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Earlier this year, I visited Wartburg where Martin Luther translated the New Testament into 
German.  After spending time in the small cell like room high above the town of Eisenach in the 
monastery where he is said to have worked, I, of course, visited the gift shop. And so I come before 
you today wearing not only my dog collar, in itself, given my gender, a sign of Reformation, but my 
Luther socks.  On these socks is written  

 

Hier stehe ich. Ich kann nicht anders.  

 

The fact that Luther didn’t really say it at the Diet of Worms in 1517 doesn’t matter to me. But the 
fact that I am literally standing on his words as I speak mine, gives me great pleasure. 

   

Is this what we need now? A charismatic individual, even someone as difficult as apparently Luther 
was, to continue the reformation of the Christian witness?  Or are we frankly fed up with the pace of 
21st century change? After more than 60 years on the throne, the Head of the present day Church of 
England often remarks in her speeches that “change is a constant”.  

 

Isn’t what we need, say some of the Grumpy Old Anglicans, less of the all-singing-all-dancing- 
Eucharist-on-ice, less of a permanent Fresh Expression, (which they say sometimes appear to be 
more of a rictus grin), and more of a Counter Reformation; a return to the fundamentals, often 
summed up as a whimsical  appreciation of Archbishop Laud’s “beauty of holiness” expressed in the 
passionate hymn- language of George Herbert, or for the hard core, the poetry of RS Thomas.   

 

Is it time for, as our 17th century founders would have it “root and branch” analysis of the church, 
or, is it simply futile, as my 20th century gardening Grandad used to say, to “pull it up by its roots to 
see if it’s still growing”?  

 

And so the question itself is contested, as are most things in the reformed tradition, as are most 
things in Anglicanism.    

 

In the absence of the both individually charismatic and highly organised Martin Luther (an unusual 
and incredibly effective combination) we often content ourselves these days with thinking that the 
conversation itself is the thing. That there is integrity in the struggle without resolution. There is 
something in that. And I’ll return to this later. 

 

But surely we have to do something?  And do something differently? Last month, the British Social 
Attitudes Survey reported that 53% of British people said they had “no religion”, up from 48% in 
2015.  At the turn of the third Christian millennium, 30% of British people described themselves as 
Anglican. Today it is  15%.  

 

And only 3% of 18-24 year olds.  

 

Roger Harding, Head of Public Attitudes at the National Centre for Social Research said the figures 
should “cause all religious leaders to pause for thought”.   The Times 5 September 2017  

With typical Anglican understatement maybe he disguises the fact that it’s not time for pausing but 
panicking.  

 

So, where to start? 



 

The Church of England: “Head of Public Attitudes”?  

 

It occurred to me as I reflected on the comments of the Head of Public Attitudes, Roger Harding, 
that this title used to be what the Church thought it was.  

 

But clearly no more. The Church of England, visibly present through its historic buildings - in 
villages, towns and cities throughout the land, alongside many churches of different denominations, 
alongside mosques, synagogues and gurudwaras-  is still part of the built environment  in a way that 
it has long ceased being part of the spiritual scaffolding of the people of England.  

 

And today, when national institutions, sports clubs, political parties, organised religions have, for 
very good reason, seen their authority diminish in the minds of those who have been hurt by them, 
religion often finds itself on the back foot, charged with inhumanity or corruption or worse, guilty 
of disingenuous self-justification, while the moral compass of the abandoned majority finds its own 
true north.  

 

And so perhaps the place to start is not with a blueprint for a structure, but quite literally where we 
are;  with a sense of place.  

 

The church gathers in its buildings, and the church I currently serve – St James’s Church Piccadilly 
– is a good illustration of the debates we are having today.  

 

Built in 1684, St James’s is a Reformation church. Although England had not yet had its last 
Catholic king, Christopher Wren was expressing in architectural form the famous via media 
between an ornate altar and elaborate font, celebrating the two sacraments of the Elizabethan 
settlement, and an otherwise plain interior with, importantly, clear glass not stained glass – clear so 
that the light of reason can shine on the practice of religion.  

