MAUNDY THURSDAY

God our Father, 

we are gathered here to share in the supper

 which your only Son left to his Church to reveal his love.

He gave it to us when he was about to die 

and commanded us to celebrate it as the new and eternal sacrifice. 

We pray that in this eucharist we may find the fulness of love and life. 

Through Christ our Lord. Amen.

Welcome to another Easter Retreat at Downside.  It’s wonderful that you have come; many of you have been coming for decades.  We know you enjoy it, and we also recognise that it cannot be entirely for pleasure.   Even though we have been smartening up the boarding facilities for the pupils, even in Caverel refurbished for girls, they’re not quite 3-star yet. The most important thing is that you are here, however; you have found the time to be present with Jesus during these three climactic days of the Church’s year. And presence will be the theme of my first conference.

Being present is not easy. ‘Could you not watch one hour?’ is the question Jesus will put to Simon Peter in the Garden of Gethsemane this evening. 

There is an old story of a beggar who was sitting by the road when a knight in glorious armour rode by on a magnificent charger. To the beggar’s surprise, the knight stopped, leant down and asked the beggar whether there was anything he desired. The beggar, being in a joshing frame of mind, said, ‘Your handsome horse would make a big difference to my life.’ To his astonishment the knight replied, ‘You may certainly have my horse; but there is one condition. You must say the Lord’s Prayer once without getting distracted.’ The beggar feels that is an easy task, and begins praying aloud. Suddenly he stops and says, ‘Hang on a moment, do I get the magnificent caparisons as well as the steed?’

For us, like the beggar, it is hard to hold our concentration. Our mind is constantly darting hither and thither; it is seldom that we are fully conscious of what is actually happening in our presence.  We easily look ahead to the future, with varying degrees of hope or apprehension.  We look forward to holidays, to a new job, the new house, to retirement.  Or we turn back to the past with nostalgia or regret.  When we reflect on the present, the way we visualise time – as a sort of a line – makes it seem so infinitesimal as to be practically non-existent.  It is the point that has location but no magnitude between the past, whose origins are wrapped in mystery, even for physicists, and a future whose end is unknown to all save God; if, that is, you believe in God.

Sometimes it seems to me that we are like people in an underground tunnel during the rush hour.  We are streaming from the past into the future. There is no time to stop; we cannot greet the people who are in the tunnel with us; there are too many of them and they are travelling too fast.  The tunnel is getting us where we want to go; it is useful.  But it is not all there is, though it may seem like that to us.  Above may be Harrods, the Ritz, Bart’s Hospital, Green Park with daffodils, ducks and gas lamps, or even the sun and the stars.

During these days of retreat, Jesus invites us to begin to stop our rushing.  He wants us to be present with God, with ‘I AM WHO AM’.  

‘Could you not watch with me one hour?’   In these talks I could try to unfold the mysteries of our liturgy for you, but you might not thank me.  Perhaps we are wiser to allow the liturgy to speak for itself.  We could certainly be wise to try to give it our undivided attention.  

What stops us from doing that?  The short answer, I think, is the sin of pride, but first I want to explore this territory a little more cautiously.

What happens when we try to follow Jesus’ instruction to go into our room to pray?  Immediately something else is liable to strike us as being more important than prayer.  I must meet my responsibilities – finish that paperwork, do those chores, ring that friend.  Have a junior demon is likely to chip in:  ‘Prayer is important, of course, but charity is supreme. Charity demands that you attend to the needs of your family, so prayer had better wait.  Besides, God knows the desires of our hearts, and your desire to pray will be taken by God or a prayer itself.’  

Well, possibly … And this does not even take into account the fact that our world is ingeniously hostile to prayer.  Human beings have a natural proclivity to relate in love to the Creator, and so the Devil must find ways of anaesthetizing that desire.  The gadgets with which we surround ourselves, and which seem so essential, work together to make it appear impossible to find any time for prayer in our day.  Now that is a puzzle, because our generation is probably the most spiritually hungry generation that has ever existed.  But it doesn’t feel like that.   

Here is a salutary exercise.  Pick on what you expect will be an average day and write down how you have spent it.  For the exercise to be useful, it must be done methodically.  Carry with you some paper and a pen, and, whenever a natural break occurs, jot down what you have just been doing.  No one apart from you need see it, so you can be completely honest.  At the end of the day, review it.  How much of it was spent on trivial and distracting things – on forgettable television, on those newspapers that are now so thick no newspaper boy can fit more than three at a time into a bicycle basket?   Come on!   You could find a few spare moments for prayer each day without killing yourself.  At the end of the day, write down how you would like to spend the next day.  Put in time for what is really important; put in time for prayer.

So now here you are in your room, ready and willing to pray.  How do I begin?  First, put yourself in the presence of God.  In reality, of course, we are always in God’s presence, but it doesn’t so often feel like that.  Choose a place that will be as free as possible from distractions; not next to the telephone or the newspapers.  It can help to do something special – to pray by a crucifix or an icon, to light a candle.  Often it’s care for the details that will lead to success.  Your posture is also important.  You need to be relaxed and fully conscious.  Prayer all too easily becomes time to catch up on a bit of sleep!  Some like to spend at least part of their prayer time kneeling.  If you are going to sit, make sure you are well grounded, that is that both your feet are securely on the floor.  Keep your back straight, but not tense; then become present, not to the                     maelstrom of your everyday mind, but to reality.  Attend to something objective – to the sounds you can hear, perhaps.  Don’t judge them.  ‘I must do something about that dripping tap’, just listen to them.  Awake to the fuller reality of the present moment.  Now we can begin to pray as Jesus taught us:  ‘Our Father…’  Try not to think about the words; just give them your undivided attention.  From time to time some anxiety or thought will try to obtrude.  Just notice it and gently return the ear of your heart to the words of Jesus’ prayer.  This whole exercise need not take long. St Benedict advised us that prayer should be ‘short and pure’:  Jesus tells us to beware of using many words.

There are countless prayers and ways of praying.  Probably no two Christians pray in exactly the same way, though they may be using the same words.  We each of us have to discover our own peculiar mode of praying, but we can learn a great deal from others.  Recently I was told to keep a list of those for whom I should pray.  I carry it with me and in prayer time I can read it through and quietly place before God the needs of those whose names are on the list.  For me it is also a helpful way of staying focused.  In our other conferences, we will be looking at other forms of Christian prayer.

An important question for now is: ‘Why is prayer, which should be so easy and natural for us, frequently the cause of such anxiety and difficulty?’  Again, I believe that the short answer is pride.  It is difficult to cast all your cares on God if you do not trust him to carry them for you.  Pride need not always appear in the awful steel grey cloak of the terrifying man of power; it isn’t just dictators who suffer from pride.  Pride also has its homelier and more subtle disguises.  Pride can appear to be hesitant and self-effacing.  ‘What right have I to bother God with my neurotic needs and trivial concerns?  God has a universe to run; he can’t be troubling with me.’  Looked at in the clear light of objectivity, these protestations are not convincing.  Prayer is for the glorification of God in the first instance, not for my consolation. After all, it is the fool who has said in his heart, ‘There is no God. ’  But anything will do as an excuse when we want to find our reasons not to pray.

