You have this treasure in clay jars and I chose you to bear fruit.

At a Bishop’s Staff meeting a few months ago we were looking at how advertisements had changed. 20 or so years ago they asked for “A Godly priest” “A person of prayer”. Now they ask for “An Exceptional Priest,” “Someone with a bit of energy,” “With good personal skills,” and “Broad minded.” These were all taken from a recent copy of the Church Times.

We all live busy lives but in this Charge I want to encourage churchwardens, as you begin this year of office, to become more Godly and more prayerful. I promise to keep all of you in my prayers with gratitude to God for all that you are and do.

During Lent I led a pilgrimage to Iona a place to which I keep returning. This last visit had a profound effect on me.
It is an island associated with many saints Columba an impetuous, murderous Irishman who died in 597 – exactly the same year that Augustine landed in Kent. Then there was Aidan, the gentle monk who reconverted the northern English to Christianity and left Iona to make his base on Lidisfarne – Holy Island and George Macleod who 1500 years after Columba founded the Iona Community.
But all was not simply sweetness and light...

In 806 AD, 68 monks were slaughtered by the Vikings. The monks would have recognised that passage from Corinthians that we have heard tonight – afflicted, perplexed, persecuted, struck down. The next year most of the remaining monks fled from Iona to Kells in Ireland taking with them what is now known as the book of Kells.

Iona may have been abandoned for a time, but in the 10th century its power was revived after the Vikings converted to Christianity and intermarried with the local Gaelic populace. New building works began.

In 1200 the King of the Isles, brought in the Benedictine Order and built the great abbey. He also established St Ronan’s Nunnery with about 400 Augustinian nuns - the ruins of this building still stand on the island.

After the suppression of the monasteries at the time of the reformation the island lay virtually bereft of a Christian presence for many, many years. Until in the 19th Century first the Presbyterians and then the Anglicans returned to Iona in a small way.
George Macleod a Scottish Presbyterian. Who had an interesting upbringing. Speaking of his grandfather, Norman, he said that “Christianity was a thing taken for granted and not forced with a scowl or a frown”.

And about his father he wrote, “I never heard my father speak of Calvinism, Armenianism, Presbyterianism or episcopacy or exaggerated doctrinal differences in my life. He might have made me a slave to any ‘ism’ instead he left me free to love Christ and Christians.”

That in a time and place where religion was very polarised in Scotland can give you some idea of the family into which George Macleod was born in 1895. He went up to Oriel College Oxford in 1913 but was then drawn in to the carnage that was the First World War. He saw an unconscionable amount of suffering but acquitted himself admirably. George was awarded both the Croix de Guerre and the Military Cross.

At the end of the war he went back to university and read theology.

He first served at St. Giles in Edinburgh where he became determined to make his flock, “Apply on weekdays what we sing about on Sundays.”

Like the impetuous Columba he was also was a flawed vessel, outspoken; impatient but fiercely determined to make the gospel available and intelligible to all no matter what their background. 
In 1930 he moved to Govan in the heart of the shipbuilding area of the Clyde. He ministered in a working class area that was very hard. Then the depression hit and poverty was present everywhere. His own life was lived simply and he made himself live on the national minimum wage. Later he required the same discipline and accountability from all who joined him.

Always on the lookout for a way to expand his work, George who grew up near Oban and had spent many holidays on Iona looked there for his next challenge. He already knew it.

He had been greatly influenced by the great German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer and his concept of a new monasticism that finds its source within a letter written in 1935 by Bonhoeffer to his brother Karl-Friedrich. The letter was calling for a counter-cultural movement against the Third Reich, which was becoming increasingly more influential within the German Church. This is what Bonhoeffer wrote: 

"The restoration of the Church will surely come from a kind of new monasticism, which has in common with the old kind only the uncompromising nature of life according to the Sermon on the Mount, following Christ. I think that it is about time to gather the people for this…." 

Macleod himself was able to write later, “The nature of the new order will be revealed not by the searchlight of high-powered brains, but in response to the obedience of convinced persons...For Christ is a person to be trusted, not a principle to be tested. The Church is a movement, not a meeting house. The faith is an experience, not an exposition. Christians are explorers, not mapmakers. And the new social order is not a blueprint, which someone must find as soon as possible. It is a present experience made possible at Bethlehem, offered on Calvary and communicated at Pentecost.”
So it was that in 1935 the 40-year-old George approached the abbey trustees to look at the possibility of his restoring the monastic buildings around the Abbey. George was approximately the same age that Columba had been all those years earlier.

Finally in March 1938 he was ready to begin. 

Then along came World War 2 and everything had to come to a halt and it took until 1967 to restore the buildings
The restoration of the buildings was simply an outward expression of what the Iona Community is all about.

Its prayer of commitment says it aims, “To seek new ways to touch the hearts of all.”

They have still not left behind Macleod’s desire to make the Gospel available and understandable to all.

The rebuilding is still going on with Iona playing its part in reshaping the lives of individuals and churches and the wider society.

