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Birstall Methodist Church, October 18th 2009
“But it is not so among you”
                                                Mark 1044
 

 

It’s a great privilege to be invited to preach at the County Service this year, especially in the presence of a Chairman of the Council who is a Methodist Lay Preacher and to be welcomed by Rachel to share the service in this  church.  Above all it is a joy to be singing some of Charles Wesley’s greatest hymns – “Love Divine” and, in a few minutes time, “And can it be that I should gain?”  These have been great gifts to the church for 250 years and an inspiration to many Anglicans.

 

John and Charles Wesley with their passionate commitment to the reform of the Church of England in the eighteenth century and their determination to reach out beyond the boundaries and formalities of the institutional church to an audience untouched by the Gospel, would have been pleased with the choice of the reading from St Mark.

 

If you think about it, it is extraordinary that that story of a private conversation between an itinerant teacher, walking in the company of a dozen followers from Galilee to Jerusalem should be reported to a congregation of civic, political and community leaders in a different country, two thousand years later.  Is it possible that we can hear in this story something of value in the way we do our politics, run our Local Authorities, manage our public services and our higher education institutions here, today?

 

Last week, on a visit to Glen Parva Young Offenders prison I sat down with a dozen young men.  All very different, they had one thing in common – all became committed to their faith in prison – some Christians, some Hindu, some Sikh and some Muslim.  They spoke of the way their world had been turned upside down by finding themselves behind bars at an age when most youngsters are beginning to stretch and test their boundaries and explore adulthood.  They spoke of learning to live in a new way – relying less on competitiveness, less showing off, not having to establish their place in the pecking order.  They spoke of a new way of life in which they looked out for one another’s interests, cared about each other’s welfare, thought about someone other than themselves.

 

That painful learning, forged in the emotional furnace of long hours in tiny cells is certainly not everyone’s way of responding to imprisonment.  But these guys were finding out something which may just survive their release, and all the pressures which will beset them “on the out”.  Namely that human living and human flourishing and possibly even human survival depends on our ability to cooperate with each other.  And that individualism, competitiveness and acquisitiveness can be recipes for short-term success but also for long-term destructiveness in a world like ours.

 

Last year’s County Service fell in the immediate aftermath of the banking crisis.  As we gathered in St Bartholomew’s in Quorn much of the conversation reflected the sense of relief that the worst of the crisis had been averted and that the banks were still open for business.  Yet there was also a growing sense of foreboding that we were all going to pay a very high price for avoiding catastrophe.

 

One year on, we begin to see how the landscape is changing in 3 ways.  First, you Mr Chairman know only too well the huge financial pressures now bearing down on local government, and no doubt in due course too on higher education, health and all public services.  You know what an extraordinary challenge this presents to members and officers, to stretch budgets to make unpopular choices, to define and apply clear principles to prioritising.  And all of us know that this requires a new kind of public leadership where ambition, reputation and party advantages may need to be moderated for the sake of the common good.  Where the views of the unemployed, the disabled, the under-skilled and the homeless receive their due attention as the pressure to effect savings gathers momentum.  And as news form the city of London reveals many global institutions now once again amassing huge profits, we begin to see the outline of an unanswered question – are we prepared to tolerate for ever the growing inequalities between the hyper-rich and those who are excluded from the distribution of the world’s wealth?

 

Secondly, in the last year, we have faced a crisis of our political system.  The MPs’ expenses story has brought untold stress, some of it undeserved, to our members of parliament.   But it has also brought into even more disrepute the very vocation of politics and public confidence in the political process at every level.  There is now an overwhelming desire for politicians to be seen to be servants, public serving not self-serving, ministers who minister rather than manipulate, cabinets which consult rather than control.

 

And thirdly in the last year we have begun to see more clearly the dimensions of a challenge to us all which transcends all the others.  For if there is one issue which shines a light on our need to cooperate, to suspend short-term advantage for the sake of the common good then it is surely climate change.  In just a few short weeks the Copenhagen summit will have an opportunity to either agree protocols for the next round of CO2 reductions or the chance will be missed with potentially disastrous consequences for the world’s poor and for our children and grandchildren.  We are all part of what the Archbishop this week called an “ecocidal pattern of consumption” which is addictive and self-destructive – we need all to recommit to recycling our rubbish, to using public transport, to moderating our use of energy at home – otherwise we remain trapped in patterns of behaviours which serve our short-term interests at the possible expense of civilised life on earth.

 

Walking with his disciples Jesus discussed the questions of status and the preoccupation with position which are so dear to his followers who still don’t quite get the point.  If you continue to be driven by your assertive egos, he says in effect, you will simply mirror the world’s destructive behaviours.

 

Essentially Jesus was deconstructing the forms of leadership, both religious and political, that his disciples would have been most accustomed to seeing.  The only kind of leadership they had experienced was that of the Pharisees, the Scribes and King Herod.  But Jesus recognised that the way these groups exercised power was lethal and would be toxic for the Kingdom for which he was giving his life and for which he was preparing his disciples to lead.  To inaugurate a different kind of community which can model to the world a humanity capable of achieving peace with justice – capable of avoiding destructive conflicts; capable of sustaining life on Earth.

 

I asked a moment ago whether we could hear in this story something of value to ourselves.  Is it simply vacuous idealism, disconnected to the harsher realities of politics and government?  Are we condemned to repeat behaviours which we know add to rather than solve the world’s great challenges?  Charles Wesley’s hymn we shall sing at the end of the service tells of his struggle to grasp the mystery of God’s purposes for the world.  Of his sense of being set free from the interminable struggle to win favour and power, of his utterly transforming realisation that all depended not on him but on God’s love.  He poured

 his gratitude for his liberation on to the page:

 

“Tis mercy all: immense and free,

For, O my God, it found out me.”

 

So, Roger, thank you for inviting us to your place of worship, for getting us to sing the great hymns of Methodism and for choosing scriptures which challenge all of us to think deeply about our calling.  May God bless you and all the labours of the Council in the year ahead.
