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Sermon St Stephen’s Day 2010
Acts 7:  55   “Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to Heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God.  “Look,” he said, “I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.”

It’s lovely to relax with you all, in the restrained splendour of this Patronal Festival ~(well, restrained, you understand, compared to the glory and splendour of Heaven!).  This crowns the immediate Christmas celebrations!  My Patronal message has two, integrally-connected, parts.  ‘Looking to Jesus’, and, in so doing, discovering what Michael Marshall referred to as “Glory under your feet”.

To begin with, let us ‘look to Jesus’ as Stephen, our Patron, did.  Stephen saw Jesus ‘standing on the right hand of God.’  This symbolises that all we have seen of God in Jesus is at the heart of ‘the unseen God’.  Jesus makes God’s glory visible and tangible, through:

His humanity ~ eating, drinking, bleeding, crying, enjoying parties, valuing friendship.  His ‘winsomeness’ ~ he was attractive and good to be with.

His acceptance of minority groups and outcasts.

His healings, right across the range of human needs.

His facing-into conflict, where human well-being is at stake.

His dependency upon friendly and mutually supportive human community.

His seeking-out of God in quietness and prayer.

His dying and rising (taken together, as Paschal mystery) 
Secondly, Stephen saw ‘the glory of God’. 
 Where is the glory today?

Michael Marshall, uses the phrase, “Glory under your feet”, to suggest that, God’s glory is here, ~ particularly in this stunningly beautiful church and its worship; ~  and, even more than this, God’s all-pervasive glory is, if we will but see him, everywhere. Our world resonates and the cosmos sings, with the angels, of the incomparable glory of God, which is reflected, in micro-cosm, in each little part and each person ~ be they never so unlikely! Now, straightforwardly, this awesome truth of the closeness of God, whose glory is ‘under our very feet’, needs to be made more of.  We should stop doubting God’s goodness, in ourselves and others, and celebrate ~ celebrate, whilst we can, God, up to his neck ~ and beyond! ~ in our grimy and glorious humanity.

That is true!  Nonetheless, it is also true that, these things, wonderful though they be, are no more than attractive and provocative glimpses of the dazzling fullness of the heavenly glory.

C.S.Lewis, in “The Weight of Glory”, says that we experience tantalising glimpses of glory through nature and the arts, and human kindness at its best, but these glimpses are all fleeting:

“The books or the music in which we thought the beauty was located will betray us if we trust to them; it was not in them, it only came through them, and what came through them was longing … they are not the thing itself: they are only the scent of a flower we have not found, the echo of a tune we have not heard, news from a country we have never yet visited.”

And most potent of all glimpses of glory are the church’s sacraments, supremely, the Eucharist.

Richard Holloway:  “The bread and wine which are transmuted into the very presence of Christ for us, localise and fix for our senses what is happening to the whole creation.  The universe is being restored to its original communion with God.  In the mysterious and compelling words of Teilhard de Chardin, the Mass is a sign of God’s will for the whole creation:  “Step by step it irresistibly invades the universe.  It is the fire that sweeps over the heath; the stroke that vibrates through the bronze … the sacramental species are formed by the whole of creation, and the duration of creation is the time needed for its consecration.” (‘The Divine Milieu’)

The centrality of the Eucharist leads, again, to an understanding of the holiness of all matter, and to finding God incarnate in each person  most particularly, we see the glory of God in the poor and needy ~ in God’s little ones.

Bishop Frank Weston summed this up with great fervour in his address to the second Anglo-Catholic Conference in 1923:

“The one thing England needs to learn is that God is in and amid matter, God in flesh, God in sacrament.  If you are prepared to fight for the right of adoring Jesus in His Blessed Sacrament then, when you come out from before your tabernacles, you must walk with Christ, through the streets of this country, and find the same Christ in the peoples of your cities and villages.  You cannot claim to worship Jesus in the tabernacle if you do not pity Jesus in the slum … It is folly, it is madness to suppose that you can worship Jesus in the Sacrament and on the throne of glory when you are sweating him in the bodies and souls of his children.  You have your Mass.  Now go out into the highways and hedges and look for Jesus in the ragged and the naked, in the oppressed and the sweated, in those who have lost hope and in those who are struggling to make good.  Look for Jesus in them.”

Where do we look, then, for what Frank Weston referred to as ‘Jesus in them’, here in Bournemouth?
Surely, it has to go back to where we began, with that thumb-nail sketch of the characteristics of Jesus?  So, even whilst we are wholeheartedly enjoying our humanity in convivial company with others, we are faced with Jesus’ acceptance of minority groups and outcasts; his healings, right across the range of human needs; his facing-into conflict, where human well-being is at stake; and his dependency upon friendly and mutually supportive human community.
There must be some clues here for how any Church community, not just us, should look to orientate itself for the future ~ as we try, once again, to ‘look to Jesus’, in ways that are ‘grounded’ and make a difference for good.
In 2011 and beyond, as we continue, with our faithful seeking-out of God in quietness and prayer, how do we become open and welcoming, in ways that will stretch, extend and glorify how, and by whom, our Gospel message is received? How do we do that?  That is the challenge ~ so that the ‘vision glorious’ be grounded, here in Bournemouth, in ‘glory under our feet’.
As we welcome, on their terms (yes, God gently beckons us beyond our comfort-zones!), the needy and spiritually-naked of Bournemouth, we want them to be so able to engage, in their hearts, with the dying and rising of Jesus, that they find John Donne’s words in his 1624 sermon on Christmas Day, to be gloriously true for them. John Donne said:  “He brought light out of darkness, not out of a lesser light; he can bring thy Summer out of Winter, though thou have no Spring; “  May it be so ~ for us, and for the needy and spiritually-naked of Bournemouth.  That is our vocation! ~ which, today, in this glorious Church of St Stephen, we gladly re-affirm.
Here and now, on this Patronal Festival, we celebrate our eternal destiny, to rejoice with God in his eternal glory, with the laughter and songs of the holy angels.  

Here and now, we recommit ourselves to the heady and challenging mission of so caring and attracting others to God, that they too may share with us in the unending glory, beyond all glory, of our shared eternal destiny.
As the great St Augustine of Hippo said, in his, ‘City of God’:  “There we shall be still and see; we shall see and we shall love and we shall praise.  Behold what will be, in the end without end!  For what is our end but to reach that kingdom which has no end?”
There it is ~ looking to Jesus, and sharing his glory.

Let’s to it, then!
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