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A Patronal Festival is normally a time to focus on our patron saint.  However, that will not be my main focus this morning, though I will have something to say Edward King & Martyr before I finish.  I want rather to take this opportunity to take stock of where we are as a church, and to share a vision of what I believe we are called to do together over the coming years.  I want to put that in the context of the challenge and opportunity that the church in general faces in England at the present time. We need an understanding of the challenge that the Church faces in general before we can see how we can best play our part in responding to it.
I believe that this is a time of enormous spiritual opportunity, though it is not one that the church generally is responding to at all well.  There are many churches that are lively and growing, including this one, but there are many more that are in decline, with an almost exclusively elderly congregation. Sadly, the church has become far too much preoccupied with its own internal affairs and disputes, especially our absurd bickering about homosexuality, which gets far too much publicity and turns people off the church.

The most inspiring story I know, from personal experience, of how the church can respond to the needs of the world is the story of the ministry that developed around the rebuilt Cathedral in Coventry.  A youthful and charismatic Bishop saw the opportunity, and appointed the youngest and most dynamic Cathedral staff that England has ever seen. Under the leadership of a visionary, single-minded young Provost, Bill Williams, they developed a clear strategy for their ministry, deeply rooted in the Christian gospel, and inspired by St Paul’s saying that ‘God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, and has entrusted us with the ministry of reconciliation’. They got that message out with remarkable effectiveness, developed an international network of centres of reconciliation, and left the world a better place.  Half a century later, road-signs announcing that this is Coventry tell you that it is a city of reconciliation.

Note that this was not just the church trying to draw people into itself, not just the church concerned with its own survival and growth. No; it was the church serving the needs of the world, in the name of Jesus our Lord and Master, who himself took the form of a servant. Note also that it was not just Christians joining in good and charitable work, though there is certainly a place for that. I am proud, for example, that Steve Mastin, our Churchwarden, finds time in a busy life to be a volunteer at Jimmy’s. But the distinctive thing about the reconciliation work of Coventry Cathedral was that it combined being deeply rooted in the Christian gospel, with being resolutely focused on the needs of the world. That is the pattern that we need to follow.  We must neither lose confidence in the Gospel, nor become preoccupied with our own church affairs.
But that was then, and now is now.  The church now needs to do something comparable, but it cannot just repeat that success story of nearly half a century ago. There are three stages in the kind of Christian work I am advocating. The first is discernment. At Coventry Bill Williams began by seeing the challenge and opportunity presented by a Cathedral, bombed in the Second World war, but now being rebuilt.  Having discerned that opportunity for Christian ministry, he went on to proclaim it effectively, and implemented in with astonishing energy and dedication. Those are always the three stages, we discern, proclaim, and implement.
As I look at the world today, I see a great need and hunger for the Holy Spirit.  That need for the Spirit is increasingly desperate, and it presents the church with a huge challenge. St Augustine opens his confessions with a lovely prayer that says. ‘God, our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you’. As I look around me now, I see a society in which many hearts are restless for that Spirit. I am convinced that there is an enormous opportunity for spiritual renewal in Britain at the present time, and a desperate need for more churches to make that their focus and priority. It is time for us to rouse ourselves, raise our sights, and respond effectively to the spiritual hunger of our time. That is a message that the whole church needs to hear, but it is my particular task to say it to this particular church in Cambridge, dedicated to St Edward King & Martyr.

What is the spiritual opportunity? Firstly, there is an unprecedented opportunity for personal spiritual renewal, and a widespread interest in spiritual practice. Second, there is an opportunity to rediscover the spiritual values which alone will make it possible to tackle the political and economic problems that society currently faces. It is a challenge that is partly personal, partly collective. Let me elaborate beginning with personal spirituality.  

There are now almost about as many people engaged in some form of spiritual practice or spiritual therapy outside the church as there are people attending church.  Many Christians resent that, and are cross about it. But I am deeply encouraged by it.  I see it as a sign of the unquenchable spirituality that this at the heart of human nature.  To be sure, that spiritual hunger often takes strange forms, and I believe the church could play a an important role in guiding this instinctive spiritual hunger into fruitful channels. Sadly, most churches are in no position to do that because spirituality is too far down their own priorities. These days, most people will have nothing to do with the church unless they can see that it is serious about spirituality.  However, if people can see that we are humble, open-minded, and serious about spiritual practice, there can be a very fruitful reintegration of the Christian church and see spirituality movement that is developing outside it.   People long, as St Paul puts it, to ‘transformed by the renewing of their minds’. We have made it one of our tasks here at St Edward’s to be a church that responds to this need, and it will remain a central motif in our efforts to serve the world and meet its spiritual needs.  

