Sermon Preached in Porvoo Cathedral by Most Revd David Chillingworth, Primus of the Scottish Episcopal Church

 

In July 2010,  a World Missionary Conference will be held in Edinburgh.  This marks the centenary of the World Missionary Conference of 1910 – one of the foundations on which the modern ecumenical movement is based.

My own life experience has been slightly different.  I grew up in the divided society of Northern Ireland.  At an early stage in my education in the 1950's I was actually taught about the things which divide churches.  At the age of eight or nine, I made to learn by heart a booklet called, 'How we differ from Rome'  My young and impressionable mind was filled with concerns about Papal Bulls and Infallibility.  

 

'By this everyone shall know that you are my disciples – if you have love for one another.'

It matters greatly that churches should attempt to draw more closely together.  It matters because it affects mission.  The quality of our relationships with one another is a matter of spirituality.  It commends the life of faith to people – or it does the opposite.  I believe that in this meeting of the Porvoo Communion the Spirit has enabled us to be warm and open with one another.  We face difficulties and challenges.  But the warmth of our relationships will make us stronger in mission. 

 

When I talk to people who join our churches, I find that one of the things which they seek in the life of the church is reality of relationship.  Our society is a place of individualism to the point of lonliness.  The church is one of the very few places which both locally and globally offers people the opportunity of being part of a community of people of all ages and types.

But we cannot take for granted the warmth and strength of relationships.  Every year, I spent time in retreat with a Benedictine community.  I read the rule of St Benedict – in particular those sections which explore the role of the abbot in shaping and sustaining the community.  What I am reading is the distilled wisdom of 1000 years of experience at developing real quality of community living.  

The gospel as always challenges us - it calls us to deeper union in our shared discipleship.   The agenda - the task - is not our relationships.  We are not here to negotiate with one another.  We are here to respond together to God's call to mission.  So this is not just polite friendship.  It is rooted in the love of God for us – in the love of Jesus who washed his disciples feet and went to the cross in obedient sacrifice.  That is the kind of love which we are called to offer to one another.

When churches meet, we do what churches inevitably do.  We talk and explore.  We build our friendships.  We explain the problems which arise in our relationship.  We strive for a unity which transcends the problems.  We struggle with the tension between the already and the not yet.  We live with the tensions – for example the tension between communion and justice.  We strive in faith always to recognise one another as the disciples of the same Lord.

Two things above all it seems to me that we must strive to do.

We live in times of challenge, opportunity and difficulty for churches.  Surprisingly our increasingly secular societies can be open places of mission opportunity for churches.  We engage with people who hear the gospel afresh and we rejoice in the opportunities which that brings.  Yet out of the other side of our minds, we fear that we are growing institutionally weaker.  We turn inwards.  We become less ready to trust and to share with one another.  We must strive to take every opportunity to develop our sharing in mission – every opportunity to strengthen and encourage one another in our discipleship.

And the second is that we should respond to the call to love – believing that it is love which is the mark of discipleship – trusting that by that love everyone will know us as disciples.  May our friendship and our sharing deepen so that we are ready to love, to give and to sacrifice as together we together answer the call of Jesus Christ.

