Diocesan Assembly: 20 September 2008
Eucharist Sermon
“Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you eat; or about your body, what you will wear.  Life is more than food, and a body more than clothes.”

Luke 12, verse 20
We could not have know when today’s Gospel was chosen several months ago how dramatic the financial context would now be.  The collapse of the banking system and the nationalising of great financial institutions is a story unlike anything we have heard in our lifetimes.  As Christians we are not immune from the emotional, psychological and spiritual effects.

One of the most basic human fears is the dread of not having enough.  We can be tempted to feel we are managing now, but what about the future?  

And that is why in the Lord’s Prayer which is prayed at the heart of this and every Eucharist we ask God to “Give us this day our daily bread”.  It is a prayer to be released from fear.  It is a prayer that we should be delivered from the anxiety of not having enough.  We are in effect praying; “Give us bread for today and with it give us confidence that tomorrow we will have enough.”

It is appropriate on a day like this, when we have shared in and celebrated so much of God’s providing for us in this Diocese, to pause for a moment before we go home and ask: “How much confidence do we have that God will provide us with all we need that the Gospel may be proclaimed and lived in this Diocese?”

And with that question goes another question.  What gets in the way of having enough?  Is it the short supply God gives us, or does the problem lie somewhere else?

My first visit to Tanzania, nearly 15 years ago, came at a time immediately after the genocide in Rwanda.  Refugees, fleeing from their homes across the border into Western Tanzania were living in refugee camps in the bush.  With the Bishop of our partner diocese at that time, I drove many miles across country to visit the refugee camps and speak to the displaced peoples who had gathered in their thousands.  They had lost home, family, country and any real means of personal support.  They scratched a living in the bush from handouts from the United Nations High Commission for refugees.  Most of them were Christian and we prayed and read the scriptures with them.  As we came to leave, they insisted that we all sat down at a table and there they laid before us all the food they had.  In spite of our protests, they insisted that we eat.  “By receiving our gifts to you”, they said, “you make us rich.  If you do not eat, we shall feel poorer”.  And so we ate the fruit, the dried meat, and half baked crusts which they set before us.  And their faces were full of joy that they had been able to give something to us. 

The parable of the rich fool in today’s Gospel shows us the diametrically opposed state of mind of the congenital hoarder.  It’s an intriguing account by St Luke.  Look carefully at the figure from the Gospel passage.  Luke tells us “He thought to himself”.  There seems to be no-one around, he thinks and talks alone – reflecting the characteristic isolation of those whose lives are focussed on acquiring goods, and who have found the consequence in withdrawal from their neighbours.  And in his isolated state, the rich fool appears to have no sense that his bumper crop is a gift from God or that he is responsible to use it as God might wish.  He sees it as his crop.  St Augustine, the great theologian of North Africa, wrote in a commentary on this passage: “He did not realise that the bellies of the poor were much safer store rooms than his barns.”
Suddenly the rich man discovers that his life is not his own but on loan from God.  It is not a right but a gift.  If God gives 5 days of life to a child, we of course mourn our loss but are grateful for those 5 days.  We have no rights, either for 5 days of life or for 80 years.  To live the new life of Christ is to see each day as a gift and each opportunity for generosity as an entry into the life abundant.

And here is a call to our Church.  Spending 3 weeks with Bishops from Africa and Asia this summer opened my eyes to the reality of the story of the rich fool.  In the company of Bishops without any money, who had not seen so much food we were reminded of the great inequalities which exist between Christians form different parts of the world.
The Gospel says to us: “Do not worry about your life, what you will eat; or about your body, what you will wear.  Life is more than food and the body more than clothes.”

At a time of financial uncertainty, the Gospel calls us to think again about our values, and to face the tendency in all of us to hoard and store for ourselves.

The riches of this Diocese lie in the loving committed lives of thousands of people who attend our churches, who work and worship and pray with us and give their time and their money and their energy that the good news may be lived out and spoken and heard.  And you represent them here today.

But in the coming years, I sense that alongside all the new life we are witnessing today we are going to face new challenges.  We are going to be tested in new ways by this parable of the rich man.  Has the Gospel yet penetrated to the core of our souls?  Have we really seen that our salvation lies, not in going it alone, not in seeking the well being of our own Church, our own parish, our own vicar, our own programme of itself – but in living life in partnership with each other in this Diocese and in partnership with the world’s poor.  And that means facing the challenge of our giving financially to support this work – a challenge I hope we shall respond to as a whole diocese through a programme entitled – God’s gift – our response to be rolled out early next year.
We meet in the eye of a financial storm which I believe, will prove to be a time of real testing and real opportunity for the Christian Church.  How, in the midst of this dramatic melt down of much of what has been known as free market capitalism, do we demonstrate and live out the values of the Kingdom?

We have for several years watched our financial system proclaim the message that greed is good; we have watched speculators drive up the price of food and fuel which their vast bonuses have stretched the divide between rich and poor.

And in the last 48 hours, in the world engine of capitalism we are now seeing plans for massive widespread nationalisations of bank and finance houses.  The system of greed is self destructing or al least self correcting. Now is the moment to be clear that the common good is what the Kingdom is about – not the enrichment of the few.  Now is the moment to boldly proclaim Christian social teaching as a vision for the health of our society.  Now is the moment to demonstrate in our own dealings with each other that the vision of the common good is a real vision, rooted deep within our hearts.  We cannot proclaim what we do not live.  May God bless us and give us the courage to live his Kingdom in the days ahead.
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