Installation as Canon Theologian, Truro Cathedral, Pentecost 2005

Sermon
My normal sermons are 14½ minutes long and take up half a postcard.  This one is on 4½ pages of A4, because for various reasons it’s going to be slightly longer.  It must begin obviously with words of sincere thanks and appreciation.  

The publicity has announced that this is the first time for an English Cathedral for a Methodist to be appointed to the post of Canon Theologian; and it is deeply humbling for me personally to have been asked by Bishop Bill to take on this role, and then to have received so much support and encouragement after that invitation was announced.  People keep asking me quite what a Canon Theologian is or does, and I’m very grateful for that sentence earlier in the service which tells me what I’ve let myself in for – that the duty of the Canon Theologian is to encourage the Church through study and teaching to remain faithful to the mind of Christ and to discern God’s purposes for his Church and his world.  Bishop, I am very grateful for the trust you, the Diocese and the Cathedral have placed in me to do that, and I ask for the prayers of you all that that trust will not turn out to have been misplaced.

The second thing I have to say is a word of gratitude for what this appointment has to say about the Anglican/Methodist Covenant.  In signing the Covenant our two churches committed themselves to each other, and to engage in a process of ongoing conversation, of trusting each other and increasingly committing ourselves to working together even in those areas and those ways where we really do not agree.  A covenant is not about agreeing with each other about beliefs or practices or anything else – though Methodists and Anglicans do agree about almost all the things that really matter - but it’s about committing ourselves to journeying together.  If areas of disagreement can be sorted out in that process, so much the better, but if not or if not immediately, then covenant partners stick with each other.  So I want to express gratitude here too, for what this appointment says about the Diocese’s commitment to the covenant process.

Well, now it’s time for a text, even though most of my sermons don’t have texts, and on this Pentecost Sunday my text is Jesus’ promise from the Farewell Discourse in the Gospel of John that ‘when the Spirit of Truth comes he will guide you into all the truth’ (John 16:12).  

I once got into trouble for saying something about the Bible – nothing new in that some of you will think - at a united Good Friday service in the church in Stafford of which I and before me Ian Haile had been a minister.  It was a united service with the local Baptist church, and after I got back from my Easter holiday I was greeted by a deputation of Deacons from that church objecting to my sermon.  They were not, they said, objecting to my main points, but to the way I had exposed my working out.  Now it seems to me that sometimes honesty of preaching and of teaching requires that we expose our working out, and this is one of those occasions and one of those texts; and it also seems to me that honesty of preaching is high on the list of what is expected from a Canon Theologian.  

So, John 16:12 - ‘when the Spirit of Truth comes he will guide you into all the truth,’ words from the Gospel of John, created by the anonymous John who wrote that Gospel.  I do not believe that Jesus spent twenty minutes after the Last Supper saying those things we find written in the Farewell Discourse in chapters 14-17 of John’s gospel.  I believe that those words, like most of that Gospel itself are an aged theologian’s reflections after a long life of faithfulness on what Jesus means to him.  ‘I am the light of the world’, ‘I am the way, the truth and the life’, ‘I am the good shepherd’ and all of those things are John’s way of saying what Jesus meant to him and his churches rather than the words that Jesus actually spoke.  And so it is with the words of this text, which John puts on the lips of Jesus, that ‘when the Spirit of truth comes he will guide you into all truth’.  What John is doing when he creates this speech of Jesus is expressing there his and his church’s experience of the way in which in their theological reflecting, in their agonising about what it meant to be Christian, in their working out of what as Christians they ought to think and do, they had not been left alone to grapple with those issues unaided and in the dark: but they had experienced the living presence of God in their community - helping them, prompting them, guiding them, encouraging them in their search for the truth as it was for them in their context and at that point of time.  They had known and experienced God’s spirit, the Spirit of Truth, leading, guiding and helping them in their search for truth, for the truth they had seen in Jesus.  So that’s my working out, and I say thanks be to God for John’s testimony to us that we can expect to find God’s Spirit guiding us into the truth in our day and age in just the same way that he and his church had experienced in his.

So let’s move on to the text itself, and one thing is glaringly obvious in it - that ‘all the truth’ lies before us, and not behind us.  ‘All the truth’ is not something we already possess, something already given to us, something behind us.  It’s not that.  ‘All the truth’ is something we do not yet possess, something not yet given to us, something ahead of us.  Of course there is a proper looking back.  We are the people of Abraham and Sarah, of Moses and Miriam, of Peter and Paul, of Origen and Augustine, of Elizabeth and Cranmer, of Wesley and Newman.  Of course we must look back to the primordial events, to the big things, to creation and redemption, to covenant and cross, to Easter and Pentecost, to the Jesus of History and to the Christ of the early Church’s faith.  Of course we must look back in Scripture and Tradition, in Creeds and Articles, to the ways in which our forebears understood and interpreted the Faith in their days.  We would not be here without all these, that must not be forgotten, but their sayings and their understandings are not ‘all the truth’.  What the Pilgrim Father John Robinson said about the Bible in his day, that ‘the Lord has yet more light and truth to bring forth from his Word’ continues to be true about the Bible and applies to everything else in the Faith too, that ‘all the truth’ lies ahead of us, not behind.

