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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

We meet for this Requiem Mass on the very brink of Christmas, as Advent’s time of waiting spills over into joy and wonder at the birth of a baby laid in a manger. Tomorrow night, and again on Christmas Eve, as for 125 years before, a treble voice will pierce the silence singing the opening verse of ‘Once in Royal David’s City’, and we will celebrate the one who comes down to earth from heaven, who is God and Lord of all, the one who is born anew in our hearts. At this time of birth, we come to mourn a death, the death of Peter whom we love but see no longer, but as we do so we celebrate his new birth into God. As our Hindu scripture has reminded us, in the mysteries of both birth and death we encounter God, a God who seems especially present in the mysteries of our lives, a God whose presence is rarely comfortable and often challenging, a God who continually asks questions.

Bishop Bill offers this profound meditation in his Christmas poem for this year.

‘The story tells us the place: Bethlehem

Characters: Mary, Joseph, child newborn.

The angels sing and a Star shines

The strangers come: shepherds and kings,

Come to see this thing that has come to pass.

What did they see and what did they say?

Did anyone look hard at the swaddling clothes?

Then glance at Joseph and slyly wonder.

Did anyone ask, ‘Was the birth easy or hard?’

The story is silent, keeps its secrets.

Centuries have passed but strangers still come.

The story remains. The child now full-grown

And listening asks his own questions.’

‘The child now full-grown and listening asks his own questions’. As I ponder our Bishop’s words about the young adult Christ debating in the temple, they also seem to me to capture something of the essence and character that was and is Peter.

‘The child now full-grown and listening’

Peter was a listening priest, a person who took time to hear what people were saying, and took them and their ideas seriously. An essentially quiet and often shy man, he was not one to be the centre of attention or to shout down his opponents. His was a gentle listening ministry, as countless parishioners from Tottenham and West Drayton could testify, as well as many from our Cathedral congregation who grew to respect and to cherish his pastoral style. Someone from Truro High School, where Peter served as Vice-Chairman of the Board of Governors for about 20 years, speaks warmly of him as being kind, gentle, understanding and fair-minded, while those same skills stood him in good stead as Diocesan Director of Education, where relationships with the LEA were greatly strengthened. And as a member of the Chapter of this Cathedral, Peter would sit as a relaxed and gentle presence at our Chapter meetings, and frequently recall us from debating pointless detail to a sense of our true priorities. 

For Peter knew the importance of listening, of listening to God and listening to each other. Without that mutual listening the spiritual development of a church or congregation is impossible, without that listening on a wider scale, interfaith dialogue is impossible. Peter’s life was deeply grounded in the Christian faith, that of a priest in the Catholic tradition, nourished through God’s action in the Eucharist. But along with that firm conviction went a passionate concern to learn of God’s action in the lives of others, and to work with those of every religion towards a world of justice and mutual respect. He particularly valued being the Bishop’s Advisor on Other Faiths, and was overjoyed that the Cathedral had come to see such interfaith work as a real priority for the future. For Peter much valued Han’s Kung’s dictum

‘No peace among the nations without peace among the religions

No peace among the religions without dialogue between the religions’

‘The child now full-grown

And listening asks his own questions.’

Peter was always asking questions. ‘Why do we do that?’ of some particularly arcane piece of liturgical ritual, or of some convoluted way of running a committee. Anyone who ever worked with him will know of his great attention to detail, and his interest in legal matters, as, for example, he sorted out complex ownership situations connected with Church schools where the documents had become lost in the mists of time. 

But the questions went much deeper than that. Always a free thinker, Peter’s theological studies were greatly enriched from the time he spent at Yale in America, which gave him the confidence and the theological method to ask quite profound and sometimes uncomfortable questions of the Church and its structures, whether that was to champion the cause of children receiving communion before confirmation, or to attack the Church for what he saw as its reactionary stance towards the further marriage of divorced people, or to work tirelessly as he did for the inclusion of women into the three fold ministry, or to argue for a proper recognition of same-sex unions as deserving the church’s support and blessing. He wanted always to be loyal to the Church which he loved and served, but was prepared to sit lightly at times to some of its rulings when he perceived that greater truths were at stake. He was a man who loved to ask questions.

‘The child now full-grown

And listening asks his own questions.’

The child now full-grown.
There is a wonderful tension in the Christian tradition between the call to maturity in the faith, to putting away childish things, as St. Paul memorably puts it, and the constant call of Jesus that to become as little children if we are to enter the kingdom of God. There was nothing childish about Peter, but in the truest Christian sense of the world, I believe he was a childlike person. His sisters, who are immensely proud of him and his achievements, speak of him as a dearly loved brother who often teased them and always maintained that he was superior, being the male, and said he was the rose between two thorns. And that impish sense of humour never left him. During his time here as Canon Librarian the Sunday Times decided to do a survey on what clergy thought of the Ten Commandments, and rang Peter up to ask him just that. Now most of those interviewed said either that the Ten Commandments were a good thing, or that they needed to be understood in the light of the New Testament’s command to love. Peter could easily have given an answer like that. But he decided that he wanted to have some fun, so said to the reporter that he wasn’t sure if he could actually remember  all the Ten Commandments. ‘I think I can get to about eight of them’ he said memorably, and of course that made front page headlines, and prompted an enormous series of disgusted phone calls and letters, all of which Peter answered with great relish. 

No wonder that Peter had such a rapport with children throughout his ministry – no wonder that they followed him Pied-Piper like through the Cathedral when they came for pilgrimages and visits. And no wonder that his main project in India, Navajeevan Bala Bhavan, was one that involved children, as we have already heard so memorably. In Peter, children encountered someone whom they knew to be authentic, who treated them with respect and never patronised them, who shared with them the same wide-eyed wonder at life, and the same simple trust in God. Anil, for whom Peter did so much, offers his own special tribute.

‘My dear Father, 

You have been everything to me – a father, teacher, model, conscience, friend. I want to thank you for your love and acceptance in all aspects of my life and in the lives of children at Navajeevan. My life has been forever changed. Thank you for sustaining and nurturing me all the days of your life.’

‘The child now full-grown

And listening asks his own questions.’

At this holy season we celebrate the birth of the child of Royal David’s city, who came down to earth from heaven, who shared his life and his love as did Peter ‘with the poor and mean and lowly’, and who now leads Peter and all his children on ‘to the place where he is gone,

Where like stars his children crowned

All in white shall wait around.’

May Peter and all God’s children rest in peace and rise in glory.  Amen.
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