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The Bishop of London.

“For the mind is lost in thy light, and is filled with irradiation and becomes light, like unto thy glory.” 

St Simeon the New Theologian – Hymns of the Divine Love.

Pictures taken from space show the wealthier parts of the earth covered in light. Europe in particular is brightly illuminated. What need do people dwelling in such brightness have of the Light of Christ?

In a continent where we talk of problems to be solved rather than mysteries to be honoured, Christ’s light is revealed as shining at midnight and bringing darkness to the noonday. In his light we can see that what passes for light is often simply glare. But in his light we can also have hope when so many people in this age of anxiety are immobilised for fear of what is coming on the world.

Everybody here knows that we live at a time of promise and peril. The choice we have before us is symbolised by the two signs which have been given to this generation. One is the mushroom cloud which rises from knowledge wrenched from its source in a Divine Creation, the fragmented knowledge which as the Book of Enoch says has “brought much bloodshed upon the earth”. The other is the globe seen whole, sapphire blue and beautiful. And God looked upon what he had made and behold it was good and beautiful.

As a result of the developments of the 20th century we have acquired huge power and wealth. Shall we use it for good or ill? Shall we make poverty history? Will we have the wisdom to use our power well? Only a perverse person could fail to celebrate the huge achievements of our continent since 1945. Millions have been lifted out of poverty and disease and dwell in peace. For all this we thank God.  

But there is another side. The British Astronomer Royal, Martin Rees, has written a book about the human race and the challenges we face entitled, “Our Final Century” – worryingly without a question mark. He examines the dangers involved in nuclear power, genetic research, climate change and the fragility of our very complex society. We seem to be possessed by a strange unawareness which causes us to lay waste and spoil the beauty of the earth. We are injuring ourselves since we are in reality participants in an animated universe. Instead without reverence for the matter that was taken up and transfigured in the incarnation we merely see it as something to be exploited for our commodity.

To take another aspect of the contemporary challenge which faces believers, some parts of our continent are embarking upon a social project unparalleled in human history. Our borders are more porous and this has led to migration on a large scale. Will we have the faith, hope and love to turn this contemporary fact into a blessing or will our diversity prove to be unsustainable? 

I went earlier in the year to one of our Church Secondary schools in London to give a medal to a young Shi’ite student called Amjad. He arrived five years ago only able to say “hello” and I was honouring him on behalf of the whole school community for the great contribution he had made to the life of the whole community. The school has 720 students who speak 69 languages and it is a hopeful place although it is situated in one of the poorest areas in the UK. 

Contemplating the human spirit all over Europe, we see some incredible people spending themselves for others, running marathons for cancer sufferers, making collections for CAFOD or Christian Aid, just being good neighbours. 

But we also see a culture in some countries where there is a weary cynicism and a cult of celebrity – people well known not for their virtues but for their well known-ness. It is a culture in which people are finding it hard to sustain their relationships which is not really surprising seeing that the dominant ethos insists that we are self made individuals or we are nothing. 

We sometimes seem so numb that we are difficult to shock so the attempts to do so are more and more crude and violent. In what passes for art we have run out of things to say or even destroy and a caricature of life is exhibited for us to observe in the tragic human zoo of Big Brother.

In the light of Christ, a remarkable prophecy was put into the mouth of the Elder Zossima in Dostoevsky’s masterpiece “Brothers Karamazov”. “We are assured that the world is getting more and more united and growing into a brotherly community by the reduction of distances and the transmission of ideas through the air. Alas put no faith in such a union of peoples. By interpreting freedom as the multiplication and the rapid satisfaction of needs, they do violence to their own nature, for such an interpretation merely gives rise to many senseless and foolish desires and habits and most absurd inventions.”

We have been given many gifts and are right to rejoice in them but as Father Dimitru Staniloae, sometime Rector of the Theological Faculty in this city said. “every gift requires a certain cross. The cross shows us that all these gifts are not the last and final reality”. The light of the cross helps us to accept the transitory nature of what we love and to enter the darkness of the death of what we love and cherish with the lively hope that death is not the last word. 

The light of Christ exposes the noonday glare of a culture that has grown old and fearful beneath the make-up and the hectic whirl. Even the church in many ways has become weary, dull and spiritless. In so many ways we seem baffled by the rapid disappearance of an old social world in which we felt very much at home. The reaction in so many places is to retreat into in-house ecclesiastical preoccupations. 

We may be aware of the in-authenticity of much that surrounds us, but what alternative is there? It is so hard to operate free of a world view in which we are immersed and which suggest that the way things are now is somehow inevitable.