We have a rich heritage in the truth, but the Church is not a conservation body.  Our mission is, in the words of that great Anglican, Charles Wesley, ‘to serve the present age’.  So it is not our business to recreate first century churches and first century Christianity, or third century churches and third century Christianities, or Reformation churches and Reformation Christianities, or Tractarian churches and Tractarian Christianity, or Victorian evangelical churches and Victorian evangelical Christianity – valid though each of those were in their time.  That is not our business.  All of those are movements of the past, each rooted in their context and addressing their present.  But theirs is not our context and their present is our history.  I don’t know whether you know that wonderful old hymn ‘Once to every man and nation’ - marvellous hymn, so marvellous that it never got into our new 1980 Methodist Hymn Book - but let me quote some words from it,  

New occasions teach new duties;

Time makes ancient good uncouth;

They must upward still and onward

Who would keep abreast of truth.
(MHB 898 v3b) 

I invite you to put those nineteenth century, American, words beside our text; and then fold into the mix those tremendous words of St Paul – and not all his words were so blessed, of course - that ‘now we see through a glass darkly’ but that there will be a time, at the End, when we shall see clearly; that now we know only in part, and that that is the way it will always be until the End, when we shall know fully.  The text, the hymn and St Paul remind us that all our thinking about God, all our reflections on the meaning of life, the universe and everything, and all our theological understandings are provisional; they are for today and of today, and tomorrow they may be different.  They remind us that God gives us glimpses, glimpses sufficient to enable us to act and speak and do in the present, glimpses sufficient to enable us to walk by faith but not by sight, but not enough to be able to say that we know, we see, we possess the truth.

Looking at our present age, the Church of England and Christianity in general, finds itself in a rapidly changing and hugely complicated world.  The Hubble telescope shows us new pictures of the universe almost every year, challenging us to think hard about what it means to talk about God as our Creator.  Advances in medicine challenge us to think hard about the big ethical questions of life and death.  Seeing more and more of our world of many Faiths challenges us to think hard about the truth claims that ours and the other religions make.  War, violence, poverty and human inhumanity challenge us to think hard about the love of God and the precious value of each human life.  Then there’s all the gritty domestic detail – women bishops, lay presidency, gay relationships – let alone the day to day chore of managing decline and keeping some sort of a show on the road.  Given the huge issues in all of this, it’s understandable on the one hand that our post-modern society dismisses the search for truth completely – find your meaning where you can, it says; find what’s true for you, it says; truth is what you want it to be, nothing else, it says – and on the other hand that hardliners convinced that they and they alone possess the truth are peddling their fundamentalisms in every religion and every culture and winning followers every day.  But neither of those ways are the ways of our text, ‘When the Spirit of Truth comes he will guide you into all the truth’ – it says, even if it takes an eternity of guiding, and the way is winding and various.  

But what is truth, as Pilate asked?  Responding to his question is what theology is about and what theologians do, and this sermon must end with some response to that question too.  If I asked you to write down the ten sexiest words in the Christian vocabulary, I don’t think many of you – Bishop Bill and David Moss excluded – would put ‘theology’ in that list, for theology and theologians have consistently had a bad press, and often it and they have deserved it: but I would too, and that is perhaps why I have got this job with the broadest of Job Descriptions.  For me this new job is about doing theology and helping others to do theology, to grapple with both the big and the domestic questions about God and the meaning of life – for each one personally, for the Church in this county, and for all human community, nothing more, nothing less, and as we grapple to look for and expect some guidance for today from the Spirit.

It’s time to end, and I will end by speaking personally.  Where I am now on this journey of trying to make sense of it all is not where I was 10 or 20 or 37 years ago when I went to Theological College, or where I will be 10 years hence.  Where I am now you can see in this six point creed I wrote last year for our SWMTC Staff Meeting after we had asked the students to do the same, and then in a final sentence about Jesus.  

My creed is this:  I believe

· in life and light and love, despite the power of their opposites which we see all around us

· in God as the hidden source and the sustaining power of life and light and love in all their many and varied forms

· in the story of Jesus of Nazareth, where we see life and light and love lived out in a human life, death and resurrection

· in God’s call to all humanity to live for life and light and love in the power of his spirit 

· in God’s eternal generosity towards our human failings 

· in the ultimate victory of life and light and love over death and darkness and hate

The word about Jesus is this:


I believe that Jesus Christ is the best clue there is to the meaning of life, the universe and everything; and that in him we see right into the heart of God. 

In this service and in the task of Canon Theologian I am committed to trying to work out, by myself and with you, what that means for all of us, the people of God in his church in Cornwall in each of its constituent denominations and groups, for the Diocese and its life, for the Cathedral and its mission and above all, for God and his world.  And in that task I ask your prayers.  May the Spirit of Truth guide us as we seek to understand, and celebrate and share, for us here and for us now, the truth as it is in Jesus. 
  Amen 

