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Friday 2
The Church

Jesus’ ministry is all a hurly-burly of people pressing around him. In the midst of the hurly-
burly he gathered round himself a group, the disciples. With this group he built up a way of
thinking, a way of feeling, which were shared in the group. perhaps similar to the
relationship between a football manager and his team. He generated a culture among them,
an atmosphere, a climate, which Jesus himself projected. The disciples meanwhile were
learning but also getting things wrong. They asked surprisingly silly questions sometimes,
but they were gripped by Jesus and his message. These people, this group, was the
beginnings of the church.

There were also all the women who followed Jesus. They don’t seem to have received all
the training and all responsibility which Jesus gave to the disciples, but our picture of the
women from the Gospels is that they understood instinctively. The atmosphere of Jesus, the
culture that his way of life generated, seems to have grown up among the women anyway.

Then when trouble came, the faith of the disciples collapsed. They were all a
disappointment, not least Peter, who disowned him. For Jesus, dying on the cross,
everything he had built up had collapsed and dissolved. The disciples had run away. He
might as well not have tried. It was all gone; the crowds who had doted on him were of no
use or support; he was alone. This is part of the depth of his grief and sorrow — this is the
nightmare. He felt even God had forsaken him.

Human loneliness is one of the conditions of being human. Only God could go through the
ultimate depths of it in order to save us from it. Jesus went through this bottomless
loneliness, and as a result no one need any more feel utterly alone. What do | mean by this?
Obviously, there are plenty of people who sadly feel lonely today, and that reflects
something wrong with our society and our care for each other. But with Christ, no one need
ever more feel utterly lonely. This is because of the group that Jesus gathered around him.
They paradoxically contributed to his loneliness by running away, but through that terrifying
experience they discovered the Lord who lives for ever. They became the Church. There are
two dimensions to the Church: the visible and the invisible. On the visible side, the Church
often disappoints us. So often the institution of the church seems to make a mess of things,
not least, we may feel, at the moment. But that is only half of the picture. The church is also
divine, a mystery bigger than what we see, and bigger than all the people and bishops, and
clergy who make it up here on earth.
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We can start to understand this by thinking that when we pray, we are never alone. There
are always other people all over the world praying at the same time as me. There is an
invisible interconnectedness ... There are also people all over the world praying for me.
Think of those congregations who pray for Christians in Britain or pray for Christians who
work in this or that field. Think of all those praying for Guildford Cathedral and its people,
and so on. We are all being prayed for in different ways, just as we in our turn are praying
for others. In this way the church is hidden, mutual company.

A new Testament scholar (Paul Minear) has written that you can find 96 different images of
the church in the New Testament, (for example, temple of living stones, Bride and groom,
Body, vine, city and so on — ou’d need to go through it yourself to find the other 91 images)
He says that “behind the images we sense [among the New-Testament writers] a corporate
awareness of a majesty that is at once heavenly and earthly ...”[p.224 ]. A Majesty. The
earthly institution of the Church is good in many parts, but not so good in other parts. But
this is only a small part of the iceberg. The greater, hidden part of the iceberg is a Majesty
and a glory, perhaps most dramatically portrayed in the book of Revelation. We cannot get
close to Christ without embracing his creation the Church. In our prayer and our worship
there is a skill we need to learn — this skill comes with practice — it’s an innate sense that the
Church is there, and | am not alone.

In the words of John Ellerton’s hymn,

We thank you that your Church, unsleeping
while earth rolls onward into light,

through all the world its watch is keeping,
and never rests by day or night.

As o’er each continent and island
the dawn leads on another day,

the voice of prayer is never silent,
nor dies the strain of praise away.

Ephesians:

Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her (Eph 5.25)

No one ever hated their own body, but they feed and care for their body, just as Christ does
the Church (Eph 5.29).

Not satisfied with that, Ephesians goes on to say that [man and wife] will become one

flesh: This is a profound mystery—but | am talking about Christ and the church. (Eph 5.32)

In the Church we are never alone, always praying with others. There is ultimately no such
thing as private prayer for Christians. Even when | pray alone, | am not alone but supported
and giving support.
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What we are doing here in this cathedral today is an act of the whole church. We are
together with God’s people in all the world, but also with the Angels and Saints in heaven,
with the Cherubim and Seraphim, and with Christ himself. All prayer is a participation, a
swimming in the life of the Church. Christ nurtured the Church into life amongst his
disciples, and it became fully fledged, it came to birth, through that profoundly lonely cry,
“why have you forsaken me?”. In that cry, our isolation was decisively invaded, and done
away for ever, so that now we live within a mystery, and we know that we belong.

Let us pray:

Remember, O Lord, your whole Church, and all who are united in prayer. May the good
news of the gospel come to all who are lonely, and may our society find that belonging and
mutual love which Christ won for us, now and for ever.