 

The clear glass, through which the light of reason could shine, was a feature of Modernity, finding 
its voice at the end of the 17th century and developing through the 18th and 19th.  

 

And with the light of Reason to guide us, we began to think of Christian faith as a set of beliefs you 
give assent to or not, alongside a set of political or economic beliefs. The problem with this became 
evident over time, which was that the valuing of this liberty, reason and individuality begged the 
question – whose liberty? The Euro-centric project to save people from “superstition” had an 
underbelly of not just the silencing but the exploiting of any voice that wasn’t educated, male, 
European.  

 

When this Modernity influenced Theology, the importance of the Church became diminished as a 
place where these questions could be addressed together.  Individual intellectual assent became 
ever more important to the extent that now, in some churches, including mine, it’s said that we’re 
not very good at singing hymns – because we’re always looking at the next line to see if we agree 
with it before we sing it.  

 

And so even the Church lost theological confidence in the Church. And I’m not sure we ever really 
got it back.  

 

Although, to the best of my knowledge, Jean Paul Satre hadn’t experienced a Church of England 
Annual Parochial Church Meeting when he commented that “hell is other people”, the truth is, that 
commitment to practising our faith as part of a church means that those “other people” are a 
refining fire for my own opinions and beliefs that, without those people, simply reinforce each other 
in the echo chamber of my mind. 

 

As a former Dean of St Paul’s Cathedral wryly commented: Don’t imagine you are thinking when 
you are simply rearranging your prejudices. Dean Inge 1860-1954. 



 

This could be a motto for Facebook.  And certainly a motto for the Twittersphere, the ultimate 
collection of echo chambers as we choose to follow the people we think we’ll agree with, and spin 
the views of any we disapprove of fuelled by the mock outrage that only a demented troll can 
achieve.  

 

Contemporary Church Culture  

 

I want to suggest that this individualism has affected contemporary church culture in a problematic 
way, which provides some of the backdrop to our consideration of what reformation might be 
needed. 

 

My experience of church culture is that at its best, it can be brave and kind and faithful. Two 
examples from my experience recently; the funeral of a baby, where members of our congregation 
turned out in numbers simply to be with the courageous and devastated parents; and a concert 
where members of a congregation who are in the asylum process sang and danced and found their 
voice.  

 

At its best church culture can be brave and kind and faithful.  

 

At its worst, it can seem that some of our most beautiful and peaceful church buildings are held 
hostage by frightened congregations who form unjoinable communities, which you soon discover if 
you sit in the wrong seat or say the wrong thing.  Headlines about decline and statistics such as the 
ones I quoted earlier, especially when “Church” has become a tiny congregation struggling through 
matins can be simply depressing for them in a way that is hard to lift themselves out of.   

 

The anxious, fractious church that we can, to some degree, recognise is often described by 
commentators as a church that is dying.  

 

I don’t think it’s dying but I do think we might be grieving; grieving for a fantasy past where 
everyone believed the same thing, everywhere and where everyone knew what the vicar was for. 
And we’re doing what grieving people do – which is concentrate on the small things and get 
disproportionately angry about irrelevancies because our grief is displaced.  

 

So what is the vicar for?   

 

Professor Linda Woodhead teaches the sociology of religion. One of the exercises she gets her 
students to do is to design their own religion.  In the years she has been doing this she says, none of 
them ever invent clergy.   

 

You might have a lot of sympathy therefore with the Victorian bishop who left a ditty to be 
circulated to his clergy on the event of his death. 

 

“Tell them not to weep for me nor shed any tears. For I shall be no deader then than they have 
been for years”.  

