Sermon at Norham Church and on Zoom
The Third Sunday before Lent, 16th February 2025


Psalm 1; 1 Corinthians 15.12-20


Some verses from our first Bible reading:

Happy are those …
[whose] delight is in the law of the LORD,
   and on his law they meditate day and night.
3 They are like trees
   planted by streams of water.  …

4 The wicked are not so,
   but are like chaff that the wind drives away.  …
[They] will not stand in the judgement.

Those who delight in the law of the LORD are like trees planted by streams of water.  They will stand firm in turbulent times.

Or, to use another analogy,

We have an anchor that keeps the soul
Steadfast and sure while the billows roll,
Fastened to the Rock which cannot move,
Grounded firm and deep in the Saviour's love.

And some verses from today’s second Bible reading:

If Christ has not been raised [from the dead], your faith is futile.  …  19If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied.  

20 But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have died.

Is Paul correct to say that, ‘If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied’?  I agree with St Paul about many things, but I’m not sure I agree with that statement.

Earlier in this morning’s service, we said together the words of the Apostle’s Creed:

I believe … in Jesus Christ, … who … rose again from the dead.
I believe in … the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting.

I am happy to say those words, because I believe them.  But I know for a fact that some members of this church have their doubts about the resurrection of Christ, the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting.  Is that a problem?  I don’t think it is.

The Church of England is not a confessional church.  You don’t have to sign a statement of belief, in order to be a member of the Church of England.  In fact, there’s no absolute clarity about what being a member of the Church of England entails, or even if there is such a thing as membership of the Church of England.

In one sense, no one is a member of the Church of England, because we do not have a membership list.  (We have an Electoral Roll, but that’s another matter.)  In another sense, everyone is a member of the Church of England, because we are the established Church of England, and everyone is entitled, for example, to have their child baptised, or to get married, or to have their funeral in a Church of England church.  

I would prefer to speak of belonging, rather than membership.  And everyone who lives in Norham Parish belongs Norham Parish Church, and Norham Parish Church belongs to everyone who lives in Norham Parish.  And, of course, some people don’t live in the parish, yet still belong to the church and parish, by virtue of being involved in the life of the church.

To be sure, there are certain things, such as the Creeds, which identify the heart of what we, as the Church of England, believe.  But not everyone believes everything, and yet they still belong to the Church of England.

Let me give a practical, perhaps trivial, example.  In a service of Holy Communion, according to the Book of Common Prayer, the congregation say together the words of the Nicene Creed, which includes the statement,

I believe … in one Lord Jesus Christ, who for us men, and for our salvation came down from heaven.

There was a time when I would omit the word ‘men’, because I thought it was sexist (and perhaps it is).  So I would say, ‘I believe … in one Lord Jesus Christ, who for us … [pause], and for our salvation came down from heaven.’  I no longer feel the need to be so scrupulous, because the Common Worship version of the same Creed simply states, ‘For us and for our salvation he came down from heaven.’

And so, at the 8am service on a first Sunday, I feel that I can say the traditional version of the Creed without self-censorship, because, elsewhere in the Church of England, other people are saying the more inclusive version.

The point is that the collective faith of the Church of England is what we believe as a whole.  And you don’t have to subscribe to everything that the church as a whole believes, in order to belong.  In other words, we can all say the whole of the Creed together because we are proclaiming the faith of the Church.  We don’t need to leave out the bits about which we may have doubts.

Some people might go from one extreme to the other, and say, If I don’t need to believe everything, then nobody needs to believe anything.  That criticism is sometimes levelled at the Church of England, which is sometimes described as being wishy-washy, or woolly-minded, but I think it is an unfair criticism.  

Anglican ecclesiology finds a middle way between two extremes.  We don’t have to choose between everything or nothing, because we believe something.  There remains a core of faith at the heart of the Church of England.  

St Paul himself said, as we heard a few Sundays ago, 

Just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with [the body of] Christ.  …

[bookmark: _GoBack]The body does not consist of one member but of many. 15If the foot were to say, ‘Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body’, that would not make it any less a part of the body.  If the whole body were hearing, where would the sense of smell be … [and] where would the body be? 20As it is, there are many members, yet one body.  (1 Corinthians 12.12, 14‑20)

If the core of faith is the heart of the Church of England, then not everyone needs to have the same faith, in order to belong.  The hand, for example, might not have the same faith as the heart, but that does not make it any less a part of the body.  There may be some here today who are not sure what they believe; there are some who support the church in practical ways, but rarely worship on a Sunday morning.  We are all part of the body.

To be sure, a living body needs a beating heart, but a heart, in itself, is not a body.  And the body of the church needs a beating heart of faith, but the heart of faith is not the whole body.  Praise be to God for those who keep alive the heart of faith.  And praise be to God for those who prefer to be hands-on.  We need each other, because we are all part of the body of Christ.

Or, to use another analogy,

We have an anchor that keeps the soul
Steadfast and sure while the billows roll.

The world is not divided between those who are wicked, and those who are righteous.  A ship can carry all sorts and conditions of people, and all are kept safe by virtue of the anchor.
