St Stephen’s Dedication Festival
Genesis 28: 17
“How awesome is this place!  This is none other than the house of God; this is the gate of Heaven.”
Where was Jacob?  Was he in the temple?

He was, clearly, in his dream, consciously, in the presence of God. 

God is the constant life-force within us, but we forget him. Sometimes it is buildings dedicated to God that can focus us on that divine presence.  This building can do that par excellance.  Pearson, our architect, wanted to get people to their knees in prayer ~ and he succeeded.  Very often when I drop-in there are people praying here.  We thank God, today, for this house of prayer.

But was that what Jacob was talking about?

I don’t think so.  He wasn’t in a building. Rather, ‘the gate of Heaven’ can be seen as all around us.

The Celtic sensitivity  to the ordinary creativity of God, points us to the presence of the Divine in the world of nature.  This is expressed evocatively in Joseph Mary Plunkett’s poem, I See His Blood Upon the Rose:

I see his blood upon the rose

And in the stars the glory of his eyes,

His body gleams amid eternal snows,

His tears fall from the skies.

I see his face in every flower;

The thunder and singing of the birds

Are but his voice – and carven by his power,

Rocks are his written words.

All pathways by his feet are worn,

His strong heart stirs the ever-beating sea,

His crown of thorns is twinned with every thorn,

His cross is every tree.

Seen this way, the whole cosmos is nothing less than the gate of Heaven,

to be respected by us, and to be cherished and shared.

But ~ surely, the ‘gate of Heaven’ is more than just that? ~ nature can be ‘red, in tooth and claw’.  Our second reading reminds us there is no such thing as moral neutrality:
Peter writes: “Rid yourselves of all malice and all deceit, hypocrisy, envy, and slander of every kind.  Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk.”

And so we see that the ‘place’ that is awesome is not just a physical place, it is a place in our hearts that is either open to God, because we live lives that are characteristic of God, ~ or not, in our unlovely moments.  Peter is really very clear, isn’t he?  He points out that, by the very quality of our love, we are to be ‘living stones’, who are ‘being built into a spiritual house ~ offering spiritual sacrifices.  Again, Peter is refreshingly clear.  The Jews were used to animals being sacrificed, but that is, categorically, not what Peter is talking about.  He is talking about the moral quality of our lives being based in sacrifice of our own good for the good of others.  This is, always, what it comes down to for authentic Christian spirituality.
This coming Wednesday, at 2.30 pm, in St Peter’s, I shall start teaching an eight week course on authentic Christian spirituality,  "Christian Faith: the basics", to be offered for all people of ages through October and November.  This is, straightforwardly about  what our Diocesan Synod refers to as ‘growing authentic disciples’.  It is fundamental to being Christian that we yearn to ‘grow disciples’.  Therefore, if you know anyone who might benefit, urge them to come along.  It doesn’t matter if they can’t do every week ~ although, of course, it’s better if they can! But if they just turn-up when it works for them that’s absolutely fine.  We have to be sharing opportunities for Christian growth. The aim is to help more people become followers of Jesus.  Invite people along to the book club meetings.  Get  another church prayer meeting started. These are some of the things that characterise ‘the gate of Heaven’.
Of course, it’s morality and worship together, isn’t it?

As Catholic Christians we know that to be human is a deep mystery, but a mystery that needs to pray.  We are wired-up to have an acute awareness of the divine in our midst, of what has been called, ‘glory under your feet’ ~ and so we are inexorably drawn to worship, as Jacob’s instincts, on waking from his dream, were to acknowledge the awesomeness of the God he had experienced in that place ~ a place in his heart, indeed, a place of determination of moral focus, not just a place under the stars with a stony pillow!
How will we  re-imagine  what it is to be the Church in the town centre, so that we can be even better at attracting ‘seekers after God’?   How much are our services ‘seeker-friendly’?  
I’m so pleased that our pastoral group is leading us towards becoming more ‘dementia aware’.  This is one of the ways in which we can use our influence to transform public and personal life in the town.  Are we seeing what needs doing, for the good of the needy, and actively partnering with others to do something about it?
Our  Gift Day on Advent Sunday will give us an ideal opportunity to practice the stewardship of our money.  It’s justembarrassing if you can’t pay your bills, and it changes what we’re about as a church ~ instead of being, as it were, on the front foot of mission to the town, and of service to others, we fall onto the back foot of maintenance.
At the heart of the life and mission of St Stephen’s Church we are under-shepherds of the good shepherd, who wants us to bring more of his lost sheep back to him, so they he might say of much greater numbers, “My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.”

Then, in truth, we shall be able to say of this Church community, 

“How awesome is this place!  This is none other than the house of God; this is the gate of Heaven.”
Go for it!  +

