COUNTY SERVICE: 19 OCTOBER 2008
“I preferred wisdom to sceptres and thrones, and I accounted wealth as nothing in comparison with her.”  Wisdom 7 v 8

Few weeks in recent history can have provided a preacher at a Civic Service with as much material as the events of the last 10 days.  Each headline on its own might have given enough food for thought to stretch both preacher and congregation to their limits for the statutory 10 minutes.  But in recent days the combination of literally history-making decisions and critical moments leaves us all struggling to locate ourselves.  
Suddenly, in a matter of a few short weeks the world looks a different place – the familiar landmarks have shifted, no one can tell for certain what things will look like in 12 or 24 months, still less in 5 or 10 years time.  
And I refer not only to the financial earthquakes of our time – hugely significant though they will surely be.  It’s not just the storm in the banks and stockmarkets that disorientate us, but the surge in unemployment.  
And, as if that was not enough for one week’s news, there has been a dramatic vision for 80% cuts in carbon emissions within 2 generations, a volte face in national approach to security, and a startling challenge to our understanding of society’s responsibility for legislating about life and death in the assisted suicide in Switzerland of a young rugby player paralysed in a sporting accident.
The daily dramas crossing our TV screens and newspapers may seem far removed from the routine responsibilities of local government; but we all know that no corner of public life, of leadership or management will be left unaffected by these great sea changes.

Where then are we to look for the wisdom we all need in uncertain times?

And this act of worship offers us an opportunity to listen to ancient traditions of faith and the values and priorities which have endured for centuries and which have shaped our country’s history and its public institutions.

The Book of the Wisdom of Solomon turns out to have been an inspired choice for our first reading.  The wisdom tradition in the Bible includes much of the Psalms and the Book of Proverbs as well as the Wisdom of Solomon just read to us.  Here wisdom is the capacity to see into the meaning of things and interpret them.  It is personalised and celebrated as worth more than the power of sceptres and thrones or the wealth of any priceless gem.

And the beauty of the passage takes us back to the question – where is this sort of wisdom to be found for a time like this?  In a deeply secular age, where different faiths and scepticism about all faiths form part of our heritage today, how are we to figure out new paths through a changed landscape?

That challenge was vividly illustrated by BBC 4’s programme the Moral Maze this week.  Financial experts, commentators and ethicists discussed the causes of our current difficulties and the possible remedies.  The confusions were evident.  Some voices agreed that self interest sustains markets and is necessary for wealth creation and that the pursuit of self interest is the best way out; others that we need to re-imagine our balance sheets in ways that enable well being and fulfilment to become part of what is measured in the accounts of an enterprise.  
It is perhaps there that the deepest wisdom is to be found – in the challenge to re-imagine the agenda for leadership for an age where the old certainties are falling away.  
Here the Sermon on the Mount can be our guide.  Imagine the familiar works of Jesus from St Matthew’s Gospel pinned to the board room walls in Canary Wharf: imagine how incongruous they would look on the computer screens of the short sellers and the hedge fund managers.  For they have nothing to say about money and investments and everything to say about how the good society can be imagined and built.  These words speak of leadership which is about building community – and achieving compromises for the common good.  It is about addressing the needs of the most vulnerable: about standing for truth even when it is unpopular; it is about attending to the things which keep us in touch with life’s deepest wisdoms; it is about a focus on justice which is passionate and personal.

Only a reckless preacher would dare to suggest how these values translate into a programme for a County Council.  Yet these ancient phrases about blessedness surely suggest to all of us some signposts for a re-imagined future whether we are elected public servants or officials, whether in education, in business, in parliament, the judiciary or community groups.
They suggest that leadership requires of us something more imaginative than seeing our present difficulties as temporary, as a passing but necessary phase in our story before we return to the natural order of things once again in which ever increasing prosperity and productivity is restored to its rightful place as a permanent feature of our public policy.  The challenge for today is perhaps for us all to begin to acknowledge more clearly that perpetual growth as a foundation stone of economic management can in the long run lead us nowhere but to the ultimate exhaustion of the planet.  And it may need us to face the obvious truth that sooner rather than later we in the West have to devise steady state economies, based not on infinitely increasing consumption, but on replacing growth with the concept of development – or as one commentator put it: “not producing more stuff, but the same amount of better stuff.”

Well, these may be easy words to speak from a pulpit.  But you, Mr Chairman and your colleagues, have the immensely difficult task of managing our public finances in this county at a time when (difficult though things may be today), balancing the budgets in the next few years will be much harder.  And for this task you will surely need the prayers and support of all people of good will as you build on the real achievements of this county and its people.  As you develop the crucial partnerships with the police and the really effective fruits of neighbourhood policing; as you work with Leicestershire schools to build on some of the excellent recent results; as you develop further the partnership with Leicester City Council and the city economic development company. And as you seek to ensure that in harder times it is not the poorest and most vulnerable who inevitably suffer most.  And perhaps above all as we all work together to resist those voices in challenging times who will try to blame immigrants for our problems and to destabilise the carefully built relationships of trust and understanding which exist between different ethnic communities in our county and city.
Last Spring, as many of you know, I made a Pilgrimage for Lent around some 125 churches and communities of Leicester and Leicestershire.  In towns and villages, in schools and pubs and housing estates, in farms and fields and village halls, in factories, offices, prisons and hospitals I found what we all know to be true.  That this is one of the most delightful of counties: that its people are talented, hard working and compassionate.  And that (if I may say so) we have a County Council we can be proud of.

We are all pleased to celebrate that here with you as 1st Citizen, Mr Chairman.  And to wish you and your colleagues God’s blessing for leadership in times of the greatest change and challenge.
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