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There’s a reaction that can always be predicted when those of us who work in the Worship Unit of the BBC’s Religion and Ethics Department sit down every so often to review our most recent output.  We may be looking at the latest episode of Songs of Praise – how the mixture of traditional hymns and modern worship songs has been received this week; and what about the response to all that soft-focussed photography of a boys’ choir in flowing albs singing, to quote their website, ‘shimmering, mystical chords and ecstatic harmonies, at times plaintive, at others climactic and transcendent.  Celestial sounds for a new time?’  Um – not to everyone’s taste…    We may be discussing Radio 4’s Sunday Worship – whether it’s following a bishop around some of the most deprived areas of Pakistan discovering a Christian community living a remarkable witness often in the face of oppression – or a Salvation Army Band accompanying hymns in an Anglican Church in Rome with a cardinal thrown in for good measure for the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.  Or we may be discussing, horror of horrors, the number of comments on the Radio 3 message board about a Jazz Choral Evensong which took place in this very church.  Pardon me if I quote one correspondent: ‘This was just happy clappy nonsense: this wasn’t jazz; this wasn’t blues; this was just crap!’  (I don’t think that person was listening last week to the broadcast’s repeat because, so far at least, no-one has been quite so rude – although I gather someone sent the vicar here a message saying they were praying that it would never happen again..…)  No, the reaction that can always be predicted at our output review meeting is the unison groan when, after a lot of argument and conflicting opinions, somebody round the table, usually in frustration, says at last: ‘OK, so what is worship then?’  And then we start a debate we’ve had many, many times before……

One of the most powerful plays I’ve seen recently is Peter Shaffer’s ‘Equus.’  It got a lot of publicity last year when it was revived in the West End because a certain young actor who made his name as Harry Potter played one of the central roles, a teenage boy who has a strange passionate relationship with horses.  He works as a stable lad in order that he can take the horses out in the middle of the night when he gallops around naked with an ever increasing sense of elation.  Eventually a horrible and very distressing incident occurs as a result of which the boy finds himself in the care of a psychiatrist.  Their relationship develops through the play and the psychiatrist comes to question his right to treat the boy.  He looks at his own life and, despite the fact that in professional terms he’s a successful doctor, around him he sees only an arid desert.  He looks at the boy’s relationship with horses and sees, twisted or not, the presence of a genuine passion.  The boy has something to live for; a flame burns in his soul; and the psychiatrist comes to envy the boy.  He realises that if you haven’t got anything to worship, you’ll just shrivel away.

So to try and answer that question which haunts so many of our departmental discussions, worship is a relationship, a response, an adoration even, a reverence for something that’s both identified with us and apart from us.  In Peter Shaffer’s play it might have been a distorted relationship, but at least it was a relationship, unlike the dead marriage and emptiness of that psychiatrist’s existence.  If you haven’t got anything to worship, you’ll just shrivel away because you’ve nothing to respond to, nothing to live for.

And of course that’s why we’re here this morning: to nurture that relationship with God – to give it life and to let him give us life.  We heard in our first reading that extraordinary vision of the prophet Ezekiel.  We’re vigorously reminded in that vivid passage of God’s power to create.  It’s God’s ruah – his breath, spirit – that animates all life – all things are possible with God.  And then we listened to the words of Jesus himself in St John’s Gospel.  ‘I am the giver of life to whomever I wish,’ he says, ‘and no-one is fully alive until they’ve opened their hearts to all I promise to give – in this world and in the world to come.’

Now my role in religious broadcasting is mainly concerned with producing and presenting worship programmes.  It’s a challenge because I believe that worship is too varied an experience to be confined just to church services, although that’s what I inevitably spend a lot of my time doing.  The wide gap between many people and the institutional church isn’t always easily bridged, so we try to be aware that we’re broadcasting just as much to the ‘vague-faithers’- not a description I particularly like – as well as to those who fill the pews regularly.  The forms of worship used in church services embody cultural patterns and words which can be quite off-putting, so you’ll hear occasionally acts of worship which go on journeys – well away from church - like a recent Sunday Worship I made which went into the Egyptian desert to explore contemplative prayer.  True, we talked to some wonderful holy men in the Coptic monasteries, but it was the meditations of Nicholas Buxton, the presenter of the programme, in the wilderness and in a hermit’s cave that provoked most reaction.  
It’s not insignificant too, I remember, that at the start of the new millennium, many cultural institutions – as well as churches - put on special presentations to mark the 2000 years since the birth of Christ.  There was, you may recall, Bill Bryden's contemporary interpretation of the mediaeval Mystery plays at the National Theatre - sold out for the complete run; English National Opera's provocative staging of Bach's St John Passion in a packed London Coliseum; and a superb exhibition on the image of Christ in art which broke all attendance records at the National Gallery - 'Seeing Salvation', with a television series accompanying it.  'No-one', said one critic, 'could dismiss religion as twaddle when confronted by so much passionate and compassionate conviction.  It reminds us that in the hands of a master the most profound truths can be addressed.'  And indeed they were.  I remember walking round the National Gallery, wondering for a moment if I was in some sacred space rather than a functional building.  To be sure, I was - such was the rapt attention of those looking at the images.  No doubt many of them wouldn't describe themselves as believers, certainly not church-goers, but they were being drawn almost devotionally by the artists into the life of Jesus and its significance.  And that I believe is the function of religious broadcasting - to draw people in, not to put pressure on them, not to proselytise, but to awaken in them feelings and aspirations that address the ultimate questions of life - and not to be afraid of a bit of conviction…..

