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What is the common denominator between Galileo, Christopher Wren, Tim Berners-Lee and David Blunkett?
They all had ideas which were ahead of their time. What they talked about were first rejected as fanciful or absurd – but now all of them have been accepted as part of the landscape.

In today’s Gospel we find Jesus’ disciples huddled in a room behind locked doors. After Palm Sunday, after the arrest and crucifixion of Jesus they had no Plan B. What were they do now? Could Peter, James and John go back to being fishermen, the Sons of Thunder go back to politics or Matthew to collecting taxes? They were in a mess with nowhere to go.

Into that situation Jesus appears and says just one word: Peace. In other words, don’t worry about the future; it is in God’s hands and it is therefore in the safest hands possible. Peace, says Jesus. Go on sticking to the Gamaliel principle: if what you are doing is of God, it will succeed; and if it isn’t, it will die a natural death. Peace. No more running away, Mark. Peace.

What God is calling us to be - like those on my list  but using the words from the letter to the Hebrews - are pioneers of faith. Pioneers, like Galileo, Wren and Tim Berners-Lee, are those who have a burning idea and who are not going to be deflected and who need only two things to realise their ideas: confidence and determination.

Each of the familiar Resurrection appearances appeal to our senses because they are against what we cynically expect: people do not go about walking on water or meeting their former dead friend on the road. I have a notebook with ‘sayings’ on each page  from the past and one of the more recent ones quoted an industrialist of the 1950s who said: why would anyone want a computer at home?! Now you can’t buy anything electronic without a computer chip in there somewhere – phones, washing machines, TVs and vacuum cleaners – let alone your ipad.  

Jesus walking on water or calming a storm is not performing tricks; what he is doing is engaging with the world that you and I can’t always see – and saying to us:  this is reality, this is part of the created order and I want you to reveal it to others too. It is about imagination: like taking an old building and creating something truly wonderful with it in the style of ‘Grand Designs’. 
Always Jesus is reminding us that the role of disciples – the role of the Church – is not to prop up the status quo as if that were to be the limit of what is possible: we are about  following where Jesus leads. Why are so many Bible stories related, in one way or another, with journeys – from Joseph and his multi-coloured coat to Abraham and of course, to St Paul’s great missionary journeys. 

Today as we come together for our AGM, we are, once again, meeting with Jesus and hearing those reassuring words: Peace. We watch him addressing Thomas – not for Thomas’ sake as much as for ours:  Look Thomas, anyone can put their trust in things that are already there. Anyone can invest in a half completed ship, for example, because we know that the other half will follow on and the whole thing will finally float. But which of you is willing to put your confidence in something that is still on the drawing board? Come in Galileo, Christopher Wren or Tim Berners-Lee!

And that is where we start today in our AGM. Look at the evidence of what God has done with us so far. Untidy, irregular, not fully formed: but the shape is there and some of the struts and spars are in place. Do not doubt but believe.  Peace. 

In the Church system we have inherited, there are two crucial elements to the way we work. The first is that we believe in the sensus fidelium, the power of God in the world that works through the whole body. We do things together. 

But that has to be married to the awareness that much which is new has to be revealed by one person. Marie Curie worked in a team but she was also a pioneer in her particular brand of chemistry. She knew what she was doing and we now revere her insights into the treatment of cancer. 

But it was a long and tough road as she brought the rest of the medical world to recognise what she had discovered. Only after the hardest of struggles did her lone voice become the sensus fidelium and the majority view. 

In our Church context, it is often (but not always) the parish priest who has to act as the pioneer, trying things out, moving in unknown and uncharted waters. Theirs is the often quite lonely road of revealing new directions and co-ordinating the various parts of the family so that we can discover together that sensus fidelium. The Vicar isn’t there to do it all but to enable each one of us to work to our fullest potential and to use all the gifts that have been poured into our laps so richly, especially in this part of London. It is their job to try to find the right people for the right tasks, holding together the ‘whole’ so that we can act as the people of God and not just as a series of individuals.

As we look at our finances at St James’, we see that, by and large there is enough to keep these buildings in good order and to pay for all the ancillary services that any organisation needs. We have investments which have been put to good use so that we can also invest in our infrastructure for the future. All that is brilliant. 

But what we are not paying enough for is our contribution to the Common Fund, the London Diocesan levy which all parishes pay to central HQ. This is, give or take, about £75,000 a year. 

And it is from that pot of money that we support our parish clergy. It isn’t their salary of course which is less than half of that; but there are loads of other overheads like housing, training and pensions which also need to be funded. 

And so our task in the 2014 Stewardship Campaign which we launch today is to say: if we don’t raise enough to keep a priest here at St James’, who will pay it for us?  Put bluntly: if not YOU, who?

But instead of panicking and saying that we can’t raise all hat in a parish like ours, we need to go back into the Upper Room and into the presence of Jesus. Because what he says to us is the only word we need: Peace. 

And God’s peace is why we come to Church in the first place, the place where we find the strength and the power to do all the kinds of things which we would otherwise find overwhelming. And as we say thank you for that sense of peace so we realise that the resources to continue ‘building this ship’ of faith and mission, building this Church, are actually here in our hands. We already have the resources, we have the money: the question is: how much are we willing to invest in the future growth of St James’ and the project that is slowly emerging here among us? 

You probably know this quote from Anne Frank, the 15 year old Dutch girl whose diaries became such an inspiration: “No one has ever become poor by giving.”

While that is undoubtedly true, is only half of what Jesus meant by ‘Peace’. Because he knew that we will only invest in what we believe in. Poor Thomas had to see: Jesus invites us to do better than that: he wants us to invest in a building that we cannot yet see: his invitation is to for us to be pioneers because it is the pioneers who reveal God’s action in the world. 

And that is where we will finally receive his peace. 

