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“Therefore I tell you do not be anxious about your life”
One of the glorious memories of the summer just passed was the brief visit by Archbishop Desmond Tutu to the University of Leicester to receive an honorary degree.  The visit was indeed marked by brevity – arriving from South Africa and leaving to return within a matter of hours.  But it was also distinguished by a remarkable and passionate appeal to medical students to dream dreams and to consider what it was that God wanted from them.  In a setting where preaching and the language of faith would normally have seemed out of place, even embarrassing coming from most speakers, the elderly Archbishop cut straight to the heart of his belief and conviction.  He got a standing ovation from the students.  The experience left me asking why in our Western culture we are so much more reserved, so much more cautious and so much more delicate about speaking of the things of God in public.

For Archbishop Tutu, the connection between his faith and his public life has always been central.  His passion for resisting apartheid derived from his conviction that all people are created equal under God.

How religion and politics connect is an important question to be asking at a County Service set in the context of a Harvest Festival.  This is now the third consecutive season of harvest at which the traditional hymns, readings and offerings of fruit and vegetables have taken place against a background of increasingly worrying economic news.  It’s three years ago that Lehman Brothers collapsed and at the time there was a question about whether the cash machines would work on Monday morning.  And now we are told we are just weeks away from the possible collapse of the Euro Zone unless very difficult agreements can be reached quickly.

We are already entering a period of extreme uncertainty economically in which the shape of the future is very difficult to discern.  And these changes are now affecting us all, including here in the County of Leicestershire.  The sheer scale of the cuts affecting people on Housing Benefit, Disability Benefit and Unemployment Benefit is beginning to become clear.  Wherever you look there is change and challenge for the County Council in terms of children’s services and schools.  There is the localism agenda including the rights of local communities and voluntary bodies to challenge local government.  There is dramatic change in the health service and the police service.  And in the middle of all this we are trying to explore what The Big Society means.  And today’s news has reminded us of the growing numbers of people now dependent on food parcels for survival.
It is in the midst of all this that we hear the words of today’s Gospel reading: “Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life.”  Jesus is clear that anxiety about our own security is at the root of so much that destroys human community.  It leads to individuals storing up benefits for themselves at the cost of others.  It is related to the story Jesus tells of the farmer who stacks grain roof high in his barns only to realise that in the sight of God this secures him nothing at all.

So the Gospel offers a series of powerful warnings about the consequences of this kind of anxiety.  It leads to a desire to take control of an unknowable future: to a desire to defend against insecurity in ways which make it worse rather than better.  A desire to focus on self rather than the Common Good.  A desire to replace trust in others with defensive bureaucracy.
And this beautiful passage culminates in the great exhortation to “Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness and all these things shall be yours as well”.  In other words keep your attention on those things which make for justice and fairness, which honour the dignity of all, which promotes the flourishing of the whole community in which all are honoured as children of God.

All of this is complemented by St Paul’s words in the Letter to the Corinthians with the emphasis on love – on a way of life characterised by unconditional, positive regard for the other rather than for self.
But can any of this be brought to bear realistically on the complexities of a County Council administration and its vital role as a catalyst for building effective communities in the towns and villages of Leicestershire?

And that must be a vital question at a time of critical change for Local Government: and at a time of critical challenge for the whole of our society, for it may well be that the effects of the “age of austerity” are only just beginning to be felt and the period we are entering comes to be seen as the beginning of the end of the consumer age.
So how does all this speak into the life of our county and its political and civic leadership?
And perhaps the answer to that question is this.  The time has come for the Church to be emphasising “civic virtue”.  Christianity (as Desmond Tutu made so clear) is not an opting out of politics but a living out of a particular political identity and vision.  It is not removing people from civic responsibility; rather its purpose is to say that you learn the deepest kind of civic responsibility and civic virtue within the Christian community.  The Church should be a community where we discuss what’s good for the human race, doing so in the light of what God has revealed about the dignity of humanity within the Scriptures and the Christian tradition.  To learn to be a Christian is to learn how to exercise decision making freedom in the context of a vision for all human beings, which is one of the things that makes being a Christian both exciting and immensely challenging.

What then does this mean in response to what St Paul has to say about the virtue of love?  That virtue has to be lived out in all kinds of practical grass roots ways.  And this is where a partnership between the 250 or so churches in the county of Leicestershire and the County Council becomes so important.  We need to see local parishes ready to open their premises to a CAB Bureau, a Post Office, or a Credit Union.  We need to see the willingness of Church members to serve on school governing bodies and to support the immense changes that schools are facing.  We need to see individual Christians who are committed to the virtues of family life, the faithfulness and generosity of personal relationships, promise keeping and dependability in their relationships and honesty in their financial dealings because they are committed to political virtue, to bearing one another’s costs, to creating a sustainable environment.  
This Harvest Festival reminds us that there isn’t a great gap between personal and public morality, between supposedly private issues and political ones.  Instead for the Christian Church there’s a golden thread uniting all these areas of our lives and decision making, because in the whole complex of activities which makes us human, everyone has the capacity to show the basic virtues of faithfulness, generosity, awareness of and sensitivity to the needs of the other.  A marriage, a family, a governing body, a credit union, a farmers’ co-operative, a project for young people excluded from school: all these things and many more are the way in which Christian politics first becomes apparent.  And the Christian citizen who has learned these virtues in the Church through the language of the Christian community is called to go out and make sense of all that in the policy making and decision making of a wider world, where those visions and values are not taken for granted.
That’s why it’s strange when people in the media say that the Church should not be in the public arena because they do not want the Church to tell them what to do.  None of us want the Church to tell everyone what to do, but what I hope we would want is a serious contribution to public values and virtues from the Christian community.  A genuine contribution to debate about what it is that makes a good citizen, a good city and a good society in difficult times.

Harvest Festival then is an appropriate moment for a civic celebration.  Today in thanking God for all his providing, even as times become very difficult for many, we acknowledge our responsibility to live more trustingly more lovingly.  To work for the Common Good recognising that in the well-being of others lies our own well-being.  And to commit ourselves to seek those values of God’s Kingdom which is where our true reward will lie.
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