Prayer recognises humility as its foundation and bedrock.  To be humble is to acknowledge our true identity as creatures, made by God and completely dependent on him.  This is not a bad identity; on the contrary, we cannot imagine a more glorious identity for ourselves.  It is the identity that Mary discovers in her            Magnificat: ‘My soul magnifies the Lord…. He has regarded the low state of his handmaiden.  For behold, henceforth all generations will call me blessed’.  Only it’s not the identity we seem to want to choose for ourselves. 

I remember a strange experience at prep school.  I was standing on a freezing day on one side of a game of Rugby.  Suddenly I seemed to see myself at a distance as though I were someone else observing Richard Davis.  ‘Who is that boy?’  I wondered.  It was only a moment, of course, or I would be in a different kind of institution from Downside.  This uncertainty about our identity leads us to experiment with different identities, to role-play until we find an identity that goes down well with others and that suits us.  Some of you may have come across Kate Fox’s Watching the English.  This book studies the English from the standpoint of an anthropologist.  Kate Fox’s father, Robin Lane Fox, made his name studying remote peoples in the pre-industrial societies believed, perhaps implausibly, to be stranger than the English.

In her studies on clothes, Kate Fox tells us that anthropologists see clothes as ways in which members of society give visible expression to their gender, their status and their affiliation to subgroups within their society.  We start with babies: blue for a boy, pink for a girl, and everything white or neutral if the parents haven’t decided to have their baby’s sex identified before it arrives.  As we grow older we may occasionally believe that we choose clothes to satisfy our own aesthetic whims; an illusion that is generally shattered if we shop with a friend, especially one of the opposite sex.  In fact we use our clothes as a kind of frantic semaphore, sending out signals to others about where we stand in relation to them and how we expect them to treat us.  There is a fascinating section in the book on which classes buy what clothes in Marks & Spencer.  An identify that depends so very much on the design of your shoes or a watchstrap or, if you younger, the case of your mobile ‘phone, is not a very secure one.

At a deeper level, this artificial, self-generated identity is what modern spiritual writers frequently refer to as the ego.  Because it is fictitious, because it has no existence beyond what we confer on it, because, in short, it is our own creature and not God’s, it is alarmingly fragile.  And whatever is fragile is vulnerable, and thereby hyper defensive. Whenever we are surprised by our own spite or short-temper or the urge to cut others down to size, we can be sure something has trodden on the long, sore and delicate tail of our ego.  Our ego lives in constant dread of failure or exposure. They say that you can always squeeze just a bit more out of a toothpaste tube. After years of the spiritual life it might be tempting to think the ego has been brought under control. But just when you think it has been all squeezed out, somebody says or does the wrong thing, possibly unintentionally, and gallons of ego suddenly splurge out all over. It is surprising stuff.

There is a story of a woman who died and found herself before God on his throne of judgement.  ‘Who are you?’ asked God.  ‘I am Mrs O’ Leary’, she replied.  ‘I did not ask your name’, said God, ‘I asked “Who are you?”’.  ‘I am the wife of Mr O’Leary’.  ‘I did not ask whose wife you are’, God continued patiently, ‘I asked “Who are you?”’  And so the questioning continues, with Mrs O’Leary getting more trapped and uncertain until God tells her she has not really died.  She is in a dream and must now return to earth to spend the rest of her life searching for her true identity.  When we die we will each need to be able to give our answer when God asks, ‘Who are you?’ Our relationships with others help us to discover our true identity, but it is not created by them.

To discover our true identity, we have to allow the false identity, the ego that cloaks it from us, to die away.  Jesus describes this process in many ways.  In St John’s Gospel he tells us that when a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it does, it bears much fruit.

To pray is to entrust ourselves to God, to let go of our false ego, to discover our true identity in him.  This journey into God is possible because Jesus has first journeyed in the opposite direction.  St Paul tells us that we must have this mind among ourselves, which was in Christ Jesus, who ‘though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men.  And being found in human form he humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name which is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in Heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.’  [Philippians 2: 6-11]

We have seen, I hope, that prayer is not about thinking.  In the passage I have just given from his letter to the Philippians, St Paul is teaching us that prayer is not about words either.  Prayer is, finally, the active expression of God’s love for us.  In prayer we allow God to love us.

In tonight’s Gospel [John 13,1-15] we see Jesus enacting prayer.  Jesus knows his true identity.  ‘Jesus knew that he had come from God and was returning to God.’  Jesus’ knowledge does not leave him in inert contemplation; it transforms into action.  He gets up from the table and begins to wash his disciples’ feet.

St Peter, who is the great Christian leader because he is the first to make all the mistakes Christians can make, is not going to permit Jesus to move into his true identity as the suffering servant.  He thinks he is too humble to allow Jesus to wash his feet.  ‘Never!  You shall never wash my feet.’ He then receives one of those terrifying rebukes from Jesus of which he gets so many.  ‘If I do not wash you, you can have nothing in common with me’.  The second reason Peter is the great Christian leader is because he accepts rebukes and gets up again to carry on. Peter heroically co-operates with God in the demolition of his own ego.

Then Jesus addresses us all.  ‘Do you understand what I have done to you?  You call me Master and Lord, and rightly so, I am.  If I, then, the Lord and Master, have washed your feet, you should wash each other’s feet.  I have given you an example so that you may copy what I have done to you.’

The life of prayer to which Jesus is summoning us is a life of love. We are asked to do a very simple thing.  We are asked to allow Jesus to attend to our needs – needs as basic and simple as our feet.  God made us; he knows what we need better than we do.

Last week, when I was staying with the Cistercians on Caldey Island, I was impressed by one of the prayers the Abbot read.  He asked that the old and sick brethren might be given the grace to allow themselves to be served.  We have to do two things as Christians, and each is equally important.  We must both serve others as though they were Christ, our Lord and Master, and we must also allow them to serve Christ in us.  It’s worth asking yourself, ‘Which is easier for me?’

This evening, we stand together again at the beginning of a painful journey.  It will be so painful that we may well want to anaesthetise ourselves with sleep like the disciples on the Mount of Olives or to warm ourselves drowsily at the fire with St Peter.  But every year the story becomes that much more significant for each one of us because Jesus’ way of the cross moves a little more closely to our way.

Praying will always be hard, because it is about death and a new life.  But praying to Christ is essential because it is only through him, with him and in him that we can go to the glory of the resurrection that is the desire of our true selves.   So let us pray.

