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As we conclude our series on Contemporary Lifestyle, and how we, as Christians, adapt to it, we shall today consider the church’s role in a rapidly changing society. 

This is a huge subject and any speaker must be selective, so do please forgive me if I omit something important or, out of necessity, over-simplify some things which I do myself  understand to be more complex. 
I am going to consider the question in 3 parts. As this is an Anglican church, I shall make a few observations about the history of the Cof E which I believe does have a bearing on this question. I shall then look at a selection of the contemporary issues facing us at the present time and then remind us of some of the eternal truths which should still guide us as we confront these. Notes are on the back of the service sheet. 
Roman Catholics tend to look to the Church for authority. What the Church decrees must go ahead and the Church expects members of its flock to adhere to the canonical view.  This is why RCism is, in essence, such an un-English faith. It is in the English character to accept authority with suspicion or cynicism. Long before the Reformation, as far back as 1170, English monarchs were asserting independence from papal decree. Hence there was the conflict between King Henry 2 and the Pope’s representative in the country, the Archbishop of Canterbury, which resulted in the murder of Thomas a Beckett in Canterbury Cathedral and the excommunication of the king. Roman Catholics, in accepting the authority of the church, enshrined in the later doctrine of papal infallibility, can leave all their problems and shortcomings with the Holy Church which will take these upon itself and represent them to God on their behalf, rather like an insurance company that will deal with all the negotiations and paperwork after you have smashed up your car or let the bath overflow in your house. You probably don’t even need to pay your tithe in the way that you used to; so there is no premium!
By contrast, Nonconformists have historically asserted a ‘liberty to tender consciences’, emphasising ‘the priesthood of all believers’ and, in affirming the personal relationship between the individual Christian and God, they have historically held ecclesiastical authority with suspicion. 
Now, the Cof E falls between these two polarities or, alternatively, one could claim that it encompasses them. The national church was invented so that King Henry 8 could get a divorce. And let us be frank; a falling out with the Pope is not the same as a true Reformation. And Henry 8’s seizure of church treasures had nothing to do with puritanical conviction and everything to do with the royal exchequer. The C of E was a pragmatic compromise and, arguably, it has remained such ever since. There are Anglo-Catholic Churches in this country which would make a Roman look like a member of the Plymouth Brethren and there are charismatic evangelical Anglican churches which can make your average Baptist or Methodist congregation look sclerotically undemonstrative. In his book, ‘The English’, Jeremy Paxman claims  that ‘the Church of England was a convenience cooked up by Tudor monarchs for political purposes.’ Roman Catholicism was banned because it diverted authority from the Crown. Protestant dissenters were regarded with equal suspicion and for much the same reason.  True, during the brief Interregnum in the C17, Cromwell’s men had 11 years to go round the country smashing every beautiful statue and piece of stained glass window they could find in the name of Protestantism, (Just go a few miles along the road and look at Hillesden) but that was all put behind us again with the Restoration in 1660, when the Clarendon Code ruthlessly repressed non-conformist Christians.  Bunyan, author of one of the most significant Christian books of all time, was imprisoned in Bedford. Extremism of any kind, Catholic or Protestant, was rejected.
Now, arguably, a church, so all encompassing, so flexible, so pragmatic, an essentially political creation, able chameleon-like, to adapt to every wind of historical change, should be able to cope with all that is going on today, be it the legitimising of homosexuality, the ordination of women, or dialogue with Islam. When the Cof E is castigated for its vagueness, perhaps this very vagueness is a strength. Robert Runcie, the former A. of C., had this to say:-
‘There are other churches in Christendom which take pride in their lack of ambiguity-in doctrine, or leadership, or in monolithic interpretation of the Gospel. Anglicanism, by contrast, is a synthesis, and a synthesis necessarily unites thesis and antithesis.’ 

So much for the institution of our Church: what about the people who attend it and who have done so ever since Archbishop Cranmer clarified the Anglican constitution with such cerebral lucidity for the new head of the Church, his master, in this world at least, Henry 8?

