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First talk – 2 Corinthians 3.4-18

2 Corinthians 3
4 Such is the confidence that we have through Christ towards God.  5 Not that we are 
competent of ourselves to claim anything as coming from us; our competence is from God, 6 
who has made us competent to be ministers of a new covenant, not of letter but of spirit; for 
the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life. 
7 Now if the ministry of death, chiselled in letters on stone tablets, came in glory so that the 
people of Israel could not gaze at Moses= face because of the glory of his face, a glory now 
set aside, 8 how much more will the ministry of the Spirit come in glory?  9 For if there was 
glory in the ministry of condemnation, much more does the ministry of justification abound in 
glory!  10 Indeed, what once had glory has lost its glory because of the greater glory; 11 for if 
what was set aside came through glory, much more has the permanent come in glory! 
12 Since, then, we have such a hope, we act with great boldness, 13 not like Moses, who put 
a veil over his face to keep the people of Israel from gazing at the end of the glory that was 
being set aside.  14 But their minds were hardened. Indeed, to this very day, when they hear 
the reading of the old covenant, that same veil is still there, since only in Christ is it set 
aside.  15 Indeed, to this very day whenever Moses is read, a veil lies over their minds; 16 but 
when one turns to the Lord, the veil is removed.  17 Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the 
Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.  18 And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory 
of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from 
one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit. 
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First Talk

To thank you for inviting me to lead this retreat would perhaps be the wrong words to use.  
Initially I was “gob-smacked”, but honoured as well as totally surprised.  Then I decided to 
decline – not seeing what on earth I might be able to offer.  But finally I decided to accept, 
hopefully believing that the Spirit can use all of us in his work, but possibly also because part 
of me is a masochist and I thought the whole exercise might “do me good”.  At the end of 
this week, we might all be able to comment on that!  So thank you for the honour of asking 
me to lead your retreat this year.  Perhaps it would help it I said something about how I see 
my role in a Retreat, as perhaps that might prevent confusion and a mismatch of 
expectations.  I do not see myself as some sort of oracle, or spiritual authority, you’ll be 
relieved to hear.  Far from it!  Rather, I see my role as to provide a framework with which you 
can work.  If what I say has echoes for you, then that is good.  If what I say annoys you or 
irritates you, then that is even better, because then you certainly have something to work 
with as you explore why it is annoying you.  But if what I say has no resonances at all, if I am 
simply not on your wavelength, then please feel free to use the time as works for you.  The 
first retreat I went on was as part of a university chaplaincy group when I was eighteen.  We 
went to Caldey Island, and that retreat had an enormous impact on my spirituality and my 
faith.  It opened up new doors and understandings for me and was a significant turning point 
in my life.  The retreat was led by Fr David, one of the monks, and I have to say that I cannot 
remember one word that he said.  And that is exactly as it should be - for a good retreat 
conductor helps the retreatants in their encounter with God and doesn’t get in the way!  

I am basing this retreat around some chapters of Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians.  
This is a piece of self-indulgence on my part as I have long loved these passages and so I 
have seized the opportunity to do some more work on them.  To make things easier, I have 
produced a handout with some background, the full text and some other material related to 
each talk for you to use as you wish during each day.  I hope it might be useful, particularly if 
you wish to use the text as lectio divina.  But again, if it doesn=t work for you, please file it in 
your favourite place!  

To understand this letter of Paul, we have to begin by filling in the background.  All of Paul=s 
letters are written to a particular context, and are phrased as they are because of the 
particular situations at the time.  If we do not attempt to understand that context we risk 
misunderstanding the letter and misusing Paul=s words.  The original city of Corinth had 
been destroyed by the Romans in 146 BC and razed to the ground.  Just over a hundred 
years later, in 44 BC, a Roman colony was founded on the site, a new city proud of its 
foundation and of its success.  Its citizens were drawn from various parts of the Empire and 
many were discharged soldiers.  It was a great shipping port, a real centre for trade and 
transportation, of commerce and business.  It became the home of the Isthmian games, a 
prestigious athletic event.  And like many commercial ports it also acquired a reputation as a 
place where anything went - a place of moral laxity and sexual permissiveness.  
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This was the city that Paul first visited in 50 AD (Acts 18.1-18).  He stayed for eighteen 
months and founded the church there.  It was only after a serious riot that he was persuaded 
to move on.   But Paul kept in regular contact and it was while he was at Ephesus in 52 - 53 
AD, that he sent them his first letter.  This is an earlier letter than the one we call 1 
Corinthians and it is referred to in I Cor 5.9.  It is possible that 2 Cor 6.14 - 7.1 is part of that 
letter, but we cannot be certain of that.  Subsequent to this letter he heard reports as to what 
was happening in Corinth, both from visitors and also in a letter from them (referred to in 1 
Cor 7.1) asking for his advice on a number of points.  So Paul wrote his second letter, which 
we call 1 Corinthians, seeking to answer these matters carefully.  Unfortunately, this letter 
did not produce the desired result, so Paul travelled to Corinth in person (2 Cor 2.1; 12.16; 
12.21; 13.1-2).  But this visit did not go well either as many refused to listen to him, 
influenced by a group of what Paul called Afalse@ apostles - probably Judaizers who had 
come from Jerusalem.   Returning to Ephesus via Macedonia, Paul wrote a third letter, the 
Ascorching@ letter, probably in 54AD, and it is possible that 2 Cor 10-13 is part of this letter.    
This Ascorching@ letter worked according to Titus (2 Cor 5.6-11; 7.6-16), so Paul followed it 
up with a fourth letter (2 Corinthians, possibly only 1-9) written during 55 AD.  This was in 
many ways a letter of reconciliation, in which Paul deals extensively with issues around 
apostleship, ministry and mission.  

This is a rough resumé of Paul and the letters he wrote to the Corinthian church, one which 
not all scholars hold, and there are many suggested permutations.  However, it will suffice 
for our purpose, because it helps make it clear that Paul=s relationship with the young 
Corinthian church was a very stormy one, with real ups and downs.  It is also clear that the 
letter we know as 2 Corinthians was dashed off in a particular context.  Paul says exactly 
what comes into his mind, without trying to balance sentences or weigh words.  It is not a 
work of systematic theology, but it is profoundly theological.  So Paul starts on a subject, 
goes off at a tangent, comes back to that subject, sets of on another train of thought.  He 
would not have scored a high mark if this had been an academic assignment!  And in these 
chapters we are using, he weaves themes in and out of each other in a way which doesn’t 
make life easy for the retreat leader trying to use them as a basis!  But he is frank and 
honest - Paul says what he thinks, holding nothing back!  

With all that as background then, let us now look at 2 Corinthians 3. 4-18, and particularly at 
the words: 

our competence is from God, 6 who has made us competent to be ministers of a new 
covenant, not of letter but of spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.

In this section, Paul is dealing with the relationship between the Jewish Law and being a 
Christian disciple.  It seems that those who opposed him most in Corinth were Judaizers, 
arguing that the Jewish Law still applied to Christian people.  Paul, brought up as a devout 
Pharisee and a former persecutor of the Church, will have none of this.  In this passage Paul 
is comparing the dispensation under which the Jews lived, the Old Covenant, with the new 
dispensation which has come through Jesus.  He refers back to the story of Moses receiving 
the law on the mountain and how Moses’s face glowed when he came down from talking 
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with God, glowed so much that it had to be veiled.  There was a glory in the law which 
Moses delivered to the people of Israel, but it was a glory which would fade, because it did 
not deal with the human problem.  Paul points out that to the day of his writing, whenever the 
Hebrew scriptures are read, there is still a veil over the minds of those who hear those 
scriptures.  The law, most famously expressed in the Ten Commandments, but also 
articulated in Leviticus and Deuteronomy, does not have the power to change people.  But, 
Paul argues, with Jesus things are now different.  We are now part of a new dispensation, a 
new covenant, based not on rules and regulations, but on a relationship in Christ.  “For the 
letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.”  

This understanding of human nature echoes our own experience.  We know that we need 
rules if society is to function. There would be chaos if we did not all drive on the same side of 
the road; we would not have much of our heritage left if owners could do whatever they liked 
with their properties; and none of us would feel secure and safe if there was no law to 
protect us from the malevolent, the foolish and the seriously disturbed.  Laws are an 
essential part of any society and they enable that society to function, whether it is on the 
international stage, in the life of our own nation, or even in a club or group to which we 
belong.  We need rules to order our Church and in the life of this monastery.  Because of 
this, we know that it is important that rules are kept and respected.  

But rules and regulations must never become the be-all and end-all of any society or group.  
I am sure every one of us can tell stories about those officials we have met whom we would 
call pernickety (that is when we are being polite!), with an insistence on dotting all the “i”s 
and crossing all the “t”s.  There is getting things right and there is obsessional behaviour.  
Sometimes, the insistence on following the law to the letter seems simply pig-headed.  But 
that is not the only problem.  The more important difficulty is that we cannot order every part 
of our lives through rules and regulations.  Indeed, at best they can only provide a 
framework for the much more important matters of life.  Just for an example, let us look at 
relationships, particularly at marriage.  It does not work to try and run a relationship through 
rules.  The whole enterprise is much too dynamic and complicated for any set of rules to 
encompass.  One of my favourite plays is Private Lives by Noel Coward and I was fortunate 
to see the best production I have ever seen earlier this year at Salisbury Playhouse.  It is the 
story of a couple, Elyot and Sybil, whose marriage has become so tempestuous that they 
decide to divorce.  Both of them have subsequently met new partners and married.  
Unfortunately, they discover that they are having their honeymoons in adjacent hotel rooms.  
Meeting on their respective balconies, it is not long before they realise that they are still 
passionately in love with each other, and they elope together to Paris.  But they still have a 
tendency to row.  So they decide to create an agreed cooling off period when arguments 
begin, signalled by either of them saying “Solomon Isaacs”, which quickly gets shortened to 
“Sollocks”.  It works briefly, but not for long.  A rule simply doesn’t cope with the force of their 
emotions, and soon they are rowing as tempestuously as ever.  No rule or regulation can 
cope when the basic relationships are not being addressed and worked with.  It can provide 
a useful framework or support; it cannot solve the underlying issues. 
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Generally, when we talk about our Christian faith with others, even when we speak about it 
with church people, many seem to think that it is all about rules.  That what matters for us is 
a series of prohibitions: don’t do this, don’t do that.  So for the last forty years I have put up 
with comments of surprise that I drink alcohol.  Much of this attitude comes from the Old 
Testament, from the Ten Commandments, and is re-inforced by the books of Deuteronomy 
and Leviticus and to some extent by the prophets.  But while rules have a place as providing 
a framework for our lives, they are not at the heart of our faith.  When Jesus gave his 
summary of the law, he told his hearers to love God and to love their neighbours as 
themselves.  While this is sometimes called “The Golden Rule”, it is not really a rule at all, 
because it does not tell us what to do and what not to do.  It gives us a way of behaving – to 
love.  It is really about relationships, our relationship with God, with others and with 
ourselves – and we are commissioned to work out exactly what it might mean in many 
situations.  And that is how Jesus himself lived.  He would contravene the Law to eat with 
tax-collectors and sinners; he allowed himself to be touched by the unclean; he healed on 
the Sabbath because making someone whole was too important to wait another day.  It was 
not that Jesus was against law; but for him the law could not have the last word.  For his 
calling was the kingdom of God, the way of love.  Bishop John Taylor returns to this theme 
frequently in his wonderful book The Go-between God.  Here is just one passage from it:

“Of course the Church should lay down norms for morality and practice, but we 
should be as ready as the weather forecaster to admit that however reliable our 
information most of the time, we cannot command the wind.  And when the Spirit 
disobeys the canons of the Church, we should avoid the absurd sin of rigidity.” 

Another passage is printed in your handout.  

The Rule of St Benedict reflects the same approach.  Benedict offers his little rule for 
beginners as a way towards God, a way to become the people God calls us to be.  But the 
end is not keeping the Rule.  The Rule is only a tool.  We are to prefer nothing to the love of 
Christ.  Time and time again in his rule, Benedict warns against strictness or harshness in 
case a soul is driven away when it needs care and love.  

