Holy Week Sermons 2009 preached by Abbot Aidan
PALM SUNDAY
The last week’s news has been dominated by the meeting of the G20 and by the presence in our country of most of the world’s leaders.  Press attention has taken particular note of President and Mrs Obama.  The theme of Christ’s kingship, the true leadership he gives and offers to the world, is a strong thread throughout this coming week – today’s triumphal entry into Jerusalem, the King of the Jews crucified with his crown of thorns on the cross and the eternal king who triumphs over death at the resurrection.
The triumphal entry into the city of his death may seem a somewhat muted triumph in the shadow of the Passion. But this is perhaps to see the Passion out of its true context.  Somehow we have to balance on the one side the harsh physicality and real horror of the cross and on the other the way in which all of us are exalted by Christ’s great act of sacrifice and love.  If we could draw ourselves nearer to the passion we could perhaps draw ourselves nearer to the resurrection. 

In Medieval England the Blessed Sacrament was often carried in the Palm Sunday procession and this was an important reminder that it is not the palms we celebrate but the Christ they greeted.  A rite of entry is a great and dramatic moment. The entry of our victim king is truly magnificent.  

The mocking of Jesus’ kingship – the purple cloak, the crown of thorns – is a strange recognition of the fact that Jesus is king in a way which Caesar can never be.  The kingdom Christ preaches, the kingdom of love and hope is as far away from the kingdom of the Romans as could be imagined. It is to be hoped that the kingdom values Jesus died for may not be ignored in our own lives.  

MAUNDY THURSDAY
Maundy Thursday is full of liturgical activity, albeit contained mainly in this evening slot.  Yesterday, at the cathedral in Clifton, our bishop Declan blessed the holy oils, which have been brought into the Church here tonight, and renewed his dedication to the local church as its apostle. The priests of the diocese including three members of our community renewed their own dedication to the priestly ministry they share with the bishop.  On Maundy Thursday we remember many things but at the centre of today’s Mass we reflect on the Last Supper, the gift of the Eucharist and the priesthood.

That last supper was a poignant and wonderful occasion; the arrest and trial of Jesus just round the corner, the sadness of betrayal of love and friendship, the simplicity of service shown in the washing of the feet, the beauty and directness of Jesus’ words as he offered his own body and blood as his gift to his disciples:  ‘Do this in memory of me’.  Christ’s command has been carried on through numerous generations until today and Christ is as truly present here as he was in the upper room in Jerusalem.

The church in our country has had many knocks over the centuries and remains battered today.  If we look for our identity as Catholic Christians we generally find it in the Mass.  It is the Mass that matters, we tell ourselves, and that real presence of the Lord which always sustains us.  When the Mass was cast aside by the authorities of the reformed church of England the English Catholics reacted by founding seminaries, reviving religious orders (including our own) and sending missionary priests to England.  Thus the Mass could be brought back to this land and the sacraments given and celebrated.  

In many ways the Church now has a moment of great opportunity.  The secular values which have reigned triumphant for a generation now ring hollow in a world of economic insecurity.  The values proclaimed by Maundy Thursday – service, humility, community – make much sense and carry real weight.  But to proclaim those values we need individuals to preach them and all of us here, anointed in baptism by holy oil, have that call. 

We should pray, as we remember the institution of the Eucharist, for vocations to the priesthood.  Pope Benedict is about to proclaim a year to celebrate and remind people of the crucial role of the ordained ministry.  A lack of priests threatens the sacramental life of the church, its collective memory and its holiness.  A priest is called to preach the Gospel, to administer the sacraments and to serve the people of God.  There could not be a higher calling.

In the past priesthood may have been misunderstood as an elite corps, a clerical caste, men called to be served rather than to serve.  Being a priest is not easy, it can be uncomfortable and even dangerous, but in imitating Christ and following his path from cross to glory it is a life both fulfilling and potentially holy.  Will you join me in these days praying for our own re-dedication to the following of Christ and for a generous and affirmative response to God’s call for service in the ordained priesthood.
GOOD FRIDAY
It is always difficult for human beings to face up to harsh facts,  Life indeed would become intolerable if we were to spend all our time dwelling on the pain, sadness and grief which make up a significant part of our lives and experience.  The cross is like that.  We are tempted to see the cross in a somewhat bloodless way representing the crucifixion, rightly but over-simply, as the moment of triumph of life over death, and forgetting the pain and the horror of the event.  

Dying on the cross was not easy: it was a brutal, painful and slow death.  It was a humiliating and all too public execution.  It was a scandalous way for the son of God to die. Yet, the very scandal, the degradation, the squalor of the cross, was a necessary part of our redemption.  Jesus’ death was as real as his birth.  The incarnational heart of our faith, so difficult for those attuned to a spiritualised and intellectual account of religious experience, is proclaimed squarely and unreservedly by the cross.

In this Triduum we pass with Jesus through suffering and death to resurrection, but the mood and emphasis of each of the days in which we celebrate the central mysteries of faith is very distinct.  This afternoon we remember in our passion reading and in the veneration of the cross the pain and the loneliness of Jesus crucified on the cross for us.

