Pentecost 2011

From an early age in church I hot cajoled into reading. I think that even as a child I had a voice that carried, and come Christingle and other services, there I was reading a lesson, un-miked of course at that time. I guess I must have read from the King James Bible - though I can't be clear on that. But certainly this was the translation of the Bible I grew up hearing once I was confirmed at the age of 11, and became a server. God was still addressed in worship as 'thee' or 'thou' although the actual order for Holy Communion was not the Book of Common Prayer - which we are using today - but what was known as 'Alternative Services: Series 2.' It preserved what we might call traditional language, but used it with a structure which seemed modern, but actually pre-dated that of the Prayer Book. There are a good many things I remember about worship at that time - one negative was listening to the readings. Correction - to the Epistle, the first reading, never from the Old Testament and usually from one of the 'epistles' or 'letters' of St. Paul. I simply didn't understand what I was listening to. St. Paul can be hard enough to understand at the best of times, but in a several hundred year old version of English…no chance!  For me, discovering by chance a service at the Roman Catholic Westminster Cathedral at the age of 16 called a 'Folk Mass' was a liberation. I couldn't believe it. Wasn't the Roman Catholic Church supposed to be conservative, and just a little suspect, and yet here it was, with the Mass in modern English; scripture read in modern English; songs in modern English. It was more progressive - so it seemed - than my own, old-fashioned parish church that seemed to preserve forms of ceremony that the Roman Catholic Church had done away with.  Now more than 30 years later I have come to realise the immense breadth of the Christian Church in every facet of the Church's life - not least in its public face in worship. Within the tiny part of the Church that is the Anglican Communion I have experienced services where the priest appears more papal than any Pope, and services where the style had more in common with the Pentecostal tradition than a neighbouring Anglican parish. This is a different experience from that which people would have had in most Church of England parishes for almost 300 years. Yes, there was difference, but a common language and liturgy could be assumed.

This year sees the 400th anniversary of the publication of the King James version of the Bible. It was not the first English translation, but it became the norm for worship in English. Based on the earlier translation by William Tyndale - who died for the crime of rendering the scriptures into English - the King James was intended to be a unifying element for fractious Christians arguing about this or that right way to translate words and phrases. Groups that differed, for example, about how to understand the authority of the Bible nonetheless were all clear about its importance. It was the word of God. It had therefore to be translated with care so that it touched lives, changed lives, and drew people to God. This was about salvation. Now the programmes that I have watched, and websites I have visited, have been interesting. They do convey something of the significance of the King James Bible for people at the time, but as to its significance now? There is little that can be said to concerned about how now the word of God is conveyed through it. There is a lot about how the King James Bible provided a common text which enabled the spread of the English language. The distinctive expressions and words of the King James - scapegoat and signs of the times, for example. The poetic quality of the translation. I've listened to people reading the King James in lovely, clear voices - and yes, it sounds brilliant. (Not that they ever read from the Epistle to the Hebrews - that is something else in any translation!) What seems to me to be emphasised are the unintended consequences of the publication of the King James Version. They are interesting, but from the perspective of the Church which sees the Bible as having a unique place within its life and witness, they are not important. The Church's role is not to preserve a form of language, a style of poetry, a tradition of literature. People can clearly hear the Word of God through a modern translation, just as they can encounter God through languages other than Latin or Aramaic or whatever language is held up to be somehow more holy than another. Yet, for all that, there is a danger for the Church at present - that it can ignore a principle of Pentecost.

If we listen carefully to the reading today from the Acts of the Apostles, there are some lovely turns of phrase - 'when this was noised abroad,' for example - but I am interested in the effect of the coming of the Holy Spirit.:

And how hear we every man in our own tongue wherein we were born?
The wonderful effect of this Spirit-caused simultaneous translation:

…we do hear them speak in our tongues the wonderful works of God.

Now this is purely a personal opinion, but I wonder if there is a danger in Anglican worship today, of certain tongues ceasing to be heard. I have no wish to return to scripture only being read from the King James Version, and services following only the Book of Common Prayer. (The latter is a separate matter from the King James Bible, but the two are often linked in a common concern for valuing tradition.) Yet whereas at one time I found my experience of worship, and hence of God, limited by just having the traditional, I now believe it can work the other way, with experience being restricted by just having the contemporary. Or what purports to be contemporary. Some very recently written Christian songs and choruses express some very conservative sentiments to catchy tunes. What tongues do we need to hear?

First, the old as well as the new. There is a value to being aware of the past. Tradition is past experience. Each generation does not have to re-invent the wheel. We can learn from history. In terms of the Church, people's experiences of  engaging with the Bible, meeting God in prayer, struggling to find the right words to say something that makes sense of what they have come to know, can enrich us in the hear and now. I value the King James Bible for this. It helps me to know where I, we - and by 'we' I mean the Church collectively - have come from.

Second, poetry as well as prose. People are so different -wonderful! Some respond with great emotion to, say, a particular piece of art in a very positive way. Others will head for the door as the same piece of art may seem to them pointless or grotesque or offensive. For some, clear direct speaking is what is needed, keeping one firmly rooted on the ground. For others, poetic imagery that causes the spirit to soar. The way we are created as human beings speaks to me of varied needs. We will encounter God differently. Poetry and prose together. At times I feel that the language of worship can become bland or just unintentionally funny. 'The Lord is here' strikes me as the most bland statement imaginable and I want to reply either 'and so are we' or 'so what.' But an attempt at poetry in the Prayer Book in the USA which speaks of 'this fragile earth, our island home' is redolent of 'Star Trek.'  And in case we think of old texts as always being perfect, how many couples really want to hear that they are not to marry in order to satisfy men's carnal lusts and appetites, like brute beasts that have no understanding. However we speak, it is risky, but it's part of what we are. When God created, he spoke, and our speech can be creative, the gift of our Creator.

Third, more rather than less. That crowd at Pentecost heard in many tongues, not a few. They are described as being the devout out of every nation under heaven. In order words here, symbolically, the whole planet is represented. The Spirit broadens understanding and opens up new experience. It is that same Spirit, in the Acts of the Apostles, that pushes the apostles out of Jerusalem and into the Gentile world. Breadth comes from valuing what has been, what is and looking for what is to come, and not just one or two of the three. Living with more rather than less may well seem, at times, to be a struggle between opposites; coping with contradictions; valuing difference. Yet if the same message is to be heard in all tongues, what choice is there? I guess that's why I am, and expect to remain, an Anglican. 

So I am happy to celebrate 400 years of the King James Bible. The Bishop of Hereford has recommended to his diocese that people take the time to read the whole Bible this year from that King James Version. I'm going to take his advice seriously, and do that over the summer. How about it? In order to discover the word of God anew, why not try the old? We might just hear God through a new tongue.