As we start this Retreat, let us reflect on this theme in our approach to others and in our own 
lives.  Given the differences of character among us, some of us love rules and regulations.  
They help us feel secure and know where we are, and St. Benedict knew the advantage of 
that, being clear for example about the order within the community to avoid petty disputes 
and jealousy.  But if we like rules, we have to be very careful that they do not displace the 
call to love.  Let me just give an example.  Benedict commands his monks to welcome the 
stranger as if they are Christ, but if we only welcome the stranger because the rule tells us 
to, we have rather missed the point!   It is certainly better to welcome the stranger than reject 
them, but the aim is not simply to keep the Rule, it is to be able to encounter the Christ in 
each living person.  Similarly, some of us by nature find rules irksome.  We naturally enjoy 
breaking them, and take a certain pleasure out of playing the “naughty boy”.  We can then 
justify it as being gospel behaviour, not bound by law but responsive to the Spirit.  But does 
such behaviour really reflect the Spirit?  Is it not simply a self-indulgence?  There is no harm 
of course sometimes if done in fun and in the right context; but it may not always be the right 
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thing to do, especially when such action causes hurt and pain to others.  The irony is that the 
rule breaker needs rules as much as the rule lover, for to be a rule breaker, there have to be 
rules to break!     

So I am leaving you this evening with something apparently simple but also quite basic.  Are 
the lives of each of us a response to the love of Christ, or are they guided by keeping the 
rules and regulations or governed by a yearning to play the role of a rule-breaker?  In other 
words: are we walking with Christ or preferring the comfort of the known safe rules?  For the 
aim is for us to become more truly the people God is calling us to be.  In Paul’s words:

Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.  18 And 
all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a 
mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to 
another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit. 

Background to 2 Corinthians
$ Paul founded church at Corinth during his first visit there in 50 AD (Acts 18.1-18)  He 

stayed in Corinth for eighteen months until autumn of 51 AD.

$ while at Ephesus, Paul sent them the first letter (referred to in I Cor 5.9) – it is  
possible that 2 Cor 6.14 - 7.1 is part of that letter

$ Paul then heard reports from others about what was going on, and received a letter 
from them (1 Cor 7.1), so he wrote a second letter (1 Corinthians) 53/54 AD

$ this letter did not produce the desired result, so Paul visited Corinth (2 Cor 2.1; 12.16; 
12.21; 13.1-2) but this visit did not go well as many refused to listen to him, influenced 
as they were by the Afalse@ apostles. 

 

$ returning to Ephesus via Macedonia, Paul wrote a third letter, the Ascorching@ letter, 
54AD.  It is possible that 2 Cor 10 - 13 is part of this letter. 

$ the scorching letter worked according to Titus (2 Cor 5.6-11; 7.6-16) so Paul wrote a 
fourth letter (2 Corinthians, possibly only 1-9) in 55 AD - a letter of reconciliation.

Law and Gospel

No rules – only God!  No conditional merit – only forgiving acceptance!  The openness of 
such a stance threatens every religious system and calls all principles into question.  ‘What 
of the law?  It was added to make wrong doing a legal offence.  It was a temporary measure 
pending the arrival of the issue (the Christ) to whom the promise was made’ (Galatians 3.19)  
So ‘Christ ends the law’ (Romans 10.4)  Paul’s classic controversy against the whole 
concept of law was a faithful reflection of Jesus’ own style of life.
But the conflict did not cease when the primitive church finally broke out from the regulations 
of Judaism.  The Church itself has been the persecutor again and again.  For it seems to me 
that more Christians are driven by the desire to be good than the desire for God, and put 
their faith in Christ only as a more successful way of enabling them at least to keep the law.

John V Taylor  1914 - 2001
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Rule of St Benedict 
from Chapter 72
Let them prefer nothing whatever to Christ.  And may he bring us all alike to everlasting life.  
from Chapter 73
This Rule has been written in order that, by practising it in monasteries, we may show that 
we have attained some degree of virtue and the rudiments of monastic observance...
Whoever, therefore, thou art that hastenest to thy heavenly country, fulfil first of all by the 
help of Christ this little Rule for beginners.  And then at length, under God’s protection, shalt 
thou attain those aforesaid loftier heights of wisdom and virtue.  

O most gracious Father, we most humbly beseech thee for thy holy Catholic church.
Fill it with all truth; in all truth with all peace.  
Where it is corrupt, purge it;
where it is in error, direct it; 
where anything is amiss, reform it;
where it is right, strengthen and confirm it; 
where it is in want, furnish it;
where it is divided, heal it and unite it in thy love;
through Jesus Christ our Lord.  

William Laud 1573 - 1645

Second Talk - 2 Corinthians 4.1-6
Therefore, since it is by God==s mercy that we are engaged in this ministry, we do not lose 
heart.  2 We have renounced the shameful things that one hides; we refuse to practise 
cunning or to falsify God==s word; but by the open statement of the truth we commend 
ourselves to the conscience of everyone in the sight of God.  3 And even if our gospel is 
veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing.  4 In their case the god of this world has 
blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the 
glory of Christ, who is the image of God.  5 For we do not proclaim ourselves; we proclaim 
Jesus Christ as Lord and ourselves as your slaves for Jesus= sake.  6 For it is the God who 
said, >>Let light shine out of darkness==, who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the 
knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. 

Second Talk

One of the things that all those in any authorised ministry have to get used to is the people 
who come up to us after a service and say how wonderful it is.  “I do like it when you are 
here; you speak so clearly and your sermons are always so interesting.  Can’t you be here 
more often?”  And I know you receive similar remarks:  “Such a holy place, and you do the 
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liturgy so well.”  “All such good preachers – clear and concise” “So welcoming and friendly – 
not at all like you would think monks would be like”.  Now in some ways this is all very nice.  
We are human, and we like to be thanked and appreciated.  One of the joys of being in my 
present situation is that I receive far more thanks and appreciation as a priest who turns up 
from time to time than I ever did as a Vicar.  But while in some ways this is very affirming, we 
are all aware of another dimension.  There is part of us which can find such sentiments 
embarrassing.  More than that, we are at times aware that people are playing games, games 
with us and games with their regular clergy.  For their own emotional or psychological 
reasons they look to people like us to play certain roles for them.  So we find ourselves at 
the centre of forces of dependency and transference.  Set up on a pedestal one moment and 
unable to do anything wrong; the next we are told it is all our fault!  Expected to sort out all 
the messes and keep the show on the road, but also to provide the ever-friendly figure no 
matter what else is going on.   I don’t think it is entirely accidental that to most people all of 
us are Vicars!  For who we are and what we do is often seen vicariously.  R. S. Thomas 
summed it all up very skilfully in his poem The Priest:

The Priest

The priest picks his way
Through the parish.  Eyes watch him
From windows, from the farms;
Hearts wanting him to come near.
The flesh rejects him.

Women, pouring from the black kettle,
Stir up the whirling tea-grounds
Of their thoughts; offer him a dark 
Filling in their smiling sandwich.

Priests have a long way to go.
The people wait for them to come
To them over the broken glass
Of their vows, making them pay
With their sweat’s coinage for their correction.

He goes up a green lane
Through growing birches; lambs cushion
His vision.  He comes slowly down
In the dark, feeling the cross warp
In his hands; hanging on it his thought’s icicles.

‘Crippled soul’, do you say? Looking at him
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From the mind’s height; ‘limping through life
On his prayers.  There are other people
In the world, sitting at table
Contented, though the broken body
And the shed blood are not on the menu’.

‘Let it be so’, I say. ‘Amen and amen’. 

But I suspect what worries us most is the concern that we have got in the way.  Our whole 
aim is to point people to Christ and help people in their relationship with him.  When they go 
on about how wonderful we are, we feel that somehow we have become the object of their 
attention rather than the good Lord.  At its worst, I suspect we can all cite examples of 
people who only are in the congregation when so-and-so is preaching, or Father Y is 
presiding.  There is always the temptation to complain about all this and yet to collude with it, 
because it feeds our needs.  We can all become addicted to being good, being helpful, being 
needed, being popular, encouraging others to praise us, and foster an excessive 
dependency.  Let me tell you a little story:

Owing to a variety of circumstances, the egg of an eagle found its way to one corner 
of a barn where a hen was hatching her eggs. In time the little eaglet was hatched 
with the other chickens.  Now as time passed, the fledgling, quite unaccountably, 
began to experience a longing to fly.  So it would say to its mother, the hen, "When 
shall I learn to fly?"  The poor hen was quite aware of the fact that she could not fly 
and hadn=t the slightest notion of what other birds did to train their fledglings in the art 
of flight.  But she was ashamed to confess this inadequacy, so she would say, "Not 
yet my child, not yet.  I shall teach you when you are ready." 
Months passed and the young eagle began to suspect that its mother did not know 
how to fly.  But it could not get itself to break loose and fly on its own, for its keen 
longing to fly had become confused with the gratitude it experienced towards the bird 
that had hatched it." 

We can, sometimes without being fully aware of it, keep others in a dependency on us, 
because that is what they seem to want and what also makes us feel good, but it means we 
are stopping them from flying.  

Perhaps for many of us, this whole scenario is beautifully expressed in a prayer by Mychal 
Judge, the Roman Catholic Franciscan who died in the Twin Towers:

Lord, take me where You want me to go;
Let me meet who You want me to meet;
Tell me what You want me to say; and
Keep me out of Your way. 

And in our ministries, we would want to echo that last line: Keep me out of Your way.  But 
somehow I think that Mychal Judge has missed the point in this prayer.  For it is not about us 
keeping out of the way.  It is about us being in the Way (with a capital W), and in such a way 
as we can be the tools and instruments of God’s work.  
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Let me try to show you what I mean by looking at the next section of Paul’s letter.  St. Paul, 
having made his point that the old Jewish Law does not save and cannot save, and having 
reminded the young Church at Corinth that they belong to a new covenant, not of the letter 
which kills but of the Spirit which gives life, moves on to speak of the nature of ministry.  The 
people who have opposed him in Corinth have clearly got under his skin.  They have 
questioned his ministry and standing.  But what concerns Paul more is that they are leading 
the Corinthians astray.  Not only are they trying to bind the young church once again to the 
Jewish Law, but they also seem to be focussing the ministry on themselves.  Paul retorts 
that since it is by God’s mercy that he is engaged in this ministry he is not losing heart.  He 
is not engaging in the games that people play around all of this - implying of course that his 
enemies are - but he is focussed on the gospel of the glory of Christ, the image of God. 

“For we do not proclaim ourselves; we proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord and ourselves 
as your slaves for Jesus= sake.  6 For it is the God who said, >>Let light shine out of 
darkness==, who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the 
glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” 

Like several other passages in these chapters, these are powerful words.  Ministry is not all 
about us and drawing attention to ourselves. It is pointing to Christ, proclaiming that he is 
Lord, and ourselves as your slaves for Jesus’ sake.  As C K Barrett has commented, it is 
difficult to imagine a more concise description of Christian ministry.  But Barrett goes on to 
speak of Paul as a preacher, as if the proclaiming is all about the use of words on a regular 
basis.  And Paul certainly used words.  But too often we separate and compartmentalise 
things, perhaps as a way of understanding them:  only, in the process, we also 
misunderstand them.  For proclamation is about much more than words.  While words are 
important, it is who we are and how we are which speaks much more loudly.  I have long 
since given up having Christian stickers on my car.  I used to have a palm cross in the back 
window.  Then one day, I was badly cut up by another car at a roundabout, which was a little 
alarming.  As that car pulled away, I noticed that on his bumper there was the sticker “Jesus 
saves”.  Yes, I thought, he’ll have to save you if you drive like that.  Then I wondered about 
the message I sent from my driving.  Perhaps being a little more anonymous, apart from 
when I am wearing my clerical collar, might just be wise.  Who we are speaks more loudly 
than any words; and if who we are does not correspond with the words, then we are not 
taken very seriously.  This same relation between being and doing is also at the heart of 
“ourselves as your slaves for Jesus’ sake”.  How we live reflects who we are, and expresses 
who we are.  And how we live also helps form who we are.  

