The Vision Glorious

Mike Parsons

Easter School 2010
Well, we’ve survived the week – only this and then it is the final Eucharist and home (at last!).  A week on the Church could be interesting, depressing or exhilarating, depending on your viewpoint. Setting and having a vision is all important. Other peoples vision can dominate and even be misleading.  How many clergy are oppressed by a vision that they have to do all – and a job that is well nigh impossible.

One of the main problems facing parochial clergy at present is stress and the sense of the job being too much.

It’s like herding cats.

C S Lewis has his senior devil advise his nephew in Screwtape to ensure that, when ever his charge starts to think of ‘the church’ his thoughts always go to the depressing mock Gothik building on the corner, badly lit and heated, where the local grocer in his best suit and sickly smile greets you deferentially at the door and presses into your hands a couple of tattered. books, one of which contains a selection of dubious doggerel of a religious nature that you are going to be expected to sing.  ‘Never’, warns the senior devil, ‘let him see the Church as we see it (horrible sight) as a mighty army with its banners flying’. 

And if we are honest with ourselves there is so much about what we experience daily or weekly of the church that should give us cause to pause - and shudder – is God really calling me to ministry here, in this situation?  Is this really what it is all about?  And it is always worth reminding ourselves that when its all going well that we my be missing something!

I was introduced to some very useful laws by an Irish gentleman called Murphy as a research student – rather a long time ago now!
· In any field of scientific endeavour, things always go from bad to worse

· If a thing can go wrong, it will go wrong

· If more than one thing can go wrong, the thing that will go wrong is the thing that will cause the most damage

· Nature always sides with the hidden flaw

· If everything is going well, you’ve clearly overlooked something.

A healthy dissatisfaction with the church as it is. an essential qualification for ministry The problem being, where do we find the vision we strive for?

It is crucial to have a vision beyond the church as observed today, for if not we will become taken up with the temptation to follow the latest trend or fashion and persuade ourselves, all to easily, that this is ‘God’s pattern’ for the church and develop a theology to suit (or borrow it from someone else more skilled in such matters).  
Then we discover that it is cell church, or community ministry or the ’ministry of presence’ (that strange indefinable doctrine beloved of some bishops where it is ‘priestly presence’ they find so important ) or even of ‘bible centred ministry’ (another phrase that is code in parish job adverts for ‘we we want a (quite) conservative evangelical) or local ministry for all its undoubted transformation of church life in many areas.   
These become our vision, which I suggest to you means we have not lifted our eyes high enough.  In a previous generation we might have had  list that included wearing the right vestments, with the right ceremonial, having a parish prayer meeting, visiting parishioners (whether church goers or not) both at home and hospital, building a bigger building than the Baptists etc.  North Wales, and the Barmouth area in particular that I know well, seemingly a formerly very religious environment, has masses of (now closed) churches.  None of them were ever full – competitive church building was rife. The prevailing culture at the time.
A former Dean of St Pauls, Dean Inge, remarked (in rather un-sexist language for today), ‘He who marries the spirit of the age will find them self a widower in the next’.

Lesslie Newbiggin offers us a selection of wrong visions for the Church.

Newbiggin was one of the foremost missiologists of the 20th C. A Presbyterian missionary from Scotland he went to India and eventually became a bishop in the newly formed CSI (a cause of HUGE upset post-war!), keeping the peace between Anglican and congregational groups newly united. He then went to Geneva then back to India ( Madras) and then in retirement to be URC minister of Winson Green URC in Birmingham, a building (he describes) that ‘Hitler unfortunately missed’.  I shall quote some of his work ( as did Graham Cray on Monday).

He takes as a basic text the Johanine version of the Great Commission.  Didn’t know there were more than one?

Matthew Matt 28.18-end:  Go into all the world.

Luke  Acts 1.8:   You shall receive power  . . . and shall be my witnesses

John  Jn 20: 21    . As the Father has sent me, so send I you.
The Johanine version, with its emphasis on living the kingdom and sharing in the scars of his passion rule out three wrong ways of looking at the local church.

Anyway, the first wrong vision is GROWTH, by itself. 

This would imply that the purpose of the church is to make converts, so as to make more converts etc etc.  A familiar model. But not the vision of Jesus. 

Not enabling the reign of God to be a reality now. Not, as those who saw Man Dancin’, what was happening there.

