SERMON FOR THE SUNDAY BETWEEN ASCENSION DAY & PENTECOST
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May 17th 2026
Text John 17: 1-11

Liturgically we find ourselves in a liminal space between Ascension Day – the Risen Lord is no longer physically present to his disciples – and Pentecost when the gift of the Holy Spirit will be given. Actually our spiritual lives are lead in liminal spaces and so this is a good moment to reflect on what binds us together and gives us hope that Christ’s desire that we be one may be fulfilled.
Unity requires a focus, a centre, appoint of reference from which we may journey out. That word centre has been puzzling me of late. There are those celebrated words of W. B. Yeats in “The Second Coming”:
the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  “The Second Coming” (1920)] 

There is an assumption here that the centre is both identifiable and precious. To lose it is to invite the breakdown of all moral constraints. Then I recalled reading somewhere of an interview which the sometime poet laureate Philip Larkin gave to a London-based journalist. Larkin – domiciled in Hull- was asked why he chose to live so far from the centre. Centre of where? He replied.
If for Yeats the centre seemed identifiable, then for Larkin it was a relative concept. How do we centre ourselves and our faith? We can’t find the centre by simply splitting the difference between extremes. In July 1540 Thomas Cromwell presided over the judicial murder of six men. Three Roman Catholics and three radical Protestants. A couple of weeks before he justified this brutal act by informing Parliament that “The King leaned neither… to the one nor the other party, but set the pure and sincere doctrine of the Christian faith before his eyes… without corrupt mixtures.”[footnoteRef:2] You don’t find the centre by the brutal imposition of what you – rather conveniently- find between two points which are arbitrarily designated as extreme.  [2:  As quoted Dunt and Lynskey Centrism: The Story of an Idea (London: 2024) p.2] 

One of the reasons I am searching for the centre lies in a more up to date concern. Lamorna Ash has recently written a fascinating reflection on the rise of spirituality amongst young people. Her book Don’t Forget We’re Here Forever: A New Generation’s Search for Religion is full of good things, a mixture of personal reflection and sociological insight based on visiting places from Iona to Charismatic Evangelical Bible Colleges. In the book’s conclusion she writes of her own journey: “I decided what I required was something hard and bright. Not at the borders of Christianity, but right at its centre”[footnoteRef:3]. So there it was again, that idea of finding the centre. In the light of this I’d like to say something of my own journey in pursuit of the centre. [3:  Op. Cit (London:2025) p.275] 

	From where I am in the pulpit you need to count 5 pillars back on the south side. April 1980, a Saturday morning, crisp and dry. The blue sky carried little warmth that early in the year. I was a few weeks short of my seventeenth birthday, preoccupied with all the concerns that adolescents habitually have. They certainly included God, the universe and everything. Now, I must also add that two of my favourite words in the English language are Book and Sale, the conjunction of them being irresistible. In the cathedral shop that morning was a nondescript looking box which nevertheless acquired magical status in my eyes when I spotted the words Book Sale. For 75p I bought a paperback book entitled The Foolishness of God by John Austin Baker. With such books I generally read the introduction and conclusion first so as to get a general sense of its overall character. 
I wonder, have you ever had the feeling that an author has written something specifically for you? I don’t mean that you found it relevant or helpful but that it was directly given to answer your questions. It was as though the author sat next to me and said: “Well Mark, all these questions about life the universe and everything? Try this.” Here are two short passages I read in the cathedral that morning 46 years ago.
“I believe there is a God… to [God] everything there is owes its existence… [God loves us] to a degree and with a perfection beyond our imagining… [for us therefore] life has three special goals: understanding freedom and love.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Op. Cit (London: 1970) p. 400-401] 

Later on I read:
“Jesus is the image and the likeness of God in human terms…Faced with this truth…I have to go beyond it…Love does not send others to suffer in its place. Love comes itself…This is no clever theory…deep inside there is no question about it. The Cross is not a picture of God. This was God…”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid. pp.407-408] 

