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Christ the King Beaumont Leys, May 22nd 2010
In the week before the election, the Archbishops of Canterbury and York published a public letter drawing attention to the big vision for Christians to think and pray about before casting their vote.  They spoke of their concerns about the need for a rebirth of civic values and virtues and draw attention to the questions which underlie any vision for the Common Good.  The principle concerns they expressed in order of priority were:

 

·          Inequality

·          Stability

·          Global responsibility

·          Law and justice

·          Children’s welfare

·          The needs of older people

And they concluded as follows:

 

“We have an opportunity to leave behind some of the sterile and narrow habits of thought that have so often prevailed in our politics.  At the heart of all this is one all-important question: what are the outcomes from this election that will give us confidence to move towards a more generous and less anxious society?”
 

This letter might prove a helpful yardstick against which as Christians we might measure the events which have followed so rapidly in the last three weeks.  And that is important for us since many of our churches provided a venue for public hustings which were well attended and widely appreciated as providing opportunities for candidates and citizens to explore the important questions.

 

We can now begin to see the outline of the coalition’s programme, much of which will present the churches and other faith communities with new challenges and opportunities.  Let me mention a few of them:

 

1.       Proposals for political reform will probably now lead to a referendum in the 12 largest cities, including Leicester, for moving towards a system of an elected executive Mayor.  If that change were to come about it would create a very different structure of Local Government for the churches in the city.

2.       It is now very clear that, on the national scene, proposals will be brought forward for a radical reform of the House of Lords.  Whether that involves a fully elected Upper House or not remains to be seen, but if it does it will bring to an eventual end the place of Bishops of the Church of England in the House of Lords and have a significant impact on the way this country has understood the voice of the church in the public square, and on a wider understanding of the establishment of the Church of England.

3.       In the field of education, in which the church has a major stake, we shall have to see how the coalition agreement works out, but the statement involves these words, which may act as both a challenge and an encouragement to our Board of Education:

“We will work with faith groups to enable more faith schools and facilitate inclusive admissions policies in as many of these schools as possible.”
4.       The rhetoric of the Big Society remains somewhat vague, but it is clear that this points towards:

 

·          Giving communities more power

·          Encouraging people to take an active role in their communities

·          Transferring power from Central to Local Government

·          Supporting co-ops, mutual’s, charities and social enterprises

Our Director of Social Responsibility will be playing his part through the East Midlands Churches Forum in the consultations with Government about how this is going to be rolled out

5.       One final observation about the outcome of the election relates to the position of the BNP which was significantly active in parts of this diocese as well as nationally.  Although Nick Griffin failed in Barking & Dagenham through an alliance of local groups called ‘Hope not Hate’ which involved many of the local churches, nevertheless the BNP increased its vote nationally from about 190,000 to over 500,000.  There is a clear need for vigilance for Christians in opposing the racist and divisive policies of the extreme right especially when they are disguised as defending so called ‘Christian values’.

I have written to all our MPs who serve the constituencies of our diocese to wish them well and to assure them of the prayerful support of the churches in their responsibilities as representatives of all the electorate in the coming parliamentary term.  I shall hope to find an opportunity to meet them all in Westminster during the next few weeks.

 

What is clear is that we are now having to learn what the meaning of coalition government is for the nation.  There is no shortage of cynics amongst the commentators and observers.  But what might it mean to put this new arrangement into a Gospel perspective?  If we as Christians pray constantly for the coming of God’s Kingdom on earth as in heaven, then how do we measure this new political arrangement as either advancing or inhibiting that Kingdom?  It is, of course, too early to begin to formulate an answer.

 

But we might wish to observe this.  The “new humanity” which the letter to the Ephesians speaks of is surely a community of difference and diversity, living together in a new relationship of trust as an example to the world of how the work of humanity might seek peace and pursue it.  And the vision of God’s people in Acts chapter 2, to be read in all our churches tomorrow is the Pentecostal vision of the Holy Spirit’s work in bringing together people of different tribes and tongues to a new configuration which became the church.

 

So the question is, can we see signs of the same spirit at work in this new form of Government?  For the Spirit blows where it wills, and that includes presumably the windows of Westminster and Whitehall.  Might there be signs here of an end to certain forms of destructive tribalism?  A genuine attempt to forego some cherished programmes for the sake of a larger good?  A readiness to negotiate some outcomes in the service of a grander vision of a stable and just society?

 

Two years ago, through my work with The Children’s Society, I was a member of the panel of the Good Childhood Inquiry which reported 18 months ago.  The intense and demanding experience of engaging in study and discussion of the social factors which inhibit the flourishing of children was something I will not forget.  Neither will I forget the central findings of the Inquiry – namely that ours is an excessively individualistic society – one governed by a belief that the prime duty of the individual is to make the most of his or her own life, rather than to contribute to the good of others.  This is what makes us the most unequal society in Europe and in a whole variety of ways undermines our well-being and our social cohesion.  Perhaps, just possibly, we are entering a more co-operative and less competitive political culture.  I believe that as Christians, if that is so, we should welcome it.

 

Finally, let me be clear, sometimes there are things for the church to learn from the world.  As we hear of yet more disruption to the Anglican Communion from the ordination to the episcopate of Mary Glasspool in Los Angeles?  What can we learn?  Or as we approach further divisive debates in Synod in July over the ordination of women to the episcopate here?  And might there be learning here too for our own diocese as we explore today how we are to move through a period of change and challenge?  Can we do that walking a path of deepening co-operation, partnership and trust, learning from each other as children of the one God who promises to be with us always?  St Paul writes in the letter to the Romans:

 

“The Spirit you have received is not a spirit of slavery, leading you back into a life of fear, but a Spirit of adoption, enabling us to cry ‘Abba Father’.”
 

May that Spirit breathe in and through our discussing and debating today.
