A sermon by the Reverend Nigel Guthrie at Holy Cross, Crediton on 14 January 2007, 9.30am

Epiphany 2 – The dedication of bells
Bells were traditionally rung inside church to indicate the transformation of the bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ.  This practice dates from the time when many of the people who attended mass couldn’t understand the Latin service.  But they knew that when the bell was sounded the priest had come to that point in the service where the bread and wine were consecrated.  We don’t ring the bells here for that reason now but they do still signify moments of transformation or change.  When they are rung before a Sunday service they are inviting people to leave their ordinary activities and take time apart to worship God.  In worship our time is transformed, and hopefully our way of thinking about our lives, as we hear God’s word and share in the spiritual gifts of bread and wine.  And when the bells are rung after a wedding they also signify a transformation for the people and families involved.  Those getting married are changing from a state for singleness to a partnership which we pray will be lifegiving and lifelong, as the wedding prayer puts it.  And the bells here in Crediton are also ring out the old year and ring in the new with all our hopes and prayers for what lies ahead.  

This season of Epiphany focuses our thoughts on how Christ is revealed in the world, and this Sunday we focus particularly on how he is revealed through the turning of water into wine at the wedding feast.  But before those of us who enjoy the occasional glass of wine get carried away with the idea that our preference has divine approval, its worth looking at how St John finishes the story.  


Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee,


And revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him.

For John, the transformation which was significant was in the faith of the disciples; seeing the miracle they believed in Jesus.  They were changed.  And knowing the gospel of John as we do it’s certain that the wine has a symbolic significance for him which goes beyond the provision of drinks for the wedding guests.  Wine was the drink of celebration, of gladness, it represented a settled and relatively prosperous life, as desert nomads could not cultivate vineyards or make wine.  For John wine represented the fullness of life Christ came to bring, and the changing of water into wine was symbolic of the transformation which Christ brought to all who believe in him.

Our Christian faith is about being changed and being ready and willing to change.  This change includes repentance and a real acceptance of the things which we have to leave behind if we are to move ahead in our lives.  This change includes the attitudes we show to others, moving from judgement to love, and from self-centredness to concern for others.  This change includes moving from cynicism to hope in God’s providence and from uncertainty to faith.  This change moves us from resignation about the evil of the world to a belief that we can do something, however modest to make it a better place.  When we are changed, and when our church is changed in such ways, Christ is revealed and others can see that our faith makes a real difference and is not just a matter of pious habit.   

The two new bells which I will be blessing shortly will, in a few days time, sound out from the tower of this church at the start of what we hope will be long lives of calling people to worship here and celebrating important and transforming events in this community.  May they remind us of the call of Christ to be transformed into his likeness from glory to glory as we seek to follow Him.
As I don’t often get the chance to read this I thought I would finish with some famous words of Alfred, Lord Tennyson in which the bells are harbingers of transformation.
Ring out, wild bells, to the wild sky, 
    The flying cloud, the frosty light: 
    The year is dying in the night; 
Ring out, wild bells, and let him die. 

Ring out the old, ring in the new, 
    Ring, happy bells, across the snow: 
    The year is going, let him go; 
Ring out the false, ring in the true. 

Ring out old shapes of foul disease; 
    Ring out the narrowing lust of gold; 
    Ring out the thousand wars of old, 
Ring in the thousand years of peace. 

Ring in the valiant man and free, 
    The larger heart, the kindlier hand; 
    Ring out the darkness of the land, 
Ring in the Christ that is to be. 

From ‘In Memoriam’ by Alfred Lord Tennyson, 1809 - 1892
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