If you were to ask most people what you needed to believe to be a member of the C of E., the answer would probably be rather woolly: ‘Well, it depends…’ And I suspect that most of the 70% of the nation who will write ‘Church of England’ on various documents and application forms will, if confronted specifically say something like ‘Well, I’m not particularly religious’, faintly embarrassed, regarding the question as intrusive and personal. For most of those signing themselves up as Anglicans, it is probably enough to make the occasional effort to attend (Christmas, Easter, possibly Harvest Festival, marriages, Christenings and funerals). Attend occasionally; take Communion; that shows that you believe. You’ve paid the monthly premium; the Anglican Insurance Company will, you expect, now settle the eternal claims, buying you out of Judgment and Hell. In its turn, the Church seems to be completely undemanding of its adherents. 
Given the criticism of the Cof E’s all encompassing vagueness, it is ironic that such an organisation should hit the headlines only when it does decide to blood-let over issues that, though not unimportant, are peripheral to the creed of belief which it so precisely declares, inherited from the Apostles and St Athanasius over so many centuries.
So what about some of these issues in a changing society? 

What about the ordination of women?  The first person to whom Jesus declared his Messianic identity in John’s Gospel, (C.4), was not only a woman. She was an adulteress and a foreigner. The first person to be aware of the Resurrection and to whom Jesus revealed Himself was Mary Magdala. Jesus was a close friend of Mary and Martha, sisters to Lazarus, to whose appeal he responded with one of his most momentous miracles: raising Lazarus from the dead, prefiguring His own Resurrection. In Paul’s ministry, the conversion of Lydia the purple seller and the hospitality of Priscilla were deeply significant to the apostle. In the NT, there is also Anna the prophetess, Timothy’s mother and grandmother, Elizabeth, mother of John the Baptist and, of course, Mary the Mother of Jesus herself. Given His revolutionary social approach to women at that time, the present Church needs to ask itself how it thinks Jesus would have responded to the issue today. And if women are ordained as priests, what is the logic which might prevent them from being bishops? (In any case, I don’t think that bishops existed in the N.T., did they?). Of course, women should not be appointed to anything just because they are women. But, if they have the necessary merits, we should ask the question: WWJD in 2009? 
What about the treatment of homosexuals? I have attended two civil ceremonies in registry offices- and jolly bleak affairs they were. There is of course great controversy over this issue. But people don’t ask for their own sexuality any more than they can ask for the colour of their eyes or skin. If a same sex couple promised life-long faithfulness, is it really better to turn them away into resentful godlessness than, knowing that they have not elected their sexual identity, to confer a blessing upon their promise of lifelong faithfulness? Hypocritically, when the Church refuses to do this, it swiftly rises up in condemnation of promiscuity. Well, it is a matter that produces strong feelings but, again, deep down, what do we feel, from reading about Him in the Gospels, would Jesus do today? 

And how about dealing with Islam? I choose it because obviously it is the other religion most in the news at present, and generally unhappily so. Of course, Christians should rightly object to the viciousness of the Wahabi fundamentalists and their murderous ways and self-indulgent, absurd beliefs about sacrificing your life (and that of the people whom you are murdering) with the vision of the promised reward of all those virgins awaiting you. (There was a cartoon in an American paper when I was over there last year, depicting a bearded young Moslem terrorist arriving in Paradise to be confronted by a solid phalanx of grim middle-aged nuns to accompany him into eternity). 

The fact is that, in many ways, Moslems share the same values as Christians and have far more in common with us than the secularists who work so hard to destroy all religious faith. I occasionally send medicine to a young Moslem man in Egypt for his parents. The e-mails which return express touching gratitude and every time he writes and sends digital photographs of his extended family, he tells me that his entire family pray regularly for me. I feel very grateful for this and I have told him that I do the same for them. 

