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As many of you know, Annette and I went on a Cruise over Christmas - to Vietnam and South China. I had pretty big reservations about accepting the invitation, since one of the clear rules for parish clergy is that they should be in their churches at the great festivals of Christmas and Easter. But then I knew I have such an able staff that I wouldn’t be missed - and probably they’d be glad to see the back of me. 

In the light of the tragic cruise liner accident off the coast of Italy, I don’t want to be distasteful – and we pray for the victims of that accident - but

At dinner on the first evening we sat with a New Zealand air force pilot who joked that cruises are: for the newlywed, the overfed, and the nearly dead. And this proved literally true, when one of our passengers died on the aeroplane home. But at least she had enjoyed her holiday first.

One of the topics I had to speak about was the religious makeup of the regions we were visiting. For example, Vietnam is a melting pot where religions meet and syncretise, not unlike the way in which the monotheism of Moses encountered polytheism in the Wilderness years – the classic case being the story of the Golden Calf – and there was continuous temptation to defect from Yahweh and worship the Baals. 
Vietnam lies between India and China, so is influenced by Buddhism and Hinduism from the South and Confucianism and Daoism from the North; it was occupied by the French for nearly a hundred years, so has many Roman Catholic cathedrals; in addition it has its own indigenous cults of spirit and ancestor worship. On top of all that there is the Cao Dai cult which incorporates teachings from Buddhism, Confucianism and Daoism and includes amongst its saints: William Shakespeare, Joan of Arc, Julius Caesar, Rene Descartes and Thomas Jefferson. And to crown everything Vietnam is a communist country with a government not surprisingly suspicious of organised religion. In such a context you realise that no particular religion is privileged over another and no one can make bland assumptions about the virtue of their beliefs over another.
Never having been there before, I had to prepare my material mugging it up from books; and it’s interesting how much the books seemed to present the religious strands as clear-cut and distinct, keeping much of their individual integrity. 
When they say 58 per cent in Vietnam are Buddhist, you get the impression that this means serious adherence. But of course it doesn’t; just as when you note that the 2001 census claimed there were 41 million Christians in Great Britain. 

On the ground, it seemed to me that religion was basically a mishmash of superstition and the burning of joss sticks in Buddhist and Hindu temples. I wondered whether this was really any different from lighting candles in SMV? People were looking for good luck, propitious circumstances for job applications, good crops and so on. There was much hedging of bets – home altars everywhere to ancestors, bearing little food luxuries for the enjoyment of the ancestor spirits – a seeking after good karma, feng shui, a prayer to Jesus perhaps, or to William Shakespeare. I sensed, too, a certain fatalistic approach to life – where life is cheap you take your chance and trust to fate. (This account by the way is not intended as a judgement, but as a description).

In China, in Haikou and Canton, we docked in ugly container ports and travelled in buses to the centre of high rise cities both with populations larger than London. The old culture seemed to have been concreted over and divided by eight lane highways. The streets were heaving with vast numbers of people, most of them under thirty, and I felt that if I were to get lost here I would never be seen again. I had a foreboding sense of what world overpopulation is rapidly leading to – the end of the individual and the facelessness of the mass. Besides a population of 1.4 billion in China has got to live somewhere and the prospect of further population explosion on a world scale from 7 billion now to 9 billion by 2040 is really worrying. 

Also a high level of pollution was evident. While we worry about re-cycling the church service sheet, millions of scooters in Vietnam and China are belching out exhaust smoke. Saigon has a population of 9 million; and 5 million scooters, most of which seem to be on the road at the same time. You quickly see that Kyoto agreements and the like are unable to regulate an uncontrollable global problem. 
Several times Annette teased me that I just wanted to get back to my elitist little life in Oxford; and I am worried that, despite mixing daily with people from all over the world, my horizons, especially my religious ones, are too short. 
Today’s readings provide two stories of vocation both in idyllic settings: Jesus sees Nathaniel under a fig tree and Eli and Samuel are living in a small monastic set up in a village. You have to ask yourself whether Christianity is essentially a religion of an agrarian economy and whether it can relate to the global scene. Besides, after Christmas and Easter, the third most popular festival in the C of E is Harvest. Our picture of parish life is to a large degree encapsulated in the TV programmes, the rural Vicar of Dibley and the much admired ‘Rev’, portraying an eccentric community in the inner city. These interpretations continue the uncannily accurate depictions of Giles and Punch cartoons from former years, the most famous of which is the curate’s egg –  at breakfast with the Bishop the curate is given a bad egg and when asked how it is, replies, ‘Parts of it are very good, my Lord.’

So our religion and the newness of life that it offers is importantly connected with community. It’s about community and community necessarily has limited size e.g. in church congregations it is generally reckoned that one priest can relate to about a hundred people. Beyond that, social cohesiveness begins to fragment. Here at SMV we have 3 priests (I know we have more, but I’m thinking in equivalent to full-time terms). We have three priests and about 375 names on our parish list.
It is clear that the majority of people in this country don’t interpret their lives by the Christian meta-narrative. Our much loved and admired Vaults and Gardens Director, Will Pouget, is thinking of writing a cook book about food at SMV. He was looking for a title and I suggested Manna from Heaven, but he had never heard of the manna in the Wilderness, the story we recall in the idea that Jesus is the Bread of Life, or when we sing ‘Guide me o thou great redeemer’ – Bread of heaven, bread of heaven, feed me now and evermore... And if we don’t live by the Christian meta-narrative, how much less do the people of Vietnam or China live by such a meta-narrative? So, can our religion be meaningful or redemptive in these circumstances? 

I think part of its effectiveness is that Christianity can provide small cells of comparative sanity in the madly overpopulated mega city? It is all about being the body of Christ, a body that is made present every time two or three are gathered together in his name. I begin to feel that a bit about our own life here, now the builders have taken over our church and we have to wear steel capped boots, high vis vests and hard hats, even to visit the most familiar parts of our territory. I even heard our organist James being told he must wear a hard hat to move from ground level to the organ gallery. On Thursday there were ten identically clad officials each with a clip board moving through the building like priests from a strange sect. For a time we are in exile. But people will meet in cells and outside the building, and the community is sustained.
There is of course another community – of a transcendent kind - the communion of Saints. I don’t know what you make of this idea, but for me it has to do with the continuity of meaning, the coherence of being. It’s a gift that Christianity has to offer in a world of almost incomprehensible change. O thou who changest not, Abide with me.

Feeding of the 5000 – a great number, but not 5 billion – the symbolic significance of Jesus feeding thousands of people on a hillside, just as Moses fed thousands in the wilderness. 
