Launde Abbey Grand Re-opening: 30 May 2011
“There were peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightening, and an earthquake”
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I don’t know whether those who chose that reading for today were being prophetic or just pessimistic about today’s weather!  Talking to Bishop Christopher about the forecast yesterday he reminded me of the nun who said to God when the weather had turned out really badly one day: “God, if this is how you treat your friends, it’s not surprising you have so few of them!”
Bishops are always being jokingly reminded that fixing the weather is our responsibility, so perhaps all of us on this platform owe you an apology for today’s weather collectively.  Yet the joke is itself a reminder of the futility of thinking of prayer as simply a shopping list of desirable items we expect God to deliver at our convenience.  There’s a joke told about the man desperately searching for a car parking space on his way to a wedding where he is to be best man.  “God”, he prays desperately, “I’ll go to church every Sunday for the rest of my life if you just find me a space.”  Suddenly a spot opens up.  “Oh never mind God” he says, “I’ve just found one.”
All of us have prayed like that from time to time; indeed there is lots of evidence that most people pray at least at moments of crisis.  Today we are here to give thanks for this great house in its ministry to all those who in some way are seeking God, both those who may have made a great deal of progress on the journey of discovery, and those of us who feel ourselves to be very much beginners.

Imagine for a moment all the people, mostly unknown to us, who have lived and prayed and visited and worked on this spot for 900 years.  The Augustinian Canons who first came here and built the Abbey and worked the land in the 12th Century.  Those who lived and farmed here, who witnessed the dissolution of the monasteries, the great earthquake of the Reformation.  The building of the great house and all who were touched, enchanted, moved, renewed by the beauty of this place.  Think of those who have come since it was given to the Diocese on retreat, to prepare for ordination, to cry for help, to recover from crisis, or those like the young theologian Rowan Williams who came (as he writes in his greeting) “to find silence, truthfulness and a deep encounter with God”.
Nearly 30 years ago, Pedro Arrupe was the Superior General of the Jesuits.  He suffered a stroke rendering him speechless.  At the General Congregation to elect his successor he had these words read aloud on his behalf: “More than ever I find myself in the hands of God.  This is what I have wanted all my life, from my youth.  But now there is a difference, the initiative is entirely with God.  It is indeed a profound spiritual experience to know and feel myself so totally in God’s hands”.
That’s the whole point of Launde Abbey – that those who come here should know ourselves to be totally in God’s hands – not just while we are aware of it, but all the time and especially when we try to manage and control the world in our own strength.

How do we make that discovery?  The answer is simple: it is direct and it takes a lifetime to learn.  The answer is we must learn to pay attention.  And you know the best place to start to pay attention is to ourselves.  Facing ourselves as honestly as we can – recognising that we can all be neglectful, selfish, envious, unloving, angry and full of self-pity and that all of us can be creative, thoughtful, courageous, funny, loving and compassionate.  To begin the journey of knowing God’s love is to recognise that with all that mixture of failings and strengths we are loved by God more than we can ever imagine or understand.

Second, we are to pay attention to others.  Love involves going out of ourselves, giving or our time and attention to another, and going on doing that even when it becomes intolerably hard – giving to another person the priceless gift of discovering they are worth loving.

And third it is about paying attention to God.  Around the site of the Abbey Grounds are 12 crosses erected here in Holy Week by hundreds of children from our Church Schools.  They are signs of God’s presence requiring our attention.  The presence of a God who comes to us in the deepest, most forgiving, most compassionate, most enduring relationship we can ever know.
Pay attention.  The renewal of Launde Abbey is not primarily about restoring part of our heritage; it’s not primarily about providing a comfortable space for conferences; it’s primarily about providing a place for people to deepen their attentiveness to God.

Three years ago we knew we had a challenge before us to finance this project.  At the same time we were presented with the opportunity to acquire St Martins House in the centre of the city.  Now three years on, God through the generosity of many has provided us with both gifts to be used to His Glory.  I call them two beats of one heart.  A healthy body needs both heartbeats – withdrawal, silence and attention to God as well as action, engagement and service to the world.

But this is where it should all begin.  Here where in the words of the familiar hymn 

“Jesus knelt to share with thee

the silence of eternity

interpreted by love.”

All holy places bring people close to God by that silent prayerfulness which is beyond time.  Whether in Taizé, Santiago de Compostela or Walsingham (where many are on pilgrimage today) or here at Launde Abbey it is symbolised by the incense which represents all the halting, longing, loving prayers ever offered in this place which God hears, receives and responds to for all eternity.
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