Civic Service: 29 May at Leicester Cathedral
“I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God Almighty”
Rev 2122
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This may strike us as an odd passage from the Scriptures to read at the inauguration service for a Lord Mayor of Leicester.  Temples, mosques, gurdwaras and churches punctuate the skyline of this city, reminding us all of the sacred spaces, the shared stories and the highest aspirations of tens of thousands of its citizens.
So what might be the meaning of this passage from the Book of the Revelation of St John?  It was written on the island of Patmos, where the writer, taking refuge from the persecutions of the early Christian communities, observes the violent fragmentation of the Roman Empire.  In the midst of a dislocated world, he sets down a vision of a re-ordered society in which God’s presence draws out the best from people creating an international civic community, inclusive, cohesive and just.  “The nations will walk by its light, and the kings of the earth will bring their glory into it.”  We can find echoes of this language in almost all of the inaugural addresses of US Presidents, and some more distant resonances in Barack Obama’s speech to both Houses of Parliament on Wednesday.  It is a rich seam for politicians (although more characteristic of the American political culture than our own) because of the repeated reference in the Hebrew and Christian scriptures to the “New Jerusalem” – the image of a longed for peaceful, prosperous and just society.
We all long for that – yet we know that most of the time it seems as far from our grasp as ever.  Not only in Jerusalem (one of the most divided cities in the world) but here in Leicester.  Few Lord Mayors will have assumed office to represent the City at a time of such severe challenges.  We all know the severity of the cuts in public funding, the inevitable challenge to familiar public services, the consequent pressures on our universities, colleges, schools, hospitals; the mismatch between skills and vacancies; the growing inequalities and the threats to the neglected and often forgotten parts of our communities.

And we know too that this city has so much to be proud of, so much that holds our affection and our loyalty.  Early on most Monday mornings in recent years I have walked from the Bishop’s house in Clarendon Park to the Cathedral, making my way across Victoria Park with its views across to the University of Leicester’s gleaming new buildings and in the other direction to Highfields – one of the most diverse neighbourhoods of any city in England.  Past De Montfort Hall, which with Curve and Phoenix Square makes such a “cultural offer“ to the city.  On down New Walk with its business houses, museum and professional offices, across the railway line as the fast commuter trains are leaving for London and Nottingham.  On to the New Walk Centre and the city centre, as shops and eating houses and businesses are getting ready for the new week’s work, and I feel connected, safe and privileged to be part of all this (and I’ve not mentioned Highcross, Welford Road and the Walkers Stadium!)  Yet for many of our people in New Parks, Saffron Lane, Beaumont Leys and other neighbourhoods the opportunities to enjoy the benefits of all this have been for too long limited by relative poverty or low educational attainment.

The Book of the Revelation of St John speaks of the Tree of Life standing in the centre of the city, “and the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations”.  As we celebrate with you today, Lord Mayor, we might ask what will best make for the healing and renewal of our city in the days ahead?

The scriptures we have read suggest three things to us.

First, they speak to us of a city living in harmony with a common vision – “for there shall be a sowing of peace” says Zachariah.  Cities need functioning economies, but they need more than that, they need the networks, relationships and civic institutions which bind people together to be in good heart  

That’s why the churches and other faith communities have worked hard over many years to build the social capital upon which prosperity depends.  An example of this is the new Near Neighbours programme funded by the Department for Communities and Local Government to build street level connections between neighbours at four centres nationally, one of which is at our own St Philip’s Centre in Evington.  And the same commitment is true of nearly all the institutions and organisations represented here today.  But if we are going to find ways of facing the consequences of severe austerity together without serious degradation of our common life and our built environment, then, perhaps among other things, the nature of our civic leadership will have to change.  Old animosities and rivalry will need to be put aside because some of the disputes which have preoccupied our politicians have got in the way of changes and innovations which we need.  And they have sometimes stood in the way of citizens who have wanted to make their contribution to the common good but have felt frustrated in the attempt.

Second, we need to attend to the nourishing of what we might call civic character “Do not be afraid but let your laws be strong”.  Where are the habits, instincts and cast of personality to be formed and shaped which will lead a rising generation to feel inclined to participate in civic society?  We know that to be a pressing question for young people who often feel alienated from the democratic process.   So the question arises, which are the institutions which sill prize and try to nourish character?  To ask the question in that way is to point to the vital issue of the ethos of our schools, the need to provide opportunities and experiences which go beyond exams and league tables.  It is to point to the need for our faith communities and churches, present in every neighbourhood of our city to be thriving centres of community life.  .  It means surely that we would all endorse what the Prime Minister said this week when he spoke of “strong families, strong communities, strong relationships – these are the things that make life worth living.”  It is to recognise that the rhetoric of the Big Society can only come to anything, if attention is paid to the need for people to feel their voice is being heard and that their view counts for something.
Thirdly, we need to find new ways of releasing the generosity of the people of the city.  The Book of Revelations speaks of the tree of life – the symbol of the people being fully alive.  That suggests a vision of a “we” society rather than a “me” society.  Of communities rediscovering what it means for neighbours to know each other and to be concerned about each other.  Of a recognition that we have lost something precious in the West which is reflected in the dramatic measurable decline in our readiness to trust one another.  That we need to recover something of the African vision of ubuntu – that it takes a whole village to raise a child.  Above all it means creating a civic culture in which citizens can feel that what they have to offer can be received as a valued contribution to the life of the city.  Tomorrow at Launde Abbey we shall be celebrating the restoration of that historic house given to the Diocese 55 years ago and restored recently through the generous giving of hundreds of people who raise £1 million in just 9 months.  (Do join us if you can)  And on 10 June we shall give thanks for the restoration of the former Grammar School as a centre of mission and outreach, also made possible by acts of generous philanthropy.  These, Lord Mayor are the signs of the Tree of Life in our midst, of visions which are life giving and evoke the support of our people.
So, the scriptures point us to three things: 1) a need for harmonious leadership: 2) the nurturing of civic character: 3) the release of generosity.  In Westminster Hall last Wednesday there was a great outpouring of admiration and appreciation for President Obama – it was a reminder of how much people long for leadership which evokes the best in them and responds to their highest ideals.  I am sure Lord Mayor you will find the same during your Mayoral year.  We are pleased and privileged that you have come to this Cathedral to ask God’s blessing on your work and on the whole life of this city, and we assure you of our prayers for you work done in the service of all our people in the year ahead.
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