None of this will be new to Benedictine monks, one of whose vows is conversio morum.  The 
call to be changed, to grow in our discipleship, to become the people God is calling us to be, 
lies at the centre of the Benedictine way of life.  It is part of why you are here.  But it is also 
integral to the life of every Christian.  To be a Christian is to change, and to change often.  
And none of us find change easy.  It is the only sure thing in life from the moment we are 
born.  We will change and so will the world around us.  And the final change in this earthly 
life is death.  But nonetheless we struggle with change, some of us more than others.  In the 
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discussion of any new development, even while we are talking about the issue and looking 
at the different arguments, part of what underlies the discussion is invariably a resistance to 
change.   As I was writing this talk, I received in the post a letter from Ecclesiastical 
Insurance to inform me that my life policies would be handed over to a firm called Engage 
Mutual.  My first reaction was: how dare they!  Those are my policies and I want them with 
Ecclesiastical!  Since reading the letter more carefully and looking at the Engage Mutual 
website, I am a little less opposed to it all.  And that instinctive reaction is there whether we 
are discussing the ordination of women as bishops or altering where the president sits in the 
Eucharist or setting out the tables differently in the dining room.  Now please don’t 
misunderstand me.  I am not saying that change is always right and the resistance is just an 
irrational reaction.  Far from it.  Nor am I saying that the reasons we may advance against 
any change are all a pretext for deep seated emotions.  But what I am saying is that we do 
tend to find change difficult, especially when we are not in the driving seat for that change, 
and that the instinctive reaction against change does have a part of play.  

We find God’s call to us equally difficult.  Even when we seek to respond, we hold something 
back or grab it back.  Our Christian discipleship is always a work in progress, and we never 
get there.  For God calls us to travel with him, to change.  Much of the time it is a gradual 
and progressive journey; sometimes it is rather more dramatic.  This is why a large part of 
the Christian Church has long stressed the value of some sort of balance and framework in 
our daily lives.  It is not that such a framework can by itself change us; but it can provide a 
context within which we can be changed.  I am sure this is what lies behind Benedict’s rule – 
to provide a framework which keeps a balance in our lives between prayer and worship, 
study, work and recreation, and also to provide a framework to help us engage with each of 
these and for God to work with us through each of these and in our life together.  And 
Benedict strikes that important balance between being too lax so that the framework isn’t 
stretching us, and too rigid, in which case the framework takes over and stultifies us.  The 
rule, and our own rule of life and self-discipline within it, are all there to assist us to become 
the people God is calling us to be.  If they are achieving that, then they are serving their 
good purpose; but if they are not, then we need to look at them again.  

The story of Mychal Judge’s life is a story of someone who was being transformed, and who 
made an enormous impact through the person he was becoming.  He made an impact 
initially through his sheer physical being: he was a striking individual, physically tall, 
handsome and with a large personality.  But more important than that was his undoubted 
humanity, his awareness of God’s love for him and his clear love for others.  His own journey 
of faith undergirded all this.  Wrestling with being an alcoholic, he was sober from 1976 and 
was helped through his membership of Alcoholics Anonymous to deal with the guilt feelings 
which he discovered underlay his drinking.  Facing up also to being gay, he found his 
awareness of God’s love for him enabled him to be alongside other gay men, and to offer 
something of the love and acceptance which he knew was at the heart of God.  Although he 
never fully dealt with his need to be needed, and there was an element of drivenness with 
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him throughout his life, his openness and clear humanity meant that people of all sorts were 
drawn to him and accepted his ministry, from the Clinton White House to the families of 
young men dying through AIDS.  Serving as a Chaplain with the New York Fire Service he 
died, as you probably know, ministering to injured firefighters in the Twin Towers on 11 
September 2001.  This is what the author Malachy McCourt said of him:

If you were having a chat with him, he always made you feel as though you were 
teaching him something.  His own presence was so gentle that you felt a peace in his 
company.  That is what I always got from him.  He wasn’t one to go around giving 
advice.  He wasn’t that kind of man at all.  He had experienced much turbulence in his 
life but had come to terms with it.  There was a serenity about him that was pervasive.  
In his company you would feel like breathing.

So today I am inviting us to build on the work I left us with yesterday evening and to spend a 
little time reflecting on our own lives, on God’s love for us, and the change that God is 
seeking to work with each one of us.  Are we making the most of the Rule of St Benedict, 
and our own daily routines, to provide the scaffolding for this change?  Or have these 
become an end in themselves, possibly rather stultifying and oppressive?  There are some 
words in the handout which you might find helpful.  But we are going to close with a guided 
meditation written by John Bell.  It is written about death, but it is relevant to all change.  

I never wanted to be born

I never wanted to be born.

The older I grew,
The fonder I became
Of my mother’s womb
And its warmth
And its safety.

I feared the unknown:
the next world,

about which I knew nothing
but imagined the worst.

Yet, as I grew older,
I sensed in my soul
that the womb was not my home forever.
Though I did not know when,
I felt sure that one day
I would disappear through a door
which had yet to be opened,
and confront the unknown
of which I was afraid.
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And then,
It happened.
In blood, tears and pain,
It happened.

I was cut off from the familiar;
I left my life behind
And discovered not darkness but light,

not hostility but love,
not eternal separation

but hands that wanted to hold me. {Pause}

I never wanted to be born.
I don’t want to die.
The older I grow,
The fonder I become 
of this world
and its warmth
and its safety.

I fear the unknown:
the next world,

about which I know nothing
but imagine the worst.

Yet as I grow older,
I sense in my soul
That this world is not my home forever.

Though I do not know when,
I feel that one day
I will disappear through a door
Which has yet to be opened.

Perhaps having come so safely through the first door,
I should not fear so hopelessly the second. 

John L. Bell  b.1949

Third talk - 2 Corinthians 4.7-12
7 But we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary 
power belongs to God and does not come from us.  8 We are afflicted in every way, but not 
crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; 9 persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, 
but not destroyed; 10 always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus 
may also be made visible in our bodies.  11 For while we live, we are always being given up 
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to death for Jesus= sake, so that the life of Jesus may be made visible in our mortal flesh.  12 
So death is at work in us, but life in you. 

Third talk
For everyone of us, there are those times when other people let us down: the friend who 
said they would love to come on holiday with us but pulls out at the last moment for no 
apparent reason; a colleague who promises that they will do that job of work without fail and 
doesn’t do it; a friend who we have trusted with a confidence, breaks it and tells others.  We 
are also let down by our sister and brother Christians.  We look to the Church to be a sign of 
the kingdom of God, a place of acceptance and understanding.  But too often we find it is not 
that way.  Someone makes an apparently innocuous comment and is promptly turned on 
and attacked in the most ferocious language.  We offer to help with the church spring 
cleaning and find ourselves being told off by the lady who always does the south aisle and 
accused of taking over her patch!  We try to indicate that perhaps we should look at our 
worship in the parish and see how we can help more people join in, to be told in no uncertain 
terms that this has always been the worship here and it will never change!  (I would be 
surprised if you could not substitute similar occasions from your life together as a 
community.)  For a body which proclaims the gospel of love, the church in whatever form it 
takes does not always manage to show that love.  We can become downcast about it all, 
and it is no wonder sometimes that some people think they can serve God much better 
outside the church.  

We know of course that that response misses the point.  As Christians, as the church, we 
are a work in progress.  We have not arrived, we are on our way.  As John Taylor puts it, we 
are living in the Spirit in the period between Pentecost and the Parousia, so this is what it is 
all about.  Dealing with all of this is part of the enterprise, part of why we are here.  Called to 
lay hold on the new life in the Spirit, to be transformed into the people God is calling us to 
be, is the work of our lifetimes.  And in this world it will never be completed.  But it is one 
thing to know that theoretically – it is another to believe it in our hearts.  And being all too 
human we have our times when we wonder why we bother and we feel like throwing in the 
towel. 
And if it is not difficult enough dealing sometimes with other people, we have our own 
selves.  We become disappointed with ourselves.  Despite our best endeavours, we seem to 
end up making the same old mistakes time and time again; we seem to find ourselves 
behaving in ways which we know we shouldn’t, but we’ve done it again.  Whether it is 
because of our need to be needed or thought well of, our difficulty in accepting appreciation 
from others, our low sense of our own self-worth so we over-compensate by pushing 
ourselves forward:  whatever it is, it is there all too often in our lives.  We pray about it, we 
offer it up to God, and yet nothing seems to alter.  We can find ourselves reaching the 
moment when we ask: What is the point?

Paul writes:
But we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this 
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extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us.  8 We are afflicted in 
every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; 9 persecuted, but not 
forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; 10 always carrying in the body the death of 
Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our bodies.  11 For while 
we live, we are always being given up to death for Jesus= sake, so that the life of 
Jesus may be made visible in our mortal flesh.  12 So death is at work in us, but life in 
you. 

The image that we are like clay jars holding the glory of God is a very powerful one, and one 
which has long made a deep impact on me.  At one time I thought the whole idea of this 
passage was that the clay pots were fragile and could easily be broken, and therefore the 
point that Paul is making is that God uses us despite our fragility, despite our brokenness.  
But working on these talks, I have come to realise that this is to misunderstand Paul.  In his 
time pots could be made of a variety of materials, and were sometimes made of precious 
metals like silver and gold.  But pots of silver and gold call attention to themselves rather 
than to what they contain, because they are so valuable in themselves.  By contrast, clay 
pots are clean, serviceable and ready for use.  They do not draw attention to themselves, 
but they can do a very good job containing other materials.  And indeed, there is are some 
things that silver and gold are not good for.  You cannot keep wine in a metal pot because 
the alcohol and the metal interact together: a clay pot is ideal for the purpose.  Ordinary and 
serviceable, it is exactly what is needed.  

And that is true of us in our lives as Christians.  It is who we are, as we are, that is needed.  
God has called each of us.   He did not call the person he would like us to become; he does 
not make his love for us conditional on how we respond.  He calls us, he loves us, just as we 
are – made in his image, those for whom Christ died.  “We have this treasure in clay jars” – 
useful and serviceable.  Or to use some words from any earlier part of the letter: “our 
competence is from God, who has made us competent to be ministers of a new covenant”.  
Perhaps that was true of the first disciples.  The twelve were quite a motley bunch, a real 
mixture of fishermen, tax collector, zealot and more, and their behaviour was not exactly 
always wonderful.  Peter said he would never deny Jesus – and did just that; there was 
rivalry among them as to who was the most important; Judas betrayed him; all but John ran 
away.  Yet Jesus called them his friends.  “I call you servants no longer; a servant does not 
know what his master is about.  I have called you friends, because I have disclosed to you 
everything that I heard from my Father.”  They would still let him down.  All the problems 
which surfaced in the disciples during Jesus’s earthly ministry were there at the end of his 
life, and in the story of the early Church.  Yet they were “his friends”, the ones chosen to 
carry forward the work of the kingdom, with the help of the Holy Spirit.  Then there are the 
Christians at Corinth with whom Paul is having such a turbulent relationship.  All is not well 
there either.  Worship of idols, drunkenness and gluttony at the breaking of bread, sexual 
immorality, selfishness, a return to the Jewish law, not to mention some rather nasty things 
being said about Paul.  But “we have this treasure in clay jars” – serviceable, useful, fit for 
the purpose.  

Part of the problem is that we can try too hard, and by trying too hard, we get in the way.  
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Each of us has to learn to accept the truth of God’s love for us, of God’s call to us, as we 
are, and of others just as they are.  In the Guardian newspaper recently, there was an article 
by Precious Williams about her own life called My long journey home.  She was born to a 
wealthy Nigerian mother who did not want to bring her up herself, and so advertised in a 
magazine for a foster home.  The response came from an older white woman who took 
Precious on.  Precious then grew up in an all white West Sussex town.  She called the older 
woman Nanny, and Nanny adored her, as did Nanny’s grown up daughter Wendy and son-
in-law Mick.  Yet Precious felt like an orphan.  She had no idea who her father was, and had 
no contact with her mother after her mother lost a court battle to regain custody.  She hated 
people asking her about her family, and her own attempts when she became an adult to 
discover more about her background only left her more confused.  This was not helped by 
the fact that Wendy and Mick also fostered, and every time a birth parent came to collect 
their child from them, Precious simply felt more rejected, that there was no parent to do that 
for her.  She had her own daughter, but found bringing her up difficult, so Wendy and Mick 
took her on to allow Precious to go to university and develop her career.  And still she felt 
she had no family.  It was Nanny’s death in 2009 which suddenly brought her up short.  She 
had spent years bemoaning her lack of family, and searching to understand what had 
happened and why, and not receiving any real answers.  Now the woman who had brought 
her up, loved her, taught her to read, always been there for her, was no more.  She suddenly 
realised that she had had a family all along – she had simply been looking in the wrong 
place.  She and Wendy began to talk as they had never talked before, and she came to 
realise ever more fully how much they had all simply accepted her and treated her as one of 
the family.  She ends the article with the sentence: “After more than 30 years of searching, I 
had finally found my family.”  

