Preaching @ St James Church Barnes 25 July 2021
The Feast of James the Apostle
Readings are 2 Corinthians 4:7-15, and Matthew 20:20-28

Prayer: May I speak and may we hear in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit Amen
Good morning, my name is Revd Funke Ogbede and I am the Chair of KMEACC: Kingston Minority Ethnic Anglican Concerns Committee - also known as UK Minority Ethnics. My thanks to Fr James for inviting me to preach here today. I hope you will all engage with me as I speak on racism in Church of England in my sermon.
If we are all reverent in our worship, we would all approach the Eucharist in humility and with hope and confidence knowing that however great our sins are, God's mercy is greater. However powerful or holy we think we are, God is much more powerful and He lives in Holiness. We say the words "Thy will be done on earth as it is in Heaven", without thinking of their spiritual implication and His will for us. How do you recognise His will for you?
Jesus was crucified for the salvation of all humankind regardless of race, gender or status. He told His disciples to go into the world and make disciples of all nations - not one nation but ALL nations - all racial groups and across all cultural heritages and social groups.
It is in this inclusive nature of the Gospel of Christ and mandate to ALL people that racial tension and cultural disparity gradually crept into the house of God. The joy of salvation became eclipsed and darkened by those who feel superior to others and more entitled than others. 

The Church of God is never a private business and never for the privileged nor for a particular race or gender; the Spirit of God can never be privatised or restricted to any one group —the angels and the heavenly hosts are always present with us! 
The story was told about two restless boys and their mother: The two young brothers were very mischievous and streetwise. Whenever there was trouble on their street, they were sure to be fully involved.  Their mother was at her wits end; so she invited the pastor to speak to the boys. 

The pastor asked the younger boy to be sent to him. He took him to the church, sat him down and looked intently at him. The boy steered back daring him to do his worst. 

The pastor asked him – ‘where is God?’ The boy looked around the church and looked at the pastor but said nothing.

He asked him again ‘where is God?’ The boy looked up and down and back at the pastor and said nothing. 

The pastor leaned forward and asked for the 3rd time, ‘where is God’?  The boy jumped up, ran all the way to his house, grabbed his older brother's hand and said – ‘we are in serious trouble’. 

‘Why’, the older brother said; he answered: ‘God is missing and the pastor thought we are responsible!’ 
Where is God in your daily life? Where is God in your attitude to those who you consider as outsiders -people of colour? Is God reflected in you in your attitude to your neighbours? Is God reflected in your utterances and actions?

What the government wants you to believe about race relations in the country is vastly different from what is actually happening across board in the society. Racism is prevalent at all levels; while some are subtle and covert, others are deliberate and overt. 
After the widely publicised BBC programme on Racism in the Church of England, the Church body, Archbishops of Canterbury and York and many bishops, finally accepted that the Church is racist at all levels - that there is racism in the church. 
Many people who are not directly impacted by racism or have not been subjected to racial discrimination both from fellow priests and members of the congregation, may find it difficult to accept that our beloved church is guilty of racism and racial discrimination. You may say that you are not racist, but you may be biased to people who don't look or sound like you.
Racial discrimination prevents certain group of people, the UKME in particular, to rise above certain levels in society and also in the church of God; many face endless obstacles structurally and tactfully, denigration and even verbal abuse including: 'we don't want you here', or you don't belong here' and so forth. That is not God's will for His people.
Bishop Christopher reminds us all that the rich diversity in this diocese is God's gift to enrich our lives and experience God's grace in its fullness. Jesus' open arms on the cross invites us all to come to him. Our diversity is a blessing to be celebrated and not rejected. 

In March this year, the Diocesan Synod voted unanimously to approve an Anti-Racism Charter. In his opening remarks, bishop Christopher said: 'there is no place for racist attitudes and behaviour in the diocese' and he encourages us to be intentional and fight racism at all levels in our parishes. We are encouraged to recognise the need to create a more diverse church and fully committed to welcoming the Minority Ethnics in both the ordained and lay ministries and also in the life of the church as a whole. 
Being 'anti racist' is not the same as simply being not racist. You will need to 'fight the hidden You inside you' and recognise the unconscious bias in you to be able to see God's reflection in those who don't look or sound like you.
God does not discriminate nor give preferential treatment to anyone among those who claim to follow Him. 

The gospel story reminds us of this fact and that God is against whatever enslaves us, be it status or money, power or politics or our achievements. The mother of two boys was very ambitious for them. She wanted the highest places of honour in God's Kingdom for her boys. 
When Mrs Zebedee, the mother of James and John, approached Jesus, with her sons, to ask for a special place for them - one to sit at His right and the other to sit at His left in His Kingdom, she showed her sense of superiority and entitlement. She was blinded by her reckless ambition for her sons, while James and John, though very close to Jesus, together with Peter, allowed themselves to be influenced by the ambition of their domineering mother. They showed how little they understood Jesus' ministry and His will for them. Jesus is a leveller, no one is greater than the others in His Kingdom.
When He gently told Mrs Zebedee that she did not know the implication of her request, she refused to listen but persisted and wanted her wish to be granted. Jesus declined and told her that only God has the final say as regards the sitting arrangement in Heaven.
The remaining ten disciples were furious at the brothers' brazen attempt to elevate themselves above them. However, Jesus reminded them that earthly rulers place themselves over and above all other people, but, in God's Kingdom, those who want to be great must be the servant of all. He reminded them, that, He, the Son of Man, 'did not come to be served, but to serve, and give His life a ransom for many'. Humility is the key that opens all doors.
As God's children, there are things that we cannot really share with anyone but only God. I suspect that many of you come to church not simply as a Sunday routine, but for solace or comfort, inspiration or grace or, simply, to give thanks to God. It may also be the need to be in God's presence and receive the Holy Sacrament for spiritual nourishment.
We are the body of Christ and children of the same heavenly Father redeemed by the blood of Jesus Christ which was shed for all races, cultures, skin colours, gender, social class and earthly power. When we kneel down to pray or to receive Communion, we are all equal in the eyes of God, as His beloved children. 

In God's house, we are united in Faith, Hope and Love. It is wrong before God to indulge in racism, racial profiling, and discrimination of any types. Jesus said: 'love one another as I have loved you'. God asks us to love our neighbour as ourselves. The implication is obvious, we are to welcome the stranger with God's love and reach out in love to those 'who don't look or sound like you' -- God is love and those who live in love, live in God and God in them. 
No one should expect perfection, but we can all try to be better people in our attitude towards others in the community of faith here at St Mary's. You can ask God to forgive you for those you have hurt in the past, knowingly or unknowingly, or those who are still hurting because of something you said or did or failed to do. You can also ask God to give you the grace to make amends where possible.
Jesus’ actions challenged the religious establishment of His time, the Anti-Racism Charter, issued by the Diocese, is designed to challenge us, guide us and open our eyes to the fact that we belong to the same Heaven Father, welcomed by Jesus with open arms and filled with the same Holy Spirit that speaks and moves through us all.  
The scripture is never intended to be about keeping people in “their” places. A small act of kindness speaks to the heart and touches the depth of human spirit more than any preaching from the pulpit. A small gesture of goodwill, compassion and encouragement as well as kind words – make a huge difference to a lot of people and serve as the light that shines into the darkness of their life. 

Brothers and sisters, let your life tell the story of Christ’s selfless love and mercy to the world around you. Shine the light of Christ within you to all people that they may see your good works and give glory to God.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit Amen
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