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Civic Service  27th May, 2012

I was delighted to discover that the Mayor is a runner. Immediately we had something important in common.  I used to run cross-country, and did a few half-marathons.  Maybe though, compared to the Mayor I was more in the category of the runner who asked his wife: "What do you love most about me? My tremendous athletic ability or my superior intellect?" "What I love most about you," responded the man's wife, "is your enormous sense of humour."!!

Well, I hope I’m not quite as bad as that! Indeed, it was barely a year ago that I was enthusing, with my friend, Cllr Chris Mayne, about the two of us doing the London Marathon in 2012.  It’s amazing the lengths you have to go, even breaking a couple of legs, to get out of these commitments made during the enthusiasm of a good party!  So I haven’t run at all this past year ~ but the Mayor has, and still does!  I hope he will forgive me saying that his record as a runner of determination is very impressive! He knows very well how to fix his thoughts on what he wants to achieve, and to stay with it, to persevere, until you get there.

So the Mayor’s reading, from the book of Proverbs, is particularly apt:  “Fix  your thoughts on what is true and honourable and right ~ live a life guided by this wisdom”
Now, that is good advice for each of us; particularly for the young people whom the Mayor wants to encourage to be more self-empowering.  But today, at this Civic Service, we are looking, not just at the well-being of each individual ~ important though that is ~ but at the question, “What is it to be ‘true and honourable and right’ in the public service of local government?”  Put it another way,  ~ What values, and ways of behaving, does good local government honour?
What won’t work is to pretend that we’re ‘values-neutral’, whilst ‘just doing what needs doing.’ No institution, whether council, business, school, nightclub or any other, can be a value-free zone.  Nor should we want to be value-free ~ because it is vital for us to know what we stand for, and for others to know, about us, what values we cherish.  Look at it this way:

” An attractive young lady undergraduate entered a professor’s office. She said, pleadingly: “ I would do anything to pass this exam,”.  She then leant closer to him, flipped back her hair, gazed sexily into his eyes. “I mean …” she whispered, “ …I would do … anything.” 
“ Anything?” the professor returned her gaze. “ Yes, absolutely anything,” she said recklessly.
The professor whispered to her, “Okay, then, ~ Go back and study your lecture notes!” 
What were that girl’s values?  What were the Professor’s values?

And for us, celebrating the excellent work of our Mayor and Council, the question is: What are our corporate values? What does Bournemouth stand for?
Our answer is important because the values underpinning our policies and strategies are often double-sided ~ that is, there are pros and cons.  Let’s look, for example, at the mixture of values in how we use digital technology. On the plus side, speed of communications, and easy accessibility of knowledge and opinions, are good things.  And yet, speed, by itself, can remove time for mature reflection, consultation and prayer; a speedy email response can be abrupt, it can depersonalise, and the internet can leave us spending large parts of our lives in virtual reality, with an inevitably diminished awareness of the differences of other real people~ and, the sad result is that we end-up with less, rather than more, knowledge about the real world in which we live.
Who decides what is accepted as ‘knowledge’, anyway? Is it Wikopedia? (and who last updated those entries?) It used to be Rupert Murdoch who, behind the scenes, constructed what would be printed as ‘knowledge’ in our newspapers ~ but all that has fallen apart!  The knowledge of twitter and facebook is less enduring and unashamedly more subjective than newspapers ever pretended to be. Are we, then, ruled by a blatant culture of the individual ~ a facebook culture, in which your whim changes your status?  Does this leave us with nothing other than moral relativism, or the ethics of consumerism? ~ “I am what I buy” ~ It is no longer, as Descartes famously said, “I think therefore I am”, but it’s more like, ‘I tweet, therefore I am, well, momentarily’ or what I’ve heard referred to as not ‘cogito ergo sum’ but ‘Tesco ergo sum’.  It is said that if you want an honest look at people’s values you examine both their Google history and their bank statements ~ that tells you!
And we need to tell each other what we really believe in. 
Let me start that off: Met here in Bournemouth’s Civic Church, I believe our challenge is to identify the voice of God, who is already speaking, within contemporary culture.  This is only achieved by listening, carefully and respectfully, to the heart-beat of our contemporary culture, affirming it and learning from all that is good and Godly in it.

Take the national political scene in which the Coalition Government promotes the Big Society. Now, the church also proclaims the view that people can contribute to the common good whilst holding diverse beliefs ~ it’s part of how we understand the Kingdom of God. In this way, the church is in full accord with a major tenet of the Big Society, which calls for friendly dialogue between groups with different cultural and faith perspectives. Indeed, the Kingdome of God is yet more radical; it invites us to listen, in prayer, to God, whose values are not always quite the same as ours.  Rather, the Kingdom of God is an upside-down world, in which the disadvantaged are cherished, more than the powerful, and it is the needy individual, at the bottom of the pile, who deserves our attention and compassion.  I remember hearing that above the beds of dying vagrants in Calcutta, Mother Teresa had the words, “The Body of Christ.”  So sacred is each needy person to God.  The Kingdom of God is not an easy place to be ~ it’s certainly not ‘members only’, nor is it made up of only those whom we like, and of whom we approve ~ and the Big Society can learn from, and mirror, the values of the Kingdom of God.

So let’s start where we are. For us, there needs to be a shift away from ‘entitlements’ and towards a culture that promotes volunteering and self-sacrificial responsibility for the good of all ~ particularly making our town once again a safe and relaxing place for families and tourists of all ages.  That transformational shift has got to be the cutting edge of where the Kingdom of God and the Big Society talk the same language.  

 I want to suggest, in answer to my initial question, that good local government promotes an ethos which converts obligation into commitment (freely-chosen commitment). This free-commitment has the potential to transform our town from ‘doing what the rules say’ and claiming your rights, into a sense of privilege and willing service. This vision creates a society which lives according to not just the Golden Rule, but what we might call a new Platinum Rule, that is, ‘Do better to others than you expect them to do to you.’  This reflects the teaching and the self-sacrificial life of Jesus of Nazareth:  “Do better to others than you expect them to do to you.”  Why?  Because that is how God is with us.  Why?  Because it is at the heart of what living-out love is about.
This wisdom, of which the book of Proverbs speaks, is the key to a healthy and happy community of rich diversity, in which we do, indeed, “Fix our thoughts on what is true and honourable and right, what is pure and lovely and admirable, thinking about things that are excellent and worthy of praise”.  This is the wisdom that will lead us, in Bournemouth, to a fulfilled life, in which people honour each other, and actively promote each other’s well being.  
Let us, then, led by our Mayor, ‘run the straight race through God’s good grace’. 

*
Mr Mayor, I take this opportunity of wishing you a memorably happy and fulfilling year, both for you personally, and for Bournemouth.
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