BRAMDEAN – A CELEBRATION OF GOD’S WORLD IN SUMMER

“Summer time and the living is easy.” So goes the song from Gershwin’s “Porgy and Bess”…and though we might be able to say that (comparatively speaking in this country with its temperate climate), what about other parts of the world where there are currently natural disasters? It’s all very well focusing on the delights of an English summer but can our world be trusted? I hope to try and explain why we have some grounds for confidence. 

Our collection of poems and readings today is an anthology in the true sense. You may well know that anthology…derives from “Anthos”- the Greek word for flower…. An anthology being a collection of gathered flowers. Remember we began with Christina Rosetti’s poem “Consider the Lilies of the Field:” …telling us how “flowers preach to us if we will hear.” So maybe I should stop now and let the lilies do the talking!  
But if it were that simple we wouldn’t need to listen to one another’s thoughts, poetic or otherwise, or to gather together in church in this way for worship (“worth-ship”)… No, we humans need a little bit of sign-posting; some judicious prompting occasionally to see the significance of things right under our noses.

This morning is a chance to step aside from busy lives and take time to metaphorically “smell the roses;”… to dwell for just a few precious minutes on why we’re here on earth at all, and why everything else… is here as well!

The Psalmist writes, addressing God: “When I look up at your heavens, the work of your fingers, at the moon and stars that you have set in place. What is a frail mortal that you should be mindful of him, a human being that you should take notice of him?”

The nineteenth century writer and mystic, Richard Jeffries, had similarly, overwhelming, feelings when he surveyed nature. Jeffries was the son of a Wiltshire farmer and had a passionate appreciation of the beauty of his surroundings. But it didn’t stop him asking whether Nature could be trusted? 
“There is nothing human in Nature,” he wrote. “The earth would let me perish on the ground… Burning in the sky the great sun, of whose company I had been so fond, would merely burn on and make no motion to assist me. The trees care nothing for us; the hill I visited so often in days gone by has not missed me. This very thyme which scents my fingers did not grow for that purpose, but its own…By night it is the same as the day; the stars care not, and we are nothing to them… If the entire human race perished at this hour, what difference would it make to the earth?

(quoted in Ronald Blythe: “The View in Winter” P.285).
It is a terrifying thought. Terror of that sort may well be the experience of those caught up in the floods of Pakistan or the recent landslide in China. We in Britain share a frisson of fear and feel genuine sympathy as we watch those events unfold… how would we feel if the elements were threatening our very lives and livelihoods? None of us is immune to disaster.
When we were children I’m sure each of us- at one time or another- lay on a lawn, or in a field, and studied minutely the blades of grass, the clover leaves, the tiny ants and other insects occupying their own miniature world and seemingly oblivious to us…   Richard Jeffries, as an adult, often did much the same in his beloved Wiltshire; a landscape dotted with tumuli… those ancient turf-covered burial mounds… and prostrate on the earth, in a way embracing it, he moved towards the conclusion that the Other, (with a capital O), or what he called Thought, with a capital T, was powerfully perceptible to him there. He’d exchanged his terror for a mystical sense of peace, of being at one with the source of all Creation.

“Sweetly the summer air came up to the tumulus, the grass sighed softly, the butterflies went by, sometimes alighting on the green dome. Two thousand years! Summer after summer the blue butterflies had visited the mound, the thyme had flowered, the wind sighed in the grass… Day and night for two thousand years- light and shadow sweeping over the mound… Mystery gleaming in the stars, pouring down in the sunshine… Yet all that mystery and wonder is as nothing to the Thought that lies therein, to the spirit that I feel so close.”   

(Quoted in F C Happold: “Mysticism” P.389).  
Jeffries, in his autobiography “The Story of My Heart” from which that excerpt and the previous one are taken, speaks for all of us who vacillate between fear on the one hand, and confidence on the other… just as the Psalmist did thousands of years ago. 
You could say it is our human condition; and every time another news story of the plight of fellow men and women fighting for survival, or when a chilling tragedy might strike our own life… we risk being knocked off course again… a prey to doubt and despair.

In his book “Tokens of Trust,” Dr Rowan Williams addresses the contemporary basis for our religious beliefs, and how they show us who and what we can trust in this world (and the next). He argues that God is the ruler, the holder of everything; that God has the capacity to do something fresh and different, to bring something new out of a situation (just as we see time and time again in the natural world; the way it renews and evolves).  So nothing outside God, himself, can finally frustrate his longing - argues the Archbishop-presenting one cogent reason after another for us to be able place our trust in God.
Throughout human history, God has longed to reveal more of Himself; He delights in revelation that can be grasped by the simple and child-like, by people at whatever age who retain (or prepared to re-gain) the capacity to be surprised at seeing something anew. 

I will finish with just a few lines from Dr Williams’ excellent exploration of why he believes we can have such confidence then in our Creator. 
“This is a complex creation,” he says, “both coherent and fragile. And if in the light of this creation… we are challenged to have confidence in its maker, it isn’t because he has guaranteed our safety but because he remains there, accessible and free to move things on, even in the most desperate situations. And some of those closest to the risks are most aware of this presence. In the Old Testament Job, who has suffered indescribable loss and anguish, says at one point, “If he kills me, I shall still trust him,” (Job 13:15). We can still hear people say something like it today; I don’t think we can just ignore them.”  
(Rowan Williams: “Token of Trust” P.43).
We have heard such notes of confidence in the voices of people in Haiti holding on to their faith despite calamitous earthquake conditions… and we hear it in the voices of those whose writings we’ve selected for today’s celebration. 
May our voices- however faint and feeble they may be at the most painful times in our lives- may our (even tentative) voices… still join theirs in a swelling chorus of praise to the God who is love- eternal, trustworthy, and unchanging love. 

