
Visitation Service 2011

Well doesn’t a year pass quickly - especially when your having fun.

This time last year we met, again on election day. But it also my first week in office as Archdeacon. Then I looked down from this lofty pulpit and saw only a few familiar faces. Today I have the great privilege of seeing many more familiar faces. Thank you for the warm welcome you’ve given me everywhere I’ve been. I’ve not quite managed to make it to every parish yet, but it is my hope to spend the next few months visiting those I didn’t get to last year.

Its been a year of much learning for me. You’ll see some of the highlights in the Visitation News which we’ve produced this year - all paid for by Ecclesiastical Insurance. Do take this away and read it - and feel free to take a few extra copies for others in church. It should give a good update on what’s going on in the diocese and well as some useful hints and tips.

Undoubtedly the real highlight for me has been working with Bishop Steven on the strategy for growing the church. We’ve had some fascinating discussions at Bishop’s Staff meetings and then more recently at diocesan synod where the paper was enthusiastically agreed. In the Autumn Bishop Steven will be visiting every deanery for a special event to present the paper and teach on the subject of church growth. I hope you will promote the event heavily in your parish and take some time to seriously consider how the strategy may apply to your parish. I think what excites me most about it is that it is not a call for more activity. If anything its about less activity but more clearly focussed on the core tasks of the church and making sure these are balanced around the rhythm of the year. I highly commend it to you.

Second to this, we’re now working on the next strategy paper (don’t worry there aren’t going to be hundreds of them) but this is on the core task of serving our society. How do we live out the gospel of Jesus and care for most vulnerable in society? I hope by now you’ve heard that we’re planning a morning to explore this question on Saturday 21st May at St Thomas Church Philadelphia in Sheffield - 10am to 1pm - to pray and discuss how best we can serve our society. Again I hope you can join us.

But that’s quite enough notices for this evening.

What I really want to talk to you about this evening is diamonds.

I want to ask you to imagine holding in your hand the most beautiful diamond. Some of you may have a beautiful diamond on your finger. Some of you may wish you had a diamond like Kate Middleton’s on your finger. But since this is an imaginative exercise, you can make the diamond any size, and any shape you like.

Consider the natural beauty, the sparkle. Diamonds sparkle because they refract the light like no other substance - that is they bend the light - that’s what make them sparkle. And the natural beauty can be enhanced even further by a skilled cutter - someone who can cut the diamond at just the right angle to create many faces, edges and corner which means the light bounces around inside the diamond before glistening from the surface and striking your eye. This is the incredible beauty of a well cut diamond. Can you see it? 

So why are we imagining diamonds this evening?

2 Cor 4:7 “But we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us.”

The writer, St Paul invites us to consider the treasure inside of us. And what is this treasure? The verse before says:

V6 “For it is God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness’, who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.”

So like a diamond this treasure is many faceted. It has many faces, many angles, many corners. It is like light being refracted through a diamond. The more we look at this light, the more it sparkles, radiating the glory of God himself in the face of Christ.

Consider with me for a moment the many facets of this beautiful diamond.

For it is God who said ‘Let light shine out of darkness’ - this is the Creator God, the one who formed all things in the very beginning and created light itself. The light that travels billions of miles through the solar system - and no doubt other solar systems besides ours. This light comes from God.

But this is also the God who spoke through the prophet Isaiah, “the people who walked in darkness have seen a great light,” - there is a different sort of light - the light of the Messiah sent to be a light to his people. 

And yet more. Isaiah again said "It is too small a thing for you to be my servant to restore the tribes of Jacob and bring back those of Israel I have kept. I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth." 

Do you start to see the light refracting through the diamond. Creator, light to his people, light to the Gentiles, to the ends of the earth. 

And this is the light which has shone in our hearts to give us the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. This is the treasure inside your heart and mine.

 But again, like the many faceted diamond, the light strikes us in different ways.

For Paul it was on the Damascus road. The light hit him and he was left physically blind, yet spiritually enlightened. The light of the glory of God shone in his heart that day and he was never the same again.

