Maundy Thursday 2010

Leicester Cathedral
“Confess your sins to one another and pray for one another sot that you may be healed”
James 516
On Ash Wednesday, We stood in the driving wind and gnawing cold in Market Harborough High Street inviting passers-by to pen a prayer outside the parish church.  Some were startled, some anxious, some irritated and some touched and tearful at being given permission to speak of God in their lives on a bitter mid-week working day in the High Street.  During the remaining weeks of Lent the anonymous prayers have continued to pour in on the “Say One for me” website – prayers of anguish, of love, of lostness and of great courage.

 

The story reached Radio Leicester’s Ben Jackson, who asked live next morning at 7.30 am – “does a vicar or a bishop’s prayer count for more than others?”  The 2 minutes available constrained my response, but if I had longer I might have said this.  That here, in this Cathedral on Maundy Thursday we see the priesthood of all the people gathered, a priesthood without distinctions in relation to God’s gifts, a priesthood of those who form the Body of Christ and are being formed into his likeness by again and again taking the risk of using God’s undiscovered gifts so as to discover Christ more and more.  I might have spoken of a priesthood of those who are called to pray for each other and for the world, a priesthood of those who confess their sins to one another and forgive one another so that they can be a sign of a new reconciled humanity.  A priesthood which is not separated from the world but stands in the centre of it, finding God’s word and sacrament touching us in the High Street on a freezing Wednesday morning.

 

It is this priesthood which the letter of James speaks about.  It is all the believers who are to pray for the suffering, allwho are to rejoice with the cheerful, all who are responsible for the sick, all offering the prayer of faith for healing and arranging for the elders to be sent for to anoint with oil.

 

It is this priesthood which is gathered here today, and it is to make this priesthood visible that in recent years we have called clergy and readers, churchwardens, deacons, pastors, evangelists and baptised lay Christians to share in today’s acts of renewal of ordination, commissioning and baptismal vows.  For we cannot exercise this priesthood alone, but only together – the confession must be to each other and the forgiveness received from each other.  Why else did Jesus tell us at the Last Supper that we are to wash one another’s feet?

 

How can we witness the presence of the Holy if we pretend that we can live lives that do not refer beyond ourselves, if we collude with the supreme individualism which our culture authorises?  If we behave as if our immediate good in ourparish, our organisation, our ministry our bit of vision can be bought at the expense of the larger body and the larger good?

 

At the Lambeth Conference 18 months ago, Archbishop Rowan, leading a retreat for the bishops in Canterbury Cathedral asked us one day to seek out another bishop, someone unknown, from another province, who saw the world through different eyes.  Pray with him, he said, talk with him; and acknowledge to each other how easily we can project our lostness, confusion and lack of faith on to one another.  In short, he said, forgive each other and to it today.

 

During this Lent the sad story of Jon Venables, who as a 10 year old was convicted of murder, reappeared as he was re-admitted to prison.  All the searing anger, hatred and lust for revenge which first surfaced 17 years ago, resurfaced as on tabloid repeated the headline “Unparalleled Evil” previously published alongside a photo of the 10 year old.  Here is a reminder of our society’s hunger for scapegoats, iconic objects of rage to assuage our guilt.  And here is a reminder of our society’s need for a priesthood of believers committed to mutual forgiveness and prayer as a sign to the world of God’s way of delivering us from ourselves.

 

And so to the second Wednesdaym, the Wednesday of Holy Week in Leicester’s city centre market.  The weather raw as ever, but the offer this time of a Hot Cross Bun.  Markets are places of exchange, of buying and selling, where everything has its price.  A bishop offering a free gift, not as a sales promotion, is a confusion – some thought I must be asking for a donation, perhaps for conversion, at least for attendance at church.  Yet some intuited a deeper truth – this was a real gift, a kind of dispossession, not control, a handing over without condition.  It felt profoundly priestly.

 

And so I want to speak now especially to you, my brothers and sisters who come today as part of the ministerial priesthood.  We know our task is to enable, to focus, to support and to teach so that all can be effective in the wider priesthood of all believers.  And we know that we can only make progress in this by way of dispossession, of letting go.  And we know how hard that is.

 

And on this Maundy Thursday we follow the One whose power is in his powerlessness, who in handing himself into the hands of his disciples transforms the story from one of victimisation into a shared feast of freedom.

 

It is we who have the unspeakable privilege of presiding at the Eucharist, of inviting the people to come to the altar with empty hands, having placed their lives upon the altar.  The One whom we receive has emptied his hands too, entrusting himself into ours.  And it is through this eucharist that we the clergy must each discover and face our own emptiness.  It may be in surrendering any form of power which diminishes others, it may be in emptying ourselves of ambitions or long cherished hopes, it may be in letting go of familiar habits of ministry or cherished ties to patterns of parish life.  It may be in stopping resisting those who should strike out into the unknown, to pioneer, to risk the unfamiliar.

 

But to come to this table is to trust in the Lord who fills the empty hands and the empty tomb and bursts out of it.  Timothy Radcliffe who spoke to us clergy at our conference 2 months ago wrote this in his book about the eucharist:  “Perhaps the most acute emptiness is not to own the meaning of one’s life, not to write one’s own story.  When Jesus faced death on Maundy Thursday his life seemed a failure and full of defeat.  He came preaching the Kingdom, the embodiment of God’s love, and ends up on a cross.  What account could be given of his life?  Faced with this dead end, he might have been tempted to opt for a smaller ambition, founding a new sect of Judaism, retreating to the desert where so many other failed Messiahs took refuge.  But instead he offered the failure of his life to the one he called Abba.  The first act of hope is to pray and the greatest prayer is the cross when Christ entrusted everything into God’s hands” 

 

When I survey the wondrous cross

On which the Prince of glory died

My richest gain I count but loss

And pour contempt on all my pride.

 

So we come, lay people, priests and bishops to renew our vows now as an act of profound trust, leaving our emptiness, forgiving each other, praying for each other, that we may be healed.

 

Last month a telling story of forgiveness and healing was acted out here at Leicester’s theatre.  Called “The Long Road”, it was the story of a family whose son had been murdered by a foolish act of violence by a young drug addict.  It was the story of the bitterness, the grief and the conflict which sudden violent loss creates.  And it was the story of a mother’s journey to be reconciled with her son’s murderer, visiting her in prison, writing to her, being rebuffed by her, trying to understand her, of the long and costly and infinitely painful road to reconciliation and healing.

 

The prayers in the street; the Hot Cross Buns in the market; all our small sacramental signs of forgiveness, reconciliation and dispossession are Steps on the Long Road our priestly calling invites us to travel with our Lord.  May he give us enough grace to follow him every day.  Amen.