GOOD FRIDAY

‘Lord, by shedding his blood for us, your Son, Jesus Christ, established the paschal mystery.  In your goodness, make us holy and watch over us always’.

When you next visit Wells Cathedral, have a careful look at the tomb of Bishop Beckington; it’s on the south side of the choir.  You won’t miss it; it isn’t hidden away.  There is a canopied altar at which a chantry priest would offer Masses for the repose of Bishop Beckington’s soul.  Before the altar Bishop Beckington reclines in his magnificent pontificalia, still with their original colouring.  Bishop Beckington seems to have been a manic depressive, like many extroverts.  He did a tremendous amount for his cathedral and city, which may explain why his tomb escaped intact during the destructive cultural revolutions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  There is a tradition that he wanted his jester to be buried alongside him in the cathedral.  If he’d enabled the Bishop to laugh amongst the anxieties and frustrations of high office, he might be a good companion in the torments of purgatory.   However, not even extrovert and popular Bishops can have it all their own way with Deans, and so the jester appears in the cathedral only as a tiny garden-gnome type figure climbing up the canopy of Bishop Beckington’s chantry altar with a big smile on his rubicund face.  But it’s really to none of those things I want to draw your attention today.  Lying beneath Bishop Beckington in his painted pontificalia, there is another representation of him.  Here he is stretched out in cadaverous death, barely covered by a shroud, his skin is shrunken and sear and his bones are about to break through their covering.  His mouth, which in the image above is decorously closed, gapes open in the flaccid impotence of death.  I doubt whether any modern authority would allow such a monument to be erected in a cathedral, and certainly nowhere where things we consider anything really important to go on – such as a hospital or a school or a bank.  So much the worse for modern authority!  Bishop Beckington’s age took death seriously – possibly too seriously for our tastes.  A hundred years before Bishop Beckington, the Black Death arrived and in a very short time carried away, according to some estimates, almost a half of the world’s population.  In England numbers would not recover fully until the late eighteenth century.  In Bishop Beckington’s time death has burst free from the restrictions with which our social rituals normally confine it so that it obtrudes as little as possible on our minds.  But for Christians Lent begins with ashes smeared on our heads:  ‘Remember man that thou art dust, and unto dust thou shalt return.’

If we are disturbed by Good Friday, it is because we are disturbed by death.  And we are terrified of death because of our sinfulness; our sense that we will be heading into a place of which we have no knowledge and in which we will have no control. We do not perfectly believe that God will be there loving us as he always loves us.  

Today anyone who works with the dying is likely to be familiar with the work of Helen Kubler-Ross.  Helen Kubler-Ross was a psychiatrist who spent much of her life working with the dying.  She identified some profoundly interesting and regular patterns of response shown by patients moving through a terminal illness to death. The mnemonic for the pattern is DABDA – denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance.

First comes denial.  ‘Surely the tests are wrong.  Shouldn’t they be rerun?  Anyway, a lot of people survive this kind of illness these days’.  Next comes anger.  ‘Why is this happening to me?  What I have done wrong?  There are still so many things I need to do’.  Then bargaining: ‘If I get out of this alive, I will lead a very different kind of life; I will be more generous and forgiving, less selfish and more prayerful.  Then depression:  often this is a silent time and it is difficult to accompany patients through it.  It is a distressing time, but it is also a time of potentiality.  There is the possibility of transformation into a fifth and final stage – that of ACCEPTANCE.  To those who witness it, this acceptance can be a mysterious and deeply moving experience. Those who have accepted their dying can acquire a strangely peaceful authority. The reason why we cannot accompany them through depression is that we have not reached our own acceptance of our mortality. Interestingly, Dame Cicely Saunders, famous for her setting of the hospice movement in this country and a deeply committed Christian, once noted that the two groups that tend to find acceptance hardest to achieve are the rich and the clergy.

There is, it needs to be said, nothing wrong with any of the behaviour exhibited at any one of the five stages in itself.  The desire to cling to life is natural and strong and good.  Denial is not always irrational.  Doctors can be wrong; it is not healthy to acquiesce easily in the expectation of death.

Today the Church gives us a special opportunity to lessen our fears of death and to strengthen our faith by joining with Jesus as the pioneer who has made the journey ahead of us: 

DENIAL:  at no time does Jesus deny the fact of his impending death; indeed, he scandalises his disciples by talking of it so plainly.  But Jesus’ disciples certainly deny that he must die.  Simon Peter is prepared to take on with his sword a detachment of guards sent by the chief priests and the Pharisees to prevent Jesus being carried off to death and an unjust trial.  After this, Peter spends an excruciating period in a different kind of denial, consistently denying to maidservants and to others that he is one of Jesus’ disciples. When Peter has been taken through that denial he breaks down or, even better, ‘breaks through’ in bitter tears.

ANGER:  Although Jesus knows he has to face state torture and crucifixion; he does not go to his death in a state of stoic indifference.  Those who crucify him are guilty. He says to Judas: ‘The Son of Man goes as it is written of him, but woe to that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed. It would be better for that man if he had not been born.’ [Matthew 26, 24] And to Pilate he says:  ‘You would have no power over me if it had not been given you from above; that is why the one who handed me over to you has the greater guilt.’ [John 19,11]

BARGAINING:  St Luke takes us deep into the mystery of Jesus’ anguish in the Mount of Olives.  ‘And he withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, and knelt down and prayed, “Father, if thou art willing, remove this cup from me; nevertheless not my will, but thine, be done”.  And there appeared to him an angel from heaven, strengthening him.  And being in agony, he prayed more earnestly; and his sweat became like great drops of blood falling down upon the ground.’  [Luke 22: 44-44]

DEPRESSION:  St Matthew tells us:  ‘Now from the sixth hour there was darkness over all the land until the ninth hour.  And about the ninth hour Jesus cried out with a loud voice, “Eli, Eli, Iama Sabachthani?”  that is, “My God, my God, why has thou forsaken me?”’ [Matthew 27,45-46]

It is true that Jesus is addressing his Father in words he would have known from his earliest days; they came from Psalm 21, which concludes in a triumphant affirmation of God’s universal role, but we must not suppose that Jesus’ psychological suffering as a human being facing death was any less than his physical torment.  Quite the contrary!  As so many of the saints have told us.

ACCEPTANCE:  Even for Jesus there can be no short cut to the acceptance of death.  But it comes, and it transforms.  In the Passion that we shall hear this afternoon, Jesus’ final words are ‘It is accomplished’, and bowing his head he gave up the spirit.  As St John portrays Jesus’ death, it is farther than can be imagined from a senseless disaster.  Jesus is not the victim of a convenient judicial and religious murder: at a much deeper level he is the true Lamb of God whose blood has saved us from the destroying angel so that we are now free to begin our own journey to the promised land, the Kingdom of Heaven.  The Spirit he gives up is the divine life that in the resurrection he will breath on his disciples, enabling them to forgive or retain sins.

