Clergy Retreats at Launde Abbey – 21 - 24 February 2011

The Priesthood of all Believers
Yesterday afternoon I began by quoting the writer Frederick Buechner who wrote: 

“Listen to your life.  See it for the fathomless mystery that it is.  In the boredom and pain of it no less than in the excitement and gladness: touch, taste, smell your way to the heavenly and hidden heart of it because in the last analysis all moments are key moments, and life itself is grace.”
It is upon those last four words, “life itself is grace” that I hang most of the thinking about priesthood.  Bill Vanstone wrote a book about the grace of God entitled: “Farewell in Christ.”  You may remember the powerful image of the grace of God in the book.  He speaks of his experience during the Second World War, training as a young man to join the RAF.  In those days, most of these young men could not swim, it being a time before widespread public swimming baths were available.  Many of the newly trained pilots were being shot down over the Channel and drowning.  The RAF decided they needed to be trained to keep afloat long enough to be rescued.  But time was short.  The Officer in charge told the batch of new recruits: 

“You have four days to learn to swim.  Those of you who are swimmers will teach the rest.  And if any can’t swim by the end of the week you’ll all clean latrines until the end of the war.”
Bill Vanstone describes what happened graphically.  Acute anxiety set in to the non swimmers.  They struggled stiffly in the water, seeking by their own efforts to stay afloat.  It was all completely in vain.  By the last afternoon many of them had given up and resorted to playing ball games in the shallow end.  The effect of course was that they unconsciously began to swim.  By the end of the day all of them could do a length of the pool, learning to discover that the buoyancy of the water was all around them and could be trusted.  That is how it is with the grace of God says Bill Vanstone.  It can be trusted.  It is buoyant.  And it is the water that sustains you not your own effort.
It’s a telling metaphor, especially for today when so much of the church appears to be engaged in anxious attempts to protect itself from other parts of the church or to expand itself through its own efforts.

As I go around the Diocese, I increasingly feel that many people have an appetite for a space where their gifts, talents and potential can be explored.  As so many peoples working lives are increasingly regulated by outcomes, targets and league tables, so more and more people express a longing for opportunities and relationships where risks can be taken and mistakes can be made.  When the buoyancy of God’s Grace can be trusted and tested.  Surely our churches should be such places.  But I raise the question – are we ready to take those risks?  Are we open to inviting the laity into a larger space where their gifts are stretched and their potential is explored?  

In De Montfort University a couple of weeks ago I was invited by the new Vice Chancellor to take part with him in a public conversation about values in higher education.  He wanted to explore the question “are universities a public good?”  Behind that question lay a deeper question about whether something which may cost individual students £9,000 a year will become the private property of the consumer:  the possession of the person who pays for it.  Universities, it is feared will are no longer be public institutions but private, paid for and therefore shaped by those who sign the cheques.  It became clear during our day’s discussion with students, staff and stakeholders that many people in the University were deeply anxious about this.  They were asking questions about what it means to become little more than providers of a commodity with a price tag.  What right of redress does a student who may have spent a great deal of money have if their degree does not gain them entry to a job?  And what right to demand the time and attention of their teachers does the payment of a very large student fee confer?
The staff of the University demonstrated a delight that these questions were being opened up for debate.  They longed for a vision of a university as a place which inspires, delights and enchants the student to take risks, to explore outside the boundaries of their chosen subject, and to discover gifts and skills they never knew they had.  But they feared that in the remorseless search for a competitive place in the higher education marketplace, opportunities for this kind of delight and exploration would be gradually reduced.  I realised that as the day went on that we were not just talking about the technicalities of higher education but about the values of the Kingdom of God in which all is gift and grace.

My focus in this talk is on the priesthood of all believers.  That phrase refers to the vision of the Christian community as “the new humanity” of which Paul speaks in the letter to the Ephesians.  That letter is a treatise about the grace of God in which Paul works out the character of the church built on this gift of grace.  You will remember the familiar passage from Chapter 4: 

“I therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, beg you to lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.  There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all who is above all and through all and in all.  But each of us was given grace according to the measure of Christ’s gift.”
To visit Ephesus today is to be reminded of the context into which those words were spoken.  Some of you will have walked down the paving stones of the main highway into Ephesus and seen how multi religious their world was.  There are shrines to the Emperor, temples to Asclepius as centres of healing, the great Temple of Artemis where the souvenir sellers chased Paul out of the city for spoiling their trade.  Paul’s insistence is that the Christian community is to display a unique kind of unity in the midst of this bewildering market place of religions.  Archbishop Rowan touched on this when he spoke to the Chairs of the Houses of Clergy which I referred to yesterday.  He described the church as being what a community looks like when God has invited its members rather than its members inviting one another.  He went on to say that we are all tribal to one extent or another.  But in the Church we are called to a different way of living, resisting the tribalism which is one of the most lethal things in human corporate existence.  So the church is called to be radically different from other forms of human association.  So St Paul describes the members of the church as being a “new creation”.  We believe we are here because we are chosen, invited by God in Jesus Christ.  And it is both the glory and the tragedy of the church that its essential purpose is to stand over against the un-reconciled tribalisms of the rest of humanity.
Yet this is a great challenge and we only have to look around the Anglican Communion to see how easily we fall pray to tribalism.  Closer to home negotiations about pastoral reorganisation quickly surface defensive issues about identity and difference.  And the parish system of the Church of England can easily become an alibi both for our congregations and for ourselves to indulge in the most tribal defensive behaviours.  As the first proposals for reorganising Dioceses start to emerge from the Dioceses Commission, we shall no doubt begin to see Diocesan Bishops behaving in the same way!