The story of Precious can be a metaphor for our lives in our relationship with God.  We want 
to serve God and follow as God calls; we are disappointed when others get it wrong; we are 
even more disappointed that we get it wrong.  So we try praying harder; we try to be more 
faithful.  But that doesn’t succeed.  So we try even harder, or get more and more dispirited.  
What we need to do is to stop and realise that God is there all the time, loving us, caring for 
us, using us, rejoicing in us – we are simply looking in the wrong place!  If only we can see it 
as it really is, and then just get on with the job of being a Christian, and stop worrying about 
it all the time, perhaps we might just make a better job of it!  For it is when we simply get on 
with it, that we, the serviceable clay jars can be the means for the wonderful treasure of the 
gospel to shine through us.  When we simply get on with it, we do not always get it right, but 
perhaps we don’t get so much in the way, because we are walking in the Way – with a 
capital W.  

One of the heroes of my early twenties was Geoffrey Clayton, the Archbishop of Cape Town 
from 1948 – 1957.  By all reports, he was not always an easy man to work with or to know, 
and he was not blind to his own failings.  Yet he had a clear concern to share the love of 
God for all people, whatever their colour, and was a significant figure in the life of his 
province and of South Africa in his time.  Addressing his clergy at the Cape Town Diocesan 
Synod in 1953, he said:
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“You set out with high ideals.  You have often been disappointed.  The things you wanted 
have not happened.  Well, there was no promise that they would.  There are two great 
commandments, the love of God and love of neighbour.  Don’t try to live on the love of 
neighbour...  It is only the love of God that will save you from growing sour and cynical, or 
content with secular compensations.  You can’t live on the love of neighbour.  You can live 
on the love of God.”

The early twentieth century spiritual director Reginald Somerset Ward was also very sharp 
about the importance of simply getting on with it, not worrying too much over ourselves; 
indeed, encouraging those who came to him not to take themselves too seriously.  One 
priest who used him as a young man told me of the occasion when he was worrying with him 
about his spiritual life and what was happening and Ward said: “I have just the books you 
need to read.  I’ll parcel them up for you before you go.”  Ward duly did so, in brown paper 
and string as was the custom at the time.  Getting home, the young priest wondered what 
great spiritual classics he had been lent for his greater edification.  Opening the parcel, he 
saw he had been given six paperback thrillers!  Ward believed that in our discipleship, as we 
walked on the Way - which was his favourite term for our spiritual journey - we should simply 
get on with it.  And that in this process, the small and everyday mattered, mattered because 
it helped form who we are, mattered because how we would react in the major crises is often 
determined by how we cope with the small everyday ones.  “The Waterloos of the soul,” he 
wrote “are fought in an area the size of a postage stamp!” and “It is impossible to 
overestimate the importance of small choices because by these choices we form our habits”.  
And for those who took it all too seriously and thought it was all about trying harder and 
working more diligently, he wrote: “The pilgrim who has to sit by the wayside nursing his 
sore feet will never reach Jerusalem.”

And so whatever happens in life: disappointments, disillusionment, being let down, our own 
stupidity, our sadness at the behaviour of others, our sadness at our own behaviour; all 
become part of the journey.  These things do not prevent us from being disciples; living 
through them is part of what it means to be a disciple.  Trusting in the truth that God loves us 
and uses us, we can be sure he loves us and uses us through everything, no matter how 
significant or insignificant it may appear.  This was Paul’s experience as he sought to follow 
Christ, and cope with the disappointment and disillusionment he faced from others, not least 
the Corinthian church, and from his own self.  And yet he writes:    

But we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this 
extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us.  8 We are afflicted in 
every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; 9 persecuted, but not 
forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; 10 always carrying in the body the death of 
Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our bodies.  11 For while 
we live, we are always being given up to death for Jesus= sake, so that the life of 
Jesus may be made visible in our mortal flesh.  12 So death is at work in us, but life in 
you. 

We are going to draw to a close again with a meditation by John Bell, this time entitled 
Writing it down.  
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Writing it down

Picture yourself at a table or at a desk... one you know,
the one at which you would sit in order to write a letter.

Picture a piece of paper before you...
the kind of paper you normally write on and a pen,
the kind of pen you normally use.

And prepare to write... not a letter, not a note,
but some names, some words, some short words...  to God.

Picture yourself writing to God,
writing down the things you so often keep back,
in case they offend God or embarrass you.

You may want to write of...
the pain that has not gone away;
the prayer that has not been answered;
the person who hopes you will fail, not succeed;
the part of you that has not fallen into place;
the part of God for which you can find no place.

Write it down... a word... a phrase... a name... a plea.

Silence

And now picture yourself folding the paper in half
and folding it again and looking for an envelope,
but seeing a hand, a kindly hand,
which does not scare or threaten.

You look no further than the hand, 
for it is God’s hand
and there is no need to see God’s face.

You give God the note
of all you have kept back
of what makes you despair in the silent corners of your soul.

You stare at your desk, at your table,
where the paper was,
and look – it has come back again,
folded as before.

You open it gradually,
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enough to see that what was there
is there no longer.

Instead, in another hand, the word... “Thanks”.

It is signed... “God”.

It has a PS... “I mean it.”
John L. Bell  b.1949 

My long journey home

Precious Williams.

Photograph: Martin Godwin for the Guardian 

I used to flinch when I heard the word family. It conjured up vivid memories of rejection and 
humiliation and loss. I grew up in a curious kind of foster care. My wealthy Nigerian-born 
mother had advertised me in a magazine, made a private arrangement and sent me to be 
raised on a council estate by an elderly white woman in an all-white West Sussex town. The 
slightly eccentric silver-haired woman who raised me was more like a doting gran than a 
mum and I called her Nanny. I had love but I felt like an orphan. I'd never, as far as I knew, 
met my dad and feared he was dead. Then there was my mother. In 1981, bristling from 
having lost custody of me after being taken to family court by Nanny, I remember my mother 
saying, "You're dead to me." I was 10.
I grew up assuming it was me against the world. Other people had families – I just had a 
highly developed survival instinct. Nanny adored me and her grown-up daughter, Wendy, 
and son-in-law, Mick, loved me too. But Nanny had her own, white, grown-up children and 
Wendy and Mick were trying for their own baby.

http://www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/family
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/children
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As an adult, I came to dread that moment when people would ask, "So, where did you grow 
up? Where are you from?" On the rare occasions I ventured to explain the dynamics of my 
family history I'd regret it. The more detail I gave, the more emotionally drained I'd feel. I'd 
watch the listener's facial expressions slide from curious to confused to pitying. "It's 
complicated, isn't it?" I'd say, almost as an apology.

My family, my past, made as little sense to me as it did to others. I searched for answers for 
years but the more questions I asked, the more confusing the whole picture became. Even 
the circumstances of my birth are hard to fathom. My mother, according to her, had married 
a well-heeled Sierra Leonean in the early 1970s. This would have been my father. Oddly, 
despite having probed members of my mother's family about that time period, I haven't 
found a single person who attended the wedding. I've never even seen a wedding 
photograph.

My mother's plan, I suppose – she has never fully explained any of this – was that I'd leave 
Sussex and return to her in London, or to Nigeria, at some point. That's not the way it turned 
out. In 1981 I was made a ward of court with Nanny, now 67, as my legal guardian. Wendy 
and Mick had their own daughter and then they adopted a son, a gorgeous Asian baby boy. 
Wendy and Mick privately fostered African kids, too, but these kids would come and go, 
rarely staying more than a year. Even though I didn't want to return to my real mother, each 
time an African birth parent swept in and reclaimed their son or daughter I felt an enormous 
sense of rejection. Why them and not me?

Fast-forward to 1992. A tiny, beautiful black tot in a frilly dress skips along the pier. The little 
girl holds hands with two people – a middle-aged white woman in a long, fuzzy cardigan and 
a skinny black girl, dressed as if she's going to a rave. A fortysomething white man with 
shaggy hair and a slightly gruff voice looks from the black girl to the white woman who is his 
wife. "What on earth is your mum wearing?" he says to the little girl. "Which mum?" replies 
the little girl, looking from one woman to the other.
She has two mums. There's me, the giggly girl who is her real mum. Then there's the 
woman I've always secretly thought of as my own mum, Wendy. But Wendy is now, to all 
intents and purposes, my daughter Alice's mum too. My daughter's real dad was 17 when I 
got pregnant (I was 18) but both Alice and I think of Wendy's husband Mick as our dad.

A few months later, I travel to London, alone. I show up at my birth mother's home 
unannounced. I'm searching for something and I am not sure what. I've got it into my head 
that my mother will hug me, even invite me and Alice to live with her. I feel she will somehow 
teach me how to be a mother as I feel I'm failing at it. We sit in her living room in silence. My 
mother tells me I am too thin – I am. I'm bordering on anorexic. My life feels so out of control 
that refusing to eat is the only way I can feel in charge. I ask my mother to please give me 
some photos of the two of us, from my childhood – perhaps of her holding me as a newborn 
baby. No such photos exist, she says.

Maybe I want proof that I was once an important part of this woman's life. "I don't have any.  
I lost them all," my mother says.  I look around the room and notice there are photos of my 
two half-brothers all over the wall, but none of me.  I tell my mother she must have photos of 
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me, my voice comes out almost as a scream, and she complains that I am trying to "rake up 
the past, yet again".  She tells me she's tired and that I should leave so that I can get back to 
Sussex before the last trains leave.

After I've left, I look back up at my mother's window.  She is standing there, looking down at 
me, with a look of utter loss and desolation.  As if I am a ghost from her past. She gives me 
a sort of half-smile but looks like she is about to cry.  I tell myself that my mother really loves 
me.  That is why she looks so sad.  She loves me and she fears it is too late to rewrite 
history and become my mother.

I go home to my daughter but I don't stay for good.  Soon I'm a full-time student again. I win 
an academic prize, get good A-level results and suddenly I'm off to Oxford University.  
Wendy will look after my daughter. It feels inevitable but I don't feel good about it. I'm not the 
only teenage girl on our estate to get pregnant, admit she's not capable of providing a good 
home and leave the baby with her parents. But society doesn't see Wendy and Mick as my 
parents, even though I do. To the outsider it looks like I'm abandoning my child to be raised, 
as I was, by "white people". I go to university, I do a postgraduate course in journalism, I 
become a journalist. I feel I've gone so far that I can't come back. When I do periodically 
come traipsing back, my daughter accepts me just like that, and still calls me Mum even 
though I'm not always there. Why can't I create for her the perfect family life I'd dreamed of 
myself as a child?

I continue with my search for my "real" family. I find my father's family. I learn that he was 
killed in the civil war in Sierra Leone in 1999 but the rest of his family is alive and living in 
America and England. I'm stunned by how functional and privileged they seem to be, like an 
African version of the Cosby Show family. But they don't explain why they didn't search for 
me.

In 2009, Nanny dies. I hold her pale, tiny hand on her deathbed. At the funeral, her coffin is 
tiny and I want to scream: "That's the woman who taught me to read. She's not allowed to 
die. She's my family." Instead I stand in repressed silence.  After Nanny is buried, Wendy 
and I suddenly open up. I ask why she agreed to look after Alice while I studied and 
continued to do so long after I'd finished. Her answer surprises me. I thought she'd say that 
at the time I was in no fit state to do a good job of mothering; that I was broke and 
emotionally unstable and confused. Instead she says that while she felt I could have made a 
go of it as mother, she'd felt that I was very bright; it was obvious to her that I should 
continue my education and Nanny wanted me to as well. So they decided to help me. It was 
as simple as that.

I feel a door opening. I've been an elusive presence throughout my daughter's childhood but 
motherhood doesn't end the second a child turns 18. I realise how much I've thrown away by 
focusing on loss: on the loss of my biological father and mother. On my fruitless quest to find 
a family who looked like me.  Unlike my own mother I'd been blessed with strong maternal 
feelings but I'd carried on as if I was in a coma, hearing my loved ones speak but unable to 
communicate with them. I had to let go of my obsession with what I didn't have and embrace 
what I did have, most importantly my daughter.  
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Since the day my mother told me she'd lost all my photos, I'd developed an aversion to 
childhood pictures. A few months after Nanny's funeral, I asked Wendy if she'd give me 
some photos of me as a child. She brought out an enormous box of pictures and as I picked 
through them I began to feel that familiar sense of dread. Wendy showed me a photo of me 
aged about three. In it, I've got solemn eyes and an unsmiling face. There was a turbulent 
time where my mother took me back, then returned me to Nanny. Along the way, I had been 
molested by a paedophile. I saw the ugliness of what had happened to me written all over 
my young face. Wendy pointed at my stroppy, sad face in the photo and said, "Look how 
beautiful you were."  Her face broke into a smile. She reached over and hugged me and 
said, "I'm so happy you're back. We all love you so much." After more than 30 years of 
searching, I had finally found my family.

