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Those of us who’ve had the benefit of an August summer holiday, may still be feeding off the opportunity it gives for a change of perspective and a chance to read.  In my case both the reading and the perspective connected unexpectedly.  Wendi and I took a holiday with part of the family that has been living in Colorado for the last 25 years.  The pioneering, highly individualistic culture of the deep mid-west affects everything around it.  It’s not just the mountain communities established during the gold rush in 1859 (ten years after California), but the mythology of the lone ranger, the cowboy, the rugged individual finding his own way and standing on his own feet.  It affects everything and not least contemporary American politics.  The idea that a public health care system might create a more equal and caring society is outweighed by the deeper story of each citizen standing alone unsupported by the State and owing little to his neighbour.

While in the States I read the book ‘God is Back’ by John Micklethwaite the Editor of The Economist.  He subtitles the book ‘How the global rise of faith is changing the world’.  It’s a fascinating journalistic account of the dangerous cocktail of religion, politics and individualism which has shaped much of North America in the last decade in particular and which can be seen on the rise in almost every corner of the globe.  Micklethwaite summarises his global perspective like this:

Almost everywhere you look, from the suburbs of Dallas to the slums of Sao Paulo to the back streets of Bradford, you can see religion returning to public life.  Most dramatically, Americans and their allies would not be dying in Iraq and Afghanistan had 19 young Muslims not attacked the United States on September 11th 2001. America’s next war could be against the Islamic republic of Iran – or  it could be dragged into spat in Pakistan, where religious fanatics are determined to use the country’s nuclear weapons, or perhaps in West Africa, where there is a monumental clash between evangelical Christianity surging northward and fundamentalist Islam heading south.  Indeed there are potential battle grounds all around Islam’s Southern Perimeter, along the 10th parallel, stretching through Sudan to the Philippines.  Nor is it just a matter of Christians and Muslims.  In Burma Buddhist monks nearly bought down an evil regime, in Sri Lanka they have prolonged a bloody conflict with Hindu Tamils.

Meanwhile many older conflicts have acquired a religious edge.  The poisonous 60 year war over Palestine began as a largely secular contest.  Many of the pioneering Zionists in the early 20th Century saw the Middle East as an escape from the suffocating religiosity of Eastern European village life.  Even after the Holocaust the new Jewish state at first deemed religion a distraction.  On the Palestine side, many of the leaders of the PLO were Christian Socialists; in Egypt the spiritual champion of Arab nationalism, Nasser clamped down on the radical Muslim brotherhood.  But nowadays, in the era of Hamas, Jewish settlers and Christian Zionists, the Israeli Palestine dispute has become a much more polarised, sectarian battle, with ever more people claiming that God is on their side.  As for the old Communist regimes, China is seeing an upsurge and renewal of evangelical Christianity.  Vladimir Putin, that hard headed product of the Soviet security apparatus, decks himself in the symbols of religion in much the same way as Russian Tsars once did, he never takes off his baptismal cross, maintains a small chapel next door to his office in the Kremlin and makes regular visits to churches.

I’ve quoted that at length, because it’s a powerful summary of the global context in which we try to set forth the claims of the Christian Gospel here in the quieter territory of Leicester and Leicestershire.  In the mid west of Colorado, I had plenty of evidence of the huge influence of certain kinds of Christianity.  ‘Focus on the Family’ is a corporate sponsored headquarters of a campaigning Christian group with access to multi million dollar fortunes and a strong political agenda, resisting stem cell research, prosecuting a pro life and anti gay agenda and publicly endorsing Republican candidates.  And this politicisation of Christianity is being exported around the world and affects some of what is currently happening in the Anglican Communion.

As a corrective to some of this reading, I was also glad while on holiday to read Karen Armstrong’s recent book ‘The Case for God’.  It is an impressive tour of the horizon and culminates in an impassioned plea for religious adherence measured by its capacity to release compassion, reconciliation and build human community.  Yet so much of Armstrong’s book corroborates the ‘God is Back’ thesis – namely that a great deal of religious activity is doing precisely the opposite.

How does all this effect our domestic Diocesan agendas?  Our responsibility is to consider our calling as Christians shaped in the Anglican tradition.  That itself is a contested concept in the worldwide context.  But here we might look to the founding writers and teachers of English spirituality to guide us.  One such is the priest and poet George Herbert whose poetry I’ve also found myself reading this summer.  He is, indisputably, one of the greatest English poets but was also a major figure in the shaping of a distinctive Anglican spirituality in the 17th century.  Along with some of his contemporaries – Lancelot Andrewes, John Donne, Henry Vaughan and Thomas Traherne he captured the spirit of the newly born Church of England, steering a middle way between the more extreme claims of Calvinism on the one hand and Roman Catholicism on the other.  And George Herbert’s life of prayer is expressed through his five chief themes:

• Deep Biblical and Liturgical roots
• A gentle emphasis on the ordinary and the everyday
• A Christ centred spirituality
• A sense of the spirit of place
• A devotion to a discipline of prayer and to the service of others

These characteristics of an Anglican approach to life in the Spirit seem intensely relevant and appropriate for the debate we are going to have today.  For the task before the Synod has to do with discerning the significance of Launde Abbey as a place which focuses this kind of spirituality for the Diocese.  It is upon our evaluation of that that the decisions we make today will depend.  In a world where much religious activity threatens rather than enhances human flourishing, it may well be that it is our responsibility to commit to deepening a life of prayer which includes waiting upon God, attending to His voice, and being ready to hear in the silence of a place of retreat what it is that He is saying to us.

George Herbert’s poem entitled ‘Prayer’ puts it like this:

‘Prayer the Church’s banquet, Angels’ age,
God’s breath in man returning to his birth,
The soul in paraphrase, heart in pilgrimage,
The Christian plummet sounding heav’n and earth;
Engine against th’ Almighty, sinners’ tower,
Reversed thunder, Christ-side-piercing spear,
The six-days-world transposing in an hour,
A kind of tune, which all things hear and fear;
Softness, and peace, and joy, and love, and bliss,
Exalted Manna, gladness of the best,
Heaven in ordinary, man well drest,
The milky way, the bird of Paradise,
Church-bells beyond the stars heard, the soul’s blood,
The land of spices; something understood.’