Well, here I stand, the centre of my conviction lies here. It’s a pretty basic Anglican story really. What I arrived at all those years ago was a liberal catholic incarnational Theology. It allowed me to affirm the uniqueness of Christ and the universality of salvation. It taught me that whilst politics is not everything, everything is politics because it is impossible to affirm the incarnation without taking every aspect of the creation in which Christ was incarnate with absolute seriousness. It offered an inclusive vision of the Church as a place which edged, sometimes painfully, to the recognition that differences were better negotiated than weaponised. It could move, albeit slowly, in a better direction. It came to realise that true catholicity demanded the recognition that Christ assumed humanity not maleness and so women should be recognised as true priests in persona Christi at the altar. God is the Centre Who is Everywhere, and that belief enabled a confidence that dialogue was better than dogma, openness better than exclusion, and evangelism best served by engaged conversation rather than forced conversion. Pastoral work began with listening not telling, and faithfulness to the gospel meant living with questions rather than imposing answers.
Thirty five years ago this month I was accepted for ministerial training and a few weeks later I was at a Theological College. How does the sketch of faith I have offered stand now? Where is the centre and what can we make of the concept of solidarity?
To answer that question I would like to reflect on Rowan Williams’ recently published Solidarity: The Work of Recognition.[footnoteRef:6] Solidarity demands that we must critically question the false individualism that mars so much of our communal life. If I am an atomistic unit of self-concern who acknowledges others as no more than economic and social units with whom I share interlocking needs to be resolved pragmatically and contractually, than my very humanity is diminished.[footnoteRef:7] To be in communion is, Williams writes, to be in a process of: [6:  Op. Cit.  (London:2026)]  [7:  Ibid. p.18] 

“continuously learning how to live with the otherness of the other. The other is intrinsically neither an impenetrably alien enemy nor a disguised version of the self.”[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Ibid. p.219] 

So:
“the ‘self’ is precisely what is being formed and negotiated in mutuality”.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ibid. p.236] 

Therefore:
“the other’s loss is my loss – not the same loss, but a privation within the shared relationship that makes both of us who we are”.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ibid. p.240. Italics original.] 

Williams’ correctly concludes that a Theology of creation, incarnation and grace: “ought to be seedbed for the practice of a solidarity that sees first the shared jeopardy, the shared damage, that another’s pain embodies”.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Ibid. p.243] 

In recent decades I think this vision of what is it is to know that solidarity-in-Christ which we call the Church has come under some pressure. There are two ways of presenting solidarity which will undermine the values which Rowan Williams has carefully expounded. 
The first is that we replace God-centred solidarity with virtue-signalling. The phrase has become a cliché banded about as a political insult. Nonetheless, we can all mistake supportive gestures without sacrifice for the genuine- and demanding- commitment which is true solidarity. We can sometimes identify someone else’s pain as our own, though at no actual cost to ourselves, through an over-simplification of the moral landscape. The danger of this kind of identity politics is that it acts as an emotional intensifier which leads to binary perceptions of multifaceted problems. This can make dialogue and compromise much harder.
The second problem is much more troubling. Late stage Capitalism has some very corrosive features. As Williams explains:
“it creates an environment of mobile, rootless and depersonalised labour, short-term and insecure employment, indifference to local culture and affiliations, sovereign disregard for the material surroundings and longer-term impacts of working practices”.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Ibid. p.12-13] 

These practices erode shared culture and engender anxiety. It is one of the features of so-called Populist movements that they speak to this anxiety by invoking a nostalgic imagined community wherein our solidarity was secured by and with people like ourselves. This can become the solidarity of exclusion and rejection. Recently we have seen a tendency to link faith with a certain concept of Englishness that simply fails to honour the catholic universality of Anglicanism. So some people  suppose they are defending a Christian nation when they are actually engaging in performative cruelty aimed at very vulnerable people, designated as other, strangers and threats. 
This is troubling, but against it Williams bids us to remember that universal value is to be ascribed to all humanity: all God’s children:
 “exist as a consequence of the gratuitous love of God in creation, and their exercise of love and intelligence, however expressed or embodied, reflects the… creativity of divine life”. [footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ibid. p.241] 

Standing here I can look down and imagine that sixteen year old I once. There are so many things the older me wants to say, but the better part of me knows young Mark must find out for himself. As Hegel observed, the owl of Minerva only flies at twilight. But where do I stand now?
The centre will hold because God- the centre who is everywhere- is the creator and sustainer of all life. Our hope lies not in our own uncertain strength but in the power of God’s grace to redeem and heal all of us. There is work for us to do yet, for our solidarity with God demands of us that we stand with the hopeless, the useless, the broken and the bewildered. 
As we contemplate that task I would like to end with a prayer. It weaves together words from Alan Paton and Sheila Cassidy. 
Father God,
Look in love upon your people.
Pour out the healing oil of your compassion on a world that is wounded and dying.
Send us out in search of the lost, to comfort the afflicted, to bind up the broken, and to free those trapped under the rubble of their fallen dreams.
Father God, open our eyes, that we may see the need of others, open our ears so that we can hear their cries, open our hearts so that they need not be without relief.
Let us not to be afraid to defend the weak because of the anger of the strong.
Let us not be afraid to defend the poor because of the anger of the rich.
Show us where love and hope and faith are needed, so that in these coming days we may do some work of peace in those places.
AMEN