The Guardian 7th August 2010

Fourth talk - 2 Corinthians 4.13-18
13 But just as we have the same spirit of faith that is in accordance with scripture - >I 
believed, and so I spoke= -we also believe, and so we speak, 14 because we know that the 
one who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus, and will bring us with you into 
his presence.  15 Yes, everything is for your sake, so that grace, as it extends to more and 
more people, may increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God. 
16 So we do not lose heart. Even though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is 
being renewed day by day.  17 For this slight momentary affliction is preparing us for an 
eternal weight of glory beyond all measure, 18 because we look not at what can be seen but 
at what cannot be seen; for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is 
eternal. 

Fourth talk

Despite their internal divisions and wrangling, despite the inadequacies of the apostles, 
Paul, Peter, John, James, Prisca, Aquila, Apollos and so many more, the church grew.  “The 
Lord added daily to their number those who were being saved”.  With all the problems they 
faced, they at least could see the good news being heard and leading to new converts, new 
disciples.  They could see tangible success from their efforts. It is not quite so with us.  Yes, 
Christianity is still the fastest growing religion in the world, only not in the affluent west.  
Despite some congregations which are growing and seem to be winning souls for Christ – 
and they are not all evangelical ones – most of our congregations seem to be shrinking.  
Generally they are composed of elderly people (I say that as someone who applied for my 
bus pass last week) and many congregations feel ground down by the sheer business of 
keeping going.  Whether it is finding money for the parish share or to repair the roof, 
organising the details for Holy Week worship or the Christmas Bazaar, ensuring that those in 
hospital are visited regularly even if not by the parish priest or that the church hall is 
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compliant with the Fire Safety Reform Act, it all feels like an endless treadmill to keep the 
show on the road, and not always succeeding.  

Whatever the age, one of the gods who demands our worship is the god of success.  Almost 
every society has valued being seen as successful, but our own society is very prone to this 
idolatry.  One of the first questions people ask when they meet someone is often: what do 
you do for a living?  I know you have encountered that, and perhaps more than one of you 
has answered: “I help run a small estate in mid-Hampshire”!  Doing what I do, I can now 
sometimes have fun and say: “I work in the field of personal and professional development”!  
But the question isn’t just about trying to get a conversation going.  It is also about judging 
how important we are, whether we are significant, and how well we are doing life.  And as a 
Church, as a religious community, as individual Christians, we succumb to that.  The size of 
our congregation, the size of our community, is seen as being an indicator of success!  
Faced by that sort of attitude and questioning, it can all too easily seep into us and become 
part of us.  

Yet was it really so different for Paul.  With all the troubles he faced, I don’t think he would 
have agreed that it was ok for him because the churches were growing.  Indeed, elsewhere 
in 2 Corinthians, having listed all the physical hardships and punishments he has endured, 
he writes: “And daily there is my worry for all the churches”, as though this is by no means 
the least of his problems.  But more than that, while he was pleased to see women and men 
being won for Christ, his criteria of success was rather different.  He writes:

13 But just as we have the same spirit of faith that is in accordance with scripture - >I 
believed, and so I spoke= - we also believe, and so we speak, 14 because we know 
that the one who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus, and will bring us 
with you into his presence.  15 Yes, everything is for your sake, so that grace, as it 
extends to more and more people, may increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God. 
16 So we do not lose heart. Even though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner 
nature is being renewed day by day.  17 For this slight momentary affliction is 
preparing us for an eternal weight of glory beyond all measure, 18 because we look 
not at what can be seen but at what cannot be seen; for what can be seen is 
temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal. 

This is the sure and certain hope which undergirds our faith.  Whatever the appearances 
may be, and however the society in which we live may judge things, we believe, we know, 
that there is another, greater dimension.  But how do we lay hold on this hope more fully?  
How do we try to prevent ourselves being seduced by the values of our own society without 
creating our own fantasy world as an escape from it?  I would like to offer three approaches 
for your consideration.  

Firstly, it is important that we keep in touch with our calling.  This is something which we 
looked at in more detail in the previous talk.  We are the clay jars which contain this 
treasure, God as made us competent to be ministers of the new covenant.  We are each of 
us called as the person we are, yes called to change and be changed, but called firstly as 
the person we are and God uses who we are. Our calling will grow and develop throughout 
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our life and take many different expressions, but our calling is still there.  God loves us; God 
calls us; God works in and through us.   

Secondly, we need to recover our sense of the importance of this present moment.  This is 
in some ways an all too obvious point to make, because the only moment we ever have is 
this one, and the only time we are alive is now - but all too often we live in a world of “if 
onlys” and “whens”, which means we live for the future, perhaps a fantasy future, rather than 
what we have now.  In the Rule, St Benedict makes one of the vows the vow of stability, 
which is all about the importance of this place, this moment, this activity.  He is very scathing 
about those who spend their time travelling around and, as he sees it, missing or even 
avoiding facing up to what is in front of them.  

Perhaps like me you have been conscious on occasions that you are talking with someone, 
and there are other people in the room whom you wish to catch up with or see how they are.  
Indeed, they may not have been well, or be going through a particularly difficult time, and 
you are concerned for them.  Then perhaps you find yourself, like me, glancing up and round 
the room checking where they are, wondering when might be a good time to catch them, 
and not listening fully to the person who is in front of you.  Yet we have also all been the 
person on the receiving end of that, and know how uncomfortable it is when it seems that 
the attention of the person we are chatting to is really elsewhere.  I try to concentrate on the 
person I am with; but I know I don’t always succeed.   

But if we do not attend to what is in front of us, to the present moment, we actually miss so 
much.  As a listener, we are not listening to the person we are with.  As a Christian, we may 
be missing the God who is there for us and with us, because we are too busy looking 
elsewhere.  The poet R S Thomas captures this in several of his poems, but particularly well 
in The Bright Field.

The Bright Field

I have seen the sun break through
to illuminate a small field
for a while, and gone my way
and forgotten it.  But that was the pearl 

of great price, the one field that had
the treasure in it.  I realize now
that I must give all that I have
to possess it.  Life is not hurrying

on to a receding future, nor hankering after
an imagined past.  It is the turning
aside like Moses to the miracle
of the lit bush, to a brightness
that seemed as transitory as your youth
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once, but is the eternity that awaits you. 
Whether we are pruning the roses or cleaning out the loo pans, writing a sermon, listening to 
a visitor, saying the office, or chatting pleasantly over a cup of tea, this moment matters.  We 
need to cultivate the ability to value it and attend to it.  As a possible tool in this process, I 
have included in the handout a version of a piece by the feminist theologian Gail Ramshaw.  
It is all about different ways of seeing God, different metaphors for God, using a whole series 
of words beginning with “W...”.  Perhaps it might assist us to begin to see God through 
different eyes, and discover the God who is always with us, in this present moment.    

Thirdly, we need to cultivate an appreciation of what is and what we have.  There is a 
tendency among us human beings of focussing on the negative.  When we meet people and 
ask how they are, the initial response is often that life is ok.  But then, after a while, we begin 
to talk about all the difficulties and worries.  It may not be true of all of us all of the time, but 
even those of us for whom the glass is half-full rather than half-empty, will begin to moan 
about what is wrong, and how things are not working out as we had hoped.  One of the tools 
we use in the diocesan leadership development programme is called Appreciative Inquiry.  It 
comes from the States and is a tool devised by David Cooperrider.  The aim is to help us 
counteract this tendency to be negative by focussing on what we have, what is happening, 
who we are, and appreciating it - appreciating it both in the sense of valuing it but also in the 
sense of adding value to it.   David Cooperrider believes that when we truly appreciate what 
is around us, we see things in a different light, it helps us put what is happening in a truer 
perspective, rather than being ground down by the negative.  When I first learned about 
Appreciative Inquiry, it reminded me of the well-known saying of Dag Hammarsjkold: “For all 
that has been thanks; for all that will be yes!  Or in the words of St Paul from today’s 
passage, “May increase thanksgiving, for the glory of God.”

In any situation, whether it is sort of ok, or whether it is really very difficult and painful, the 
very act of giving thanks can help transform a situation and make it less painful.  We have 
already heard about Mychal Judge, the Franciscan priest who was born, grew up, ministered 
and died in New York.  He exercised a remarkable ministry, not least to those on the 
margins of society, as well as to national and local politicians and in the fire service.  On one 
occasion he was asked to speak and bless a garden in memory of two brothers who had 
both recently died through AIDS.  This is what he said.

Sometimes in life when we lose someone we love and we don’t know what to do, we 
should just pray and worship.  Thank you Lord for their lives, for their love, creativity, 
for their friendship; their good days and bad, for their happiness, for their anger; for 
everything they brought into our lives. These are things we should say about each 
other, always.  If we did, life wouldn’t be half bad. 

Mychal Judge was expressing something which we all know from our own lives.  Just as an 
example, at every funeral it is really important to celebrate the life of the person who has 
died and to give thanks for all that person has meant, as well as express our own deep 
sense of grief at not having them around anymore. That is why we share something of that 
person’s story during the funeral, and do it in a way which is honest and true to who they 
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are.  It is not trying to justify their life in some way, or earn them a place in heaven through 
their good works.  Far from it!  It is an acknowledgement of that life.  For that thanksgiving is 
important both in expressing the value of the deceased’s life as well as helping us who 
remain to come to terms with their death.  This is not just true for funerals; it is true in other 
situations in life as well.  However grim or difficult it may be, we need to give thanks, thanks 
for what has been good, indeed thanks for what has been.  It is a way in which we can begin 
to see what has happened or is happening in a different light.   

Keeping in touch with our calling, attending to the present moment, learning to give thanks in 
all things, are ways in which we can keep in touch with and renew our amazing hope in 
Christ.  

16 So we do not lose heart. Even though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner 
nature is being renewed day by day.  17 For this slight momentary affliction is 
preparing us for an eternal weight of glory beyond all measure, 18 because we look 
not at what can be seen but at what cannot be seen; for what can be seen is 
temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal. 

We are going to close this talk with a story from Simon Small’s book From the Bottom of the 
Pond.  It is a story which powerfully pulls together calling, attending to the present moment 
and thanksgiving, and shows how God’s love can transform someone.

The house stood on a corner, at the junction of two roads.  It was not only a meeting 
place for roads, but also for young people.  They would gather on the broad grass 
verge most evenings.  The excitement would mount as they competed to be more 
outrageous than the next.  The shouting would get louder, the language more coarse 
and the vandalism would start.  Only the public telephone box was safe from attack; it 
was needed to order their drugs.  

The occupant of the house dreaded the summer months with their long evenings, for 
this was when the problem was at its worst.  Day by day anger and frustration within 
him would grow.  Confrontation did not work.  Parents and police did not seem to 
care.

But he was someone who prayed and, very occasionally, he listened.  One evening 
he felt God say “watch”.  It was not a spoken word that was heard, but more a 
moment of inner clarity that could not be ignored.  Perhaps he listened this time 
because his own answers had failed and despair was closing in.  He could have 
listened before, but until now he had been too full of himself.  The Christian tradition 
would call this wordless voice the Holy Spirit.

So the man who prayed positioned a chair behind the think net curtains and began to 
watch.  He could see, and could not be seen.

The first thing he watched, however, was not the scene in front of him, but his own 
mind.  He observed all the thoughts of anger and injustice that bombarded his 
consciousness and he allowed them to be.  They were not wrong and they deserved 
acknowledgement, but tonight he was not going to become them.  Then he gently 
moved his attention to his body and for a while became aware of each part in turn,  
Finally, he opened his mind to the very experience of being alive; a vibrant mysterious 
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patch of consciousness in the world.  He marvelled at this fact.  His mind became 
very still.  

