Valuing Volunteers 2010   1 Cor 13.1-7.  Matt 25.31-40
First of all I want to say thank you. Thank you to you all for giving up this time to come together, and thank you for all that you do as volunteers in our community; for all that you give so freely in time and talents, in cheerfulness and co-operation for the common good. Today we can give thanks for one another, for the opportunity to serve, and we can give thanks to God in whose service, the bible says, is perfect freedom.
The church has always been a voluntary organisation. Jesus wasn’t paid and nor were his disciples as they went around healing and teaching and bringing hope to the poor and outcast. They could only do what they did of course through the voluntary help of others, like Martha, who gave them the odd meal and sometimes a bed for the night. 
The church here is 800 years old this year so I’m delighted to share this anniversary year with you all. The voluntary work done by many of you will be in health, education or social care and all the provision in those areas in this country came first from the church. The schools, hospitals and provision for the needy that we see now all arose from our Christian ancestors in this country, seeing a need, and responding to it through their church.
Why is that? Why has care for those in need always been at the heart of Christianity?  
It’s there because it’s deeply rooted in the teachings of Jesus. In the story we’ve just heard some people are being rewarded by the King, ‘Because’ as he says, ‘when hungry you gave me something to eat, homeless you sheltered me, in prison you visited me’ and so on. The people are pleased but very surprised. A nice touch. They weren’t being good in hope of reward, but for its own sake. They’d never seen the King ‘hungry or thirsty,’ they say, ‘sick or in prison….’ How could they have ministered to him? But Jesus the true king replies, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for the least of these, you did it for me.’ 
Practical, freely given care and kindness to others lies at the heart of Jesus’ teaching and has been at the heart of this country of ours for generations. Even if we don’t come to church or believe in God it’s part of our DNA somehow, part of our folk memory. ‘Love your neighbour as yourself,’ the greatest commandment, Jesus said, and an intrinsic part of loving God. You can’t do one without the other.
If I’m going to be patriotic I think that voluntary work and the spirit of service behind it is one of the glories of our nation. The desire to be of service not just to yourself, not just to your family, but to people in need regardless of who they are or where they are from, and to do that with no expectation of recognition or reward.  That’s what our Christian heritage has given us and I give thanks for that today and for you who live it out.
There are spiritual dangers in being a volunteer. We can feel a bit of a martyr, ‘I’m doing all this and no one seems to notice!’ We can become addicted to praise and jealous when others seem to get more than we do, and so on. That’s where those words from 1 Corinthians 13 can help. Often read at weddings they’re good practical teaching for us all. ‘If I give all I possess to the poor and outdo everyone else in my voluntary service,’ says St Paul, ‘BUT HAVE NOT LOVE, then I am nothing.’
The next bit is a good tester too. Think of yourself, your colleagues and those you work and live with. Then put your own name in place of the word love:
‘I am patient, I am kind. I’m never envious, or boastful or proud.’ How are you doing so far?? You see all of us fall a bit short from time to time. All of us need more of this kind of love; the word Paul used is agape in Greek, which means ‘self-giving love’ love that gives of itself to bring life to others.
This is the love that Jesus showed us most completely on the cross. This is the love that turned his followers from a frightened group into a worldwide movement. This is the self-giving love that should lie at the heart of all the work that we do selflessly as volunteers, for others. 
May God give you grace and love in all that you do for Him.

Amen.