For the disciples on the road to Emmaus the light shone in a different way. They walked in darkness along the road even as the stranger walked with them. It was only in the breaking of the bread that the light dawned and then they said “Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road, while he was opening the Scriptures to us.”

And for Peter the light shone again when he was confronted by the stranger: Cornelius the Roman centurion. Three  times God had to speak in a vision before Peter was ready to believe that this light was truly for all nations, for all tribes and peoples and languages.

For God has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. This is the treasure, the beautiful diamond, that sparkles within the clay jars.

I had the privilege this year of leading the lent course here at Rotherham Minster. I have to say that it was a real joy - one of the other highlights of my year. It was particularly good to have three Iranian men come to the group - preparing for baptism and confirmation. Their enthusiasm and eagerness to learn about the Christian faith was truly a light to me. As they quizzed me each week before and after the sessions, so through their questions, I came to see something more of the glory of God shining in the face of Jesus Christ. I’ve come to realise that on my own, I will only ever see one face of the diamond, I will only ever see one part of the beauty. But as I meet with others, listen to others so I start to see the surpassing beauty of the finely cut diamond. We need each other, with all our differences, to truly appreciate the beauty of this treasure.

But we have this treasure in jars of clay, Paul says. Imagine now, not just a single diamond in your hand but a jar filled with diamonds. Now it is not just the beauty which is overwhelming but the value. Imagine the value of a whole jar full of finely cut diamonds. Wars are fought over such things. Men will do all manner of evil to get their hands on such things. People will sacrifice all they have, even their own lives to possess such a jar.

And this is the writers point. The jar is fragile. It symbolizes all the weakness and frailty of human life. The weakness of you and me, with all our fears, our worries and our struggles to work with people who are different from us. The frailty of the church with all her impurities and divisions  and competition. 

I’m sure you know what I am talking about. The feeling of being made of clay - fragile, ready to crack at any moment, feeling as if the slightest touch or careless knock would send you crashing to the ground, shattered, broken in pieces. It sometimes only takes a word - a harsh, unkind word - for all the cracks to start appearing in our lives.

And it only takes one thief to rip the lead off the roof, or one vandal to throw a stone through the window for the church building to feel like a clay pot, full of cracks and ready to shatter. 

“But we have this treasure in clay jars” says St Paul “so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us.”

My friends, however weak and fragile you feel, however vulnerable your church building may appear to be, my simple message to you this evening is to remember the treasure within. The glory of God shining in the face of Jesus Christ. This is the diamond I asked you to imagine. This is why you give your time and your energy to serve God’s people and to preserve a church building for generations to come. This is why you put up with long PCC meetings and all the discussions about mowing the churchyard grass and keeping the flower rota up to date. These things matter because they contain the treasure, the many facetted diamond, whose beauty can only be appreciated by all of us together, not each one individually.

In fact they matter all the more because their fragility and vulnerability are what God uses to display his power. If we felt totally in control, able to do everything that’s asked of us with never a doubt - then people would look at us and think ‘isn’t she or he capable’ rather than ‘it must be God who enables them to do that’. And if our churches were run with military precision - never a mistake, never an argument, never a crack in the plaster - then people would look at us and think ‘what great managers they are’ rather than ‘it must be God who enables them to do that. Its because the treasure is in clay jars that people know that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us.

This is why Paul can say “We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to dispair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our bodies.”
So I ask you again, can you see the diamond? Does it sparkle? Do you glimpse the many faces, the edges, the corners? Hold on to that picture. Then put all the diamonds in this room together inside a clay pot and remember the fragility, remember how easy it is to break. Remember that the treasure comes from God and the clay jar is only there to reveal the beauty of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.

Thank you for all do to care for this delicate clay pot. Don’t worry about the occasional cracks. You’ll hear stories of many more major cracks. In fact they will tell you that the pot is falling apart, divided down the middle, irreparable. But they’ve been saying that for two thousand years. When you hear it, think of the diamond.

Let me close with the words of a Leonard Cohen song:

"Ring the bells that still can ring.

Forget your perfect offering.

There's a crack, a crack in everything

That's how the light gets in."

