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I live in @ monastery, and we eat our suppers in silence while the book is being read. At the
moment we are reading a book about Christianity in India. The author interviewed an
Indian who said “l don’t believe in the Christian God, or in any other god. But | believe
there is a great power”. That is typical of many people today the world over. Melvyn Bragg,
who you may know from his great variety of broadcasts, has said that Christianity was
fundamental for him in his upbringing, but as an adult he stopped going to church. He’s not
certain about God — He believes there is something and says perhaps he might start going
to church again. Such people are in the majority in our time. Many people believe in what
they call “spirituality” but showed little interest in practising religion. | belong to a
discussion group made up of atheists and Christians, and repeatedly the atheists say that
they have a sense of something more. This might be particularly, say, after listening to
some moving music, or a play, or when beholding the wonders of nature. But they say
repeatedly that they can’t believe the claims of Christianity. Sometimes it’s for a specific
reason. The composer Benjamin Britten wasn’t a practising Christian, he said, because he
couldn’t believe in the divinity of Christ. I'll be looking in this week at this. The main thing |
want to say is that our atheist companions in the group always want to talk about beliefs.
The Christians however it starts with what they experience in worship.

If we just think about that sense of “more”, of there being something “more” that can be
powerfully moving, you could compare that with the discovery of electricity. Electricity has
been known about since ancient times, and people got particularly interested from the 17t
century onwards. But it was only in the 19t century that people started to learn how to
harness it, and we see the results all around us. This could be parable such that Jesus might
have told: why aren’t people are exploring this sense of a higher power? Like electricity, it
cries out for us to explore it, that it can be harnessed, as you might say, rather than simply
just noticed.

As Christians we would say that this power wants to be harnessed for everyone’s good. A
vague sense of something more ought to intrigue our curiosity and make us think that if it’s
there it needs to be investigated. But how? Benjamin Britten’s inability to believe in
Christ’s divinity is one example of an unnecessary stumbling-block. | hope to show this
week that religion doesn’t depend on what you can screw yourself up to believe. Our
beliefs play an essential part, but they aren’t the place to start. What we are doing this
evening, and this week is a much better place to start.

This week we are acting out a story. We all love a story: in a play, a film, a soap on
television, or even someone else’s story down the street. The way into Christianity and
indeed to understanding the universe, the Gospels would say, is through story. The story
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told in the scriptures. Now — we could just sit at home and read the story — wouldn’t it be
enough just to sit and read it, rather than the performance of all these services? The
problem with simply reading the story is that all it gives us is head-stuff. Words on our
own. But we are living bodies, we live through our bodies, our feelings, through touch,
through our feelings, our artistic sensibilities, our relationships together. The wisdom of
the Christian tradition tells it maximises all that. Our whole being needs to experience the
story, and the story needs to speak to every aspect of my being, including site, touch,
smell, music, beauty, people together, and so on. Through this coming week, if we come to
everything, we will be allowing the story to take us into its world. The traditional way of
keeping this week takes us into the story in a very particular way. It's one thing to read the
script of an episode of East Enders — it’s quite another thing to be an actor in it. The
church’s liturgy is all a drama —a drama in which there is no audience —we are all the
actors, and if we allow it, it will change us and deepen us. Actors tell us that often they are
changed by the parts they play.

This morning, we were with Jesus as he entered Jerusalem. On Monday, Tuesday and
Wednesday we will be thinking about implications of the story. On Thursday we turn to the
Last Supper and the washing of the feet. The eucharist on Maundy Thursday has something
of the Resurrection in it. Then there is the watch in the night. When | was a vicar, we did it
right through the night, and people came all the way through. In this vigil we are with
Christ in his tears and bloody sweat in Gethsemane. But people also usually find this vigil or
watch a rather joyful and beautiful thing. It speaks also of the tomb, and of the
resurrection, and it can be a powerful experience of the peace of God. On Good Friday we
go to the Cross, we carry in the cross and go to the cross to pray. And on Saturday night we
celebrate the resurrection. In a way it’s like a passion play, but it’s different in one very
important way. We follow the general outline of Christ’s passion, but there are constant
flashbacks and forward glances. This telling of the story in a way that makes our thoughts
turn to other parts of the story is called rememorative. The services of this week are
rememorative — they are like a boat moving through the water, but covered with mirrors,
reflecting all sorts of other things to us. It touches our imagination; deep things can bubble
up. And a key thing is that we do things. We use the church building, we have beautiful
music, we move about. In the Paschal Vigil on Saturday night, if we keep the full traditional
vigil, it starts with us gathering outside, and a fire is lit. We bring in the Paschal Candle, and
we hear the Exultet, the wonderful ancient text of the Easter. Then we hear the readings
which summarize the whole history contained in the Bible. After that we go to the font to
renew our baptismal vows, and to baptise and confirm new Christians. The font connects
us with the crossing of the Red Sea, and the candle has traditionally been seen as the
column of fire leading the Israelites into the promised land. Then we sing the Gloria while
ringing as many bells as possible and finally go to the Lord’s table for the eucharist.

A priest recently told me about a woman in his congregation who was a very committed
Christian. She married a man who had no Christian belief at all. He, however, cared so
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much for her that he wanted to support her in her churchgoing. He went with her to
church through the year and still remained an atheist. Then he accompanied her through
Holy Week and all | have described, and at the end of the Paschal Vigil said, “I get it!”, and
asked to be baptised. If you want to believe, and to grow in your belief, then the thing to
do is to live it —in the church’s well-tried-and-tested life of worship and prayer.

What does this say to all those people in our modern world who have no interest in being
practising Christians, and who aren’t sure there is a God, but do have a sense that there’s
something more, and that this ‘more’ is benevolent. The liturgy of the Church is there for
them, to give them experience of that mystery which they feel is behind the universe and
is in fact a mystery who loves with a great love. In an astonishing act of love, the divine
mystery narrowed down, down to a small focus, a small space, in the life of the human
being Jesus. This human life so small and yet so huge enlarges us and leads us to see that
the hidden power behind the universe is greater than we thought it was, and we are bigger
than we thought we were.