That’s why, as Mark Thompson, the BBC’s Director General, said only ten days ago in a lecture in Westminster Cathedral on Faith and the Media, we need to be robust.  Long gone are the days when religion was regarded as rather dull and safe.  Now, despite declining numbers in church attendance in the UK and across Europe, religion has found itself more regularly and more centrally in the news, for both positive and negative reasons. Christianity has been seen to have played a central role in the collapse of European communism.  There’ve been new ethical challenges thrown up by science and medicine. And of course there’ve been the controversies within the churches - women bishops, gay priests, child abuse, the battle within many faiths between conservatives and modernisers.  For good or ill, religion makes the news regularly again.  And the programmes which complement that news coverage on the whole attract positive reaction.  The recent Extreme Pilgrim documentaries in China, India and Egypt - together with The Monastery and The Convent series – highlighted, as Mark Thompson pointed out, a sharp revival of interest in the spiritual potential of traditional religious practice and belief, while the screening of the Passion story over four episodes in a prime time slot on BBC1 in Holy Week this year would have been inconceivable in previous decades, let alone its tackling head on the events of the Resurrection in what to my mind was an intriguing and imaginative way.  As a letter in last week’s Radio Times put it, it was humbling and inspirational - and the idea of having three different actors play the part of the newly risen Christ gave an inkling of the bewilderment and longing that Jesus’s friends must have felt.

So the spirit of boldness is essential if we’re to communicate with conviction.  When Jesus had his first brush with the religious authorities, as we heard in the Gospel reading, his defence was that his work is God’s work.  He’s entirely dependent on his Father, and his desire is to carry out the Father’s work here on earth in the power of the Spirit.  And that of course is our task too – all of us – not just religious broadcasters.  But we need courage.

Let me leave you then with an example of boldness and extraordinary conviction which I came across in a remarkable way less than a fortnight ago.   I travelled to Russia at the beginning of the month with Canon Michael Bourdeaux, President of Keston Institute, the organisation that researches religious communities in communist and post-communist countries.  We were making a Sunday Worship programme for Radio 4 about Father Alexander Men, one of the most significant figures to come out of the Russian Orthodox Church as it emerged from years of adversity and persecution under the Soviet system.  His influence as a parish priest, spiritual guide and theologian was enormous, and his opposition to fundamentalist trends, his openness to the world and tolerance to other faiths and denominations won him many followers – but also enemies.  On Sunday 9th September 1990 Father Alexander set out early as usual from his wooden house in a tiny hamlet on the outskirts of Moscow to catch the train to the church where a long day awaited him: the liturgy, confessions, baptisms, funerals.  As far as we can reconstruct what happened, he was attacked on the path through open woodland by two men with an axe.  The wound didn’t kill him straightaway.  He made his way to the station where he felt faint, became aware of the extensive bleeding in the back of his head and struggled back home where, by his garden gate, he collapsed and died.  No-one has ever been charged with the murder.

Michael Bourdeaux and I had the moving experience of visiting the site of Father Alexander’s death.  We prayed by the cross which stands on the spot today and met with his widow and the priest who now looks after the church built to honour his memory.  But what stirred us so much was to read the lecture that Father Alexander gave the night before he died.  He expressed simply yet profoundly the essence of the Christian faith.

‘When you do good, when you love,’ he said, ‘when you contemplate beauty, when you feel the fullness of life, the kingdom of God is already touching you.  The kingdom isn’t something only in a distant future though; it exists here and now.  So Jesus Christ taught us.  For from that moment when the Son of God took on our joys and our sufferings, our love, our labours - from that moment, nature, the world, everything in which he was, in which he rejoiced, as a man and as God, no longer is rejected, no longer is degraded but is raised up to a new level and is sanctified…..   Christianity is the sanctification of the world, the victory over evil, over darkness, over sin.  But it is the victory of God.  It began on the night of the Resurrection, and it will continue as long as the world exists.’

May we know that truth in our worship – however we experience it - and may we take that truth and not be afraid to communicate boldly our own conviction in our daily lives.  Amen.
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