Iona is a dispersed community with members sharing the common life wherever they are in the world. Being dispersed, the community is like a large organism held together with long threads of prayer; love of Christ; of the other, the stranger, the weak and the oppressed.

In order to achieve what he did, George Macleod was very strong-willed, possessed unbounded energy, did not suffer fools gladly and often defied authority. 

One member of the resident community who left in the early sixties said of George that there was a spelling mistake and he should have called it “I own a community.”

Saint Columba and George Macleod separated by nearly 1500 years. Flawed, forceful and physically strong men; driven with a passion for the gospel and a profound love of Jesus Christ. In Columba’s case, meeting Christ in the stranger and traveller and in George Macleod passionately struggling to communicate the Gospel in a simple way whilst living life on the national minimum wage and fighting for the dignity of every child of God. A Scottish Presbyterian who discovered the all-embracing love of God.

Columba was a murderer with a temper and twice-decorated Macleod went through the carnage of the First World War seeing untold slaughter.

Columba became gentle and Macleod became a pacifist but neither fully gave up the ability to fly off the handle especially in the presence of meanness.

Macleod liked getting his own way. There was one occasion when the community voted to put a blue carpet down. Macleod stayed up all night nailing down a red one!

Both men achieved much but also suffered much in pursuit of their vision 

Columba constantly sent out monks from the mother isle and Today Iona is a dispersed community with its members spread even farther afield – living the Gospel out where they are; living the Gospel as who they are.

Both communities call for dedication and accountability and leave no room for cafeteria Christianity – the ‘Little Britain’ approach – “I want that one.”

Both communities are made up of ordinary folk enabled to do extraordinary things for God.

Community living is not easy. A wise sister from Sneaton Castle near Whitby one told me that over the years it is the little things in life that fray your nerves. Failure to replace a finished toilet roll can lead to World War 3 and make it difficult to live in love and charity with your sisters.

Letting go is the only way to cope. Yes, one might be angry but only fleetingly. As Billy Graham once said about sin, “OK, you can’t stop a bird landing on your head but you can sure stop it making a nest there.”

We all probably know in our own lives that some ‘birds’ are particularly persistent.

I am not a Macleod or a Columba – I am I and you are you.

But God used Columba and Macleod – neither of them perfect. He used them not simply despite their weaknesses. He used their weaknesses to further the Gospel.

They were both impetuous – he used their impetuosity. Strong yet weak vessels of clay yet so well used by Almighty God.

I know that the life of a Churchwarden is not easy – there seem to be more and more rules and regulations to follow each year. Given that my question is this, “How can you be used by God” – in many ways I know you already are. But how can you be used more? When we get home to our families, our parishes, our workplaces, where we play; like the nun from Whitby there will be those whom we have difficulty tolerating, liking or forgiving.

How can we be changed so that, like the once violent Columba we are only angered by lack of generosity?

For Macleod who at first believed that God made us to be either sheep or goats – for heaven or hell – he discovered a God of infinite love whose Son died once and for all. From then on for him the weakest were the most important.

Columba was enabled through much prayer and patience to discover that winning souls was more important than winning battles. He was not a good preacher – but, he began to live his faith and folk caught it off him...

You have heard me say before quoting Russell Harty, that there are two kinds of people in this world; “Drains and Radiators” – you know when you have met a drain because you have been emptied and sucked dry and you know when you have been next to a radiator – especially if you have been feeling the cold.

Columba and Macleod were radiators and their communities were and are radiators. How can our parishes grow more and more into radiators so that the warmth of the Good News of Jesus Christ can thaw frozen hearts?
I have no simple answer to how God can use us but both our exemplars were changed through deep prayer lives. When I was on Iona just the other week I began to breathe in prayer with the rhythm of the heartbeat of that holy place. 
This year through prayer, and perhaps the discernment of others, try to discover what there is in your makeup that can be used by God. Remember that God can use weaknesses – you only have to look at the clergy to be certain of that.

God may want you to change direction – to give some things up; to take up new things; to let others know that there is going to be a change. It may mean walking away from a situation or it might mean that you are already in the right place. But in all that you do try to be like the old Columba or impatient Macleod and let God use your weaknesses. The fractures in us can leak God’s love into the world.
Pray for the grace to discover the fracture in you that can be used to leak God’s love into the world and remember that many saints’ great work only began when they were older that the life-expectancy for the time so, no matter what age you are God can and will use you profitably– if you but let him make you leaky evangelists May that be God’s gift to you as you start your year of office today and please be assured of my prayers.

I’ll end by reading the closing paragraph of C.S. Lewis' Chronicles of Narnia, an imaginary world where the Gospel story is told all the way to the day of resurrection. Lewis realises that God is doing something greater in our lives than we give him credit for.
“For us, this is the end of all the stories. We can most truly say that they all lived happily ever after. But for them, it was only the beginning of the real story. All their adventures in Narnia had only been the cover and the title page. Now at last they were beginning chapter one of the great story, which no one on earth has read, which goes on forever, and in which every chapter is better than the one before”.
And that is a treasure beyond price - it’s called Heaven!
Bob Fitzharris May 2011 – much material copied from many sources.

