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I wonder what Tunbridge Wells (and this corner of West Kent) will be like in another 400 years time. When our great-grandchildren have great-grandchildren and that jump of generations is repeated another 3 times, I wonder how our descendants at the start of the twenty-fifth century will be celebrating the town’s 800th Anniversary. I would certainly hope that this Church of King Charles, with its particular historic connection to the origins of the town, would be playing a part. I trust it will still be standing then, even though I am told by an architect–not to alarm those of you sitting in the galleries–that the building doesn’t have much by way of foundations. (He also said if it was going to fall down it probably would have done so by now!) Perhaps in 400 years time local schoolchildren will be doing projects on what it was like living here in 2006 (and drawing pictures of traffic jams), there will be historic tours that show people where something known as ‘the train station’ once was, and the town museum will have a scale model replica of the millennium clock. (I am tempted to add that with another 100 World Cups before 2406, England surely must have reached a final by then too!)
It is very hard to imagine what the future will be like, isn’t it? Even within a human lifetime and living memory, the changes can seem unimaginable. Thinking of my own four decades, when I was a youngster I couldn’t have begun to appreciate what an impact the personal computer, and specifically the internet, would have on our lives. I was recently given a DVD with some episodes of my favourite childhood science-fiction programme (Blakes7, in case you are wondering) and watching it now makes me realise how much a product of its own times it was, and how different things already are. So I think one lesson is that trying to describe the future is a very risky business, and that whatever one comes up with, the reality is–in all likelihood–going to be very different.
And yet, having said that, at another level I wonder if things don’t change so much after all. And here I am thinking of the qualities that essentially make us human, and the values that provide the foundations for our society, and our beliefs as well. I was fortunate to have an inspirational English teacher at school, and he encouraged me not to drop English Literature at the first opportunity (which might well have happened). And I am very grateful that he did that, because I believe that some of the most profound insights into human nature and the ways people can and should treat each other, and into the relationship between good and evil, are contained in the writings of Geoffrey Chaucer, William Shakespeare, Jane Austin and others like them–authors from a past which superficially seems so different to our world now. Later as a theological student I had to study the ethical traditions of the Old Testament, and I quickly realised how much wisdom and understanding there is in those two-and-a-half-thousand year old texts (some of them are even older), and also how much influence they have had on the development of our society and culture. The ten commandments are the most famous example here, I guess, but there is much more in the biblical tradition as well. The values that should shape our lives personally, and collectively as a community, are really the same as they have always been: respect, fairness, honesty, generosity, appreciating the sheer value of human life, and such life. And I have no doubt that they will be the values on which our descendants here will seek to structure their common life as well.
But of course in saying that these shared values have been, are, and will continue to be, so important in enabling our society to exist as a civilised and peaceful place at ease with itself, I am not taking for granted any of them. I think we know, don’t we, that it is because many generations before us have worked hard at protecting and nurturing them, as do many people in our community today, that we enjoy living in this place in the way that we do? Over these last few months I have been fortunate to have participated in a course run by an organisation called Common Purpose which seeks to draw together people from the business community, the public sector, and the charitable sector, so that they can understand one another better and think together about some of the most pertinent issues that affect our common life today. I have been impressed by how such a diverse range of people have shared so much commitment to improving our life together in West Kent and how much consensus there is about the values that really matter to us here now.
Well today is our Mayor’s day, and I say all this, because it seems to me that the Mayor is a very important public symbol for all of these positive and important things I have been talking about. Ron is in for a very busy year, and he will be involved in countless events and aspects of the life of Tunbridge Wells and Cranbrook and the other places that are served by the Borough Council. At the end of his Mayoral year he will have a better picture than anyone else (perhaps save for the Deputy Mayor who will be working with him, and our Member of Parliament) of the good work and acts of service and selfless commitment that are made by members of our community, whether in their own time, or perhaps through their jobs. And through his visits and his work, Ron as Mayor, will be encouraging all of these people in what they are doing for us, he will be reaffirming how important their contributions are, and saying ‘thank you’ to them. And the thanks that he will bring are not just those of the Council and others who have positions of public importance, but I think the thanks of every one of us. 
It is often said that we live in times of increasing isolation from each other and of diminishing public-spiritedness, and whilst I think it is easy to over-exaggerate, I am sure there is some truth behind this view. But this makes the role of the Mayor more important than it has ever been, and reminds us why Ron’s efforts over this year are so crucial. In a few moments Ron will be asked “Will you endeavour as much as lies within you, to heal division, promote unity of spirit, and uphold all that makes for the common good?” and within that question lies the essence of what Ron’s work over this year will be – healing, promoting unity, upholding the good. And it is a high calling, isn’t it? I hope that Ron knows that, as he answers it affirmatively, he has the best wishes and support, and indeed gratitude, of the whole community behind him, for carrying out the task. It is no mere detail that the Mayor’s response to the question includes the words ‘with the help of God’, and we believe and trust that God will be with him in all that lies ahead in this coming year. Accordingly, in a few moments we will be praying for our Mayor, and indeed, for the whole Borough of Tunbridge Wells.
So thank you Ron for undertaking this task so important, and may God’s blessing be with you, for all this year ahead.