The texts of today’s liturgy remind us of the lamentations of the Old Testament looking on the desolation of Jerusalem.  Good Friday has at times in the past been used as a justification for anti-Semitism seeing the Jewish people as collectively responsible for the death of Jesus.  This is a disastrous misunderstanding of the redemption.  Jesus, the Jew, was a victim not only of his own people judicially murdered by the Roman Empire but the victim of the sinfulness of the entire human race including ourselves. Today, above all other days, is not a time for blame but for repentance.  

Alongside the Old Testament lamentations and reproaches we also have many hymns and antiphons which come from the pen of Venantius Fortunatus, the Latin Poet and lyricist, who died in 509, and who celebrated the wood of the cross itself.  The exaltation of the relics of the cross may be less attractive to us today but are a reminder of our part in the crucifixion which has saved our lives and given us all the promise of eternal life.  Our redemption has been won at a very high price.

If we mourn and remember in sorrow Jesus’ death on the cross it is not because we are depressed and have no hope.  It is rather that in standing alongside Mary and John by the cross we can identify more closely in that movement of Christ from death to glory.  Today the curtain of the temple is torn, the world made dark and the savour of the world butchered on a cross.  Tomorrow, in the stillness of death, we remember the silence that follows and in the emerging dawn of Holy Saturday night and Sunday morning we glimpse God’s greatest surprise – new life, new creation bursting forth in the glory of the resurrection,  making sense of Jesus’ lifting up on the cross.

EASTER VIGIL
In the silence of the night the voice of God is heard.  In the darkness of the night a new light is revealed.  In the hardness of our hearts a new love is found.  The Easter Vigil brings our Triduum to its culmination and fulfilment.  Holy Saturday is a time of Sabbath rest, at least for those of us who are alive.   It is busier below, or it was on that first Easter eve: Hell is harrowed, the souls of the sleeping just, and the not so just, are woken up with a start in the face of the New Covenant which supersedes and makes sense of the old.  Waking the dead is a moment both intensely personal and wonderfully cosmic.

Jesus’ resurrection which we celebrate on this first day of the week is something much more than waking from sleep.  I can imagine Lazarus standing up, wiping his eyes and looking rather bewildered.  Jesus, on the other hand, is revealed not as a resurrected man but as the Son of God, a new Adam, glorified by the Love of God.  His face is the face of God, a face so sacred that for the Jews confrontation with it meant instant death.  Jesus, on the contrary, brings new life and once he is recognised by his disciples he brings them new hope.  

On Palm Sunday Christ was acclaimed as a conquering hero, the promised messiah king.  On Good Friday, at his trial so lovingly recorded by John, the nature of that kingship becomes clearer.  Like all kings Jesus has power over life and death but it is in the giving of life rather than that taking of it that Jesus’ unique kingship is revealed.  His kingdom is of power freely given and bringing only life and love.  The central mystery of the Paschal season is that the Lord of the Universe offers only life and love.

The kingdom which Christ’s death and resurrection brings is offered to us all and it has none of the empty promises which distinguish other kingdoms.  Power is too often about selfishness.  Christ’s power is only about giving.  If we accept – as we have done in the renewal of our baptismal promises – the priorities of Christ’s kingdom our lives should reflect the values of the kingdom made explicit, for example, in the Beatitudes, a constitution for a republic of life and love.

There was much speculation in recent weeks as to the identity of the new archbishop of Westminster, and there were some surprising candidates.  Now we know it is Vincent Nichols we can express a sigh of relief and pray that he will defend the Kingdom of Christ as clearly as he has already done at Birmingham.   One of the newspapers, in its leader section, commented that he should concentrate on getting his house – seen as the English Catholic Church – in order and avoiding ‘shrill’ attacks on the secular world.  Another, again drawing a contrast, approved of his ‘internationalist’ and ‘development’ credentials (seen as suitably progressive) but disapproval of his ‘old-fashioned’ attitudes towards ‘life’ and sexual issues.  

Yes, we do have to get our house in order and I hope during these days together we have witnessed to the priority of prayer, in all its forms, in our lives as citizens of God’s kingdom.  But, the Church of Christ, based on the promise of a king who is both light and truth, has an obligation to proclaim the Gospel values in all their simplicity and majesty.  The risen Christ, most truly man as well as truly God, is the centre of our faith, and the sacredness of life and love which he personifies demands an integrated celebration and respect for human life which goes far beyond the narrow priorities of contemporary secular humanism.  The glory of man showing forth the glory of God is what we celebrate tonight.  

The early hours of the morning are, for many, a time of fear and cold, of bad dreams and sleepless nights and hauntings and doubts.  This night is not like that.  In the glow if our candles, in the light of the fire, in the words of our prayers we are celebrating the triumph of hope over despair, of good over evil, and of life over death.  Christ is truly risen, he is risen indeed, Alleluia.    