 

In Austen and Dickens, the role of the Anglican clergyman (and it is always a man of course) is 
clear; the set of expectations more obvious and agreed.  My predecessors at St James’s Piccadilly 
and Sam’s predecessors here at St Martin’s will have been more self-evidently living a life than 
doing a job, and would have been able, as I presume we are unable (?), for example, to collect 
butterflies in their spare time. They would not have been conversant, as we are, in HR law or the 
basic fundamentals of business modelling.  Professor Sarah Coakley has engaged with this issue to 
great effect:  

 

There has been a notable turn in priestly life to secular bureaucratic models of ‘leadership’, 
‘efficiency’ and mission-‘efficacy’. The underlying problem remains unaddressed: is this creeping 



ecclesial bureaucratization indeed the way forward, or instead a deviation which represents at 
least in part a capitulation to the secular world’s values and culture?  

 

2011 Transformations Conference Lambeth Palace  

 

I don’t totally buy into her negative portrayal of the church’s bureacratisation as a “capitulation”. 
Meetings, are sometimes a really good way of keeping relationships consultative. And for many of 
us who are employers, the fairness with which we want to employ people who are not part of the 
confessing community means that we are rightly subject to the laws of the land. For the church not 
to take part in this means it will not understand the pressures faced by a rapidly changing work 
culture.  

 

But the underlying point is one that is well made; in a church that understands itself as an 
institution, that owns land and employs people, what is the place of clergy in such an institutional 
ecclesiology. We retain some of the language: I am paid a stipend not a salary and I have a study not 
an office – but how can our reformation of the church enable clergy to be what we actually need?  

 

Ritual and belief: which comes first?  

 

Well, to some extent, the church we need now depends on what we think the end goal is.  Sam will 
talk later about whether or not our belief in hell defines our purpose any more. 

 

I want to raise the issue of Christendom.  Are we imagining a world where our aim is that everyone 
is Christian? If we are, then our task is clear; it’s only our methods that might be contested.  If we 
are not imagining this kind of world, then our ecclesiology evolves to become a community of faith 
that persuades, that invites, that provokes, that celebrates, that forgives within a society where 
different belief systems flourish.  This is a church that is in need of constant reformation.  

 

Reformers from Jeremiah to John the Baptist to Jesus himself: through to Francis of Assisi to 
Martin Luther to Mary Ward to John Wesley, are men and women who see what you might call a 
new normal and they live in that new normal before anyone else. The most radical changes are 
often made because to someone they seemed just obvious.  

 

If Christendom is not our goal, we need a shift in emphasis.   

 

We as a church start to say that what we are teaching is not a list but a language.   

And we take care to ponder what believing means.  Credo is derived from Kerd-dhe – to give over 
my heart. It’s more closely associated therefore with trust rather than intellectual assent.   

 

(NOTE Credo I believe.  Comes from Proto Indo European tongue spoken by a people who lived 
from roughly 4500 to 2500 B.C., and left no written texts.  PIE from which Credo is derived – is 
Kerd-dhe – give over my heart – ie trust).   

 

This shift has implications for both Doctrine and Liturgy.  

 

Doctrine simply can’t be a set of things that one lot of people assent to and declare everyone else  

false.  A discussion of doctrine becomes no less essential, but is expressed more as a kind of 
grammar – an attempt to give a framework to the meaning of events such as Jesus’s crucifixion and 
resurrection that are, and will gloriously remain, mysteries.  

 

Liturgy is understood then as a “best guess” at saying the unsayable. No less precious, no less 
beautiful, no less fundamental to our doxological purpose. But understood as addressing our need 
to speak about fundamental things to the God who already knows; our best and valiant attempts to 
talk about the deepest truths of life and death.  But ultimately all useless.  With this understanding, 
we might generate amongst ourselves an ever greater tolerance of silence. And we regain our 
confidence to listen before we speak. 



 

The Church then, with these revised appreciations of doctrine and liturgy, becomes less lecturer or 
legislator but companion.  

 

I’m spiritual but not religious: a mantra of our age 

 

I took part recently in a debate with a Director of a Mind Body Spirit company in front of an 
audience who had largely abandoned organised religion.  