The Second wrong vision is the church as the religious aspect of the local community.  The focus for community and communal memories, but neglecting to offer sharp criticism or calls for radical conversion.  Newbiggin coments that much that passes for ‘conventional’ religion in the UK is just what in an Indian village they would call heathenism. An interesting mission enabling from a pluralist society speaking to us with the crust of Christendom upon us.
The THIRD of his wrong visions is that of the thinking of the church in purely functional terms. How often to hear some say ‘forget about all this doctrine, synods and canons – what we need is Kingdom Theology; justice, peace, liberation.’ But if that is all that is heard the church simply becomes a crusader for social justice and a religious version of the socialist workers party (or others!).This vision is only wrong if this is all there is to the church, a vision rooted only in this world.
He is insistent that the church is a sign, instrument and foretaste of God’s reign for that place, that parish, that segment of humanity, for which it is responsible under God.  A sign, instrument and foretaste for your parish. 

This is where the paper quoted by Graham Cray got it from, from a mans convinced that the small struggling church next to Winson Green prison had to be the hermeneutic of the gospel to its own bit of the world Jesus came to save.   The only effective hermeneutic of the gospel, N insists, is the congregation that believes it – and lives it. 
A Sign: which points to something, often something out of sight, that is not yet visible.  Pointing to a reality that we cannot yet see.  A reality that for us is made credible by the in-breaking of God into the world in the person of Jesus and the foretaste of that which is to come mediated by the Holy Spirit. It is a reality that is outside of the present world and so cannot be expressed entirely or only in the terms of this life and expectations.  We are a people of hope, people of a FORETASTE
2Cor 1.21-22

The Holy Spirit as the down payment.  The arabon.  The same word in modern Arabic.  You can go and spend the down-payment, have a drink, buy a meal. So with the foretaste of heaven.  It is not an IOU for heaven, but part of the NOW that will be fulfilled with the NOT YET.
And the  INSTRUMENT – the correct version of the wrong vision of pure this worldly functionalism. The healing, the caring, the teaching – both professionally through medical and educational or social care and also in the gospel life lived out at local level.  The local church responsing to the needs of the community.

But it is only the church that can be both an instrument and also a foretaste of that which is yet to come into being, that which it is a sign.

What is your vision – what do you think might be your congregation’s vision?

Church 
as social worker?


As state institution


As bulwark for morality (sort of religious magistrates)


As ejector seat from this cruel world?

The Church as Institution
Can we get rid of this model – back to the NT model?

Lets take ourselves right back into Acts 19.  – Paul has come to Ephesus.  (19:8 – 10 )
Good idea, growth, pushed out of the synagogue into a local hall.   How long would it be before someone suggests ‘Why are we paying Tyrranus all this rent?  We could buy the hall and save money.’  Yes, and who then owns the Hall?  An individual  - dangerous power in one person.  A group or people, the church itself.  Excellent! But now we have to know ho they are.  We need a membership list, those who are ‘in’ and by implication, those who are ‘out’. The very existence of the Church as an institution contradicts one of its main reasons for existing all all! Well did  Archbishop William Temple say that the church was the only organisation that existed solely for the benefit of its non-members! 

Setting a vision is crucial.  I took this title from a book by Geoffrey Rowell, now Bishop in Europe, (which he also, of course, borrowed from the last verse of the hymn The Church’s One Foundation)  The Vision Glorious, where he writes of the vision of the leaders of the tractarian revival in the Church of England and the Oxford movement in the 19thC. A time of great change and a re-discovery of liturgy as a re-enactment of the liturgy of heaven (as they would see it), a re-discovery of the importance of the teaching of the early Christian Fathers, and (importantly) a re-discovery of the imperative for heaven to be made manifest on earth both in the church building and in the care of the church in the parish (which, as I’m sure you know, led to a concentration on the poorest urban slums long before any Urban Priority Area report was ever dreamt of). 

A time also when the British Empire was at its height and the cultural drive was to deliver ever more benevolent help to those in darkness whether overseas or in our slums. A church culture that was steeped in an establishment with High Tory ideals but now finding itself with a government with which it was seriously out of step.

· That proposed to allow non-Anglicans into parliament

· And into Oxford

· And to abolish certain Irish bishoprics (because all the population were RC anyway!) 

Local Ministry wouldn’t have got a look in, not in the way we think of it today. What the church needed was Priests – many of them – and also an army of Nuns.
READ extracts from Rowell, pg 129,  pg 130,  pg 131

Sacramental confession caused huge upheavals:  extract from Rowell
HEAVEN
The Vision was of the Church Glorious in heaven and on earth. But there lies our problem.

We don’t know what to think about heaven.

Get our vision of Heaven right and all will flow. What we desperately need in the church today is a re-discovery of a truly biblical doctrine of the Christian Hope  There is a very helpful Gove Booklet by N T Wright (code: not Tom Wright, N T Wright means engage brain before reading) New Heavens, New Earth   ( Biblical Series #11) that addresses this very issue.