In St Luke’s account Jesus’ acceptance transforms anger into forgiveness.  He says of those who are crucifying him and the two criminals, ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.’ [Luke 23,34] To the criminal who accepts his own suffering, Jesus says, ‘Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise’. [Luke 23,43] Finally, in St Luke, Jesus expresses in words the action of his death as told by St John: ‘Father, into thy hands I commit my spirit!’ [Luke 23,46]

Because Jesus is the pioneer of our salvation, we can follow him in hope.  St Luke shows this happening to Stephen, full of grace and power.  When he is being stoned to death he repeats Jesus’ dying prayers, with some important changes.  He does not say, ‘Father, unto thy hands I commit my spirit’, but ‘Lord Jesus, receive my Spirit’ [Acts 7, 59], and not, ‘Father, for give them, for they know not what they do,’ but, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.’ [Acts 7, 60] Stephen has achieved the same relationship with Jesus as Jesus has with his Father.

The cross that we shall venerate today was so dreadful an instrument of suffering that it seems not to have been depicted in the very early Church.  Yet it is revered by Christians. The Dream of the Rood is one of the supreme achievements of Anglo-Saxon literature.  

In the Good Friday hymn, Crux Fidelis, we sing:

Bend thy boughs, O Tree of Glory!

Thy relaxing sinews bend;

For a while the ancient rigour

That thy birth bestowed, suspend;

And the king of heavenly beauty

On thy bosom gently tend!

Thou alone wast counted worthy

This world’s ransom to uphold;

For a ship-wrecked race preparing

Harbour, like the Ark of old;

With the sacred blood anointed

From the smitten Lamb that rolled.

But though we can find hope on Good Friday to comfort us in the face of our own dissolution and death, there is another reason why this is a profoundly disturbing day.  If we were only victims with Jesus, we could hope to become victors with him in his resurrection. The other terror is that we recognise ourselves to be victimisers as well.

With whom do we really identify ourselves in the narrative of the Passion?  Bishop Beckington should have been able to cast himself in the role of Christ our High Priest, who, in the words of the Hebrews, ‘has been tempted in every way that we are, though he is without sin.’ However, Bishop Beckington surely knew that he was not without sin.  Did he see himself in Caiaphas, the high priest who had suggested to the Jews, ‘It is better for one man to die for the people, and that the whole nation should not perish’?  It is, after all, on that argument that human order in almost every society with which we are familiar depends.  Or in Pilate, who tries to save Jesus by making light of the situation as long as he can?  How easily he gives way when he is cunningly threatened that his support for Jesus will be represented to Caesar as disloyalty.  It is chastening to realise how quick we are to save our own skins and how ready to sacrifice someone else on our behalf.  Bishop Beckington had faith, but he chose to portray himself on his tomb as a gaping cadaver, and not in risen glory.

In the version of St John’s passion that we will hear this afternoon, it says that when Pilate gave way to the blackmail of being represented as ‘no friend of Caesar’s’, he had Jesus brought out and seated himself on the chair of judgement at a place called the Pavement... Pilate said to the Jews, ‘Here is your king’.  There is a strong argument that Pilate did not sit himself on the chair of judgement.  Instead he sat Jesus on the judgement chair and said, ‘Here is your king.’  That gesture then becomes Pilate’s last futile attempt to divert the Jews from their determination to have Jesus put to death.  It also becomes a supreme instance of Johannine irony.   The kingdom of this world supposes that it is judging Jesus and condemning him to death.  But God’s ways are not our ways, ‘for the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men’, as St Paul informs us [I Corinthians 1, 25].

At the deepest level it is Jesus, whom we have condemned to death, who is judging us.  Whenever we have turned away from human weakness or failure, from the hungry or thirsty, the stranger or the naked or the sick or the imprisoned, it is Jesus we have rejected.  And today Jesus sits before us, tormented, and beaten and scourged, but he is wearing a crown of thorns, he is attired in a robe of royal purple and he is seated on his throne of judgement.  We do not judge the Son of God; he judges us.

That is a terrifying realisation, and I think we would despair today if we were not helped by the letter to the Hebrews.  Jesus is not only our king, whom we have crucified, he is also our high priest.  ‘For it is not as if we had a high priest who was incapable of feeling or weakness with us; but we have one who has been tempted in every way that we are, though he is without sin.  Let us be confident then in approaching the throne of grace, that we shall have mercy from him and find grace when we are in need of help.’ [Hebrews 4, 15-16]

I promised yesterday that we would find time in these conferences to remember different kinds of prayer.  Why is prayer such an odd mixture of the instantly spontaneous and natural alongside the distasteful and problematic?  Life would be so much easier if materialist scientists like Richard Dawkins were right.  If we really were only complex organisms with no eternal dimensions and no relationship to God, who, after all, would not exist, it would all be so much simpler. Music, poetry and painting, love and faith and the life of the spirit could be dismissed as an odd kind of epiphenomenon on the surface of the basic facts of biology – just so much froth on the beer.  But that isn’t how it is.  And so I am going to say something about the prayer of the Church.  The Divine Office, which St Benedict calls the opus Dei, the work of God.

If God exists, if he loves us so much that he has given us his only Son to die for us that we may live with him forever in his kingdom, if he has given us the Holy Spirit to dwell in us so that, as God has become one with man, man may become one with God, then these are not unimportant facts of marginal significance.  The rulers of the earth may regard our religion as a strange option meriting either some respect or considerable suspicion, depending on how it impinges on secular interests, but we who have faith in Christ cannot look on it in that way.

Complex and mysterious forces are constantly at work, shaping our understanding of ourselves and our world.  We need to ensure that our understanding is shaped by God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The Church tells us that the best way of doing that is to pray the prayers that Jesus prayed – the psalms.  We have already seen how, when Jesus was dying on the cross, he expressed his desolation and suffering in the anguished cry of Psalm 21.

The Church has arranged the 150 psalms throughout the days and weeks so that we can pray together, according to our abilities and opportunities, as the one Body of Christ. This tradition has elements that go back a long way into Judaism, well before the birth of Jesus.

It is now only the most serious sorts of monks who pray the complete Psalter of 150 psalms in a week, but some of the office could be managed by most of us.  How do you find it?  The Prayer of the Church printed for priests and religious consists of several volumes and is expensive and complicated to use.  There are simpler, abbreviated versions that enable you to say some of the psalms at important points in the day.  Recently, however, Martin Kochanski has come to the rescue by creating a website called www.universalis.com where, at click of a mouse, you can find psalms, canticles and readings all laid out for your immediate use.

