Holy Communion

Leaving Service – 14th August 2011

Matthew 15:10-28

I want to speak today about being in love.  Not about love in the abstract; nor loving a person or object or idea; but being in love: living in a state of mind and spirit which yearns, and strives and finds its deepest possible fulfilment in the presence of the beloved.  Being in love is an active state, not a passive one: actively, courageously giving of oneself, but also actively, hungrily receiving from the other.  Being in love involves fascination, obsession even, as the one who loves eagerly discovers the qualities and characteristics of their loved one.  Being in love shapes one’s identity as one seeks to incorporate traits of the beloved into one’s own being and thoughts and actions.  Being in love engages the imagination and opens one up to possibilities beyond oneself and offers fulfilment far deeper than one can find within oneself alone.  Being in love requires being vulnerable to damage and danger because it is only when we lower the defences of our being that love can find an entrance.

Being in love should be a hallmark of the church – hungrily, eagerly, nervously, passionately seeking God.  Like a lover who finds that the room lights up when their loved one enters, Christians should be attending to their world with eyes scanning the horizon for the signs of Christ’s presence.  The church should be a community of excited, expectant, deeply connected individuals who cannot, and wouldn’t even dream of, keeping their love secret to themselves.  That love should so bubble and burst that those around should be inquisitively drawing close to find out what infectious, irrepressible, joyful, live-giving force is at work.  That love should carry the Christian through hardship, trauma, persecution and ultimately death: not as an anaesthetic, but as a heartening, sustaining, transforming resource which, in the words of St Paul, enables the spirit to bear all things, believe all things, hope all things, endure all things.
In his presidential address to General Synod last month, the Archbishop of Canterbury reflected on the vital, life-giving role of this exuberant love in communities which have faced atrocities we couldn’t bear to contemplate.  On his recent trip to Eastern Congo, he met survivors of such atrocities who attributed their survival to the fact that the Church had not abandoned them.  This fierce sense that the Church mattered so intensely puts into perspective what the archbishop described as ‘fashionable sneers that the Church here lives with; the various excuses people make for not taking seriously the idea that God’s incalculable love for every human person is the only solid foundation for a human dignity that is beyond question.’

The impact of these encounters in Congo left Archbishop Rowan, in his words, ‘wanting to be a Christian’.  What an extraordinary statement!  What an extraordinarily humble statement.  The head of the 85 million strong Anglican Communion was so moved by the saving power of the church responding to the horrors of the human world, that he wants to be a part of that movement.  He is not proud that he is already in the club, that he has arrived as a Christian, certain of faith and fully formed; even less does he take credit for being a leader of the club.  He is led by a response of the heart to the Spirit of God, to want to be active in the community of faith, to journey with that same passion, discerning how to exert that passion in the name of Jesus Christ.
Tragically the experiences of millions in Congo are not unique, but the archbishop reflected on a lesson which their church can well teach the longer established churches of the western world.  What was special about the church in Congo and Sudan, Archbishop Rowan suggested, was that they had negligible administrative structures and no historic resources, and they worked with such energy.  ‘What they have’, he said, ‘is the strength not to abandon.’  This is a vision of a Church in love: ‘it is only when believers are passionate about the God who has not abandoned them that others will see faith as a gift of transformed relation with the world (as well as with God)’.
Jesus’ teaching resonates with a passion for this love to flow unhindered.  The audacity of his fascination with the outcast, the poor, the lepers, the tax collectors and the prostitutes, is matched only by his audacity in condemning the very guardians of religious tradition for corrupting and perverting the spirit of the religion which they thought they controlled.  Jesus railed against the protocols, procedures, rituals, boundaries about clean and unclean, acceptable and unacceptable which the religious authorities had developed over generations and which had come to have the effect of limiting, distorting and preventing the grace of God from reaching any but a very select bunch of people.  Those who followed the rules and rubrics most slavishly, carefully adhering to all the regulations about acceptable food types and storage and preparation, were so certain of their righteousness through these actions that they had spectacularly missed the point that these regulations were merely hinting at – purity of spirit, dedicated fully and passionately to God.  Jesus, the rabbi, deliberately flouted such rules to demonstrate that the imperative of God’s love is not proscribed by human organisation – it flows through the spirit and has a particular attraction for those who are put at a disadvantage by such rules.

In his encounter with the Canaanite woman – an encounter which has troubled and perplexed many ever since, we meet what might almost be considered a caricature of an unclean outsider – as though especially to make the point about the extent of God’s love.  She was a woman, which was frankly bad enough in itself; she was a Canaanite – ie not a kosher Jew; and her daughter (another wretched female) was demon possessed.  Jesus should have run a mile and then gone through ritual purification after she approached.  Yet something prevented him.  He engaged with her – at first to say that he wouldn’t help – but in their feisty exchange something changed in Jesus himself.  In that nameless woman, in her desperation, her need, her realisation of her own inadequacy to face the trials of life, Jesus recognised a simplicity and integrity of faith which was absent in the self-assured certainty of the religious Jews who studied scripture all day long.  The woman wanted transformation and she dared to implore Jesus for it.  The Pharisees thought they had it all sown up, safely on the way to righteousness, and didn’t want Jesus putting a spanner in the works.  The one found healing for her beloved daughter: the others Jesus actually had to give up on as blind leading the blind into a pit.
As I begin to reflect on my time in this community, I realise that much of the pain in leaving comes from the very great love which Chris, Theo, Oliver and I have dared to feel for so many of you and for these communities, which has been so warmly reciprocated in so many cases.  
God’s grace can and does and will transform and I pray for this benefice that the church will be so in love with God that it will shine as a gift to the world, beckoning the way to love and salvation.
Amen.
