BISHOP   OF   LEICESTER’S   ORDINATION   CHARGE
Launde Abbey – Saturday, 28 June 2008

Every now and again the Holy Spirit sends us inspiration and refreshment from unexpected sources.  J K Rowling’s commencement address to graduates at Harvard this month was one such occasion.  She entitled her speech  “The fringe benefits of failure, and the importance of imagination.”

As I have been thinking of you all and praying for you this week, those phrases have struck me as significant – the fringe benefits of failure, and the importance of imagination.

Fear of failure can so easily haunt us in a success-orientated culture.  I see signs of it in clergy gatherings, especially when there are competitive conversations about how fast congregations are growing.  I certainly see signs of it in meetings of the House of Bishops when the general culture is to give the impression that each of us has a  diocese that is doing really well.  Yet all of us know that the Church is a fragile, muddled, often misguided community that fails.  That’s why, in our failure, we are in the company of the Apostles, the disciples gathered around Jesus.
And we as we prepare for the Ordination services this weekend we are in the company of all the world’s failures that God has chosen to be the ministers of the good news of Jesus Christ.  And that is why the message of Jesus in the Gospels is repeatedly ; “Do not be afraid”.

Although she did not put it in a religious context, this was partly what J K Rowling was talking about when she spoke to the brightest of the bright graduates from one of the world’s top universities.  Failure, she said, is probably the one thing you’re not very competent at.  You won’t be familiar with it.  The fact that you are here at all means that you probably have succeeded most of your lives.  She went on to explain that when she left university, she was afraid of failing.  She followed her parents advice, went into a career that didn’t suit her and fetched up seven years later divorced, jobless, deeply in debt and with no idea where her life was going next.  

And then she said this ; “Now I am not going to stand here and tell you that failure is fun.  That period of my life was a dark one, and I had no idea that there was going to be what the press since represented as a kind of fairy tale resolution.  I had no idea how far the tunnel extended, and for a long time, any light at the end of it was a hope rather than a reality.  So why do I talk about the benefits of failure ?  Simply because failure meant a stripping away of the inessential.  I stopped pretending to myself that I was anything other than what I was, and began to direct all my energy into finishing the only work that mattered to me.  Had I really succeeded at anything else, I might never have found the determination to succeed in the one arena I truly believed I belonged.  I was set free, because my greatest fear had already been realised, and I was still alive, and I still had a daughter whom I adored, and I had an old typewriter and a big idea and so rock bottom became the solid foundation  on which  I rebuilt my life.”
Is this really appropriate for our thoughts and attention in the 24 hours before ordination?  I think so.  God is calling each one of us to take the risk of allowing the inessentials to be stripped away from us in order that we can become ‘as ministers of the Gospel’; a people He needs us to be.  It will be our fear of failure that will inhibit that. But this ordination is God’s absolute affirmation of you, just as you are, with all your strengths and weaknesses, your hopes and fears and dreams, your desires, irritations and awkwardness’s.  All that will come richly to blossom in the service of God’s truth and God’s kingdom if you are released from the inhibition that causes you to be afraid of getting it wrong.  
So the Bishop says to you today,  “Go with God’s blessing and with mine and fear not – not even failure – because it is often through that that you will make the really important discoveries of who you are and what you can be as public ministers of the Gospel”.  Secondly J K Rowling  spoke of the importance of the imagination.  Like any other creature on this planet, humans can learn and understand, without having experienced.  They can think themselves into other people’s minds, imagine themselves into other people’s places.  Sadly so many people prefer not to exercise their imaginations at all.  They choose to remain comfortably within the bounds of their own experience, never troubling to wonder how it would feel to be born other than they are, to see things differently from themselves, have a view of the world radically unfamiliar  to the one they have developed.  This is a way of existing in a world which feeds us news, pictures, stories, information and the life experiences of others in vast quantities all the time.  So one way of coping is to choose to live in a narrow space in which certainty and resistance to the imagination gives us the security we need to survive.

But as ministers of the good news of Jesus Christ, as those charged with telling the story of what God has done, is doing,  and will do wherever the opportunity presents itself, you need well developed imaginations in order to think yourself into the world as others see it and speak your truth in ways that they can hear and respond to.
Rowan Williams, when interviewed shortly after his appointment as Archbishop of Canterbury said this ; “If there is one thing I long for above else, it is that the years to come will see Christianity in this country able to capture the imagination of our culture.”

One of the great mistakes we can make in our ministry is to collude with the idea that Christianity is primarily a belief to be held or an experience to be felt.  Undoubtedly it is partly both of those things, but first and foremost it is a story to be told.  That story acts as an invitation to certain beliefs and experiences but it remains primarily a story to be told, in public, about God’s action in the world.

And this is the work to which you are now called and for which God provides all that you need.  Do not allow yourselves to be restricted by being afraid of what may happen if you get things wrong but know that in failure you are probably closer to the crucified and risen Christ than at any other time.   Secondly, do not allow your imaginations to become eroded, restricted or stale under all the pressures and demands that public ministry make on you today.  If it is in music, literature, painting, travel, conversation, counselling, mentoring or any other activity, find out what keeps your imagination fed, nourished and sensitised to the world the people around you are inhabiting.

Two weeks ago, I was away giving some lectures on a cruise liner in the Baltic.  We visited St Petersburg and I gave a talk to a secular audience about Russian icons.  At the last minute I decided to play some music from the Russian Orthodox ministry and to leave the audience for five minutes looking at the icon of Christ Pantocrator from one of the great Medieval Russian iconographers.  I suggested that the icon is watching us as much as we are watching it and perhaps it would be worth reflecting on that as the music played.  It seemed to have a transforming effect on the audience who wanted to know more and hear more of the music afterwards.  I learnt that I had risked getting it wrong, and that I had sought to reach the imaginations of my audience.  And I realised how important it is to do that more and more in the days ahead.

