A Sermon given by the Revd Nigel Guthrie at Holy Cross, Crediton on Maundy Thursday,

9 April 2009, 7.30pm


At the beginning of the service The Bishop of Exeter welcomed pilgrims who had walked from Sherborne, Dorset.
It’s a great pleasure to welcome those of you who have arrived at the end of your pilgrimage today.  This time last year I had just completed a pilgrimage of my own.  For some time I had wanted to walk the Camino de Santiago, the medieval pilgrimage route which leads to Santiago de Compostela in the north-west corner of Spain.  Bishop Bob gave me leave to go away for two weeks after the early Easter last year and, with a friend, I set out from Astorga and walked the last 160 miles of the route in ten days.  It was a great and memorable experience including a wide variety of weather a stunning range of countryside and, of course, an interesting collection of blisters.  
Santiago grew up as one of the foremost places of pilgrimage because it was believed that the Body of St James the Apostle was found nearby, having been miraculously transported there.  His bones were moved to a shrine which eventually became the great cathedral there.  The only problem is that the remains at Santiago are very unlikely indeed to be those of St James.  
It reminded me of our little problem in Crediton with celebrating the 1100th  anniversary of the foundation of Devon’s first diocese here.  We know that Aedulf was appointed the first Bishop of Crediton in 909 and that he and his nine successors at Crediton must have had a Cathedral here until Leofric, the tenth Bishop of Crediton, decided to move the centre of the diocese to Exeter.  So it was decided three years ago to try and find the Saxon Cathedral using ground penetrating radar.  It was a fascinating project and part of the legacy has been an excellent exhibition of the story of this church which can be seen in the north choir aisle.  But no evidence was found that could firmly identify the site of Devon’s first cathedral.  I think it is reasonable to assume that the cathedral of 909 was a wooden building which left few traces and that it is likely to have been on the same site as the Norman church which forms the basis of the building we see around us.  So perhaps Aedulf did sit very near where our three bishops are assembled this evening.

So have those of you who are nursing your blisters having walked, at least symbolically, from Sherborne to Crediton this week had a wasted journey?  I hope not!  I soon realized, walking to Santiago, that I wasn’t doing it to venerate some old bones, which may or may not be those of St James, but that I was following and joining in a wonderful tradition of faith.  By this I don’t mean tradition in the sense in which it is often used in the Church of England for instance: ‘it is traditional that the vicar draws the raffle’ which means that it has been done like that for a least two previous years.  I mean ‘tradition’ in the sense of St Paul’s letter which was our first reading.  

‘For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus 

on the night that he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks he broke it and said, “ This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.”’

That tradition was handed down from one generation of Christians to another until tonight when we join in that tradition and make it new for ourselves and for each other.  Without a living tradition of Christian faith and worship we would not be here.  And if we don’t hand it on there will be no living tradition for others to renew and make their own.
Walking the Camino I had a strong sense of being part of a living and international tradition of faith.  I hope that those of you who have walked to Crediton will sense that as Aedulf helped to establish the Christian faith in Devon so you also, have a part to play in reestablishing it in the hearts and lives of our friends and neighbours.

But I learnt something else from my pilgrimage too.  The name Camino de Santiago can be translated ‘The Way of St James’ and it reminded me that before Christians saw themselves as part of an institution they saw themselves as disciples.  We know that the early Christian were described as ‘followers of the Way’ and its worth remembering that when the institution of the church and its demands press upon us.  We are disciples, followers of Jesus, as well as members of the church.  When we talk in the church we easily fall into to describing people by their role in the organization, he is a bishop, she is a vicar, he is a member of the PCC.  But first we are all disciples, followers of Jesus and we must keep our eyes fixed on him, who is described by the writer of the letter to the Hebrews as being ‘the pioneer of our salvation’ – in other words the one who has gone before us to God so that we can follow with confidence.   

As Christians we know where we are going.  We are making our way home to God.  And we know how to get there.  Jesus said ‘I am the way the truth and the life’.  But as we realize when making a pilgrimage the travelling is as important as the arriving.  So how will we travel as disciples?  Will we face difficulties and setbacks with confidence and determination?  Will we help others along the way?  Will we travel with open and generous hearts?
The Camino route in Spain is marked by plenty of statues and images of St James.  Many of them depict the apostle as a pilgrim with his stick, hat and pilgrim shell walking, as it were, in fellowship with the tens of thousands of pilgrims who walk the Camino each year.  He reminds us of the living tradition of faith which has been handed down since the apostles.  But the other image of the saint which occurs frequently on the medieval buildings along the route is more disturbing.  In the early 8th century, the same time as our own St Boniface was taking the gospel to the people of northern Europe, the Moors of north Africa were invading Spain.  There followed many years of Muslim rule in Spain and many conflicts with Christian forces.  In 844 St James was said to have appeared on a white charger brandishing a sword and rallying the Christian forces as they defeated the Moors.  From then on St James was often depicted as Santiago Matamoros, St James the Moorslayer, and in this guise he is portrayed as a white soldier on a white charger killing a black moslem on a black horse with a large sword.  The symbolism could hardly be less subtle.  It makes me wince to look at the image because it is so different from what Jesus taught and showed us. 
On the night of the last supper, after Judas had betrayed him, one of his followers cut of the high priest’s servant’s ear and Jesus rebuked him for his violence.  And not long before Jesus had taken the place of a servant and washed the dirty feet of his disciples before supper.  Then he made it clear as he broke the bread and shared the wine that he was about to offer himself up for those he loved.  So my final reflection on my pilgrimage is to ask how we will treat those who are different from us along the way?  Will we demonise and attack those who are different from ourselves or will we witness to them through engagement with them and acts of service and sacrifice?  I have been struck, as so many have, by the fresh approach of Barak Hussein Obama to the Moslem world.  He seems to be saying talk with us, work with us, it will be better for us all.  In these difficult days for the church when hard issues threaten to divide the church and secularism is strong around us, can we find the heart to engage with and walk alongside those we disagree with in the church and in the wider community?  Or will we retreat into our comfort zone and push away chances of working together towards a new reality?  As the altars are stripped at the end of this service perhaps we can allow a little of our pride to be stripped away to so that we may open our hearts and offer our lives in love and service as Jesus has taught us. 
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