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“Power for Service”

A Sermon preached at The Mayor of Thetford’s Civic Service

Sunday 14th June 2009 at St Cuthbert’s Church, Thetford

By the Right Reverend Dr David J Atkinson, Bishop of Thetford

I am not sure what Thomas Paine would have made of this Civic Service.    The corset-maker from Thetford,  who played such an interesting and significant part as a political revolutionary and radical thinker both at the time of the American War of Independence and of the French Revolution,  the 200th anniversary of whose death we are celebrating this year  - he would have had questions to ask.  He would have had serious questions to ask about Christian worship on the one hand,  and I imagine he would probably have had questions about Mayors and Town Councils on the other. 
Although Thomas Paine had a real faith in God,  it was certainly not expressed in orthodox Christian terms.    It was in 1792 that Haydn’s Oratorio  The Creation was first performed in Vienna. You probably know that wonderful chorus “The heavens are telling the glory of God”  - it is a quotation from one of the psalms.   Exactly that same psalm was quoted two years later by Thomas Paine,  in his essay “The Age of Reason”.

This is what Paine wrote:  “I believe in one God;  I believe in happiness beyond this life;  I believe that religious duties consist in doing justice,  loving mercy and endeavouring to make our fellow creatures happy.”     “I do not believe in the creeds”,  he said.  He had some pretty harsh things to say   - and with good reason  -  about institutional religion in general and the Church of England in particular.     He valued the moral teaching of Jesus but did not think of him as the Son of God;  he did not believe in the resurrection of Jesus from the dead.  But he did believe that the glory of the starry heavens tells us something of God’s glory,  and the moral law within our souls points to God’s calling to live justly and lovingly with our neighbours.
Those of us who do acknowledge Jesus Christ as the Son of God,  who regard the historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus from the dead to be well-founded,  and who believe that Jesus’ resurrection is the most  significant fact in our history   -  that God has come among us and has breathed new life into his whole creation   -  we think that Thomas Paine has missed out on something of central importance, and sold us short.    
It is one thing to call people to be moral and to live justly   -  it is another thing to have the grace and strength to live like that.    Sinful and selfish human beings do not become moral and just by saying that they will,  or even by hard work alone.   We need a Saviour and a power beyond ourselves which the New Testament calls the Holy Spirit  -  the power which raised Jesus from the dead.

So I think Thomas Paine would look askance at some of what we are doing here at this Civic service of Christian worship.  We can share with him the moral values which make for the very best for human flourishing and for human society.  We can endorse much of what he says about human rights. He had a passion justice,  and wanted to redress grievances.   And certainly we can agree with him on the importance to God of (what he called)  every  “ordinary person”.    But it seems to me that Thomas Paine had an optimism about human nature which I think is misplaced. He looked to reason and to science to solve all our problems.  We only need to think about some MP’s expense accounts,  or mention banking executives to finds words like ‘sin’ and ‘greed’ and ‘fraud’ creeping into our vocabulary and into our national headlines.  And we only need to think about climate change to realize that science does not solve everything.    We Christians have instead an optimism not of human nature, but of God’s grace which comes to us in Jesus Christ.  This does not diminish reason or science,  but says that the moral and spiritual life is much more than this.  We need a Saviour  -  a power beyond ourselves to help us live:   the power which raised Jesus from the dead.   
But what would Thomas Paine make of Mayors and Councillors?   He had some pretty harsh things to say about the British Crown and the British Constitution when he was living in America and was trying to persuade that British colony to become a republic.  He did not like hierarchical government,  and on the whole regarded government in a rather negative way, as something necessary to step in when things go wrong. What would he have made of the recent European elections?   or the present state of the British Parliament?
But,  and this is important,   he made a firm distinction between government and society.  
Society is the relationships which people have with each other,  and the mutual responsibilities of care which we have for each other. But governments are a “necessary evil” to stop some people getting too much power.     If we need government,  it must be government by the people.    In a strange way Paine held together very liberal views about individual rights  and fairly conservative views about the importance of community.    That’s probably why he had such a hard time.      The conservatives in England regarded him as a dangerous radical.    The radicals of the French Revolution thought he was not nearly radical enough.
But it is this point about society and government which the Chief Rabbi,  Sir Jonathan Sacks,  regards as one of the most important things about Thomas Paine. He mentions it in his recent book  (The Home We Build Together:  Recreating Society):
Whereas governments are largely about power,   Thomas Paine’s concern was largely about human relationships -  about society.  Sir Jonathan Sacks describes Paine as ‘one of the most colourful characters England has produced’  -  and then says that Paine understood more clearly than others the important distinction between two ways of being together as human beings.   Is it the way of power  -  where some have power over others?  Or is it the way of society – based on mutuality of rights, respect and relationship?
Here is what Thomas Paine wrote:
“Society is produced by our wants,   and government by our wickedness;  the former promotes our happiness positively by uniting our affections,  the latter negatively by restraining our vices…. Society in every state is a blessing,  but government even in its best state is but a necessary evil.”  

As the Chief Rabbi comments,  Society emerges out of the need we have for each other,  the way each can supply another’s needs.  So we cooperate, divide our labour,  trade, form friendships and associations,  and establish relationships of trust.  If everyone were to play their part,  there would be no need for government at all.   But not everyone does. People are selfish and sinful.   Some cheat,  some steal,  some invade the territory of others  -  that is when governments become necessary.
Well, whatever we make of that,  I think it worth underlining that much of what Paine says about society is described in the Bible in terms of a covenant of grace.   Let me put it like this:    Because God loves,  we can learn to love.   Because God is just,  we can learn justice.  Because God is merciful, we can learn to show mercy.    And the language of covenant gets taken over into the language of church  -  The Christian Church is meant to be a fellowship of people who ought to be so committed to each other because they are committed to God that,  empowered by their risen Saviour Jesus Christ,  their corporate life is marked by love and justice and mercy,  by goodness, peaceableness and grace.   And service. 
So Thomas Paine is on to something profoundly important about how we are with each other as human beings.   Are our relationships marked by power and dominance,  or by love and mutual service?   That is a good question for the Christian church to keep asking itself.   That is a good question also for civic leaders in our towns.

So,  surprisingly,  Thomas Paine is not too far from some of the perspectives of the New Testament.

St Paul writes this:   “Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others.  Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,  who,  though he was in the form of God,   did not count equality with God as something to be exploited,  but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant…”  (Phil. 2. 4 – 11) 
Jesus himself says:
“You know that among the Gentiles, those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them,  and their great ones are tyrants over them.   But it is not so among you;  whoever wishes to become  great among you must be your servant…For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.”  (Mark 10:  42 – 45).
Dominating power or self-giving service? – those are the choices which our reflections on both Thomas Paine and on the Christian faith in their different ways hold before us.   God give us grace,  in the power of the Spirit of the risen Jesus,  to follow the way of service, which makes for justice and for peace. 