The psalms are not all easy.  They express the entirety of human relationships with God, including the messy and distasteful bits.  You will look at some of them for years and they will do for you, apparently, absolutely nothing. Most of us can make very little of ‘He shall drink from the stream by the wayside, and therefore he shall lift up his head.’ [Psalm 109,7]

At this retreat, by sharing in the Office, you can get a sense of how prayer structures our monastic day; there are good reasons why, with sensible adjustments, it can also help to structure yours. Some parishes already work hard to help make this possible for people.

I wrote this conference whilst staying with the Cistercians on Caldey Island.  They are a small and now rather old community who lead lives of edifying simplicity.  The Abbot, however, is quite young; he is vigorous and has a beautiful signing voice.  At Vespers last Saturday he sand Psalm 135, a hymn of praise to God the Creator that has as its refrain, ‘For his love endures forever.’  

As I sat in the small church with a slightly beleaguered looking little group of elderly and several heavily bearded men we sang:  ‘O give thanks to the Lord for he is good, for his love endures forever. ‘  Outside the Church there was nothing much but gorse bushes and marram grass between us and the sea, and a cold wind buffeted the windows.  Anyone looking at these bent up old monks would not be filled with any confidence for the future of the Church, but as we sang of God ‘whose wisdom it was made the skies, for his love endures forever; who fixed the earth firmly on the seas, for his love endures for ever’, I suddenly knew it was true.  And that was what mattered. 

HOLY SATURDAY

First Conference

‘What is happening?’  Those are the arresting words that begin one of the readings we sometimes have at Vigils on Holy Saturday.  The English breviary tells us they are from a sermon of an ancient African author.  For me there is something fascinating about the thought of this ancient African sitting down to write his Holy Saturday sermon.  He certainly knew how to write a good one, and it’s a pity he didn’t leave more of them for us.  Perhaps he was a she!  Who knows?

‘Today there is a great silence upon the earth and a solitude.  The king is sleeping, the earth is stilled in terror, for God has fallen asleep in our flesh and awoken those who have fallen asleep in death’.

At Downside on Holy Saturday we may not all experience the profound awe described in that sermon, but there is usually a sense of relaxation and space.  The liturgical pace has slackened.  Even Dom James is not quite so frantic.  There is time to find the readers and prepare for the Vigil.  Quite unlike Maundy Thursday when crowds of guests are manhandled onto the sanctuary to take part in a complicated liturgy before they’ve had time to find out where they’ll be sleeping.

It is right that Holy Saturday should be quiet. Saturday is, after all, the original Sabbath, the day on which God rested after the work of creation – the story we shall hear again in our first reading tonight.

Many of you will remember a time when Sunday was observed in this country as a kind of Sabbath.  Saturdays were a half-day, with most businesses operating on Saturday mornings.  Now that’s been replaced by a less defined arrangement called the weekend, which is rather confusing as the week really begins on Sunday.

One idea behind Sunday in England as we used to keep it was that it enabled people to keep the third of the Ten Commandments – to abstain from servile work and have time to worship God in their Churches.  One unintended effect of this was that driving on motorways on Sundays was an enjoyable experience.  Miles of straight and empty roads beckoned.  Now the motorways are just as busy with supermarket lorries on a Sunday as on any other day of the week.  I seem to remember this change was brought about by the Conservatives, who sometimes interpret the word ‘conservative’ in surprising ways.  A rearguard action was fought by a variety of Lord’s Day Observance Societies but, after all, shopping on Sundays is so convenient for busy people that we all want to do it.  You do notice that Mammon is a harder taskmaster than YHWH.

Which brings us to Lectio divina, another kind of prayer that needs time.  If it is to work for you, you will need to set aside some time for it.  Not a lot may be, but it cannot happen in no time.  

All civilised societies have wanted to plan ahead for crops and other great enterprises.  Immense progress was made in the technology of timekeeping by English medieval monks and canons, who shared the vision of Chapter 1 of Genesis, which portrays God’s work of creations as an ordered process structured through time.  One of the great early clocks was built by Abbot Richard of Wallingford of St Albans in the fourteenth century. He lived a hundred years before Bishop Beckington of Wells, on whose tomb we were reflecting yesterday. He was both a leper and the brilliantly talented son of a blacksmith. He designed a clock that replicated the motions of the sun, the planets and the stars with astounding accuracy.  Almost incredibly he constructed an elliptical gear system to represent the motions of the planets as accurately as possible, three hundred years before Isaac Newton.  His clock was destroyed at the Reformation, but his working drawings survived. It has been painstakingly rebuilt by some fine engineers and you can now see it when you go to St Albans.  It probably won’t be actually working because it’s large and noisy, and, with its great interlocking teeth, there are health and safety issues. It would never do if someone fell into it.  A fascinating pattern in developing technologies is the process of miniaturisation. The earliest medieval clocks were about the size of a small car.  By the early sixteenth century clocks were being made small enough to stand on a table, and soon to wear as pendants around your neck.  The same process can be seen in guns, and telephones and of course, in computers. You may wonder why I allude to these medieval figures so much. It is part of my campaign to tackle the extraordinary and increasingly widespread misconception that the people of the middle ages were barbaric, ignorant and stupid. You have only to walk into any of our cathedrals, or even a parish church, to see that that simply cannot be the case. But our faithless age is threatened by an age of faith. Of course they were fallible and sinful as we all are, but I think it more helpful to set out to learn from the past than to dismiss it. If we wish to be censorious, it is more productive to be censorious of ourselves and our own time. After all, we can do something about that!

So, now that we have calendars and clocks and even watches, we can plan ahead and decide when to put time apart for prayer, and, perhaps, for lectio divina. Lectio divina, or reading with God, is different in many ways from the other kinds of reading we do, and requires a different approach.  In this kind of reading I am not setting out to acquire useful information, as when I read for my work; or to pass the time away agreeably, as when I read for pleasure.  With this reading I will try to open the ear of my heart so that I can hear what God is saying to me personally here and now.

A good way of doing this has been described for us by an early Carthusian known as Guigo II.  He lived in the twelfth century and was Prior of the Grand Chartreuse. I think he was novice master to St Hugh of Lincoln, who was one of those who introduced Carthusian life to England close to us here at Witham Friary.  Guigo recommends that you take a passage from scripture – not too long.  Which one?  There’s a whole fat Bible to choose from!  How about the Gospel for the day, which you may find in a missal or again, on Martin Kochanski’s universalis site?  Again, take time to become present.  Switch off the compulsive, neurotic mind with all its anxiety and become present to God and to yourself.

The first step is lectio – reading.  Simply read the passage slowly and receptively.  If there is something puzzling and a note to explain it, look it up, but this is not an academic exercise in biblical exegesis.

