Bishop Nigel's Installation Sermon: Manchester Cathedral February 2003
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 Thirty seven years ago, the Lord called me to serve, not by the Sea of Galilee, but by the mouth of the Manchester Ship Canal - as a curate at Ellesmere Port. It’s taken a long time and a roundabout route to get to this end of the canal! To be called now to be bishop of this great diocese is an awesome task. As Basil Hume once said: "the gap between what is expected of me and what I know to be true about myself, is very great". I have needed your prayers - and still do please, as I join you in your gospel pilgrimage.

I'd not expected that the first services I would attend as your bishop would be the funerals last week - of Jonathan Tinker, a fine, much-loved priest and area dean; of Steve Oake, the highly regarded and tragically murdered policeman. Both services were deeply moving tributes to the witness of two Christians whose lives, in their different ways, unmistakably presented Jesus - to the church and to the world.

It is for that same purpose, and none other, that I come alongside you today: to share with you, the clergy, congregations and communities that form this diocese, in God’s task of presenting Jesus to a burdened church and an unbelieving world.

It is of course through the gospel message that Jesus is presented. Only a few hundred yards from here, is preserved the world’s oldest gospel fragment - a tiny piece of St John’s gospel. To me, that fragment, in the heart of this massive conurbation of culture, commerce, media and sport, is a symbol of our fragile faith and tiny church. A reminder, in a world beguiled by power, competition and success, that it is often when we are vulnerable and fragile, that we come nearest to engaging with the mystery of God - and the still centre that is within each of us.

The Manchester gospel fragment is rightly kept in museum conditions; but we must never do that with our living faith and church. For Jesus’ teaching is unmistakable in its emphasis on growing, journeying, taking risks, casting out into the deep; on catching fish, filling empty tables, bringing home the lost sheep, on bringing hope and joy where there is despair and sadness, light where it is dark. Our faith and our church: called to dream dreams, have visions, and follow God’s journey where He leads.

You remember what the gospels record as the first thing that happened to Jesus? He was wrapped up - in swaddling clothes - and we’ve been wrapping him up ever since! Wrapping him up with the leaden weight of church structures, the bureaucracy of a Church of England that’s often overstaffed, over-churched and over-managed. No wonder it seems so difficult for us to present Jesus. But it needn’t be - not if we’re bold and take risks, not if we lighten things (we take ourselves far too seriously) not if we bring a dance to our step. For when that happens we discover the exhilaration, the joie de vivre, of a faith and church alive with the gospel.

So let’s start out together on a new pilgrim journey for this diocese - new, not because I’m new, but because God’s love is new every morning. Every day of our lives he offers fresh starts - but so often we miss the opportunity. So let’s go for it: looking out for new signposts, willing to be surprised by the route, ready to catch or be caught by the marvellous - "seeing" as someone put it "the wonder in small things, as His Light shines through the prism of our everyday encounters; and we engage with God".

The word fragment is a noun; but it spells also a verb: fragment. This diocese has a vital contribution to make to the wider church - and an increasingly important role in the nation’s life. But in these coming years we, with the whole of the Church of England and Anglican Communion, will face tough issues.

There’s a legend that St John, when he was a very old man, would tell children the teaching of Jesus in just three words: love one another. Love is the simple DIY glue that will mend the fragmenting that threatens our church, our society and our relationship with God.

Certainly in this diocese I’ll expect contentious matters to be faced with a holy and loving courtesy. I’ve often found these guidelines helpful for bishops, clergy and laity: "Remain convinced without being rigid, willing to confront without being officious, gentle and forgiving without being soft, a true witness without being manipulative - and above all, conveying in your manner the hope and love and joy that is in Christ."

Those words are borrowed from another denomination. And they prompt me to urge - from this diocese which in Bolton produced the first ever Council of Churches - a new sense of ecumenical purpose. There are conversations, yes; and I’m delighted that today we’ve committed ourselves to work and share. But the truth is that far too often, local ministries and churches are set up with no reference to each other. We’re all to blame. But it’s crazy. We have to ask ourselves if the customs, beliefs and models peculiar to our particular denominations really are more important to us in this unchurched society than God’s mission and our survival. And if we don’t address that with honesty and determination then very sadly our ecumenical links will fragment and will be no more.

I’m fearful too of the way world events could now fragment the links between us and other faiths - and damage the mutual respect, and concern for peace and justice, we’ve affirmed today. I come from a diocese where different faiths have, under God’s grace, worked together in peace and respect. But we seem to be escalating towards a war in which many innocent people could be killed, and which could produce a severe backlash on our own doorstep. We must avoid rhetoric that might cast this crisis in religious terms. And we must pray, all of us, for peace in this troubled world. And we must pray too for the peace of Jerusalem.

These are violent times - and not least in our fragmenting society. Next month I’ll attend a service here to remember the victims of violence and bloodshed in this area. We’re not immersed in a great crime wave here. But many parish priests and people here know, from the experience of where they live and minister, that (although many good things have happened) urban poverty - and especially the exclusion of groups of young people from careers - leads to drugs, and a culture of carrying and using guns.

We must never allow the church’s internal agendas to disable us from engaging with others in urban regeneration and renewal, and linking with youth culture - and we will engage not for political, or even sociological reasons; but because of the theological imperative that every person matters, whoever they are, wherever they are - because every person is made in the image of God’s love. And in presenting Jesus to the world, we cannot ignore the manifesto from the prophet Isaiah that began his ministry: good news for the poor, release for the captives, justice for the oppressed.

In all these things, we are called to witness to the things of God, to the spiritual dimension at the heart of human experience. We are called to relate eternal truth to a rapidly changing society, to address a culture that needs the vision and hope offered by the Light of Christ. We are called to recognise what God is doing in the world - and to try to do it with God.

It’s a tough task. And we will surely fail - unless at the centre of our beliefs is the person of Jesus. Christians belong to a faith which has intellectual integrity and moral content. But we are not followers of intellectual theories or ethical systems. Christianity is best conveyed, not in the form of words, but through the love of God, in Jesus - who cherishes the dim flame of our fragile faith, that we may become his tiny lights shining in the dark.

So may our hopes be high. May we become what the theologian Moltmann said all Christians should be: "purveyors of optimism" - never forgetting that our life on this earth is a preparation for that day when we will be presented to Jesus; when, as St John of the Cross so memorably put it: "we shall be judged - on how we have loved."

But for now, in the words of the epistle to the Hebrews, let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us with our eyes fixed upon Jesus. Amen
