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What unites Christians is that we are found and caught up by Jesus Christ, almost all the rest is decoration. 
Last week we were camping with about 3,000 people mainly from a church in London called Holy Trinity Brompton (HTB). On Wednesday the Bishop of London came, and announced six church plants from HTB to add to the 12 or so over the last 20 years. A church plant is where a sending church dispatches a vicar, often with a curate or ordinands, someone to lead musical worship, an administrator and often about £50,000 seed capital to another church that is closed or near closure. 
What was especially striking was that one of the vicars of the plants is a man called Paul Cowley, an ex offender who spent time in prison. He was found by Christ through the ministry of other prisoners and a chaplain, and is now going to be running a church of  Anglo Catholic churchmanship, and creating and  leading the Wilberforce Centre there, which among many other things works widely with ex offenders from the moment they walk out of the prison gate.

The scale is colossal. Six new churches, perhaps 400 people, six vicars, at least £300,000 and about 12 other staff. It is what Cathedrals should be doing, and did do in the middle ages, what we should be doing in the future. And yet last week, apart from the announcements, the talk was of Jesus Christ, not new churches, nor triumphalism.
Ecclesiastes is the musing of a rich and powerful teacher. All seems cyclical, all goes round and the good deeds or bad deeds of an individual appear to make little difference. He sees that all our efforts lead in the end to futility. He tells us what not to do; don’t aim for our own prestige, don’t rely on our own wisdom, it is vanity, a puff of wind is the sense of the Hebrew, like the breeze on a calm day that moves a sailing boat a few yards and then dies away.
Another initiative at HTB, which in the 1970s was no bigger in regular worshippers than this Cathedral is a theological college, recognised and authorised by the Church of England, and now training upwards of 90 people, again what Cathedrals did, should be doing again. We also heard of another, unconnected venture, twenty people led by a vicar starting a church near the junction of the M25 and M40, converting an old barn with their own hands, creating a religious community, and seeking to bring the news of the love of Christ to those around.

And there are many more; in France and Switzerland new religious communities are springing up, with many people joining them, replacing the decaying and emptying monasteries with a vigour as great as at the time of Benedict or Francis. I am trying to reach one person by telephone at present, who is on pilgrimage from Switzerland to Rome, on foot. Pilgrimages done the hard way have more people even than in the middle ages. The pilgrim roads of Europe are filled again and the paths beaten flat with walking feet.

What unites all Christians is that they are found and caught up by Jesus Christ, almost all the rest is decoration. The church is being divided, only this time well divided, into those for whom Christ is the centre, the vortex by which they are captured, and into those for whom the dead hand of the institution still controls and defines who they meet with, who is in and who is out, who is acceptable and who a failure.
If Ecclesiastes tells us what not to do, Colossians tells us what to change. To be raised with Christ is to be expatriated, moved by God from being in one place with its views and habits and culture to being in. Old ways won’t do any more than if I moved to live in France it would make sense to drive on the left. All that would happen would be a car crash. Paul puts what he says both ways. Something is done to us, we are raised with Christ, we have new life, a beautiful exchange of lives, old for new. And we do something in response, we put on the character of the new life, and reject the old. Because God has done something to us we must ourselves choose a different way of being.

Jesus in the gospel sets the foundation of the new life, being rich towards God, God centred, not me centred.. He is being asked to arbitrate on an inheritance, and as usual answers a different question, what drives you? The rich man’s sin was not to make money, but to reward himself, not God, to have himself at the centre of his life. Churches that put Christ at the centre find transformed lives and infinite vision. Where the church does that on a grand scale we see transformation all around us, both inside and outside. 

So for each of us there is the challenge to be Christ centred and impassioned, not here to do something, but to meet someone, God Himself, who will come to us in distance swallowing strides when we take even one small stumbling prayer step towards him, saying “Jesus be the centre ….”
