Palm Sunday - 17 April 2011
Installation of Johannes Arens as Canon Precentor, Leicester Cathedral
“The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; this is the Lord’s doing, and it is amazing in our eyes”    Matthew 21
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Palm Sunday celebrations in the parish of the Resurrection here in Leicester’s Belgrave area were, until about 15 years ago, dramatic examples of public liturgy.  Bishop Martin Warner, now Bishop of Whitby but then Team Vicar in the parish, tells the story in this week’s Church Times.  The procession followed a battered old car with loudspeakers attached blaring out once familiar hymns – “Ride on ride on in majesty” as they made their way through the very unmajestic narrow streets with red-brick back to back houses.  The Hindu community reacted warmly to this display of colour, sound and movement, standing respectfully in the doorways, and even handing out flower petals as a sign of prayer and blessing.

So this is a remarkably appropriate day for a new Precentor to take up the demanding and privileged responsibility for ordering and developing the worship here in a team working with the Dean and Chapter.  In the coming week the whole drama of the Passion, Crucifixion and Resurrection of Our Lord will be told and enacted – liturgy which enables those who are present to say that, in some sense, by the power of the imagination and by the gift of the Holy Spirit – “I was there”.
This week the Gospel narratives of the final days of Jesus’ life will be heard by the worshipping community: the events of the Last Supper, the washing of feet will be recalled.  On Maundy Thursday clergy and lay people from across the Diocese will renew their ordination and baptism vows and receive oils for anointing and healing.  The Cathedral will join with join with Christian communities from all over the city and county for the greatest public portrayal of the crucifixion as “Christ in the Centre” is brought once again to our streets.  Later on Good Friday the 3 hours watching with Christ on the cross will be followed by a prayer around the cross accompanied by the music of the Taizé community.

And all will culminate at dawn on Easter Day with the telling of the ancient stories of creation and redemption, the lighting of the New Fire of Easter and the Baptism and Confirmation of 30 new Christians.

During this week the Christian community is reminded by word, and song and action and silence who it is and why it exists.  The Church is the community of those who have been immersed in Jesus’ life – overwhelmed by it – baptised we call it.  All of these liturgies bring to light the truth that the Church is a community in which people are constantly being brought into new life by being given a new relationship with God and with each other.  It is also the community of those who are invited to eat with Jesus.  In Baptism and the Eucharist the nature of the Church is laid bare for us.  It is quite simply those who have been immersed in the Life of Jesus and who have been invited to eat with him and pray to the father with him.
All Christian liturgy, it seems to me, serves in one way or another to reveal these truths and to celebrate them.  If people are to be immersed in this new life, then our liturgies need the best skills and imagination of the best artists, the best story-tellers, the best actors and dramatists we can find: and the best efforts too of all the congregation who may not be specialists but who offer their whole-hearted, engaged and risk-taking participation in what is being offered.

There’s a very old joke told about those who prepare liturgies, but is bears repeating on an occasion like this: “What’s the difference between a liturgist and a terrorist?”  “You can negotiate with a terrorist.”

I tell that story Johannes, not as any kind of threat or criticism of you, on the day you begin your new work, but as a reminder to us all.  Liturgy cannot do other than glorify God.  It has nothing to do with the reputation of the Cathedral, the Precentor, the choir, still less the Bishop.  It has everything to do with deepening and broadening our sense of who God is for us and what He has called us to be.  And I use the words deepening and broadening especially of Cathedral Liturgy.

Bishops, like many who come to worship in Cathedrals, are in some ways somewhat rootless figures.  Week by week we have the immense privilege of worshipping in different churches, high, low and middling, urban, rural and suburban.  We adapt over time to a very varied and sometimes indigestible liturgical diet.  And we look to the Cathedral (as many others do) as an anchor, a familiar point in a changing and demanding world.  Not unchanging itself, by any means, but always rooted in the rhythms, the seasons, the eternal truths without which our lives can become detached and withered.
But secondly, it is the Cathedrals’ responsibility to broaden our sense of who the Christian community is before God.  On the night before the English Defence League came to Leicester, this Cathedral was the focus of the prayers and silent reflection of people from all faiths and none, sharing a common concern for the good of the city.  That common concern, that sense of the common good, of being the common ground on which it is explored and celebrated is a special part of a Cathedral’s vocation in a multi-religious city like ours.  Our liturgies must broaden our sense of who God is for us and where he is at work among us.  Matthew’s Gospel reading this evening focuses all this for us.  It is a story packed with drama – the land owner who takes such care of his vineyard, the tenants who are never satisfied and in their unhappiness spoil everything around them and even destroy the one who comes to bring in the harvest.  Essentially it is the story of God’s repeated reaching out to us, of our repeated rejections, of God’s abiding love raising up those who respond to him in the most unexpected places.
It is the story we shall re-enact this Holy Week, lifting high the Cross with Christians around the world, it is the story at the heart of every Christian liturgy.  It is the story you Johannes are asked to hold before us in this Cathedral and this Diocese.  May God bless you and strengthen you for this work in all the days to come.
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