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I found a criticism of my book ‘Christian Atheist’ on Amazon saying it’s a bit too self-consciously ‘Oxford’, and over the heads of many potential readers. When I read that, I understood why a parishioner who had read the book, recommended sci-fi writer Stephen King, ‘On Writing’. King calls a spade a spade; wants direct speech, no adverbs, and no passive tense verbs. He advocates say-what-you-mean language with no frills. 
When I read today’s Epistle, I wondered what people might say about St Paul on Amazon. Is Paul a bit over the heads of the man in the street? What would happen if Stephen King got hold of it? I had a go with the first paragraph. You can follow it in your text if you want.
‘All you need is Love. Not hatred. And if you find something good, hang on to it. It’s fun to do good – really it is – so show some enthusiasm. I bet you’re a glass half empty sort of person; why not try the glass half full approach. You know, when the hard times come you’ve got to grin and bear it and say your prayers. By the way never be mean! Share what you got.’ 

For the past fifty years the Church has tried to spice up its texts and its message to make itself accessible to the so-called ‘modern’ world – with varying degrees of success and failure. Of course, the reactionaries say we’ve ruined the beauty of holiness; and if only we still used the Book of Common Prayer and the King James Bible, the churches would be full.
There’s truth somewhere in those different arguments. Try to speak plainly. But don’t forget that beauty carries meaning in a different way.

So Paul speaks of moral rectitude to ordinary people in Rome. He calls them the saints, but they’re average people – of average intelligence, with average jobs, and modest hopes from life.

The Gospel story hits the same spot. We’ve just heard Peter’s confession of Faith at Caesarea Philippi. It’s the pivotal point of the synoptic gospels framework. It is here that the Disciples recognise Jesus as the Messiah, and also where Jesus moves from his Galilean ministry to the Jerusalem ministry and his Passion. So the theme is now the Way of the Cross and the Cost of Discipleship. I always think that the moral teaching of the Way of the Cross is more effective than a St Paul diatribe, because it’s acted out; it’s a story told and it’s easy to identify with the changing fortunes of Jesus, his desertion, and his final, lonely (but very public) humiliation and suffering. Here you can see goodness. And therefore salvation.
*

At this point I want to change tack, but not in a wholly unrelated way, I hope.

Since I last spoke from this pulpit we have seen a shaking of the foundations of the world economy, gangs of criminals looting shops in our cities, and a bloody and uncertain realignment of power in Libya. 

Each set of events challenges Christianity and are challenged by Christianity
The Sermon on the Mount provides an approach to economics that offers insights but is far from a macroeconomic policy. Sell all that you have and give to the poor wouldn’t work on a global scale, because if all the rich gave all their money to the poor, their roles would simply be reversed. However, Jesus’ teaching on money has immense moral force at the individual level, leading to generosity and sacrifice. On the macro scale, one can say this, that according to the Tablet, there is evidence that ethical investment has done well since the banking Crisis of 2008.
The so-called ‘riots’ raise questions about social justice in this country, but also suggest the erosion of objective values for many. It makes us ask, I think, how values are to be articulated in our society. Is nothing sacred anymore? Where is the moral imperative? In religious society you have your Ten Commandments and your ideals, underpinned by God. God’s laws provide a reason for promoting certain behaviours. That metaphysical authority is now almost lost. So we need consensus on what is right. Because values are reinforced by example and repetition from parents, schools, the workplace, the media. I guess TV soaps offer the consistency of the wrongdoer being caught, punished, and vilified by their peer group. But then reality TV and many pop lyrics seem to glorify anarchy. And advertising tells you to get what you can’t afford.
Where your treasure is there will your heart be also. Those looters clearly found their treasure/ meaning in electrical goods. But there’s a heavy irony here: the life conveyed via electronic devices is virtual, unincarnate, and therefore essentially unreal. 

So Electronic goods and their software have become substitutes for school playing fields, regular sports afternoons and teachers giving their time on Saturdays to referee matches. They replace scouting and guiding, youth clubs, cycling or walking to school. They suggest life and relationships are much easier than they actually are. 

Roger Scruton has written about this. In this context he starts from the fact that Islam forbids the depiction of the human form and sticks to geometrical patterns in its buildings. He says: ‘much of what disturbs people in our image-saturated culture is what disturbed the theologians of Islam: namely, that the graven image, which begins as a representation, soon becomes a substitute. And substitutes corrupt the feelings they invite, in the way that idols corrupt worship and pornography corrupts desire. For substitutes invite easy and mechanical responses. They short circuit the costly process whereby we form relationships, and put mechanical and addictive reflexes in their place. 
The decline of religion has deprived us of sacred things, but has not deprived us of the need of them.
Interestingly one sees a return to the notion of the sacred in such things as the history of the world in 100 objects – a methodology for teaching that is catching on in schools and churches. I hope this is not merely the domain of the middle classes. One of the things we can provide here in SMV – to a wide public – is the sacred. And it must be the sacred, not just a dead past.
We must not be patronising about the sacred – it’s good for the lower classes – the less well educated are just as capable of finding treasure there.

Shakespeare in council estates.
Libya? On reflection, I’m not at all clear what a Christian critique might be. But what is clear is that there is a crying need for prayer, for international aid, and for good government. The situation is too immediate for comment. Emergency relief is the order of the day.
So I’ve moved from Stephen King’s ‘tell it to them as it is’ to an implicit desire for sacred symbols to bring depth of meaning to the lives of all. That must not mean victory for the chattering classes however; victory for the aesthetes and intellectuals. Sacred signs and symbols must also be accessible. They will have to carry mystery to be what they are, but they must be accessible. That is our challenge as a Church. We need to work on it. And it means being ready to sacrifice esoteric language and ritual, to re-express it. I don’t mean pop concert services or the Bible translated into Cockney slang. I mean liberation from judgemental orthodoxy. If music speaks of the divine, be content with that and don’t think you’ve got to translate that experience in terms of the Nicene Creed. If one’s heart stirs at the sight of your national flag, and you experience a sense of transcendent memory and identification with those who have given their lives in war, don’t think that’s got to be diminished because it’s not quite religious enough. If a wedding reminds you of love and commitment, duty and honour. Let it be. Hold your beliefs lightly. These are sacred things. And we need more in our society. This attitude will not dishonour your beliefs or make you a less faithful disciple. 
We all have ritual and beliefs that we follow – they are different – conformity is not required. The important thing is for people to be in touch with the real experiences of life which challenge us to ask what is ultimately important. 
