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Not those who are well but those who are sick

Not the righteous but sinners

During my retreat at the beginning of this week, I did what is a real pleasure.  I could follow threads and explore.  So I read Professor David Brown’s [now of St Andrews] charming book on the lives of the saints.  And he pointed me to St Augustine.  So I went to the library and read the Venerable Bede’s account of the letters from Pope Gregory to St Augustine.  And it was clear that in some respects Augustine was not the strong character that we imagine - and Gregory wrote to him firm, clear, pastoral and spiritually-focused letters which seemed to me to be a model of what any bishop should be doing.

And all of that is about the other learning which lies between the lines or between the chairs of this Synod.

One of the things which we have done in our diocese is to capture a sense of confidence and hope.  We have a shared narrative which is about possibility.  We are not down-hearted.  I believe that that is how it ought to be.  Confidence is not an invitation to complacency - rather it gives us the buoyancy and resilience which we need to tackle difficult problems.  We try to be firm and clear about what we are doing.  People commit time, energy and talents because we have a sense of shared purpose.

But scripture offers us another picture.  It’s in the story of what God was able to do through Augustine.  It’s in the focus on the sick and not the well, on the sinners and not the righteous.  The picture is that God finds it easier - shall we say - to shape those who have not already shaped themselves; easier to mould those who have not acquired a crust; easier to be creative with the unformed than with those who taken up a definite shape of their own.

If I understand Jesus correctly, it’s not the weakness or the sickness in itself which makes the difference - it’s the openness which it engenders what matters.  The Psalm says, ‘Fret not thyself about the ungodly’  Indeed no.  For the ungodly are often more fun and more interesting than the godly.  Visiting the sick is often most rewarding because their openness and vulnerability makes possible conversation in depth.

For the humbling spiritual conundrum is that God works with how we are and makes what he would have us be.  And what makes the difference is our willingness to allow him to do that for the glory of God and the building of the Kingdom.

