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Recently someone reminded me that the present Pope once came to give a lecture at Cambridge University.  This was when he was still Cardinal Ratzinger, laying down the law about the correct teaching of the Catholic faith, disciplining theologians and erring bishops, curbing the spread of liberation theology and pouring some cold water on the work of the Anglican/Roman Catholic International Commission.  I recalled a vivid description of that lecture in a book called Priesthood and Reality by Father Tony Philpot.  Father Tony is a retired priest of the diocese of East Anglia, now living in Peterborough but in those days, working in Cambridge.  Father Tony described the lecturer as ‘alert, intelligent, well turned out, spick and span, a band box cardinal with all his wits about him, who could cope in several languages and tangle with the toughest theologians Cambridge could deploy’.  
In that lecture the present Pope explored the concept of a natural moral law.  He took as his starting point the spread of the drug culture and the burgeoning of terrorism throughout the world.  Despite their distortions, he claimed, these revealed the yearnings of the soul for a shortcut to paradise.   They illustrated a deep longing for what was absolute and total, even moral.  He went on to explore the existence of natural law.  There was, he said, an objective moral force, rooted in God himself, which makes demands on all of us.  St. Paul claimed as much writing to the Romans.  
It’s unusual to remember a lecture you never heard.  I sometimes have difficulty remembering those I do.  But I recalled this one because of Tony Philpot’s reflection upon it.  He didn’t question the Cardinal’s moral theology.  It made sense to him.  His reflection was of a quite different order.  He listened to this learned exposition while thinking of the people two or three miles away in a different part of Cambridge in the parish where he ministered.  These included the estates where the city sent their problem families. There you would find alcoholics and addicts and people with records for GBH and folk who simply couldn’t find their rent.  There were people in promiscuous, shifting relationships.  There were people who kept fierce dogs to whom they seemed more loyal than to the children produced by their temporary liaisons.  There lived elderly people barricaded into their flats and bungalows who were fearful of opening the door.  There were found people who had retired from the human race, having found it wanting. 
Father Tony thought the approach to life of such people was existential.  In other words they dealt with each new set of circumstances as they arose.  Immutable principles and inviolable laws didn’t figure in their thinking.  Indeed the very idea was laughable.  Rules could be bent.  That’s what they were there for.  And as he sat listening to one of the finest minds in the Catholic Church he felt a chasm opening up between his theology and his pastoral practice.  
The gulf isn’t limited to Catholic theology.  If instead of Cardinal Ratzinger it was John Stott or another great evangelical divine speaking about the authority of scripture or the inspiration of God’s word the yawning gap would have seemed no less.  It’s not that these great theological themes are invalid or untrue.  They simply seem light years away from the episodic and fractured lives so many people lead. Where comes the connection? Listening to that lecture Father Tony knew that he lived in two worlds.  One was the world of his theological formation.  The other was the world of pastoral reality, where people living chaotic lives were none the less lovable and yearning to be loved.  But to get them to comprehend these great over-arching themes of theological truth suggested a capacity for integrated conceptual thought that was entirely alien to them.  Should he even be trying?  But if he didn’t, what had he to preach and teach?

Was this why ministry was so exhausting and demanding?  The ordained minister seems to inhabit both worlds, sometimes being the hinge between them, at other times pulled apart and stretched over the chasm between the gospel of salvation and its demands and the sheer messiness of human life.  But perhaps inhabiting this spiritual gap is the priest’s vocation?  Is it the vocation of all God’s people?  For the Body of Christ was stretched out on the cross, nailed to it, for the sake of this uncomprehending, careless, tragic, yet lovable world.  And we are the Body of Christ.
A few clergy identify so much with the needs of the people that they become impatient with doctrine, biblical authority and any moral law.  A few others become so preoccupied with the purity and correctness of Christian teaching and preaching that the pastoral demands of the unchurched pass them by.  The same can apply to lay people, even whole congregations.  
But the gulf I’ve identified is one where cross and sacraments are found.  It’s the space where Christ’s word is not so much spoken as broken.  It’s the space which gains our attention in this and every Eucharist.  ‘I am the gate’ says Jesus. ‘I am the good shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep’.  ‘I am the way, the truth, and the life’.  The Church, as the body of Christ in the world today, is stretched out, given for love of the world.  Christ inhabits the chasm.
To this Eucharist we all come as individuals.  In our prayers of intercession we pray for people who are on our minds and hearts.  But we do this while focussing on the whole sweep of God’s saving action in history.  That saving history finds its focus on the bread and wine offered at the last supper.  At the centre of the service is the death of Christ.   Yet here we are pointed to a re-made world, re-made by the crucified and risen Christ.  For here we ‘show forth the Lord’s death until he comes’.  Our messy episodic lives – for we are not so different to those on the Cambridge estates – are connected here with the whole purpose of God.  And the link is the person of Christ himself.  He is the one who focuses and interprets the past.   He is the point of reference for the future.  He inhabits the space which would otherwise be an aching void.  We are not alone.  
We come  today as clergy renewing our ordination vows and as lay people ready to re-commit ourselves to Christ’s service.  We come stretched out, knowing our vocation is testing.  How can it be any other if it’s focussed on the Cross. We come needing the oil of gladness and the healing of Christ for the wounds inflicted on us and the wounds we’ve scratched for ourselves.  That’s why the renewal of our vows and the blessing of these oils are linked on this day when we give thanks for the institution of this sacrament by Christ himself.  We come to be reminded that this demanding vocation to be the Body of Christ is the most exhausting, the most worthwhile, the most amazing of calls from God.  We give thanks for each other today.  We belong to one another.  We are the Body of Christ.

I conclude this address with one of George Herbert’s most touching poems.  It’s about the way in which Jesus anoints our lives and heals our brokenness, bringing together the scattered fragments of our lives.

IESU

IESU is in my heart, his sacred name


Is deeply carved there.  But the other week


A great affliction broke the little frame,


Even all to pieces; which I went to seek.


And first I found the corner where was I,


After where ES, and next where U was graved.


When I had got these parcels, instantly


I sat me down to spell them; and perceived


That to my broken heart he was I ease you,

And to my whole is IESU.
                                                              George Herbert
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