Then, with a wordless prayer that he might truly see, he opened his eyes and began 
to pay attention to the scene in front of him.  He had looked upon it many times before 
but had never really seen it.  He had only ever seen his own mind, he now realized.  
He had only seen his own fear and anger about that milling, shouting, threatening 
crowd.  Now, gradually, from a still mind, the truth was revealed.  It was fascinating.  

Whereas before he had seen aggressive, strutting, loud young people, now he saw 
their uncertainty, their fear, their desperate need to be accepted by the group. He saw 
how they competed with each other for the attention of the opposite sex; how they 
constantly watched everyone else for signals as to how they were being viewed; how 
they looked at every car that passed to make sure that their outrageous behaviour 
had been noticed.  As he watched, memories of his own adolescence came to mind.

And, slowly, compassion arose.  Not the idea of compassion, but that vast 
spaciousness of love to which the word can only point.  All the thoughts of fear, anger 
and condemnation were still present, but now they were but pinpricks in a majestic, 
wonderful background.  Before they had been everything; all that he was.  Now he 
was the limitless space in which they were held.  He had paid attention and seen the 
truth.

After a while he found his attention being drawn to one particular lad, about thirteen 
years old.  The boy had a subtly different energy to him compared with the others.  A 
dark, disturbed aura seemed to surround him.  The man who prayed watched as the 
behaviour of the lad became increasingly extreme, the language more foul and the 
shouting more loud.  He watched as the young man began eventually to attack a road 
sign, becoming more and more frustrated as it resisted his ministrations. 

Before, what he was watching would have enraged the man who prayed.  But tonight 
was different.  In the stillness of his mind, as he paid attention, he saw in the lad’s 
face something that touched his heart.  Beneath the violence and anger, there was 
great pain.  Everything that was happening was rooted in that pain.  The man who 
prayed did not see the “idea” of pain; did not imagine he saw it because a book on 
psychology told him he should.  He saw the pain directly, in an explosion of 
realisation.  He felt the pain. 

As he continued to watch, astonishingly, the man who prayed became glad that the 
boy was attacking the road sign.  He knew, in a way he did not understand, that the 
lad’s pain was so great that it had to have an outlet.  If the victim had not been the 
road sign, it would have been someone else, or the boy himself.  

As the sky darkened and the crowd began to disperse, the man who prayed realized 
that he had rarely felt as much love for anyone as he did that moment for that boy – 
as he continued to vandalize the road sign.  

In contemplation there are no co-incidences.  The next day the man who prayed was 
walking to the shops when he met an elderly woman who had lived in the area for 
many years.   Without any prompting, she started to complain about all the trouble 
being caused by the young people.  After a while, however, her tone of voice changed 
and became much softer.  She began to talk about the young man who, unbeknown 
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to her, he had watched so intently the previous evening.  She spoke about how he 
had once been such a lovely child who used to visit her home.  But then his parent’s 
marriage had broken up and his mother had had a succession of boyfriends.  When 
they were around, the lad was not welcome at home.  Now, the old lady said, she did 
not know the young man, but she remembered what he had once been.  Shaking her 
head sadly, she walked away.  

In contemplation there are moments when we glimpse the truth of how God sees us.  
In contemplation there are moments when we taste the love that God has for us. 

Images of God using words beginning with AW@

Waiter: one who serves, not AHi, I=m Suzie, I=m your server@, but black suit, elegant 
restaurant, unobtrusively, anticipating desires, meeting needs: God as waiter.
Washwoman: a woman whose occupation is scrubbing recurring stains out of our sweat 
clothes and our used sheets and our bloody towels: God as washerwoman.  
Wrestler: one who fought with Jacob long ago and with whom we contend still today, who at 
the end, after dislocating our limbs from their sockets, blesses us: God as wrestler.
Winter: a period of dormancy, appearing lifeless but nurturing renewal: God as winter.
Word: waves of sound connecting you and me, conveying part of myself to you; an I-love-
you in the ear in the night: God as word.
Whaleboat: the row boat in which we venture out to harpoon the whale, because we need 
oil for our lamps; a craft well designed to keep us afloat in dangerously high seas: God as 
whaleboat.
Wine: the centuries= old roots, the vine, the grapes, the juice, the chemical transformation, 
and finally the wine that gladdens the heart, lightens the mind, and unites the people at the 
table for two or a festivity for many: God as wine.
Wigwam: a circular family dwelling made of wooden poles and animal skins, handy for 
nomads to cart along as they travel: God as wigwam.
Womb: the dark warm matrix within which we curl up and grow; our seedpod, our sleeping 
bag: God as womb.
Watchtower: a phallic structure built on the edge of the city from which the sentries can spot 
the approaching enemy army: God as watchtower.
Woodworker: one who carves and whittles, measures and polishes, recreating trees into 
chairs and tables, beds and bookshelves, refashioning woodlands into wood for us: God as 
woodworker.
Wisdom: the goddess from ancient times who oversees the universe with justice and as tree 
of life offers superlative fruits for us to enjoy: God as wisdom.
Weapon: any of the many devices which protect me from harm by destroying it: God as 
weapon.
Way: Confucianism teaches that the way is straight and hierarchical, Taoism observes that 
the way meanders through the forest - which is it?  God as way.
Whirlwind: wind turned wild, nature become preternatural, tearing Elijah away from Elisha 
and into heave: God as whirlwind.
Wall: it keeps our snarling dog from attaching the neighbours: God as wall.
Wildfire: conflagration beyond comprehension; not as in the burning bush, a fire alive but 
not consuming, but blaze gone beserk - what=s the purpose behind this uncontrollable 
destruction?  God as wildfire.
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Water: that which extinguishes fire; one of those very precious few things without which 
humans cannot long survive: God as water.
Winding sheet: swaddling clothes for a corpse, wrapping me round at death, keeping me 
together even then: God as winding sheet.

Gail Ramshaw, Under the Tree of Life: the Religion of a Feminist Christian
New York: Continuum 1998

A WALK OF PRAISE AND THANKSGIVING

We have a tendency to accept some of God’s richest gifts to us as “ours” by right.  It might 
prove a revelation consciously to challenge this presumption by an experience called “A 
Walk of Praise and Thanksgiving”.  The walk may also help us appreciate the unique gifts 
God has given us in each of our five senses.

A walk of about half an hour is suggested, though you can do this in your back garden, or 
anywhere where you can have some space and quiet.  Begin as you would begin any period 
of prayer, placing yourself consciously in the presence of God, recalling God’s love for you.  
Take a breath of fresh air...  Reflect how rarely you acknowledge it as the sustainer of life, 
part of the unceasing providence of God whose love sustains all life.  Then pause five times 
during your walk, or have five times of reflection as you sit in the garden, and use each of 
your five senses in turn.

SIGHT use your vision to revel in, enjoy, discern the colour, shape, depth, texture, 
movement in everything around you.  Reflect on all that sight has contributed to your 
life, how we communicate through what we see: reading, observation, protection, 
happiness, pleasure.  Praise God for the beauty and wonder of it all - you may even 
shout or sing your praise out loud if that seems suitable. 

HEARING stop for a while and really listen, even to the seeming silence which is often 
teeming with sounds.  Again reflect on your sense of hearing and all it has 
contributed to your life: the sound of human voices, music, animal and bird sounds, 
vehicle noises...  And how different your life would be without these.  Praise God for 
the marvellous variety of sound - and shout or sing aloud your praises...

TOUCH stop for a while and experience the feeling of the sun and air on your skin, the 
textures of clothing, grass, trees, stones, of all about you; of the pull of gravity which 
keeps us on the ground and the feel of the ground through our feet.  Reflect on the 
use of touch in expressing affection, in physical work, in playing musical instruments, 
in writing, cooking, or any kind of activity.  Try to imagine your life without this 
awareness.  Praise God...

TASTE in similar fashion to above...
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SMELL in similar fashion to above...

Fifth talk - 2 Corinthians 5.1-10
For we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, a 
house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.  2 For in this tent we groan, longing to 
be clothed with our heavenly dwelling - 3 if indeed, when we have taken it off we will not be 
found naked.  4 For while we are still in this tent, we groan under our burden, because we 
wish not to be unclothed but to be further clothed, so that what is mortal may be swallowed 
up by life.  5 He who has prepared us for this very thing is God, who has given us the Spirit 
as a guarantee. 
6 So we are always confident; even though we know that while we are at home in the body 
we are away from the Lord - 7 for we walk by faith, not by sight.  8 Yes, we do have 
confidence, and we would rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord.  9 So 
whether we are at home or away, we make it our aim to please him.  10 For all of us must 
appear before the judgement seat of Christ, so that each may receive recompense for what 
has been done in the body, whether good or evil. 

Fifth Talk
Throughout the chapters from 2 Corinthians that we are using for this retreat there shines St. 
Paul’s passion for the renewal of the Church, for its renewal as a whole and for the renewal 
of its individual members.  God’s transforming love is to fill more and more of our lives and 
we are to grow into the people God is calling us to be.  In all of this Paul is far from naive.  
As we have seen, he is all too aware of the failings of individuals and the failings of the 
Church.  Yet his confidence in God shines through.  And that is particularly clear in this next 
passage we are looking at, the first nine verses of chapter 5.  Here he places all that he is 
saying in the context of death, judgement and heaven.  

For we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from 
God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.  2 For in this tent we 
groan, longing to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling - 3 if indeed, when we have 
taken it off we will not be found naked.  4 For while we are still in this tent, we groan 
under our burden, because we wish not to be unclothed but to be further clothed, so 
that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life.  5 He who has prepared us for this 
very thing is God, who has given us the Spirit as a guarantee. 

There is nothing like death to put life into its context.  Indeed, it is usually through the lens 
which death provides that we try to make sense of any one’s life.  Paul takes this lens and 
applies it to Christian discipleship, the Christian path of transformation.  It is no surprise that 
for someone who earned a living by making tents, he uses the tent as a metaphor.  But for 
the Jew, the tent had a powerful symbolism, for it was in the tent that the Jews worshipped 
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God as they travelled through the wilderness to the promised land, until ultimately it was 
superseded by the Temple.  So Paul is drawing on the idea that our Christian life is a 
journey and our earthly life, our tent, is temporary.  But we look forward to a permanent 
building, in the heavens.  He then mixes the metaphors slightly, and confuses clothing and 
tents being taken off, but goes on to talk about us longing to be clothed, “because we wish 
not to be unclothed but further clothed, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life”.   
In other words, nothing that we are will be taken away, but more will be given to us.   

This view of Paul’s is in contrast both to the thinking of his day and to some Christian 
spirituality.  There has long been a view that, to get to heaven, to walk the path of 
discipleship (or whatever words are used to describe this process), we actually need to be 
slowly but surely stripped of everything.  We find this view in classical philosophy; for 
example, both the Greek philosopher Plato and the Roman Emperor Hadrian write in this 
vein.  And sometimes the apophatic tradition in Christian spirituality has been presented in 
this way.  Our discipleship is about giving up all we have, who we are, that we have to be 
broken and torn apart so that God may live in and through us.  It is, to use words which I 
have used myself in the past, about the unselfing of the self.  Now Paul himself certainly 
knew what it was to encounter hardship and suffering, to be broken, in the course of his 
discipleship and ministry.  And he lived with the “thorn in his flesh” which he had asked three 
times to be relieved from, but which was still with him.  But his view in the passage is clear: 
our Christian journey is not a stripping away; it is about being added too.  All that we are, all 
that makes each of us “me”, is taken on in this journey, but it is added to and it is 
transformed in the process.   This echoes earlier passages that we have been looking at: 
that we are competent, because God makes us competent; that we are the clay jars which 
contain this treasure, that is, that we are useful and functional.  

