SERMON PREACHED AT THE BLESSING OF DOM AIDAN BELLENGER by THE RIGHT REVEREND DECLAN LANG, BISHOP OF CLIFTON

The presence of so many of us this afternoon for the abbatial blessing of Abbot Aidan is a sign of our support, friendship and prayer for Abbot Aidan and the Downside Community. As Aidan begins his time as Abbot, even though a member of the community for sometime, I can understand that like St Paul writing to the Corinthians, Aidan may be aware of his weaknesses and have a certain fear and trembling. But then as St Paul said on another occasion - when I am weak then I am strong.

Our presence also says something about Downside and the Benedictine Spirit. Ever since I arrived as Bishop of the Diocese, I have always received hospitality and been made to feel not a stranger but a friend.  For this I would like to thank the community and Abbot Richard Yeo - in a sense my first abbot!

Hospitality is life-giving. In a society in which many people feel lonely and in which peoples lives are fragmented, hospitality is healing and a means to personal growth. The community also provides a "safe" place where people can be in dialogue with one another and friendships can be formed and deepened. A sign of this is the presence this afternoon of Christians from many traditions - all feeling at home here.

But the hospitality is not just a matter of bonhomie.  Through the life of the monastic community, we are invited to enter the community of God, the life of the Trinity of God himself.  Here we find a monastic community, led by its abbot, who contemplate the mystery of God and enter into that mystery through prayer and study.  The fruits of that prayer and study are not kept for the monastic community alone, but are shared with the wider church and wider society. One of the things I learnt from reading Judith Champ's biography of Bishop Ullathorne, is that the English Benedictine Congregation is characterized by its combination of contemplation and mission to the wider community, finding expression not only in schooling but also in parish pastoral ministry, retreats and conferences.

The monk is like the scribe in the book of Ecclesiasticus.  Through living by the Rule of St Benedict he ponders the Lord's hidden mysteries and displays the instruction he has received. The wisdom that is received is not a philosophy of this age or of the rulers of this age, but the mysterious wisdom God made visible and made known in Christ. 

The knowledge that we proclaim and celebrate is our knowledge of Jesus, and of him as a crucified Christ.  In this wisdom we find life. It is wisdom flowing from an outpouring of the Spirit of God, giving us a generous heart and challenging a life style which finds expression in consumerism and materialism. 

But we are not made to be "possessors" either of people or of the rest of creation. We are called to follow Christ who came not to be served but to serve and give his life for all. In that giving we discover that we have received more in return. In that giving we discover the beauty of life and the value of creation.

The Church is called to live by the Word of God and proclaim that word in and out of season.  St Leo the Great whose feast we are celebrating today, lived and led the Church in a time of great turmoil.  Today we are living in a time of great change, in which there is a need for the Word of God to be proclaimed.

and give hope and direction to our society. Sometimes that word will fall on arid ground but sometimes it will fall upon fertile soil and there will be an abundant growth. That is true not only for communities but also the individual life. Sometimes within our own personal lives we find aridity as well as growth.  Today we pray for Abbot Aidan that at all times he may know the faithfulness of the Lord, who is the Word of God. And knowing the presence of God, he may lead his community in the ways of God.  Downside, though in one sense has its own life, it is very much part of the life of the Diocese. For this I would like to say thank you and pray that long may it continue.