The second step is meditatio.  You can turn any Latin word that ends in -tio into English by ending an n to it, but beware.  Our word ‘meditation’ isn’t quite what Guigo meant by ‘meditatio’.  This time, as you read the passage, see if a word or phrase strikes you as especially significant or important. That is God’s word for you.  Having fixed on it, repeat it.  It should be short enough to commit to memory.  Then just chew it over and repeat it.  It might be such a phrase as the author of Hebrew quotes from Psalm 95: ‘Today, if you would listen to his voice, harden not your hearts’.  That is a phrase you can taken with you for the rest of the day, even when your Bible is shut and returned to the shelf. There is at least enough to think about in that phrase to keep you happily engaged all day; or usefully disturbed if you are alerted to your deafness to God’s voice and the hardness of your heart.

It is now time to move to the third stage, which is oratio or prayer.  Grace will teach you how to pray from the springboards of such a phrase.  St Paul explains;  ‘Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words.  And he who searches the hearts of men knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the Saints according to the will of God.’  [Romans 8, 26-27]

In prayer we should not be praying out of our own selfishness or ego.  Instead we try to attend to our innermost centre, to our true, hidden and mysterious identity, which is that inner temple where God’s Spirit is dwelling and offering praise to the Father.

The fourth and last step is contemplatio.  Here we ascend beyond words.  We open our hearts to the word of God, who is not an idea or an intellectual proposition, but a person so real that everything we understand of persons, our own and other, flows from the Father through Him in the power of the Holy Spirit.  Of contemplation it is better to be silent than to speak. Guigo describes it as ‘a loving regard’.

Guigo’s system of prayer is frequently found to be fruitful, but it should not be a straightjacket.  If we are moved to go from lectio to oratio or from contemplatio back to meditatio, then we can.  I have seen it compared to painting a wall.  If we notice we have missed a bit somewhere, we just go back over it.

For some it is possible and more helpful to do lectio divina in groups. There are regular group sessions in the School now for pupils and staff. These were largely started, or at least seriously reinvigorated, by members of a Chilean movement called the Manquehue Movement.

They began in Santiago as a group of young parents who come together to prepare their children for Confirmation.  One of them, Jośe Manuel Eguiguren, was friendly with a Benedictine monk, who taught him about lectio divina.  The friends began regular meetings for lectio, which have borne astonishing fruit; I am reminded of the words from Isaiah that we will be hearing in the fifth reading in tonight’s Vigil:  ‘The word that goes from my mouth does not return to me empty, without carrying out my will and succeeding in what it was sent to do.’ [Isaiah 55, 11]

Having had their children confirmed, the group decided that the education of the young was a good field to be in, so why not start a school?  It would be a school of the Lord’s service, modelled on St Benedict’s idea of a community, and the elder pupils would take pastoral responsibility for the younger ones in a system called ‘tutoria’.  At this point it struck Jośe Manuel that he should go and learn from Benedictines who were already running schools. Which explains why, as he said to me recently, he one day found himself on a country bus heading towards Ampleforth, increasingly doubtful about what he could learn from an English country public school that he could usefully apply to education in Chile.  It wasn’t as foolish as it sounded.  There are now 3 Manquehue Schools in Santiago with over a thousand pupils in each – two are in comparatively wealthy areas of Santiago, and one, San Lorenzo, in a poor quarter.  The children of the schools, in addition to caring for the younger pupils, also go to help out in the other schools.  For the last two Lent terms, young adults from the movement, including this year one of Jośe Manuel’s sons, have spent several weeks at Downside working with our pupils and staff and helping us to set up lectio groups.  I would say it is having a big effect on Downside, while, on the other hand, the young Chileans appreciate the opportunity to stay in the monastery and to experience the monks’ way of praying the opus Dei and conducting the liturgy.  The real expert on all this is Dom James, who spent last summer in Chile working as a chaplain in the schools and visiting their remote retreat house in Patagonia, where he took part in the slaughter of a lamb and acquired new insights into the Passover sacrifice.  If you can catch him on this quieter day, he will tell you more.  Briefly, in shared lectio, members of the group, which is usually quite small with not more than eight or so members, listen to the scripture passage, which is read slowly and with pauses by one of the group.  Then the members will state briefly which words resonated especially with them or, as it were, evoked an echo.  Each member is asked to respond in the first person; this is an exercise in personal and shared encounter with the Word of God, not detached observation.  Of course it is permissible to say nothing at all, but that seldom seems to happen.

Everything that I am saying about prayer may sound like hard work, and in a way it is, although we can frequently be surprised to find it is more enjoyable, and certainly gives more retrospective satisfaction, than we think it is going to.  Prayer has to work against the grain that original sin has somehow instilled in us.  And the Devil has some catchy tunes; I won’t say they’re good tunes but they are undeniably catchy.  We are constantly exposed to them, and the Devil is a master of communication.  Jesus may tell us ‘blessed are the poor in spirit’, but we would mot of us prefer to be rich. The advisability of being rich is a message we get from many different quarters all day and every day. We would rather be comforted than mourn, and we are far from convinced that the meek will inherit the earth.  Emphatically we do not want to be reviled and persecuted for Jesus’ sake.  If Jesus’ is going to awaken us to our true identity, to break through the hard shell of our false ego, then a lot of work has to be done.

Whilst staying in Caldey, I found myself wondering how I could get a glimpse of my true self – what I should be if I would only stop trying to do God’s job for him or to prevent him from working in me at all.  One afternoon I set out for a walk; it looked inviting with a forget-me-not blue sky and masses of golden yellow gorse.  But there was a northeast wind and a ten-minute dash from one relatively sheltered spot to the next was enough.  You need to be tough to be a Cistercian on Caldey.  I saw a sign to the Chapel of Our Lady of Peace.  It has been made from a medieval watchtower that looks across the sea to Tenby.  A little fishing boat was wallowing in the choppy sea, and an occasional wave burst over it in icy spray.  I was pleased to find the Chapel had a glazed window and a door you could shut, so I made myself comfortable and ate one of the Mars bars I had been advised a Downside monk would need to survive on Caldey.  There is a little altar in the Chapel on which people have left photographs and prayer petitions.  Like everything human, they range from the slightly ridiculous to the profoundly moving.  There was also a Bible left open on the altar at which must be one of the most famous passages in world literature, I Corinthians 13:
‘Love is patient and kind; love is not jealous

or boastful; it is not arrogant or rude.  Love does not

insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it 

does not rejoice at wrong, but rejoices in the right.  Love

bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, 

endures all things.  Love never ends.’

I realised then that could be my self-portrait if only I had faith, hope and love enough – especially love – to allow God to heal and refashion me as he wants. But it is easy to lose the vision. St James is his epistle warns us: ‘But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves. For if any one is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who observes his natural face in a mirror; for he observes himself and goes away, and at once forgets what he was like.’ [James 1.22-24]

So much of the time we believe our way really must be better than God’s.  Which explains why we still pursue happiness through wealth and power, why we seem unable to look after our environment, why so much of the world’s population suffers disease and starvation, and why we are still so extraordinarily willing to go to war.  We need to be very patient and receptive to the Word of God if it is to have any change of dislodging the Devil’s catchy tunes from our head. ‘Today, if you would listen to his voice, harden not your heart.’