We also live in a time when many of our most serious social and political problems can only be solved by a return to spiritual values.  The 20th century was dominated by a quest for material prosperity. However, it is now clear that this has gone badly wrong.  The present economic problems are not just a temporary blip; they are the end of an era.  The sad thing is that we have little idea what comes next.  We have lived through an era in which any considerations of what was right and proper were set aside in the quest for wealth.  That created a culture in which wealth was generated in an artificial been unsustainable way. We have stolen from future generations, and behaved as though we were more wealthy than we actually were.  We have all had our come-uppance, and we badly need a new moral and spiritual framework that will guide us into a new era.

The idea that our problems can be solved by ever growing prosperity has been blown out of the water.  We have also had to abandon the idea that the standard of living in the poorest countries can be brought up by an overall increase in international prosperity. The ecological damage that would inflict now rules it out of court. I believe we will have to brace ourselves for a lower ‘standard of living’, as we call it. That is without recent precedent, and we lack the moral and spiritual resources to handle it. We will need to do it in a way that ensures that the heaviest burdens do not fall on the poor, else there will be serious social disorder. We will need a new approach to life satisfaction that does not base it so exclusively on economic prosperity.  In rising to this challenge, we need all the spiritual resources we can muster.  It is a huge challenge but, for those who long for the spiritual rebirth of humanity, it is a huge opportunity.

Challenge and opportunity often go together though, in the English language, we lack words that link the two in quite the way that the New Testament does.  We live in a time of crisis, but one that is also a time of opportunity.  Christians understand, better than anyone, that where there is the death of an old order, there can be the beginning of a new one.  As and Paul would tell us,’ the old order has gone, and a new order has already begun’.  It will need to be a new order with a stronger spiritual basis.

As I look about me now, to discern the challenge and opportunity that our present situation presents I am drawn back to the sayings of Jesus about the Holy Spirit in St John’s Gospel. When talking to the Samaritan woman at the well, Jesus looked forward to the time when people would worship the Father together ‘in spirit and in truth’. I believe that time is coming. Later, when talking to his disciples, shortly before his arrest, he promised that the spirit of truth would dwell with them, and would be indeed be within them. I believe that, through Christ, the spirit of truth has been given to dwell within people in a new way,  and that he is increasingly making his presence felt within us. 
The challenge is enormous, daunting.  Who are we, to think that we can rise to this enormous challenge? There are two responses to that question.  One is that we do not rise to the challenge alone.  We do so, empowered by the Holy Spirit, and as part of the wider body of Christ on earth. We play our part, as one limb in a larger body.  The other response is that God sometimes takes what seems weak and insignificant, and can achieve remarkable things with it. As St Paul says, ‘God chooses what is foolish to confound the wise, and chooses what is weak to confound the strong’.

Once already, God has chosen this small church to usher in a spiritual rebirth that swept across this country.  It began at the Christmas Midnight Mass here in 1525 when Robert Barnes rose to preach and, as it says, proclaimed the whole gospel and accused the church of all its heresies.  I hope to live to see the 500th anniversary of that remarkable day in the history of this church.  But, in the meantime, there is the need to meet the needs of the spiritually hungry people of our time, and play our part in offering the spiritual leadership that our society so badly needs. Let us not be held back from responding to that challenge by any feeling that we are week and insignificant.  

That brings me, at last, to St Edward.  On the face of it, he was a week and insignificant King.  He was only a teenager, and he reigned only briefly.  He had little opportunity to make any significant impact on his Kingdom, and was soon murdered at the behest of his mother in law.  But, after his death, there developed around him, deep spiritual devotion, and a remarkable power and energy for healing.  What God was able to achieve, out of the murder of this young, insignificant King was similar, in its way, to what our own society needs now.  If we are to find an inspiration in St Edward King and Martyr, we will find it, not so much in what he achieved in his life, but in what God achieved through him after his death. 

I spoke of a threefold pattern, the need to discern, proclaim, and implement. The need I discern in our time is a deep spiritual hunger that will not go away.  The proclamation I want to make is that, through Christ, God has given his Spirit to be within us in a new way.  Then there is much work to be done, implementing that vision, to bring to fruition a spiritual rebirth.  That is how the church can best serve the world in our time. Some words of Jesus ring in my ears, ‘the harvest is plentiful, but the labourers are few’. I commit myself to work to help the spiritually restless people of our time to find the Holy Spirit for whom they yearn. It is exhilarating to have been entrusted with the leadership of this church at a time of such great spiritual opportunity. 

Almighty God, you have made us for yourself, 

and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you; 

so lead us by your Spirit, that in this life we may live to your glory, 

and in the life to come enjoy you for ever. Amen.
