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Sigtuna, March 18 2010.

It is a very great pleasure to welcome you all, this, the latest Church Leaders Consultation  for the Churches of the Porvoo Communion. And – it is an especial delight as we celebrate this Eucharist together, to welcome those of you from the Church of Denmark, having recently taken the historic decision to sign the Porvoo declaration. We greatly look forward to sharing with you in the moment of signing, when we meet in Copenhagen in October this year. And much more than that, to developing our life together in Communion as we rejoice that the Anglican and Lutheran strands of Western Christendom, which have so many common roots and characteristics, are re-discovering one another in all sorts of new ways. 

The Porvoo Declaration was and is a major step towards the visible unity of Christ’s Church. But, to rejoice in our traditions is not enough. If the gospel is to be allowed to define and shape the life of our communities it requires us not only to be faithful to the traditions we inherit, but, also to be responsive together to new issues. That’s why Cyril of Jerusalem, who we celebrate and commemorate today in the Church of England Calendar, has much to say to us. So, it is about Cyril that I wish to preach. 

Cyril was born about 315, became a Bishop of Jerusalem at the age of 34 and died on this day in the year 386. So xxx was a Bishop for 36 years – he must have had a lot of stamina. The fourth century was a time of considerable strife in the life of the Church and those who tried to walk a middle way between rival factions often found themselves assailed on all sides. One of these moderates was Bishop Cyril. 

He was an especial target of many intrigues and conflicts because as Bishop he was guardian  of the Holy places in Jerusalem, which in the fourth century, were drawing pilgrims from all over the place. 

And, if any of you have been to Jerusalem recently and visited the Holy sites and places associated with Christ, you will know that the conflicts and rivalries of Christian Groups, sadly, are as alive today as they were in the days of Cyril. Yet, Cyril managed to hold on to his office without compromising his integrity and he came to be venerated for his holy life his sound pastoral teaching. 

And it was his pastoral teaching that is one of the chief reasons why the Church has continued to venerate him. 

He is best remembered for his famous addresses to the catechists, to those preparing to be baptized at Easter. 

These lectures not only reveal his commitment to passing on the faith as he had received it. They also reveal his commitment to an even greater task. 

Cyril did more than simply provide his listeners with information about Christian doctrine. He sought to instil them with a passion for Christ which would enable them to devlop in the new life which they were about to begin by their baptism. So, in commemorating Cyril today, we bear witness to the pastoral nature of all Christian teaching – its duty not only to communicate the faith, but, also to nurture the faithful. 

A friend, who knows me only too well, once gave me a cartoon. Along one side of the picture is a long chorus line of people from some exotic south sea island. These happy natives, women and men, are high kicking in formation. 

Standing before them on the beach, is a young clergyman, a young pastor in a clerical collar. Facing the young pastor, are a rather dour couple with Bibles in hand, who have come to check on the young missionary’s progress.

The young pastor, his talented congregation arrayed behind him with their bright smiles, the young pastor looks somewhat nonplussed as he reports to the Bishop who has come to check him out. “Christianity?.. I thought you said teach them Choreography”.

You will remember that King David transformed worship in Israel by giving thanks to God in song, and by placing singers before the altar to give “beauty to the festivals” (Ecclesiasticus 47:8-10). And – that is a gift that the Lutheran tradition continues to give to us all. 
Well, in the fourth century Cyril went a step further. He developed liturgies for Palm Sunday and Holy Week incorporating scripture and poetry, movement, colour, and hymnody to re-enact Jesus’ final days and make them accessible to human experience. These are still the foundation of the liturgical observance of Holy Week that we use in Anglicanism today. 

Cyril understood that when worship enables a deeper insight into God and into the human condition, we are in the danger of wasting one of our most precious gift for Evangelism.

Xx Cyril was wise to understand that faith requires more than intellectual assent. Indeed, the great moments of profound religious understanding are more playful, more dramatic, and more experiential than intellectual. 

Jesus’ own teaching, remember, employed stories, parables that still captivate and charm. He used nets and fishes, food and drink, basins and towels and ultimately his own body to illustrate the truth of God’s relationship with us. 

Cyril understood that we are called to act out our faith – especially those times and in those places where our faith and devotion are found wanting. 

As we stand around this altar and share this Eucharist together, it is arrogant to assume that we are as perfectly united as God intends. What we are about in this act is itself a dramatic action, a moment when we cease to be what we are and take up what we are to be. In the hope that one day we shall become who we aspire to be. 

In the midst of this world, we people of faith are the largest theatre company on the face of the earth. On the stage of our daily lives we are called to consider well in every action the seriousness of our calling as disciples of Jesus, as people of God, as women and men of faith. 

And as for the little cartoon missionary whose presence in that picture both amuses and instructs me in the conduct of my own ministry, I can only hope that his Bishop possessed the wisdom and grace of Cyril, who no doubt would have reassured him that in teaching his flock choreography he was advancing nicely in the task of teaching them Christianity. 
So, Cyril faithful to the tradition he inherited, yet responsive to new questions, new opportunities and open to new learning and new insights – A man of Holiness and pastoral teaching – A man eager to embrace new liturgical expressions to nurture the faithful and also seeking to enable the faith to be shared in new ways. I doubt if I can think of a better way of describing the Churches of the Porvoo Communion – at ther best.
