OPENING OF ST MARTINS HOUSE: FRIDAY 10 JUNE 2011
Leicester Cathedral

Come Holy Spirit: what we are not make us: what we have not grant us: what we know not teach us, and all for your glory’s sake.  Amen.
“Be who God meant you to be and you will set the world on fire.”  St Martin was living testimony to those words of Catherine of Siena, quoted by the Bishop of London at the Royal Wedding.  In that outrageously impetuous act of generosity giving half his cloak to a beggar, he saw what the crowd could not see: he was moved by what they could not feel: he responded from the heart to change what they could not change.

Perhaps the scriptures read to us today were taking root in his heart: “Do justly, love mercy, walk humbly with thy God.”
Whatever it was, his Spirit continues to set the world on fire.  Think of the work and witness of St Martin in the Fields in Trafalgar Square reaching out to the poorest of the poor at the heart of one of the greatest world cities.  It was from there that Wendi and I set out on a journey which brought us 30 years later to this Cathedral dedicated to St Martin, whose image giving away half his cloak is carved into the woodwork of the Bishop’s throne.  And today it is the spirit of Martin which inspires us to name our new centre after him and to seek to follow his example in developing its life and work.

Martin knew that loving action for change is never a private enterprise alone: it has a dimension for neighbourhood, for community for nation.  John Wesley, the great reformer and preacher knew that too when he wrote: “there is no holiness but social holiness”.  
Setting the world on fire, if it means action for the poor and witness for justice does not come without risks.  Margery Kempe the 15th century mystic who was imprisoned in the Guildhall and tried for heresy here in Leicester discovered that; as did Elizabeth Heyrick, who organised anti slavery campaigns in this city in the 19th century and challenged Wilberforce to accelerate the pace of change.   Their names (and those of other witnesses) attach to our rooms in St Martins House.  In our own day the Archbishop of Canterbury experiences the risks and perils of seeking to speak for those without a voice.  But that is not the short road to popularity.  Do you remember the words of Mrs Cadwallander in Middlemarch, the vicar’s wife who despairs of her husband:  “he will even speak well of the bishop, though I tell him it’s unnatural in a beneficed clergyman.  What can one do with a husband who attends so little to the decencies?    I hide it as well as I can by abusing everybody myself.”
But this is the risk to which all of us who seek God’s will are called.  The inspiration for it lies in the three guiding principles which have helped shape St Martins House.

First attentiveness to God.  It is the artists who know how to look and listen so intently they almost become what they attend to.  It is present in their art – made flesh in them.  This requires us to learn how to do that by the regularity of our prayer and worship.  St Augustine said:  “our whole purpose in this life is to restore to health the eye of the heart whereby God is seen.”   William Blake wrote of the need to:
“See a world in a grain of sand,

And a Heaven in a wild flower.

Hold infinity in the palm of your hand, 

And Eternity in an hour…”
St John writing in the Book of Revelation declared:  “Behold the tabernacle of God is with men” – we need eyes to see him and attentiveness to follow him if St Martins House is to fulfil the vision of its Parton Saint.

Secondly, generous hospitality.  At the entrance to St Martins House stands a copy of Caravaggio’s great painting of Christ revealed to his companions on the Emmaus Road.  Underneath are inscribed the first words from perhaps the greatest Christian poem in the English language, George Herbert’s; “Love bade me welcome”.  You will remember how the poem ends:

“You must sit down, says Love, and taste my meat.
So I did sit and eat.”

There lies the heart of Christian hospitality – it is the opening up of ourselves to God’s totally forgiving and restoring love and the sharing of it with others, knowing that in doing so we have entertained angels unawares.
Which brings us thirdly to transforming relationships.  We are called by the scriptures “to be not confomed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind”.  We can only do that when we understand that we are under obedience to love beyond the boundaries of the familiar and the comfortable.  Transforming relationships occur when we reach out to someone who we assume to be like us, but discover is actually very different: when we are open to otherness within ourselves, to the stranger within.  When we live out the vocation of the church to be one body with many limbs challenged to unity in Jesus Christ and above all when we come face to face with the otherness of God who is both wholly beyond us yet wholly within us.  

All of this is made evident today by the presence of Bishop Paul Vasanthakumar and Lily from Trichy Tanjore; and by Bishop Christopher’s absence today because he is representing this diocese at the consecration of Bishop Stanley Hotay in the Diocese of Mount Kilimanjaro with whom we have been in partnership for many years.  And it is made evident closer to home by the presence of leaders from other faiths who are our friends and partners in our seeking after God and who are especially welcome today.
For ten days since the re hallowing of Launde Abbey a vigil of prayer has been held in this Cathedral and in other churches of the diocese.  Each day we have prayed:

“Eternal God

You call us to ventures of which we cannot see the ending,

By paths as yet untrodden, through perils unknown.

Give us faith to go out with courage, not knowing where to go

But only that your hand is leading us, your love supporting us”.
In the extraordinary gifts of Launde and St Martins House surely we can see the leading and supporting hand of God.  What He wants from us now is courage, both here at the centre of the city and in every parish and every community of our diocese.  We will find that courage as we stand ready to receive the gift of God’s Holy Spirit to be celebrated by the world wide church at the Feast of Pentecost on Sunday.  By that gift the church is empowered to become Christ’s body for the world.  By that gift we are made witnesses that all creation has been redeemed.  By that gift we are made good news for the poor, sight for the blind, hope for captives and the oppressed.  We can indeed set the world on fire.  So Come Holy Spirit, renew the face of the earth and kindle in us the fire of your love.
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