Patronal Festival 2007 10am
This morning, for our Patronal Festival, rather than talking about Charles I, about whom I think I have already given you the benefit of my rather modest knowledge and my opinions about why we should think well of him as an example of Christian faithfullness and sacrifice, I thought instead I would say a few words about this Church building which bears his name, and celebrates his memory. Know I now your immediate thought may well be, “Well, isn’t the church the people, rather than the building?”, and we will come on to that (I most certainly don’t disagree with that fundamental principle). But I do think our buildings are actually very important things, and perhaps in recent times we have not fully appreciated quite what they do for us. If one needs reminding of the power of a church to mediate a sense of God’s presence or to express a certain theological outlook, try going into one that belongs to a tradition different to your own, and see how it makes you feel. I still remember vividly a visit to Sacré Coeur in Paris. The climb to the top of Mont Martre was rewarded, on entering the Church, with the powerful experience of a dark, mysterious and massive interior that was absolutely packed with people, slowly moving round.  At many places there were pricket stands with trays of candles for visitors to light as act of prayer.  The cavernous darkness made them seem like the main source of light, second only to the bright spotlight-lit tabernacle in the centre.  It was a place I didn't feel completely at home in–the expression of a spirituality that I only in part recognised.  But its power certainly took hold of me. That visit, and others since, reminded me of how very important it is that we correctly understand our relationship with our church buildings, for they powerfully influence the way we absorb, and express, our faith.  
Firstly, building like this splendid one, speak of time.  Whilst we may come and go our buildings remain and in their permanence they point us to God's eternalness.  Recently I had chat with a visitor to this church who had come from Adelaide in Australia.  Thankfully he didn’t bring up a certain, but he did say that his fascination in this building stemmed from the fact that it has been standing here for a century longer than his entire modern civilisation back home has been in existence.  We know– don’t we?– how much things are changing around us and how quickly, and how skilled we can be at adjusting.  But we also need that sense of God’s being above the vicissitudes and chances of what is happening at any particular moment in time.  We need to understand that there is an ultimate meaning beyond all that changes.  God's eternalness is reflected very powerfully by a building running through our generations like this one.  Time is, or should be, seen in spiritual terms.  Our Churches–guarding us, those who came before and those to come afterwards–help us understand this.
Secondly, in addition to celebrating God's eternal nature, churches can celebrate his beauty too.  Perhaps I am biased, but I think this one does that rather well, don’t you? For our eyes there are many stimulations - architecture, stonework, woodwork, decoration and detail, furniture and furnishings, liturgical colour, flowers, candles, stained glass and light.  In relating to God we most readily use the imagery of seeing and light.  But churches work on us through sound and hearing too - ambience and reverberation, silence, music.  In the right frame of mind all these things come together to give us an intimation of the beauty of God's presence with us.  We need to celebrate his beauty and churches give us an opportunity to do that - firstly of his creation, but through that of God himself.
And then thirdly, churches provide a holy space within which God's presence can dwell. God is everywhere–he sees all and knows all–but it is nevertheless important to have special places, sacred space, where that presence can be found. "Focus points" within the wider world around.  In Israelite history it was the Ark of the Covenant, then shrines like Shiloh and Shechem, and then the Temple in Jerusalem, as it was in Christ's own time as we heard in the Gospel reading today, with his Presentation. "Lord, I love the house of your habitation, and the place where your glory lies" writes the Psalmist. We know very well how hard it is to make genuine space for Christ in a busy life.  In the modern world there is an enormous pressure to be unceasingly active, and with the internet and television even in times of freedom there is much to distract us from being contemplative. Having a Holy Space in our midst helps us to hang on to and develop that space within our lives where God can dwell in us.
So our Church buildings are greatly important.  They shape us, as much as we shape them. They bind us together, and to God. And yet as we acknowledged at the start, this is only one half of the picture. It is very significant that when Jesus founds the Church, he does so by commissioning a group of people, and he says nothing at all about new temples or anything like that. "You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell will not prevail against it." are his words. And when you look at Christianity’s earliest history and its expansion outwards from Israel, it is filled with images of people on the move, heralds on horseback or striding up dusty roads in Asia Minor.  Our own shores first received the dynamism by the end of the third century and we know that sufficient impact had been made here to warrant the sending of a British envoy to the Synod of Arles in the year 314.  The main energy of the New Testament - the energy of movement and discovery - really did inspire the lives of these Christians.  They were a gathering people.
In relation to our situation today, perhaps the danger of our buildings is that they enable us to settle in to being solely a gathered people.  Richard Holloway, a former Bishop of Edinburgh, talks of the danger of our becoming merely the "spiritual arm of the National Trust, there to conserve and preserve, to burnish and to cherish, never ever to… move out into pastures new."  But in the Bible God is a God who comes, not a God who has already been. And the scriptures tell us that as often as not God comes to us from the edges and the margins.  It was the Syro-Phoenician woman who challenges Jesus to share his saving mission with the Gentiles as well as the Jews.  For the future we must look to our edges, as much as to our centre.
So perhaps as we celebrate our Patronal Festival, and as we reflect on our identity and purpose for this new year ahead, these are not bad thoughts to be having. We must seek to balance the sense of settledness and security that these physical stones around us represent with the dynamic aspect of our Christian life.  Both are important, both are interdependent. If our buildings stand for the vertical element of the faith–out of time and up to God–then the life we live in them stands for the horizontal one, seeking to grow outwards, and always to include.  We should be in the business of stimulating and encouraging, being creative, and of being a home to the sometimes untidy reality of faith-seeking an faith-sharing.  A wonderful building such as this, and the history bears witness to, gives us much security and confidence to do all of these things.
