Islip 17 November	The resignation of the Archbishop of Canterbury
By The Reverend Brian Mountford
(The first two and a half pages are pretty well what I said. The postscript about the Letter to the Hebrews provide just a brief precis of what I actually developed extempore.) 
I said I would say something about the resignation of the Archbishop of Canterbury, but I really wonder where to start. In one sense, it occurred to me that the Archbishop scarcely impinges on our life as a church here in Islip? Even our own diocese during this interregnum seems remote.
The Archbishop resigned for failing to take action over the appalling sexual abuse committed by John Smyth over many years. But there were plenty of other clergy who could have reported it and didn’t. The Archbishop took the rap for the whole institution. And the irony is that over the past ten years or so the Church of England has really gone to town on safeguarding. For most of my ministry safeguarding wasn’t even part of our vocabulary. Now we are up to our eyeballs in it. All clergy and many volunteers have DBS checks and safeguarding training. Archbishop Welby took all this very seriously. 
Way back in the late 70s, when I was a Cambridge Chaplain, some of our undergraduates attended the Iwerne Minster summer camps where John Smyth was Chairman. The camps were to nurture future evangelical leaders in the Church of England and Justin Welby was an attendee as a student, and a dormitory monitor, so he knew quite a lot about the culture in the broadest sense. (Cover up within the evangelical wing of the Church).
But I’m not here to stand in judgement. What I think Welby’s resignation has highlighted is something to do with the nature of the Church of England’s structure and I’m trying to fathom it. On the one hand you’ve got the bread and butter work of communities such as our own in a church that has been marginalised by society’s increased scepticism about the spiritual and ethical claims of the Church. On the other, you’ve got bishops having an unelected, ex-officio, voice in parliament and an Archbishop of Canterbury who must, as part of his job description, spend a lot of time on the Anglican Communion, that worldwide relic of colonial power. 
Maybe it’s the enduringly medieval hierarchical framework of the Church, where there are still bishop’s palaces and Bishop’s thrones in cathedrals with quite a lot of silly dressing up in hierarchical processions of power – albeit within what is now a small organisation that most people don’t care about. 
I wonder to what degree this contributes to a controlling mentality conducive to bullying and repression. Many clergy are seduced by the ambition to advance in the hierarchical procession. But there’s a paradoxical theology which lies behind the power trail. And this is something John Smyth exploited. 
John Smyth persuaded intelligent, well-bred young men to submit to his sadistic beatings by telling them if they want to serve Jesus they should be ready to suffer as Jesus did. Jesus received the cruelly excessive torture of 40 lashes before being crucified. Smyth notoriously made his victims bleed. Not to accept this beating was to let Jesus down, not to be a true disciple and so on.
I hear echoes there of the controlling nature of monasticism. Don’t forget some monks engaged in self-flagellation for the same mad reason that they wanted to suffer with Christ. And there is/was the strict monastic prayer regime which is, at another level, controlling and restrictive.
When I was a curate: 7, 7.30, 8 and 6 every day. It was obligatory and I felt oppressed by it. The same pattern appears in many advertisements for cathedral posts. Not to attend is disloyalty, letting Jesus down. You might think it’s two hours every day that could be put to better use. But who can gainsay prayer? Isn’t it intrinsically good? In fact it can be very manipulative and controlling, both in the physical attitude you are supposed to adopts and in the doctrinal content.
St Paul speaks of the glorious liberty of the children of God, but we are facing in the central Church the menacing repression of the children of God. One reason bishops have been reluctant to break ranks and speak out about the John Smyth affair is what you might call cabinet solidarity in the House of Bishops. We must speak with one voice. We must show doctrinal solidarity. But great were the days of my late youth when leaders could voice their differing opinions in healthy debate. 
Under Justin Welby, it seems to me, we reached a point, doctrinally, where the central Church, which he so much valued, mouthed the platitudes of faith instead of taking up the challenge of contemporary questioning and public engagement. That’s one of the reasons numbers have fallen off – we’re not open to discussion, but obstinately counter-cultural.
Much of this has to do with managing reputational risk. Now that has backfired, because a major part of anyone’s reputation is openness, engagement, the humility and willingness to be wrong. 
Look, there is much more to it than this. But that is a starting point in my view. 
Can I say a very brief word about the epistle today?
And every priest stands day after day at his service, offering again and again the same sacrifices that can never take away sins. But when Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins, ‘he sat down at the right hand of God’
Letter to the Hebrews not written by St Paul, by the way. (Paul’s letters 48 – 64; Hebrews 64-69). Its authorship was doubted from the second century onwards, mainly for stylistic reasons.
This is a letter that sets out to persuade Jewish Christians that they should not revert to mainstream Judaism. E.g. Christ's sacrifice is superior to the Temple's sacrifices, and that Christ is superior as the Son of God 
Eucharistic prayer:
‘calling to mind his death on the cross, his perfect sacrifice made once for the sins of the whole world’.
(After the sermon some people commented on something I hadn’t noticed or intended: that when Hebrews refers to sacrifices offered again and again being unable to take away sins, this could also be applied to the pointlessness of either sadistic or masochistic physical suffering intended to emulate Jesus.)