Pope John XXIII opened the Second Vatican Council in a spirit of penitence and hope for the Church which he said should be “a light for all people”, “no longer labouring under the delusion that her structures are co-extensive with the Kingdom of God or that she possesses the truth in the way that one possesses an object”.

The way the Church witnesses to the light of Christ and makes a contribution to the new Europe that is being built is not, however, by shrinking into a dull echo of some fashionable consensus. Von Balthasar was surely right when he wrote, “The anxious flight of the Church and of Christians from the Cross was always and is once again today the flight into ideologies of world domination…today since external forms of power are no longer within the Church’s reach, the flight into the desire to be there too, when the world is worldly, when the world is rising upward, when the world is taking possession of itself, as if it were possible to bestow Christian sweetness on the whole affair by tossing a saccharin tablet into this raging ocean.”

If the Churches are to serve modern Europe, we must not retreat into a ghetto of piety or become a cheerleader for the way things are now but engage with the dominant community; celebrating with our fellow citizens where we can but seeing where we all need to grow in the light of Christ.

It is an unfashionable point to make but some of contemporary Europe’s most cherished values are inconceivable divorced from the Christian matrix.

In his diatribe against English Victorian moralists and George Eliot in particular, Nietzsche wrote “when one gives up Christian belief one thereby deprives oneself of the right to Christian morality. For the latter is absolutely not self evident: one must this point clear again and again in spite of English shallowpates. Christianity is a system, a consistently thought out and complete view of things. If one breaks out of it a fundamental idea, the belief in God, one thereby breaks the whole thing to pieces.”

It is “absolutely not self evident” for example that all human beings are of equal value, a moral principle sometimes claimed as part of the Enlightenment inheritance but a notion which runs counter to every rational perception and judgement of the value of other people. Only in the sight of God are all human beings of equal value and most certainly to Nietzsche and to his followers they are not.

We need to cherish our long memory rooted in the apostolic tradition and re-presented in song and drama. Our memory should be strong enough to deflect the pressure of the passing moment and serve as a critique of the present and the idea that the way things are is somehow inevitable.

We need to participate in the liturgy as a community forming miracle. Participating in the Eucharist is to share in God’s imagination which goes beyond memory to his coming again.

We need to pray and let our prayer flow into generous action and be fed by keeping company with the vulnerable and suffering, the strangers and the hungry in the world. 

If we are to be of service then we must become more authentically part of the mystery of Christ’s love. The mystery of spiritual life in Christ is this, the more you go beyond yourself, the more you will become your true self. The more you lose yourself in loving and serving others, the more you will find yourself. The more you keep company with those who suffer the more you will be healed. This is the knowledge which passes all understanding. This is certain and has been proved experimentally in the life of the saints. This is true for individual Christians and for Churches.

Embrace of endings in the light of Christ permits beginnings. Only those who mourn will be comforted. 

In a world which pretends to be the final statement of what is real but which is often revealed as a fake; a world committed to the achievement of satiation in a project of growth without limit with no end in view beyond the process itself; a world of briefcases and official cars, press conferences; a world in which there is not much room for the passion of Jesus Christ;  where there is an official religion of optimism; where the neighbour and the lover as a life giver has been edited out in preference to the notion that we are all self made people; we know that we stand in need of profound refreshment and the light of Christ.

I come from a part of Europe in which questions about God hardly featured in the daylight world of the recent past. When I became bishop the Guide to the City of London relegated the City Churches to the Leisure Section. Even ten years ago the Economist magazine would not have wasted ink on religion. If you study the recent issues, however, it is clear that the new editorial team has decided that the modern world cannot be understood for good or ill apart from it religious dimension. For one thing no democracy or market can flourish without social/spiritual capital – the confidence whose root meaning is to have faith together and without trust and hope. At the same time it has also become urgent to be able to distinguish between healthful faith and lethal religion and to find ways of initiating the young into spiritual wisdom and not into a power trip concealed by religious rhetoric.

The road of freedom along which modern Europe is travelling can only end in the deification of man with tragic consequences or in the discovery of God. 

St Augustine summed up our work in these words, “Our entire task in this life consists in healing the eyes of the heart so that they may be able to see God.” [Sermon 88] Pray God that together in this Assembly we may recover our first love and be irradiated by the light of Christ which brings true insight and merciful judgement but above all hope and energy. Let us pray together “Lighten our darkness we beseech thee O Lord and by thy great mercy preserve us from all the perils and dangers of this night for the love of thy Son Jesus Christ our Lord.” Amen.
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