This is a good point to return to our ancient African author and his account of what Jesus our king is doing on the Holy Sabbath day.  He is seeking his lost sheep, which turns out to be Adam along with Eve, and they have been seated in the shadow of death.  Christ breaks in upon them with his cross and Adam exclaims to his companions, ‘My Lord be with you all’.  Adam has become open to his fellows, and is what St Paul describes in his letter to the Corinthians. He is not going to be irritable or resentful; he will not rejoice at wrong. He won’t go on trying to put the blame on Eve. Jesus replies to Adam, ‘Et cum spiritu tuo’.  He takes him by the hand, saying ‘Awake, o sleeper and arise from the dead, and Christ shall shine upon you.’

The invitation Christ brings to us on Holy Saturday is beyond anything we can desire.  It is more than a return to paradise; it is to reign with Christ, triumphant over life and death, on his heavenly throne. 

Not a bad offer.  Shouldn’t we accept it?

HOLY SATURDAY

Second Conference

In one sentence, what do Christians believe?  That we should love one another? Many good people who have no Christian faith believe that.  That we should love God?  All theists believe that. Together these two precepts – love of God and love of neighbour – are an excellent foundation for life, but they are not the astonishingly good news that changed the world in the first century. The wildfire that swept around the Mediterranean basin and then all through the Roman Empire was the news that Jesus had risen from the dead.

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could hear the original message the apostles preached as it struck the first converts to The Way, as it was called – that new way of living that was radically different from anything that had been possible before? Well, we can. St Paul wrote his letter to the Corinthians in the mid fifties of the first century, about twenty years after Jesus’ crucifixion. Writing to his converts in Corinth he reminds them of what he had told them while he was with them. He says in the fifteenth chapter: ‘For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received.’ Here, then, Paul is taking us back to a considerably earlier time than the mid fifties. We are as close as it is possible to get to the original good news. Almost certainly the four Gospels we know had yet to be penned. Here then comes the good news the first Christians heard; it is not Paul’s version of it; it is what he has inherited from his own listening to the original Christian proclamation:

That Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures.

That he was buried

That he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures

And that he appeared to Cephas

Then to the twelve.

Then he appeared to more than five hundred brethren at the same time, most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep.

Then he appeared to James

Then to all the apostles.

Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me.

[I Corinthians 15, 3-8]

This sounds to us an extraordinary way to sum up the news about Jesus. It tells us nothing about his birth or his life. Still less is there any indication of his existence from eternity with the Father before his incarnation. There is not a single word of his teaching. We hear of none of his miracles of healing or feeding or raising from the dead, nothing of the Sermon on the Mount or the Our Father, of the great parables of the Good Samaritan or the Prodigal Son. Nothing of baptism or the Last Supper.  It all begins abruptly at the death. Then there is nothing about the Ascension or the Holy Spirit, the Last Judgement and the return of Jesus at the end of time. But if you can visualise Paul’s traditional good news you will see that seven of the nine statements that make it up refer to the resurrection. That is the astonishing news. A man died – really died as all men do; but he has been raised to a new life – this is unique and has therefore never happened to anyone before. And there are many witnesses to this resurrection, hundreds of whom are still alive as Paul writes. So, to put our faith into one sentence we can say: ‘Jesus Christ died for our sins and was raised by God to a new life on the third day.’ Everything else that has been written or said about Jesus is the unfolding of the implications of that one astounding fact. The Four Gospels will unfold it by moving progressively backwards and forwards in time from the resurrection. St Mark takes us back to Jesus’ baptism and the beginning of his public ministry; he finishes with the women discovering the stone rolled away from the tomb and being told by the mysterious young man in a white robe that Jesus has risen and that he will meet them in Galilee. The later part of Mark’s final chapter [Mark 16, 9ff] appears to be an added amalgamation of material found in the other Gospels. Matthew and Luke take the story back to Jesus’ birth and forward from the discovery of the empty tomb to Jesus’ resurrection appearances. Luke adds in the account of Jesus’ ascension into heaven, and continues the story with the life of the Church in his second volume – The Acts of the Apostles, which ends with St Paul’s arrival in Rome under arrest. Right to the end Paul is ‘preaching the kingdom of God, and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ quite openly and unhindered.’ Finally, St John takes the story back before Jesus’ birth to the beginning of all things when he dwelt as the Word with God the Father. It is really because of this pattern of development that modern scripture scholars think the Gospels were written in the order of Mark, Matthew, Luke and John. It is said that Downside monks take a special fourth vow to defend the traditional priority of St Matthew, but that is another story that I will not go into with you this evening.

It is worth looking at what St Paul tells us in his very early and focused version of the Gospel in more detail. ‘That Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures.’ We are not told how Christ died; there is no mention of everything we have been celebrating in the liturgy these last two days. But we are given the title ‘Christ’, the messiah or anointed one, the one anointed by God in the power of the Holy Spirit. The idea of the Trinity is here in nuce. His death was not purposeless; it was for our sins. It was not accidental; it was prepared for by God and foretold in the scriptures. ‘That he was buried.’ This seems an odd detail to insist on when so much has been omitted – we have not even been told that Jesus died on the cross; but it is an insistence on the reality of Christ’s death and it provides the dramatic contrast to everything that is going to follow. ‘That he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures.’ This is the seismic shock, the reverberations of which still disorientate us and with which we cannot yet come to terms. But it is in accordance with God’s plan, in accordance with the scriptures. History is not a concatenation of fortuitous events; it is the working out of God’s plan of rescue for humanity, and this is its central event. ‘Then he appeared…’ (‘We have seen the Lord’; this is the first great statement of Easter faith.) ‘to Cephas’. Paul honours Peter here (and uses his original Aramaic name) as the first witness to the resurrection; that claim may be contested in other accounts. St John tells us that Peter was the first to enter the empty tomb, but it was Mary Magdalene to whom Jesus first appeared. Peter’s primacy depends to a great extent on his being accredited as the first witness of the resurrection. ‘Then to the twelve.’ The resurrection appearances are circling outwards like ripples from a stone cast into still water, and the hierarchy of the new community of the followers of the way is being determined. ‘Then he appeared to more than five hundred brethren at the same time, most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep.’ It is tantalising that we know nothing else of this extraordinary event; Jesus appeared to a group of about the size our congregation is likely to be in the Abbey Church tonight. It is tender and expressive that after the resurrection Paul does not talk of the followers of the way ‘dying’; they have fallen asleep. This is not a euphemism; it expresses a new understanding of death transformed by Jesus and by his having been raised up from death by the Father. ‘Then he appeared to James.’ James, the brother of the Lord, and a close relation of Jesus, had special authority in the early days of the Church in Jerusalem.  His authority lessens as the Church moves out of Israel to the whole world and to the centre of that previously profane realm, the Roman Empire. ‘Then to all the apostles.’ These seem to be contrasted in some way with the previously mentioned twelve, but emphasis is clearly being given to their special importance as witnesses to the resurrection. ‘Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me.’ With this statement Paul passes from what he has inherited to his own statement of his personal experience of the Risen Christ. It is because he too has seen the Lord that he has his immense authority to proclaim the faith and to face down anyone who tries to stop his preaching to the world – whether they be Jews, Romans or even Peter and the other Apostles.