Yet the priesthood of the Christian community is essentially about resistance to the individualism and tribalism that is so deeply engrained in our western secular culture.  It is individualism which leads us to see other people as tools or as obstacles.  It encourages us to favour our own immediate good at the expense of the larger ecology to which we belong or at the expense of future generations.  
This living out of a common humanity in Christ is a challenge we need to continually explore.  The opportunities for lay people in our Diocese to come together across the boundaries of age, class, churchmanship and social background are important moments of growth and witness.  Nearly five years ago many people wrote following the “Celebrate 80” event to say how inspiring the experience of being with Christians from across the Diocese had been.  In a more limited way our gatherings at the Lay Congress, at the Diocesan Assembly, at the “Called Together” service have been moments when people have glimpsed the vision of “the new humanity”.

In the city of Leicester these moments can be especially revealing as when Christians and Muslims have sat down together to break the fast of Ramadan at St Philip’s Centre.  And when, over the years, they have gradually begun to see that they have much more in common than divides them.  This is the true priestly ministry of the laity, living out the fundamental common humanity beyond everything that seeks to divide and separate us.  The programme “Near Neighbours” which was announced on Sunday will provide our Centre at St Philip’s and others with resources to encourage the building of bridges at street level between neighbours using grants from the Government.  This is both a risk but also a great opportunity to demonstrate what we mean by proclaiming “peace to those who are far off and peace to those who are near”.  To demonstrate that the vision of the Christian Gospel is not just to create an ever larger gathering of Christians for its own sake but also to be salt, light and yeast in the world.  Working for and creating harmony where the risks of separation and difference are so great.  

How are we to exercise our ministries in ways which release, enable and empower lay people to exercise theirs?  Many years ago Bruce Reed of the Grubb Institute used to run courses for clergy in which he asked us to consider how we wrote sermons.  How many of you, he would say, visit your parishioners to hear about their life and work in order that it may shape and inform your preaching of the Word on Sunday?  
So as you prepare to leave today, how will you equip yourself and those with whom you minister to live more attentively to the presence of God in the routine of their lives?  How will you address the challenge of opening yourself to “the border country” where the hidden holy is to be discovered?  Barbara Brown Taylor in her book “An Altar in the World” explores what it is to be present to God.  Hers is a deeply incarnational faith, explored through walking, touching, feeling pain, encountering other people.  And she quotes Ken Leech when he says “the best preparation for a life of prayer is to become more intensely human.”  And she writes this about the practise of being present to God:
“I do not know anyone who prays very long without running into the wall of God’ apparent non responsiveness.  There are probably adults of real faith in the world who pray without ever thinking about results, but I do not know any of them.  Most of the people I know hunger for some evidence that God hears their prayers.  Plenty of them would settle for a divine “No” as long as it was a clear one.  The rest cling to the biblical promise that God will not give a snake to someone who asks for a fish anymore than God will give a stone to someone who asks for bread….. The problem, I think, is that divine response to prayer is one of those beauties that remain in the eye of the beholder.  What sounds like an answer to one person sounds like silence to another.  What seems like a providentially big fish to some registers as blind luck for someone else.  The meaning we give to what happens in our lives is our final, inviolable freedom.  Only you can say whether God answered you.  If you have any sense, you will ask someone with more experience than you to help you decide what the answer means, but even then the choice is yours.  Are you still waiting for God to answer you, or is your life the answer you have been seeking, hiding in plain view?”
I leave that question with you.  The point of the gift of this lovely house is that it is, I believe, God’s offering to us of a space in which we can learn this attentiveness.  The invitation to all of you to join me here during this week comes from my desire for the whole Diocese to have our eyes opened to this gift, to receive it lovingly, and to learn to use it.  I hope this short time together will have sown in your mind the seeds of how, through your leadership and your ministry, the people for whom you have some responsibility might grow in their understanding of their priesthood, of their priest-like task of bringing others to a deeper awareness of God’s presence in their lives and of God’s invitation to them to discover Him in prayer.

And if this house proves to be that kind of gift to the whole Diocese, then all the heart ache and anguish and hard work involved in bringing it to this point will have been infinitely worthwhile.  For this house is the place of the opening of our eyes to God and where we discover the hidden work of the Holy Spirit within us.  

So here are some words from Bishop John Taylor, from his book “The Go-between God” which many years ago helped open my eyes to the truth of God’s way of working among us:
“The Holy Spirit is the invisible third party who stands between me and the other, making us mutually aware.  Supremely and primarily He opens my eyes to Christ.  But He also opens my eyes to the brother (and sister) in Christ, or the fellow man, or the point at need, or the heart breaking brutality and the equally heart breaking beauty of the world.  He is the giver of that vision without which people perish.  We commonly speak about the Holy Spirit as the source of power.  But in fact He enables us not by making us supernaturally strong but by opening our eyes.”
Called to Something Smaller

We are not ordaining you to ministry; that happened at you baptism.

We are not ordaining you to be a caring person; you are already called to that.

We are not ordaining you to serve the Church in committees activities, organisation; that is already implied in your membership.

We are ordaining you to something smaller and less spectacular: to read and interpret those sacred stories of our community, sot that they speak a word to people today; to remember and practise those rituals and rights of meaning that in their poetry address people at the level where change operates; to foster in community through word and sacrament that encounter with truth which will set men and women free to minster as the body of Christ.
We are ordaining you to the ministry of the word and sacraments and pastoral care.

God grant you grace not to betray but uphold it, not to deny but affirm it, through Jesus Christ our Lord.
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