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Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns:
792
“Fill thou my life, O Lord my God”



704
“O Jesus, I have promised”


698
“Let him to whom we now belong”



354
“Come let us anew”


121
“As with gladness men of old”

________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Jeremiah 31: 31-34
John 15: 1-10
ABIDE IN ME
The first Methodist Covenant service took place in the 1740’s just a few hundred yards from where we are today.  I don’t go back that far!  But I do remember the first Covenant service which I attended.  It was in Cardiff in 1961.  I was in my first year as an undergraduate and had never had any experience of this unique servicebefore.
To this day, I remember the sermon that was preached that day.  The Revd Dr Ronald G Ashman took a verse from this morning’s gospel and expounded it.  In those days, of course, we used the Authorised version of the Bible and the text read as follows:
Abide in me, and I in you.  As a branch cannot bear fruit of itself, except 
it abide in the vine, no more can ye, except ye abide in me.  [John 15:4]

Thus began a momentous year in my life.  During my time as a student, again and again I found myself in deep and earnest conversation with fellow students from other disciplines.  In those days we didn’t pay much heed to “celebrities”; it was more a matter of “luminaries”.  So our debates and discussions ranged over such figures as:

· Karl Marx;

· Sigmund Freud;

· Friedrich Nietzche;

· Aldous Huxley;

· A. J. Ayer;

· Bertrand  Russell;

· Jean-Paul Sartre;

· Albert Camus.

To my astonishment, I discovered that the teaching and example of Jesus could stand up in the company of these great thinkers.  I had previously thought that my experience of the Christian story was tied up with my childhood and that, now I was in full-time study, I could leave it all behind me.  Little was I to know!
The New English Bible (New Testament only at this time) appeared in that same year and bowled me over.  I could quote yards of it to you right now.  But it was the invitation “abide in me” that nagged at me, persisted within me, shouted at me, and eventually claimed me.

I stopped struggling.  I needed to find peace and a resolution of some of the anxieties I was feeling at that time.  Here was a great man inviting me, across the centuries, to abide in him.  I accepted him as the Lord of my life and was baptised as an outward and visible sign of that inward and spiritual grace which now flooded my soul.

Soon my minister was taking this commitment forward.  I became assistant leader of the Youth Club (the most scary thing I’ve ever done).  I began my studies as a Local Preacher and was sent, in summer 1962, to a conference of young people held under the aegis of the British Council of Churches in far away Leicester.
The motto of that city is Semper eadem – always the same.  That was nonsense in my case.  Everything in my life was changing and this conference made its own contribution.  

In the course of it, we all had the opportunity to visit Coventry Cathedral just three months after its opening in May 1962.  What an impact that visit had on me.

I must now ask you to undergo a huge effort of the imagination.  I’m going to take you on a guided tour of Coventry Cathedral.  It begins at the West End.  The whole west wall is built of glass panels.  This means that nothing which happens inside the cathedral can shut out a view of the world outside.  But nor can the world remain in ignorance of what’s going on inside.  The worship, prayer and spirituality of the community of faith are not practised by denying or rejecting or excluding the world.  The Church does its work as a dimension of the real life that all its members live day by day.
As we look towards the altar still at the West End of the cathedral, we are overwhelmed on our right-hand side by the enormous baptistery window which sits in an apse and runs from floor to ceiling.  John Piper’s stained glass is simply brilliant.  At the foot of this window stands the baptismal font, a huge chunk of rock brought to the cathedral from Bethlehem where Jesus himself grew up.  Baptism represents the beginnings of the Christian journey, the first step of a Christian soul towards that ultimate object which is a full and mature faith in Christ.

So we prepare to walk up the aisle.  There are no windows visible to us – they’ve all been set back from our view.  They face the other way.  All we see are brick walls.  But on eight of them are enormous “stepping stones” – tablets of the word.  If those walls seem bleak and even uninviting, the familiar words of these texts of scripture help us to find our way forward:
· The Son of man is come to seek and to save that which was lost.

· I and the Father are one.  He that hath seen me hath seen the Father.

· Come unto me all ye who labour and are heavy laden and I will give you rest.
· He that abideth in me and I in him, the same beareth much fruit.

These are the timeless truths that carry us forward even when things seem uninspiring.  Supremely, they invite us to trust, to place our confidence in someone who won’t let us down, to commit ourselves to someone who will comfort us, strengthen us, shelter us, enable us to flourish – to be the people we were made to be.

“Abide in me” and “bear fruit” seem to mean one and the same thing.  Out of our relationship with Christ comes the capacity to grow into the people God made us to be.