His thesis is that the NT has very little to say about ‘going to heaven when you die’, but rather speaks of the vision of a new heaven and a new earth, integrated together and formed (in some sense) out of the old creation. Eternal life is not a spaceless, timeless existence, but rather the ‘dispensation which God will create in the renewal of all things’. 
He employs the picture of the parent keeping safe the child’s Christmas present in he cupboard as an analogy to our salvation being ‘kept in heaven for you’ (1Peter 1.4).  The point is not that we have to go to a place called heaven to get our salvation – rather that at the appropriate time our salvation will be given to us, just as the child will receive their present – but they don’t have to go and live in the cupboard to receive it.

Our citizenship is in heaven (Phil 3.19-21), to a resident of Philippi who were Roman citizens as it was a colony of Rome (as, by the way, was Glevum).  This did not mean they were all longing to get back to Rome – there was no room, and anyway, Rome did not want them there!  Rather it meant that all the rules and privileges of Rome, its protection by its armies and the advantages of its trade were all also the rights and privileges of the Citizen of Philippi.  So also for the Christian. Heaven’s rule is for here and now.  You are to act under the influence of and as the agents of the heavenly city, the New Jerusalem.
NEW HEAVENS & EARTH

The weight of the Bible falls not on a heaven removed and of no connection with this one, but on a renewed creation.

This can be found in Isaiah, where at the very end the post-exilic prophet holds out this vision of new heavens and earth (Is 66.22) and of course in Revelation 21.   But the most central statement about what God intends to do with the created world is found in Romans 8. 18-28

READ OUT PASSAGE

As Wright comments, if you insist on reading Romans as a commentary on how human beings ‘get saved’, in the sense of ‘going to heaven when they die’, you will find these verses function as a kind of odd, apocalyptic, appendix.  There is no time to go into the detail here, but notice that what Paul is talking about is not the redemption of the believer, but the renewal of all creation – waiting and groaning with eager longing for the ‘revealing of the children of God’.
We, human beings, hold the key to the redemption of all creation. This is incredibly creation affirming.  This world is not just the place I’m passing through on the way to something better. The planet does matter – but it is not the final end, the greatest object.   That is God’s New Creation, created and renewed out of what already is, which has the seeds of that which it is to become. 

When I was a research physicist we sometimes had to grow our own crystals to work on (I had cupboards left for me by predecessors full with wonderful names: praseodymium ethyl sulphate, cerous magnesium nitrate, and very hazardous to grow, and making a major appearance in my thesis, thulium arsenate).  A method to get them to grow was to drop a seed crystal into a saturated solution – and around that seed other crystals would grow. 

Into our old creation, which contains all that will be part of the glorious new creation, God has ‘dropped’ his Son, now risen and glorified, as a seed of the kingdom and around which other bits will grow.  The final New Creation will not be seen until that final act of consummation by the Father, but it means that we live in a sacramental universe where potentially all may be holy, all may be redeemed.   All of us are called to share in the creative acts and power of the one Creator.   In the US Lutheran theologian Phil Heffner’s phrase, we are ‘Created co-creators’.  The Christian Hope is very definitely not that of an ejector seat from the woes and troubles of an evil world condemned to destruction.
George Herbert makes the point so well in his poem, the Elixir,

A man that looks on glass

On it may stay his eye

Or, if he pleaseth through it pass,

And then the heav’n espy.

A servant with this clause

Makes drudgery divine,

Who sweeps a room, as for thy laws,

Makes that, and the action, fine.

This is the famous stone

That turneth all to gold

For that which God doth touch and own

Cannot for less be told.

HEAVEN AS PRESENT REALITY

Let us return to the question of vision and C S Lewis’s words in Screwtape.  There is a wonderful biblical example of this in the life of the prophet Elisha  (2 Kings 6.15-19) where Elisha’s servant had to have his eyes opened to see the reality of the heavenly host.

This is our hope and our Glory.   This is the foundation of a truly Catholic Spirituality.   It is nothing to do with chasubles and incense, reservation and benediction, confession and penance.  Or only inasmuch as these things lead you though their discipline and ordered beauty into holiness and the beauty of holiness.   So many today take the post-modern pic and mix attitude to spirituality but somehow seem to miss the ultimate vision glorious, the focus on the future glorious rule of God, the fantastic truth that we live in a universe in which nothing will be ultimately wasted, all will be redeemed and re-created by his love.

I can do no better that finish, as Rowell did, by quoting from John Keble, in one of his last sermons

In him (the Church) live a new life, which they have entirely from him; a life which is both his and theirs; whereby they are so joined to him as to be verily and indeed partakers of a divine nature.

Yes, my brethren, this and no less was the mysterious Whitsun privilege and glory of those on whom the Holy Ghost first came down: a glory so high and inconceivable that the Holy Fathers did not hesitate to call it deification, and Christianity which teaches and confers it, they call a deifying discipline. 

(Rowell, pg 251)

The Vision Glorious, to be sons and daughters of God.
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