 

“Does religion ruin spirituality?”. 

 

I asked him what his main charge against religion was.  He replied that he had two main challenges. 
One that people who went to church observed the letter of the law – but they didn’t live it out. They 
were hypocritical.  

 

His second charge was that too much violence has been done in the name of religion for anyone to 
listen to religious leaders any more. Too many people have been abused, hurt or sent to war on the 
authority of religious conviction, that then, in its institutional form, in the case particularly of 
abuse, surrounded this violence with false justification, wilfully confusing a necessary 
confidentiality with a toxic desire for secrecy.  

 

His two reasons for no longer accepting religious authority as credible authority were hypocrisy and 
violence.  

 

I then found myself replying that I know myself to be, as I believe every human being is, both 
hypocritical and violent – and it’s in part my awareness of this, which deepens as I mature, which 
takes me to church and, by and large, keeps me there.  I try to follow Christ, I commit to my practise 
of religion, with others, precisely because I know my need of God.  Because I live in the gap between 
the person I am and the person I want to be; because I recognise St Paul’s “flesh” and long for 
Christ’s “spirit”. Because there are times when I have sat in the valley of the dry bones of my life and 
begged them to remember how to dance.   The practice of Christianity, is in this way not detached 
from human reality, it’s an expression of human reality, as experienced by God in Christ and 
endlessly, creatively transformed by the Spirit.  

 

And, I wanted to suggest, this is simply too hard to do alone. And so we try to live it together, which 
at its very basic, is what church is. Can we hold boundaries that will deepen our sympathy for one 
another; and the consent we give to being confronted with our own wilfully selfish actions or the 
unintended consequences of well-meaning decisions.  

 

I do not completely accept the description of society as secular – I believe we live in a profoundly 
credulous society.  We are full of people ready to believe – and quite often, ready to believe, well, 
anything.  

 

I do not believe we are much less deferential either. We are simply deferential to different things. 
We show deference to eye-watering self-made wealth, and a particular kind of physical beauty and 
youth.   

 

In this society, unchallengeable personal experience and self-definition look as if they are 
empowering, and sometimes they are for a while, but they are also routes to isolation if along the 
way we forget what we all have in common. A faith which invites us to replace a jaw-jutting “accept 
me as I am” with a prayer begging God to “tell me who I am” is one that is more relevant than ever. 

 

We might yearn for a blueprint, a structure to, to coin a phrase, “Make the Church Great Again” – 
but the truth is that theories of church are formed much like theories of a just war. They don’t mean 
a thing until they are lived out. And as any retired Colonel will tell you, no strategy survives contact 
with the enemy. 



 

What I am saying is that context is vital. What we believe is not immutable and how we are church 
cannot remain static.  There is no blueprint of church that will appear from a cloud. But maybe 
there are some principles on which to rest our assumptions about what kind of church we can be for 
the next generation.  

 

Some suggestions for Reformation…..?  

 

That we commit to church forming communities of celebration and forgiveness. Our aim should 
not be emotional harmony. We spend a huge amount of time and energy focussed on this goal and it 
is a waste of our time and energy. Instead…..  

 

Celebration 

 

It is one of the things that has taken a long time to admit to myself after a lifetime going to church. 
Quite often, church fun is, well, not actual fun.  

 

Whether it’s tea in a cracked green cup or warm white wine and a twiglet, many of us have forgotten 
that the New Testament is full of great parties, real celebrations.  

 

This, I want to suggest, must extend to our liturgy too. Our sacraments open to all. Abolish 
confirmation.     Marry everyone who is in love, bury everyone who is brought to you in sacred 
ground. Welcome and baptise all who express a desire, however tentative, to take their place in a 
community marked by celebration and forgiveness.  

 

In this way, rediscover a fundamental of Christian living:  baptisma metanoias – baptism for the 
change of mindset – change of life; and we teach then that this “turning to Christ” is something we 
commit to every hour of every day.  Not a list but a language.  And a commitment that all liturgy 
should have a note of broken hearted celebration: a Eucharistic joy that is nonetheless rooted in 
“the night before he died”.  