At the heart of these promises is the word “trust”.  This is the hardest quality to supply and yet it’s at the heart of all relationships and the cement of any society.

I remember reading Will Hutton’s 1995 book The State We’re In.  It was brilliantly perceptive and rigorously analytical – the work of a fine journalist and a more-than-competent economist.  I want to offer you a longish quote from the very heart of his argument:

Trust is dependent upon parties to a deal caring about their reputation as moral beings and monitoring their own conduct with integrity.  Robert Frank, in his book “Passion Within Reason” argues that the range of apparently irrational emotions that we have developed – anger, love and jealousy, together with the bodily signals by which they are recognised – are in effect thoroughly rational tools by which human beings size up each other’s trustworthiness and capacity to behave morally.  Some are sanctions; others are rewards; others, notably love, are means of entrenching committed behaviour.  They are tools with which we hope to create and police morality without which it is impossible to interact with other human begins.  (Op. Cit. 252)
I’ve never read anything by either a journalist or an economist (much less a combination of the two!) which focuses so strongly on morality.  Nor, indeed, have I ever encountered anyone working in those disciplines who puts love at the heart of a treatise on economics.  It’s mind-boggling, breath-taking and could be life-changing.  Whilst digging out this quotation, some newspaper cuttings which I’d placed within the covers of Hutton’s book came to my attention.  One of them was a review of Francis Fukuyama’s recently appeared book (also 1995) Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity.  Will Hutton had written this review too in the course of which he offered the following comment:


Trust can’t be invented.  It is embedded in a country’s social institutions and culture.
This repeated emphasis of trust is astonishing.  And it doesn’t take much imagination to bring the argument forward to 2009 and to apply these words to our own day.  There has been a meltdown of trust.  The economic downturn has seen banks refuse to trust each other with credit, employees are fearful for their jobs, commitments have been broken, houses repossessed and the ogre of recession looms.  Trust certainly can’t be invented.  Nor, once it’s broken down, can it be reinvented.  We’re living in difficult times.

The words “abide in me” are an invitation to trust someone.  It’s what I yielded to in 1961.

But let’s go back to Coventry Cathedral.  We were on a journey together.  It leads, at the end of the nave to a Via dolorosa - a simulated pathway dominated by thorns, a tricky part of our route before we reach the altar.  At last, we reach our goal.  We kneel at the Communion Table and find ourselves under Graham Sutherland’s massive tapestry.  It’s called “Christ in Majesty” – his greatness dwarfing our littleness.  There’s even a person-sized figure standing between the legs of Christ – indicating just how small we are.
We hold out our hands.  We take bread and wine.  And it dawns on us.  The great Christ gave himself for puny people like you and me.  Here is a love that engenders trust, a love that knows no limit, a love that never ends, or (as Charles Wesley puts it) a love that is a ”bottomless abyss”.

As we prepare to get to our feet, everything clicks into place.  Abide in me – that’s what drew our attention.  Someone inviting us to trust him.  And we are intrigued by the offer.  But now, having taken these tokens of the love of Christ, this bread and wine offered at the holy table, we remember the second half of that same verse.  “Abide in me”, it begins; “and I in you”, it concludes.  Weren’t we just invited to “take, eat, this is my body given for you”.  And didn’t that offer lead to another: “take, drink, this is my blood shed for you”?
If we want to know what the word Covenant means we have it right there.  The out-working of God’s love for us is to be found in the form of a relationship.  God has, once and for all, given us the essence of his own being.  He abides in us long before he invites us to abide in him.  It’s as if he’s saying, “you trust me and you’ll find me in the very marrow of your being, at the very heart of everything you are.  Your life will make sense, it’ll have value, you’ll know it’s going somewhere.”

We’re still in Coventry Cathedral.  But now we’ve turned from the altar to go back to our place.  And now we are confronted by sheer magnificence.  We see all those windows that were previously turned against us.  Now they stand in serried ranks, one after another after another, on each side of the aisle.  They’re filled with colour, they’re brilliant and shiny and fill your heart as well as your vision with all the hues of the spectrum.

And there at the end of the nave we see that West Wall once again, that glass wall, and (through it) the world.  But we don’t see in the same way now.  Life will never be the same again.  We can go and live our lives, nobodies who’ve become somebodies, throwaway people who’ve become aware of their true identity as the sons and daughters not just of a king but of the King of kings.
Abide in me, and I in you.  As a branch cannot bear fruit of itself, except it abide in the vine, no more can ye, except ye abide in me.
What a challenge!  What glory?  Something to hang on to in the midst of chaos and strife.  God help us.  Amen.
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