But for this to occur, there is a cost to us, and that cost is the cost of being honest, of facing 
up to the truth about who we are, as individuals, as a local congregation or community of 
Christians, and as the Church as a whole.  And, as T S Eliot so memorably put it, human 
kind cannot bear too much reality.  The Kite Runner, a book by Khaled Hosseini, quickly 
became a best seller when it was first published in 2003.  For three years running it won the 
Penguin/Orange Readers’ group prize, and it was made into a major feature film.  It begins 
in the Afghanistan of the early 1970’s with two boys growing up together in Kabul.  Amir is 
the son of a well-to-do local businessman and Hassan, his best friend, is the son of their 
manservant. They do almost everything today.  Amir is the more diffident of the two; Hassan 
is clearly totally committed to his friend, defends him from the rough boys of the street, and 
supports him in all his endeavours.  He even runs to fetch the kites which Amir cuts down 
from the skies when the kites are flown, and runs to fetch the last kite which Amir fells as he 
wins the capital’s competition in the summer of 1975.  But in the process, he is waylaid by a 
group of three older boys and savagely and brutally raped.  Amir wonders where Hassan 
has got to and goes after him, and he arrives to witness the rape.  Terrified and lacking in 
courage, he hides to save himself while the rape goes on.  Afterwards, Hassan says nothing 
about what has happened, and does not behave any differently towards Amir, but Amir 
cannot live with himself.  The knowledge that he did not do anything to try and save his 
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friend is more than he can bear, and so he pushes Hassan away.  He constructs in his mind 
his own version of what is happening, to make it possible for him to live with himself.  Of 
course, it does not really work and so Amir begins to treat Hassan badly, to avoid his 
company, and he finally makes it look as though Hassan is a thief.  Hassan accepts the 
accusation because he is unwilling to unmask Amir with the consequences that that will 
have for Amir, and Hassan and his father end up leaving.  The story goes on to see Amir 
and his father fleeing Afghanistan in its troubles and settling in the States, but it then 
describes how the grown up Amir goes back to Afghanistan to rescue Hassan’s son from the 
Taliban, finally having to face up to his behaviour and atone for what he has done. 

The Kite Runner captures powerfully the consequences of not being able to face up to 
reality, the truth of who we are, what we have done or failed to do.  And it illustrates how we 
tend to construct our own version of events to help us live with ourselves.  This is even 
clearer in political memoires.  Tony Bair has just published his account of his time as Prime 
Minister.  Immediately there has been controversy.  People rush to say he is simply trying to 
justify himself; that his version of events is his version, and that is not their recollection of 
what happened; that he is ignoring the important contributions which others made; and so 
on.  But this is how it is with autobiography, history, political writing, with how we are as 
human beings.  Reflecting on an incident or how our life has been, we tell a story about it, 
mainly for ourselves, but often we will tell the story to those who will listen.  Sometimes, we 
prefer to tell the story to those who have not experienced any part of it, because they cannot 
challenge it or question it, not having been there.  When the story is questioned, or someone 
sees it differently, we can become very defensive and quite hostile in our attempt to 
preserve our version of events.  We do not only tell stories about ourselves, we can also tell 
them about our local church, our community, the Church as a whole.  There is nothing quite 
like religion to avoid facing up to the truth.   Every religion with its structures, rituals, rules 
and codes of behaviour can be a way of avoiding reality, and especially of avoiding God.  
The reality of God is such that we prefer to tame it, bring it down to our size, and if possible 
bring it under our control.  

You may very well disagree with me, but as I read so many of the pronouncements of some 
African and some American bishops at present over the controversy in the Anglican 
Communion about same sex relationships and how we interpret the bible, I am struck by a 
sense that stories have been written and whole frameworks created on both sides which do 
not accord with reality, well not any reality I know.  The African bishops tell the story of how 
the western Church has simply been seduced and taken in by secular forces and 
abandoned the authority of the scripture, and so are betraying essential Christian truth.  The 
American bishops tell the story of applying gospel insights about the value of every human 
being and God’s love for all people, together with a proper interpretative framework of 
scripture, to respond justly to the needs of gay and lesbian people.  While there is an 
element of truth in both stories, I find it hard to accept either of them, because it seems that 
both groups have made a selection of facts to suit their purpose, and are not facing up to the 
much more complex reality which we face.   Of course, this may well be my own story about 
all of this which both of these groups would challenge very firmly!  But I am sure I have 
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made my point.  We all create stories, fantasies even, about who we are and what is 
happening, because those stories suit us.  We think they make it easier for us to live with 
ourselves, and with the situation in which we find ourselves. But when we cannot or will not 
face up to the truth about ourselves or our situation, it undermines all our relationships, with 
others, and with God.  And it can have serious consequences not only for those close to us 
but for others and for ourselves.  

Jesus was such a disturbing figure because he challenged the stories which the leaders of 
his people told about themselves, and would not accept the fantasies which had been 
developed to enable them to survive.  They had woven an elaborate story involving law and 
ritual to explain what had happened to the people of Israel and to preserve their power and 
position within it.  The Pharisees had initially challenged much in that story, but had largely 
reached the situation when they too were offering a different scenario in a competition to be 
the true voice of Judaism.  Jesus didn’t fit in with either story; indeed, he rejected them both.  
Instead, he welcomed and accepted those who faced up to reality and told it as it was, and 
proclaimed that the kingdom of heaven was for them.  So Zacchaeus with his ill-gotten gains 
is invited to come down from the tree and host Jesus and his disciples and proclaimed a son 
of Abraham; the offering of the woman of dubious reputation with the ointment of pure nard 
is accepted and praised while his host Simon is criticised; the Roman centurion who comes 
himself (in Matthew) or sends others (in Luke) because his servant is ill shows more faith 
than can be found in all Israel; the Syro-Phoenician woman is happy even to eat the scraps 
from under the table with the dogs and praised for her faith; and so on.  Jesus accepts 
people as they are, especially when they are honest about who they are.  He doesn’t 
demand any heart-rending from them.  He welcomes them as they are.  They, encountering 
that love, respond in love.  They are transformed, not by denying who they are but by 
accepting God’s love for them and becoming who they can be.  His judgement sets them 
free.  His words of criticism are reserved for the religious people of his day, the Sadducees 
and Pharisees, for adding to the people’s burdens.  

So we too can be confident in God’s presence, confident because we know his love for us, 
his acceptance of us.  In his presence we can let go of the stories we have devised about 
ourselves or our situation and be ourselves, begin to look at the truth about ourselves.  This 
is not always easy.  I am sure all of us have known times when prayer is difficult, 
contemplation elusive, when we find it hard to settle down, until we realise that there is 
something we have been avoiding or trying to present in another form which simply will not 
do.  Then we have to face up to the reality, painful as it is, but we can face that reality 
because we know God’s love for us.  As long as we are honest, judgement is not a thing to 
be feared, because it is the judgement of a God who knows us better than we know 
ourselves, who sees through our stories and fantasies, and who loves us.  The pain of 
judgement will be having to let go the false stories we have told about ourselves and about 
others, but that will also be its joy.  

Jim Cotter has reflected something of this in his poem I vow to you my friends of earth.  It is 
a re-wording of I vow to thee my country and with it we will draw this talk to a close.  It uses 
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the analogy of two countries rather than Paul’s analogy of the tent and our heavenly 
building, but it is making a similar point. 

I vow to you my friends of earth, 
all worldly things above,
entire and whole - yet broken - 
the service of my love:
the love that dares to question, 
the love that speaks its name,
that flowers still in barren ground, 
yet hides no more for shame,
the love that struggles through the pain 
and whispers in the night,
yet shares its secret with the world 
to bring the truth to light.

This is that other country 
we heard of long ago
when called to be the spies of God 
where milk and honey flow:
a world where hurts find healing, 
where all th’oppressed run free,
where friends who have been sore betrayed 
each other truly see:
it is our earth, transfigured, new, 
where wars and hatred cease,
where spy and friend walk hand in hand 
in Christ our lover’s peace. Jim Cotter  b.1942

Sixth talk - 2 Corinthians 5.11-15

11 Therefore, knowing the fear of the Lord, we try to persuade others; but we ourselves are 
well known to God, and I hope that we are also well known to your consciences.  12 We are 
not commending ourselves to you again, but giving you an opportunity to boast about us, so 
that you may be able to answer those who boast in outward appearance and not in the 
heart.  13 For if we are beside ourselves, it is for God; if we are in our right mind, it is for you.  
14 For the love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one has died for all; 
therefore all have died.  15 And he died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for 
themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them. 

Sixth talk
Throughout this part of 2 Corinthians, there runs a paradox, and that is very clear in the 
passage we are looking at today.  

11 Therefore, knowing the fear of the Lord, we try to persuade others; but we 
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ourselves are well known to God, and I hope that we are also well known to your 
consciences.  12 We are not commending ourselves to you again, but giving you an 
opportunity to boast about us, so that you may be able to answer those who boast in 
outward appearance and not in the heart.  13 For if we are beside ourselves, it is for 
God; if we are in our right mind, it is for you.  14 For the love of Christ urges us on, 
because we are convinced that one has died for all; therefore all have died.  15 And he 
died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves, but for him who 
died and was raised for them. 

Paul is writing about the message and the messenger, and the relationship between them.  
Given his relationship with the Corinthian Church this is perfectly understandable but, as we 
have already seen, it is also something with which we all struggle in our own discipleship 
and ministry.   For Paul, the only one who matters he says, is God: the opinion of the Church 
at Corinth ultimately doesn’t count, though it is clear that despite his protestations to the 
contrary, Paul has been deeply upset by their conduct towards him.  He maintains that what 
matters is not outward appearances but the inner heart, and this view is a clear implicit 
criticism of the “false” apostles.  And he continues to justify himself by saying that he is not 
commending himself again, when of course he is, in his description of himself as beside 
himself for God (in other words, lost in charismatic utterance) but in his right mind for them.  
So he is saying that he will use charismatic utterance privately in his personal worship and 
prayer, not publicly to impress his fellow worshippers.  In public, he will speak rationally so 
as to communicate.  To a Church which prized charismatic utterance, he makes it clear that 
for their sake he prefers plain speaking.  Which of us, as some time or other has not been in 
a similar situation to Paul, arguing that something is right and it has nothing to do with us 
personally, when in fact the two are closely intertwined.  It is very difficult to separate the 
message from the messenger.  

That said, Paul moves on to focus on what is central, the love of Christ.  Our love of Christ 
certainly has its part to play, but it is Christ’s love for us which is as the centre of our faith 
and, Paul maintains, at the centre of his behaviour.  This love of Christ is for everyone, and 
Paul states three times that Christ died for all.  Some scholars have said that he really 
meant all Christians, but that is not the most obvious interpretation of his words, and we 
should follow the most obvious interpretation unless we have good grounds for qualifying 
that.  Christ died for all, and so in Paul’s thinking all have died.  Literally this is not true.  But 
there is another sense in which Christ’s death is the pivotal point in human history.  
Everyone who is alive, or has lived, or ever will live, is encompassed by Christ’s death and 
resurrection.  He is the first fruit of a new creation, and his death and resurrection is 
historically unprecedented in the story of the universe.  So all people are called to love, to be 
transformed by his love, to live no longer for themselves but for him. 

One of the factors which can be strongly active in this relationship between message and 
messenger, and gets in the way of living out and proclaiming this love, is our sense of guilt.  
Three years ago, there were significant celebrations of the two hundredth anniversary of the 
abolition of the slave trade.  Much was made of that anniversary even though slavery itself 
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was not abolished in Britain and its territories until 1833.  It was a significant step forward at 
the time, and the result of a very difficult and long-fought campaign.  Many books were 
published to celebrate that anniversary and the film Amazing Grace was released starring 
Ioan Gruffydd.  The film certainly offers many insights into guilt.  There is the clear depiction 
of those who opposed abolition, arguing that the maintenance of Britain’s commerce was far 
more important than the welfare of a few slaves, and who seemed to show no sense of guilt 
at all about the way other human beings were treated.  There are scenes when people are 
shown an actual slave ship, and we see on their faces the sudden realization of the horror 
that the slaves endured during the voyage, and then the consequent feelings of guilt.  
Wilberforce is shown as beset by guilt, the guilt that he has not managed to secure the 
abolition of the trade and that therefore slaves are still suffering and dying in the most 
appalling conditions.  But the most moving depiction of guilt is of John Newton, the slave 
ship captain, who has responded to God’s call and became ordained, and lives continually 
with the knowledge that over 20,000 Africans died on the ships he commanded.  No wonder 
he wrote the words: Amazing grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me!  But 
in the film, he is still caught up in his wretchedness, unable to come to terms with what he 
has done because it is so horrific.  