 

For the church to commit to celebration, both liturgically and practically, it will mean we touch very 
deep human insecurities about throwing parties that Jesus knew well. He told parable after parable 
about invitations being refused, people wearing the wrong clothes, stressful weddings and 
nightmare dinner parties.  

 

There is no getting away from the fact that from time to time we will be humiliated.  

 

There will be times when no one comes.  This is in the gospel.   

But this also doesn’t mean that we baptise failure. People coming along does matter. In the gospel, 
when no one turned up, they went and found other people – and the party changed as a result.    

 

Forgiveness 

 

And the second hallmark of this church is that we are asked to commit to forgiveness; of ourselves, 
of others.   

 

We simply  give up all hope of a better past.  We need a much more open discussion of the 
murkiness of human life and motives.   

 

A fundamental re-consideration of sin and how it is redeemed.  

 

One tool for consideration of the past and how we create communities of forgiveness is the 
celebration of anniversaries.   Anniversaries help us see more clearly and ask more fundamental 
questions of ourselves in the present.   



We have just marked the 50th anniversary of the partial decriminilisation of homosexuality. Stories 
have come to the fore again of cruel aversion therapy, prison sentences, enforced sterilisation with 
the teaching of the church validating these practices.    

 

In 2007, we marked the 200th anniversary of the abolition of the transatlantic slave trade. Slaves 
were transported on “The Good Ship Jesus”.  

 

These kinds of anniversaries give us a sharply expressed agenda for Reformation.   Because they 
will cause us to ask:  

 

What is it in our church and society that we are doing now that in 200 years time, there will be 
services to celebrate the abolition of? What is it that our successors will look at us and say “what 
were they thinking”?   

 

We beg God to show us what it is that we can’t yet see. And we give up all hope of a better past. This 
is the prayer and the song of a penitent, faithful, brave church.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Sometimes I think that our agendas for change in the church, and there are many, are simply not 
counter cultural enough.  The theologian Tim Gorringe has written that Scripture is not in itself 
counter cultural, but daily encounter with it will make us so. Whether this is in Morning Prayer or 
daily quiet time, prayer is indispensable.  

 

And the culture in which we are embedded has many challenges: for example, in contemporary 
Britain, most of us are unreconciled to our own death, and unable to trust in the promises of God.   

In the church, we tend to react one of two ways to the contemporary cultural disconnection with 
church.  

 

Some of us become complacent and baptise failure: we say, a bit defiantly, that Jesus said where 
two or three are gathered, he’s there – so two or three is fine.   

 

Or we face the widely predicted death of the church by capitulating to a competitive model of 
institution building: my church is bigger than your church.   

 

The truth is that numbers are not everything. But they are not nothing.  

 

Much more indicative of vitality it seems to me is the quality of the invitation to the vast majority of 
people who live their lives without reference to the Church of England.  To what are they invited? 
Let’s make it a feast of life, challenging, daring, thrilling even, with no topic taboo, plenty of 
laughing, and permission always to cry.   

 

We won’t always understand the words, but we will learn that the home of those words is in the 
silence of the irreducible presence of God.   

 

A short story to finish, which has guided me many times when I’ve got down- hearted about church 
and what it’s for, and how we can change it.  

 

The choreographer Mark Morris told of an experience he had attending a concert by the mezzo 
soprano Janet Baker in the Carnegie Hall. 

 

Standing in recital singing song after song in ravishing voice in languages I didn’t understand, I 
knew her only essential message could be translated as I love you, I love you I love you.  

 

 



 

This is a story that helps to describe for a Church in constant need of reformation, the eternal 
conversation between God and humanity, a message transmitted not exclusively but particularly by 
the Church to all God’s people, to all God’s Creation:  I love you, I love you, I love you. 


