have | none,

but such as | have give | thee.

In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise up and walk!’
He went walking and leaping and praising God;

walking and leaping and praising God.

‘In the name of Jesus Christ of Nzareth,

rise up and walk!’

Now I’ve got that out of my system, let’s engage with those readings as a way of thinking
about how, when we remember all God’s benefits, our own generosity is inspired and
reshaped.

There’s something so moving, isn’t there, about that first reading, that moment in the
Temple. Jesus is by the treasury, the 1% century equivalent of our contactless giving
points. He sees rich people, giving a tiny fraction of their wealth, and one woman, a
widow, giving all that she has. ‘She, out of her poverty, has putin all that she had to live
on’ (Luke 21.4).

Take up your tightrope pole again and get your balance. You’re notto hear me—orJesus—
saying that you’re to give to God’s work all that you have to live on. In fact, if you’re
struggling to make ends meet you should, of course, retain all that you need to eat well,
to stay warm, to travel safely, and to do those little things that give you joy. That’s to be
your priority with what you have.

Butif Jesus isn’t pointing to the poor widow, and telling us all to follow her example, what
is he doing? Two things, | think. Firstly, he’s talking to the wealthy, as he so often does.
Secondly, he’s provoking us to think more deeply.

Firstly, Jesus is talking to those of us who do have money over which we have a choice;
money that’s not committed to the bare necessities of life (I won’t sing again, don’t
worry!). ‘What will you do with that?’ he asks. ‘What will you do with that?’ ‘What will /?’



Secondly, | think that Jesus is inviting us to explore another unspoken question: ‘Why
would the widow give to God all that she has to live on?’ For that matter, how does she
do that?’ Let’s just pause to allow you to consider that.

Now, Jesus, as I’ve suggested, often teaches by provocation and | think this is such a
moment. He cites an extreme case to provoke us into a response. ‘Why would a woman
give all that she has to God?’

Well perhaps, however instinctively, she’s reflecting what Jesus himself has done and will
do.

In his letters, Paul writes about the superabundance thatis Jesus before the world begins.
‘In him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, Paul writes in Colossians (1.19).
Jesus had ‘equality with God’ (2.6), Paul writes in Philippians; that is, he had within
himself the ’everything’ of God. Butfrom that place of plenty, with his security in the heart
of the Father, Jesus ‘emptied himself’ (2.7). Having all things in God, he was able to ‘[take
on] the form of a slave’ (2.7).

To put it another way, perhaps the widow has done a pilgrimage through provision, has
traced the rainbow through the rain, and seen that, in God, she has everything that all the
money in the world cannot buy: love and companionship, even in her widowhood;
protection and plenty, even in her vulnerability; compassion and peace, even in her grief;
everlasting life, even in her morality.

I think Jesus is wanting us to grasp what this woman has realised: that because we have
what we really need, things that money cannot buy, we have no need to hold tightly to
material things, to our possessions. They won’t save us—and, after all, we’ve already
been saved.

For those living in poverty, the priority must be full bellies, warm homes, safe transport.
But those who are rich, or comfortable, who have flexible income, have something
important to think about. Given that we have everything we can ever desire through
God’s abundant provision, why do we hold back what we don’t need and what can’t help
us?

In other words, God’s abundant provision, the fullness of life that we’re living, is to set the
context for every decision that we make about the money that we could give away. It’s as
if we’re seated at a banquet groaning with food. We’re full. Then, someone asks us to
give them some bread. Sitting at the banquet, completely satisfied, is the context for
giving away the bread. Why would we withhold it?

Foramoment, let’s sit at the banquet that God has spread before us, and consider afresh
how much bread we can give away.



Take up your balancing pole. Remember: our generous response to God’s abundance is
not only to be measured in the weight of our gold or the frequency of our contactless
donations. No, it is also, even mainly, to be expressed in our offering of the other things
that God has given us: our time, our attentiveness, our Spirit-graced gifts.

Over to Peter and John in the Temple. Like some of us, they don’t have any spare cash.
But that doesn’t mean that they have nothing to give: ‘| have no silver or gold’, Peter tells
the man who is unable to walk ‘but what | have | give you: in the name of Jesus Christ of
Nazareth stand up and walk’ (Acts 3.6). The man, as we have sung, jumped up and went
into the Temple walking, and leaping and praising God (3.8).

But that’s not where the gift that Peter offers—exercising the authority that Jesus has
given him—that is not where the gift that Peter offers ends. Itis, as they say, a gift that
keeps on giving—because the people who see the man walking and leaping, the people
who, so many times before, have seen him unable to move without help, are ‘filled with
wonder and amazement’ (3.10).

For the first time, the man walks. For the first time, those around him see that there is
more to life than they’d understood; that there is a God who is good and who is powerful
and who can heal.

In 188 days time we will be celebrating the birth of Jesus. In case | don’t see you before
then, ‘Merry Christmas!” Around that time you might find yourselves singing that beautiful
carol, ‘In the bleak midwinter’ by Christina Rosetti, which most famously concludes with
this verse:

What can | give him, pooras|am?

If | were a shepherd, 1would bring a lamb.

If | were a wise man, | would do my part,

yet what | can | give him, give my heart.

Inthe moments of quiet that follow I’d like to invite you to ask yourself that question ‘What
can | give him, poor as | am?’ or to borrow Peter’s words, to God, ‘| don’t have much
money, | can’t preach, it’s not easy for me to get around much, but what | have | give
you....

Some questions to sit with in these moments that lead into lunch:

- What would it mean for me to be like the widow, like Jesus; to be ready to empty myself
because I’'m full of God’s provision? Or, in other words, I’m seated at a banqueting table,
full and satisfied, and someone asks me for bread. How do | respond?

- Acknowledging what | don’t have, and can’t give, what is it that | might offer to God,
saying ‘but what | have, | give you’?

The Methodist Covenant Prayer -
I am no longer my own but yours.
Put me to what you will,



rank me with whom you will;

put me to doing,

put me to suffering;

let me be employed for you,

or laid aside for you,

exalted for you,

or brought low for you;

let me be full,

let me be empty,

let me have all things,

let me have nothing:

| freely and wholeheartedly yield all things
to your pleasure and disposal.

And now, glorious and blessed God,
Father, Son and Holy Spirit,

you are mine and | am yours. So be it.

And the covenant now made on earth, let it be ratified in heaven.



