Notices

Sermon preached at Holy Cross, Crediton, 22nd June 2008 by Anthony Freeman.

Some years ago a cartoon appeared in the New Yorker magazine. It was described to me by a former curate who knew the subject-matter was dear to my heart. The picture showed an Aztec-style temple thronged with worshippers. At the top of a high flight of steps was an altar with a human figure laid out on it and a priest with a large knife raised above his head just about to plunge it into the sacrificial victim. The caption read: Before the main part of the service here are the notices.
Like most jokes, this one depends upon the absurd juxtaposition of two utterly different things. On the one hand the dread-filling spectacle of human sacrifice; on the other the humdrum announcement of a forthcoming jumble sale or whatever. Of course it is funny. But it challenges us with a question of the utmost seriousness: Why does the juxtaposition of worship and notices not strike us as equally absurd when we do it in this church?

The short answer is that we do not find notices at worship funny because we do not see the same gulf between the importance of the ceremony and the importance of the notices as we did in the Aztec case. But that is not the end of the matter because there are two possible reasons why this is so. One of these reasons — if it were true — would do us credit; the other ought to shame us. I’ll discuss them both and let you decide which is more likely to apply in this congregation.

One possible reason that we do not see the worship and the notices as being at quite different levels of importance is that we do not take our worship as seriously as we would a ceremony involving human sacrifice.

Many changes to our worship in the last forty years — especially to the communion service — have tended to make it appear more ordinary and less special than before. Modern language, less emphasis on dressing up for church, dropping the rule about fasting before communion, a generally more relaxed and informal atmosphere — all these have played their part. They are for the most part changes made with the express intention making the worship more accessible and less forbidding, especially for those coming new into the church and not brought up in its traditional ethos.

The intention behind these changes was good, but there has been a price to pay, and that is a certain loss of the sense that worship in general, and this service of communion in particular, is something special, something unique. This is a great pity. It surely does not matter if someone coming into church for the first time cannot understand all that is going on — why should they? But it is essential that they feel, instinctively, that something important is going on. The highest compliment I was ever paid in this building was shortly after I became involved in leading Sunday worship and someone said, “When you take the service it feels as though it matters.”

As usual, our hymns say it best, reminding us just why it matters so much. From the Eastern Orthodox tradition we have this:

Let all mortal flesh keep silence, and with fear and trembling stand;
Ponder nothing earthly minded, for with blessings in his hand
Christ our God to earth descendeth, our full homage to demand.

And from our mediaeval West, here is St Thomas Aquinas:

Wine is poured and bread is broken
Yet in either sacred token
Christ is here by power divine.

You cannot get more important than that. But we seem to have lost the sense of sheer audacity in what we are doing here, an event so momentous that we only dare do it at all because it is by divine command: “Do this in remembrance of me.” We seem to forget the very thing we are commanded to remember: not a human sacrifice but God’s own self-sacrifice at Calvary. And not just remember it in some detached way, but in a personal and involved way that makes present here and now Christ’s atoning sacrifice:

For as the priest of Aaron’s line within the holiest stood,
And sprinkled all the mercy shrine with sacrificial blood;
So he, who once atonement wrought, our Priest of endless power,
Presents himself for those he bought in that dark noontide hour.

So there is one possible answer to the question of why we fail to see the oddity of associating divine worship and “the notices”: it is because we fail to appreciate how important the worship is, and so bring it down to the level of announcing a jumble sale. 

But I promised you a second possible reason, a more creditable one. Here it is. May be we find it appropriate to put the notices in the service, not because we have a low opinion of the worship, but because we have an especially high understanding of those things we have notices about: coffee mornings, social outings, children’s weeks, youth activities, and so on.

If that is the case, we are being true to an insight deep in the Christian gospel. We know that Jesus went to the Temple and attended weekly synagogue, but when we think of his teaching our minds go to the hills and lakeside of Galilee, where the common people thronged to see and hear him. And after the events of Good Friday, it was not in the splendour of Temple worship that he appeared alive to his disciples, but in the huddled fearful upper room, and later as they returned to their daily work fishing on the lake.

Perhaps it is no coincidence that when we think of this aspect of our faith — the raising of the everyday to the level of divine worship — the words that encapsulate the idea and that spring immediately to mind are from hymns written by priests in the Church of England. Here is George Herbert:

Teach me, my God and King, in all things thee to see;
And what I do in anything to do it as for thee.

And here John Keble:

If, on our daily course, our mind be set to hallow all we find,
New treasures still, of countless price, God will provide for sacrifice.
The trivial round, the common task, would furnish all we need to ask:
Room to deny ourselves; a road to bring us daily nearer God.

So why in this church do we not find the notices at communion even faintly absurd? Is it our properly high doctrine of “the trivial round, the common task”? Or too low a sense of “Christ our God descending” and present with us as “wine is poured and bread is broken” in this service? You decide.
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