There is genuine gratitude, warmth and compassion here.  BUT  I know that, however sincere and charitable those prayers are, they are made without the recognition that our intermediary is Jesus Christ, not just some honoured prophet but the Son of God, ‘Salvator Mundi’, Saviour of the world and our Judge. 
And this is where we must inevitably come to the answer to the question of the church’s role in a changing society. The eternal truths by definition cannot be compromised. And for all our English gift of irony and ambivalence, the essential terms of the Gospel are clear and uncompromising. We sin. We need to be saved from our sins. ‘The wages of sin are’ indeed ‘death’. Jesus died on the Cross to pay the just penalty for our sins as the perfect justice of God could not be compromised. If we accept His salvation and acknowledge Him as Lord, we have eternal life. 
All our engagements with the problems of contemporary society, just a few of which I have briefly mentioned, must sit alongside that ultimate truth. And it has been ever thus. Think of the problems associated with apostasy in the Old Testament and heresy and schism in the NT. Think of the centuries when Christians were fighting Christians. We criticise nominalism in the Church today but did many of those mediaeval and Renaissance monarchs and princes and Popes and bishops have a real personal faith which expressed the love of Jesus? 
The warnings declaimed by the OT prophets so often seem unerringly relevant to our own time. In the first chapter of Zephaniah, the prophet is talking about Judah shortly before it is to be overwhelmed by the Babylonians, with its king killed and its people deported, away back at the end of the C6 B.C. But Zephaniah’s concerns have an uncanny relevance today. He picks out three central faults in his society. Firstly, the worship of false gods: well, we might not worship Baal and Molech today but their fertility rites might connect with the sexual freedom of our age and you only need to get held up at Finmere on a Sunday morning to know how dedicated the nation is to Mammon. Secondly, we hear that the people had become complacent in their wealth. Zephaniah 1 v.11 chimes into the fiscal year 2008/9 pretty exactly:-
‘Wail you who live in the market district; all your merchants will be wiped out; all who trade with silver will be ruined.’ 

Thirdly, Zephaniah warns the people of Judah that they are lulled by their idolatry (worshipping things or people other than God) and their material comfort, causing them to think that God is irrelevant; and that is the way most people see God today, is it not? 

So, in a way, the problems don’t really change. The OT prophets diagnosed them; the New Testament Church warned against them. The Christian church as a whole has defended the morality of its religion in the past and, if it engages with the Lord in prayer and allows the Holy Spirit to do His work, could do so again now. 

Nowadays, the Church must confront the loss of an agreed moral code, partly coming about as a result of relativistic postmodernism, masquerading as the championing of the individual for whom anything goes: the existentialism that the French philosopher Albert Camus extolled at great length before he was knocked off his motor bicycle by one of his compatriots who was no doubt driving too fast. This in turn has led to the breakdown of the family and the rise of the ‘partner’ rather than the spouse. 

It has also contributed to one of the greatest threats that I think the church needs to face; that is the rise of secularism. Secularism is not just a loss of belief. It is a direct attack upon belief and it now infiltrates authoritative and legislative bodies in our society. 

So, how do we cope with all this? 
We meet people with compassion and understanding but we stand firm in the Gospel of Christ. 

We are told in the passage read to us from I Thes. 5 that ‘we do not live in darkness’ and that we ‘should not be surprised’ by the evils of the time. Practical instructions are given to the church and to us as individual Christians: to be alert, to be self-controlled, to be strong in love and faith, to be constantly conscious of the certainty of our salvation, to encourage one another, to build each other up. When the ministry team met recently, we were hoping that that might happen in the house groups, following the example of the NT, because the emphasis in Sunday morning church is teaching and communal worship. It must also happen through prayer. As many of you will be aware, we have a network of prayer cells in the congregation. (I shall now be rearranging them for September and it would be so good if others here might wish to join in these; do let me know). We are told to ‘live in peace with each other’. I don’t think that we do too badly in this church but these rows across the church as a whole over these issues which I mentioned don’t fulfil that requirement and they, rather than the Good News of the Gospel are, of course, what attract the attention of the press. We are told to be patient, kind and joyful. And at the end of Matthew’s Gospel, also read to us, we are told to evangelise. One must sometimes wonder whether or not many people attending church services could really care less about the eternal salvation of those living and working around them. 
‘O tempora! O mores!’ declaimed Cicero in C1st BC. As times and fashions change, we must take our comfort and resolution from the declaration in Hebrews 13 v. 8:-

‘Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and for ever.’ 

It is that certainty, that hope, that the Church should be presenting to all the lost people around, while at the same time understanding in love the great issues blown in with the winds of change. If we as Christians can only be better examples, both individually and as a church, in the knowledge that however new and however severe the difficulties facing our age might be, we shall have discharged our duty to God and to those whom He loves and seeks to save. 
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