It is the resurrection Paul proclaims. That is the Christian message. In Greece at Easter, after the liturgy, there is an explosion of joy. It is not a metaphorical explosion, but an actual detonation of fireworks, and, for all I know, a breaking of plates as well. ‘Christos aneste!’ ‘Christ has risen!’ ‘Alethos aneste!’ ‘He is risen indeed!’

There is something a little sad and inhibited about the modern English. I am sure we weren’t like that in the middle ages! ‘Happy Easter!’ is kindly meant, but it is not ecstatic. It sounds slightly damp.

Sometimes in life someone speaks an unforgettable word. Years ago I was in the church of the Augustinian Canons at Klosterneuburg outside Vienna. Inside there is a lot of gold; angels tumble from the ceiling and saints gesticulate in wild abandon. There is a great boxed-in and glazed area for the imperial family, and an endless amount of filigree work for dusting. I found myself gaping at it. An elderly Austrian lady approached me; I have no idea who she was. ‘Well’, she said, ‘what do you think of it?’ ‘It’s very …’ I replied, and I simply couldn’t think how to continue. I felt like a goldfish at a cocktail party. ‘Yes’, she said,  ‘Modern people find glorification difficult to deal with.’ And that just about sums it up.

‘Christ has risen: he has risen indeed!’

I noticed this year that people will quite often ask, ‘What are you giving up for Lent?’ It can be a strange bit of folk survival of the faith; people will give up alcohol or chocolate even if they have lost their faith or even if they have never had any faith in the first place. St Benedict tells his monks that they mustn’t give up anything for Lent without letting the Abbot know what they are intending to do. Otherwise it will be vainglory. To translate into our language, what is meant to be an assault on the ego easily gets perverted into a reinforcing of it.

We never seem to ask, ‘How are you going to celebrate Easter?’ A lot of us would be perplexed to know how to answer. ‘I intend to drink myself stupid for weeks.’ Or ‘I shall eat chocolate until I collapse in a heap of adiposity’ doesn’t seem quite right. What could ‘How are you going to celebrate Easter?’ possibly mean? Clearly self-indulgence is the opposite of real celebration. We see how to live a joyful life in the lives of the saints and of Jesus himself. Although the Gospels show Jesus’ life shadowed by the cross, there is also constant joy and celebration. He does not tell the sick to endure their suffering; he cures them. It is impossible to imagine anything more joyful that the parable of the prodigal son’s return home. It is not the Father who dampens the atmosphere but the apparently good-living brother. God doesn’t stop us having fun. ‘Discontent’, as Marcus Aurelius remarks, ‘is something we create for ourselves.’  Jesus’ mission statement says: ‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed and to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.’ Jesus always enjoys meals with his friends, and the more unsuitable they are, the more enjoyable the meals. The risen Jesus still bears the marks of his crucifixion, but he also has a wonderful breakfast on the beach with his disciples.

I believe we really sense the joy and delight of Easter; we just don’t seem good at expressing it. But what is the Christian life other than a prolonged celebration of the joy of Easter? In his chapter on Lent St Benedict reminds us that Lent itself should be filled with the rejoicing of our Spirit-inspired desire for Easter. Every Sunday is a renewed celebration of the resurrection. In early monasteries every night before a Sunday dawn was a full-scale vigil. Monks really needed to rest on Sundays because they hadn’t been to bed the night before. St Benedict moderated that by making his Sunday Vigils not much longer than those of the weekdays. In the opus Dei as we now celebrate it, every Vespers recalls Christ’s death and every morning as the sun rises we celebrate his resurrection. Each day begins with the promise of new and eternal life. Each day we can say, ‘This day was made by the Lord, let us rejoice and be glad in it.’

Tonight’s Vigil will begin with the blessing of the Easter fire and the lighting of the Paschal candle. Then Dom Anselm will sing the Exultet. The first word is ‘Rejoice!’ The powers of heaven, the angels and all creation are bidden to rejoice as they gather together around God’s throne. People often complain about the Church’s apparently negative attitude to sex and, well, it does mostly seem to be sex. We don’t so often hear people saying grumpily, ‘The Church is told to rejoice in the resurrection and we don’t want to.’ But perhaps that really is the bigger and more serious problem we Christians need to face. ‘Rejoice, O Mother Church! Exult in glory!‘ ‘Jesus Christ, our King, is risen! Sound the trumpet of salvation!’

The Exultet gives ecstatic praise for our rescue by Christ. Instead of our very worst fears being realised, and we looked into that abyss on Good Friday, something so wonderful has happened that we still cannot take it in. The old Passover, when the blood of the Passover lamb saved the people of Israel from slavery and death in Egypt, was only a foreshadowing of the liberation and new life that we are being given in the resurrection. ‘Father, how wonderful your care for us! How boundless your merciful love! To ransom a slave you gave away your Son!’ I cannot imagine a happier or more moving account of our redemption and the new relationship that Jesus’ life and death and resurrection have established between humanity and God.

During these conferences we have taken some little diversions to look at different kinds of Christian prayer. We certainly have not covered them all. I have, for example, said nothing about the rosary. One devotion that is amazingly popular with young people is the Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament. Churches where it is practised seem to become especially vital. I am told that one of the Birmingham parishes that produces vocations has Exposition of the Blessed Sacrament. In Bristol you can visit the Church of St James, close to the Eye Hospital, where, in an old Norman church entrusted by the Church of England to the Catholic Church, the Blessed Sacrament is exposed all day amidst a blaze of lights. Next-door is a centre for rehabilitating homeless drug addicts. The two are closely linked. Every year we take a group of our Lower Sixth there for their retreat, and it is a profoundly moving experience.

There is always the danger that we will use too many words, that we will say so much that our perceptions will be deadened rather then enlivened. Sometimes music can say more than words, and sometimes silence more than anything else at all. In the adoration of the Blessed Sacrament we have the opportunity of giving God, made present to us in Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit, our loving regard. And that, I think, is the right place to stop. Thank you.
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