We all know that feelings of guilt do not always reflect whether we are really guilty or not.  
We have all known people who have done terrible things and had no sense of remorse or 
guilt afterwards.  We have all seen people becoming aware of their guilt, the look of shock 
and horror on their face as they realise the full impact of what they have done.  But we also 
encounter people who have done and are doing all they possibly could and yet still feel very 
guilty, just like Wilberforce.  One of the common stages we all pass through in grief is the 
feeling of guilt, and I suspect we have all been alongside relatives who feel really guilty after 
someone close to them has died when they have been amazing in the support they have 
given the dying person, and everyone else is saying that they more than walked the extra 
mile.  We also meet people who are weighed down by guilt, sometimes because they have 
done truly bad things but sometimes when what they have done is not really that terrible, 
and yet somehow they cannot forgive themselves or accept forgiveness.  Sometimes for 
such people the sacrament of confession can give freedom from such guilt, but not always.  
In such cases, professional help may be required.  

It is not just other people who struggle with feelings of guilt, in one way or another.  We all 
have our moments.  Each of us here will have stories to tell, and may indeed be wrestling 
with some feelings of guilt even at this moment, which may have arisen just recently or may 
go back years.  We know that the Church is entrusted with the wonderful message that 
Christ died for all.  Jesus deals with our sin and guilt, and we have a gospel of forgiveness 
and reconciliation.  But it is always one thing knowing that in our heads; it is another knowing 
it in our hearts.  The risk is that when our hearts cannot hear the message, or indeed other 
people find it hard to hear the message, we resort to a form of legalism.  Then out of a 
despair that the message is not getting through, we move from being the proclaimer of this 
amazing grace to being the controller of it.  We make it a matter of law rather than of love, 
and almost expect the whole exercise to become a mechanistic one, as if somehow that will 
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make any difference.  It does make a difference, but it is the wrong difference, for it pushes 
the person who feels guilty away, and adds to their feelings of guilt.  Not only are they guilty 
of what they have done (or perceive themselves to have done), they are now also guilty of 
not accepting and rejoicing in God’s love, forgiveness and acceptance of them.   

So how do we respond?  How do we help others to know God’s love for them?  How do we 
accept more fully the amazing truth of God’s love and forgiveness of each one of us?  I don’t 
believe there is an easy answer to this question.  It is often about being gentle, gentle with 
others, gentle with ourselves, and not letting our exasperation lead us down the path of 
legalism.  In other words, reflecting something of God’s acceptance, understanding, 
forgiveness and love in the way we treat others.  For if someone is feeling guilty, they do not 
need us to tell them they have done something wrong.  They do need to hear of God’s love 
for them, that Christ died for them, that his death encompasses all of humanity in its effects.  
And they will hear that message more fully from our behaviour and bearing towards them 
than from our words.  They might also need someone to help them see what might be done 
to put things right, if that is possible, or to try and ensure that whatever it was may not 
happen again.  But in all of this, we seek to live out and proclaim God’s love; it is all too easy 
to slip into a way of speaking or acting which heeps coals of fire on someone’s head, or of 
course, on our own.  For most of us are far harsher with ourselves than we are with others.  

Sometimes, giving people something to read and reflect on may help, to serve as a focus for 
meditation and prayer, and it may help us as well in our journey.  Perhaps I can share with 
you two pieces of writing which have at different times made a real difference to me.  The 
first is by Gonville ffrench-Beytagh, and it is the opening paragraph of his book Encountering 
Light.

What distinguishes a Christian from anybody else is not that he goes to church, or 
that he is good, or that he has been baptized, but that he knows that he, John Smith, 
is loved and valued at a depth beyond any human imagining and that he desires to 
respond to that love.  He may feel almost filled with hate and lust and envy, but he 
knows he is loved – the whole of him, not just the ‘good’ bits – and so he can begin to 
open himself to God and his fellowmen and allow the power of divine love to flood 
through him. 

That book was published in 1975, and I read it almost immediately.  I was not far from the 
end of my first curacy.  I shall never forget reading that opening paragraph and those words 
just hitting me between the eyes.  I think that was when I first knew for myself God’s love for 
me, as opposed to believing in that love intellectually.  We can never force such moments.  
They happen when we are ready, and they happen in God’s time.  

The second passage is a poem by R S Thomas.  The choice of poems by Thomas on this 
theme is quite large, but I particularly value this one, with its focus on Christ’s death on the 
cross revealing God’s love for each and everyone of us.  It is called In a Country Church.
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In a Country Church

To one kneeling down no word came,
Only the wind’s song, saddening the lips
Of the grave saints, rigid in glass;
Or the dry whisper of unseen wings,
Bats not angels, in the high roof.

Was he balked by silence?  He kneeled long,
And saw love in a dark crown
Of thorns blazing, and a winter tree
Golden with fruit of a man’s body.

The knowledge of God’s love for us can set us free, free to respond in love, free to be 
transformed.  Knowing that that love is there for us, no matter what, we are freed from our 
judgements about ourselves, freed to face up to who we are and what we have done or do.  
We no longer have to look to others for approval, like a child at school desperate to gain the 
approbation of the teacher or a tourist visiting a gallery with their nose in a guide book 
desperate not to miss out on anything but failing to look up and truly appreciate the picture 
for themselves.  It is not that we can dispense with other people.  Far from it.  We need them 
often to challenge us gently, and occasionally not so gently, to act as sounding boards, 
listening ears, companions on our journey.  But we need them as brothers and sisters in 
Christ, not as surrogate parents to whom we look for approval.  For Christ’s love surrounds 
us, undergirds us, holds us.  He died for all.  And so we can live, not for ourselves, but for 
him.  

We are going to end this morning with another poem, Easter, by George Herbert.  It 
captures so much of what I have been trying to say.  But we are going to hear it set to the 
wonderful music of Ralph Vaughan Williams. 

Easter

Rise, heart, Thy Lord is risen; sing His praise
Without delayes,

Who takes thee by the hand, that thou likewise
With him mayest rise;

That, as His death calcined thee to dust,
His life may make thee gold, and, much more, just.

Awake, my lute, and struggle for thy part
With all thy art:

The crosse taught all wood to resound His name
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Who bore the same;
His stretched sinews taught all strings what key
Is best to celebrate this most high day.

Consort both heart and lute, and twist a song
Pleasant and long;

Or, since all musick is but three parts vied
And multiplied,

O, let Thy blessed Spirit bear a part,
And make up our defects with His sweet art.

George Herbert 1593 - 1633

Seventh talk - 2 Corinthians 5.16-21
16 From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view;  even though we 
once knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way. 17 So if 
anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything 
has become new!  18 All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and 
has given us the ministry of reconciliation; 19 that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world 
to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of 
reconciliation to us.  20 So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal 
through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.  21 For our sake he 
made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of 
God. 

Seventh talk
“The greatest love story ever told” was a slogan which appeared from time to time on 
posters advertising films.  I believe it was used to promote the film Gone with the Wind.  I am 
sorry, if you are a fan of Gone with the Wind and such romantic heartbreakers, to have to tell 
you that this is simply not true.  For the greatest love story ever told is the story of God and 
God’s love for his world and for all people.  It is a story which began with creation, and it is 
still running.  We see it unfolding in the Old Testament, God reaching out to the people of 
Israel, seeking to draw them to himself and to his ways.  Through law and prophets he 
sought to reach out to them.  But they did not understand, they did not respond.  So God 
came himself in the person of his Son, sharing to the full in our humanity, our life and our 
death.  He revealed his love as fully as love can ever be revealed, by giving his life for us.  
As Timothy Radcliffe has put it, “this was not just the sad end of a good man, but the 
ultimate crisis in God’s relationship with humanity.”  It is God’s affirming YES to humanity’s 
NO. 

The early church set out to proclaim and share the good news of this love, to invite people to 
this greatest love story ever.  Paul played a particular part in this and during this week we 
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have been reflecting on the turbulent relationship he had with the church which he had 
founded in Corinth, as he wrestled with them, to help them see the wonder of God’s love for 
them and for all people.  We have particularly been focussing on 2 Corinthians chapter 3, 4 
and 5, and this morning we reach the last section of chapter 5.  Although 2 Corinthians is set 
in a particular context and time, it is rich with insights for us in our context and time.  As we 
have reflected on God’s call to us to be transformed by love, we have considered some of 
the things which can sometimes get in the way: 

- a preference for the safety of known rules and regulations 
- our reluctance to change and be changed
- the impact of disillusionment about others and about ourselves
- the way in which we can be caught up by the false God of success 
- our reluctance sometimes to face up to the truth about ourselves and the stories we 

tell to make ourselves feel better
- our feelings of guilt and the difficulties we may experience in handling those. 

Yet as we have engaged in this reflection, we have also seen that through it all shines God’s 
love, reaching out to us, accepting us, inviting us to work with and for him, using us.  Despite 
everything, and indeed through everything, we are the clay jars he uses for his work, 
ordinary, useful and serviceable and we are being transformed, from glory to glory.  Through 
every aspect of life, he invites us constantly to trust more deeply in that love.

This is what we celebrate at every Eucharist: God’s love for us, God’s work in and through 
us, no matter what.  Here we re-present the death and resurrection of Jesus, the heart of 
this Greatest Love Story ever told, and are renewed in his love as we receive him under the 
forms of bread and wine.  This love story is not finished yet by any means!

So this retreat comes to an end.  It is always good to have times when we pause, reflect, 
sometimes do some serious work with ourselves on our discipleship and lives.  But it is not 
good to do that too often or frequently.  Reginald Somerset Ward, probably the most 
important spiritual director of the first half of the twentieth century, used to liken our spiritual 
journey, the Way as he called it, to plants in garden.  There is a time in caring for plants 
when they need pruning back severely or re-potting.  But that is only occasionally.  Most of 
the time, what is need is that we keep a gentle eye on them, ensuring enough water and not 
too much, and deadheading as required.  If we keep digging a plant up to see if it is growing, 
then we will certainly kill it.  He compared this with our discipleship and our spiritual life.  Too 
much self-examination can be a bad thing.  So as this retreat concludes, we return to the 
everyday, and get on with the job, to the life and work to which God has called us.  This is 
how it should be.  For ultimately we are none of us here primarily for ourselves.  Yes, each 
of us is important to God, each individual member of this community, and the community 
itself, matters.  But we are here not for ourselves, but to witness to God’s love for all people.  

May I close by thanking you from the bottom of my heart for the extraordinary privilege of 
inviting me to share this week with you, for giving me the opportunity to explore in more 
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depth these three chapters of 2 Corinthians, and to share with you something of the journey 
I have made in doing so.  As you continue to be part of the greatest love story ever told, I 
can do no better than leave you with some of Paul’s words:

So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; 
see, everything has become new!  18 All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself 
through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation; 19 that is, in Christ God 
was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and 
entrusting the message of reconciliation to us.  20 So we are ambassadors for Christ, 
since God is making his appeal through us;

from Eucharistic Prayer B

Father, we give you thanks and praise
through your beloved Son Jesus Christ, your living Word,
through whom you have created all things;
who was sent by you in your great goodness to be our Saviour.

By the power of the Holy Spirit he took flesh;
as your Son, born of the blessed Virgin,
he lived on earth and went about among us;
he opened wide his arms for us on the cross;
he put an end to death by dying for us;
and revealed the resurrection by rising to new life;
so he fulfilled your will and won for you a holy people. 

Common Worship Holy Communion Order One

The Renewal of the Covenant

Beloved in Christ,
let us again claim for ourselves
this covenant which God has made with his people,
and take upon us the yoke of Christ.
This means that we are content
that he appoint us our place and work,
and that he himself be our reward.
Christ has many services to be done:
some are easy, others are difficult;
some bring honour, others bring reproach;
some are suitable to our natural inclinations and material interests,
others are contrary to both;
in some we may please Christ and please ourselves;
in others we cannot please Christ except by denying ourselves.
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Yet the power to do all these things is given to us in Christ,
who strengthens us.
Therefore let us make this covenant of God our own.
Let us give ourselves to him,
trusting in his promises and relying on his grace.

Lord God, holy Father,
since you have called us through Christ
to share in this gracious covenant,
we take upon ourselves with joy the yoke of obedience
and, for love of you,
engage ourselves to seek and do your perfect will.
We are no longer our own but yours.

I am no longer my own but yours.
Put me to what you will,
rank me with whom you will;
put me to doing,
put me to suffering;
let me be employed for you
or laid aside for you,
exalted for you
or brought low for you;
let me be full,
let me be empty,
let me have all things,
let me have nothing;
I freely and wholeheartedly yield all things
to your pleasure and disposal.
And now, glorious and blessed God,
Father, Son and Holy Spirit,
you are mine and I am yours.
So be it.
And the covenant now made on earth,
let it be ratified in heaven. Amen.

Common Worship: Times and Seasons


