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All This Abundance

‘All this abundance’ says King David as he blesses the Lord in gratitude for the amazing amount of gold, silver, bronze, iron and precious stones that the people had given for the building of the Temple. ‘O Lord our God, all this abundance that we have provided for building  you a house for your holy name comes from your hand and is all your own.’ (1 Chronicles 29:16) 

My ninety-one year old mother has a favourite saying: ‘What you keep you lose forever; what you give away you keep for ever’, and her grandchildren and greatgrandchildren have frequent reason to be grateful that she puts it into practice. The wisdom of generosity is one of the deep, counter-intuitive truths about how the world works. I remember once admiring a lovely edition of George Herbert’s poetry in a vicar’s library, and he said: ‘Please take it!’ When I protested that it was inscribed by a friend of his who had given it to him as a gift, he simply wrote in it: ‘To David – Gifts are to be given’. 

Everything we have and are is a gift from God, usually through other people; so of course we should offer all we have and are back to God and to other people. And as we try to do so we find ourselves in an amazing dynamic of grateful receiving leading into endless further possibilities of creative giving. The interplay of giving and receiving allows gifts, money, goods, services and words to enter into new forms of circulation, And it is not primarily the size of the gift that matters: it is its meaning. Centuries after King David, in another Temple on the same site in Jerusalem, Jesus observed a widow sacrificially giving to the Temple two small copper coins, and he said: ‘Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all of them; for all of them have contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty has put in all she had to live on.’ (Luke 21:3-4 Gifts are signs that can express our deepest meanings and commitments.   

This glorious building is a sign and it is also a gift. It is a gift from God and from the many who contributed to it being built, above all in the city of Liverpool. Sir Frederick Radcliffe said at its consecration: ‘The people of Liverpool have given you this cathedral. I sometimes wonder if you will know what to do with it.’ This annual gathering is a good occasion on which to ask why this cathedral is here and what it is for in the future. 

So what did give rise to this building? The fundamental reason for the huge effort over many decades in the early twentieth century was the same as King David in the book of Chronicles gives for building the Temple. David prays:

Blessed are you, O Lord, the God of our ancestor Israel, forever and ever...  And now, our God, we give thanks to you and praise your glorious name. (1 Chronicles 29:10-13) 

At the root of this cathedral is the desire to bless God, thank God, praise God. One of the most important things to have happened to me as a theologian occurred during my first job as a lecturer in the University of Birmingham. I found myself teaching courses with a senior colleague, Daniel Hardy, a wonderfully wise thinker. We used to meet for the whole of every Thursday morning just to talk theology (which with him meant discussing God and anything related to God, so that included pretty well everything). Slowly we found a leading theme emerging in our conversations: praising God. We discovered that praising, together with the closely related practices of blessing, thanking, honouring, adoring and glorifying, is a golden key to the Bible, to the whole Christian tradition and to living before God today. 

Praising God unites head and heart and body, it brings people together and calls on all our powers of expression and creativity in order to try to do justice to the most wonderful reality of all, the inexhaustible mystery of the God who has created everything and everyone, who is utterly involved in loving everything and everyone to the point of living in person among us, and who shares his own Spirit with us, pouring the blessing of the Holy Spirit on us in abundance.  So we find ourselves part of a whole ecology of praise, thanks and blessing. God blesses us and all creation; we and the creation bless God, and we also can bless each other. This cathedral required the dynamic of gratitude and generosity to come into existence, but that is just part of the wider ecology of blessing whose deepest secret is in the very nature of the God of generosity whom King David blessed. 
We are all called to receive God’s blessings daily with thanks, and we are called to be signs of blessing and to give signs of blessing in our world. One of the ways we do this is through creativity and the arts. Down the centuries many arts have been used to respond to God and God’s creation in words, music and song, dance, painting, sculpture, stained glass, and the drama of liturgy. But probably the most embracing and complete of the arts is architecture. This cathedral is one of the richest signs you could imagine, drawing us into the length and breadth and height and depth of the meaning and reality of God. 

Just savour this building: how its spaces are shaped; the massiveness of its pillars; the forms of its carving, its sculpture, its woodwork; the intensities of its stained glass; the many rich symbols – cross, altar, baptistery, pulpit. This is an overwhelming building, dense with meaning. The more we enter into it with attention, sensitivity and imagination the more we will be able to cope with the overwhelming of our lives and of our world: the overwhelmings of gratitude and joy, of pain and suffering, of sin and guilt, of beauty and compassion, and - of the most challenging of all to cope with - the unimaginable, overwhelming love of God for each of us as he calls us by name. And these overwhelmings are intensified by what goes on here, the life that this cathedral embraces – the worship and prayer, music and singing, meetings and visits, education and mission, and encounters here with the living God that so many people can testify to. All this abundance too!

What is all this for? First of all, for God and God’s glory. The marvellous extravagance of any cathedral is only ultimately appreciated if you know that we are here to love God, glorify God, bless God, and that everything else comes right when we put God first. ‘Hallowed be your name’ is the first thing we ask in the Lord’s prayer, and that embraces all the other petitions. And this God loves all people and the whole of creation, so to love God means to love what God loves. This Cathedral is here for that too. 

It is inspiring to look at the vision and plans this cathedral has been developing under the leadership of your Dean. They show a cathedral alert to God and to God’s purposes in the world. There is commitment to worship and spirituality, to education, mission, evangelism and serving Liverpool and the wider world in practical ways. And at the heart of it are you the congregation. You are the community without which the rest is not possible. The main thing I want to say to you this morning is about your calling as a community.

In our reading from the Gospel of John the action of Jesus against the misuse of the Temple is described by words from Psalm 69: ‘Zeal for your house will consume me.’ (John 2:17) May this cathedral community be marked by zeal for this house! The zeal you need is not for the building as an end in itself but because it is a sign. Just as Jesus identified the Temple as a sign of his body, so the deepest truth of this building is that it is a sign of the body of Christ, crucified, risen and glorified. 

And our reading from the Letter to the Ephesians, which was written to ordinary members of a first century church, tells you as a congregation what your calling is. ‘... You are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with the saints and also members of the household of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone.’ (Ephesians 2:19-20) The living Jesus Christ is your cornerstone, your utterly reliable basis. 

Then Ephesians goes on to give you the heart of your vocation: ‘In him [Christ Jesus] the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are built together spiritually into a dwelling place for God.’ (Ephesians 2:21-2) Your calling is to be nothing less than a dwelling place for God here in Liverpool. You are called to grow together, to be a community that attracts people from near and far into the presence of God and of each other here, and sends them out into Liverpool and beyond to live and work to God’s praise and glory. 

As you respond to this calling, may God bless you in every way with an abundance of the Holy Spirit, may you grow in faith, in hope, in love and in numbers, and may you be a blessing to many. And, in the closing words of the great prayer in Ephesians Chapter 3 (I think my favourite of all prayers): 

Now to him who through the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. Amen. (Ephesians 3:20-1) 
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