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It

seems appropriate that our Civic Service this year is the weekend
we celebrate the 800th anniversary of the signing of the Magna
Carta. That document, which was the result of heated, often violent,
debate between different levels of authority and power, can be
viewed as the foundation for the development of ideas of demo cracy
and human rights, and as a key basis for our modern legal system.
Magna Carta enshrined the principle that even kings and rulers can
be constrained by the terms of a legally binding contract with hb lueiet
people. That principle is reflected world-wide, with the American
Bill of Rights and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights having
strong echoes of the results of King John's spat with his unruly
barons.

Today's democratic society and constitutional monarchy in the UK
go beyond what was imagined at Runnymede - all our politicians,
national and local, are elected by the will of the people, rather than
holding power by birth-right, and governments can change
dramatically, as we all discovered just over a month ago. Yet,
although the practical alrangements of our socief arc different from
those of 800 years dgo, the principles of MagnaCartaremain the
same; leadership is not by dictat and must be exercised for the
common good. As the motto over the door of the Royal Military
College, Sandhurst has it, "Serve to Lead".

As well as the Magna Carta, our modern legal and democratic system
is also based on largely Christian principles. We see the two
principle strands of that Christian ethos in our Bible readings today,
namely, to love God and to love our neighbour as ourselves; the
common theme, of course, is unselfish love. Our first reading almost
takes love for God as a given; it looks more at who we may see as
our neighbour, while the second tells us more about the divine love
available to impel and empower our own daily lives. But, Mr Mayor,
in choosing them I wonder if you realise how dangerous and
subversive these readings are!
Jesus' story of the Jerusalem to Jericho road is fascinating. I walked
a proportion of that23 mile-long old road some 9 years ago. It is
indeed, downhill; over 3,300 feet down; picture a naffow, unmade
track that passes through areas with precipitous gorges on one side

and mountains on the other. It's a difficult, arduous and dangerous
'road', even without the bandits who may well be waiting for the
unwary traveller in the place called the Valley of the Shadow of
Death, apaft of the road almost perpetually in shadow. Jesus talked
about one from his own community who fell into a life-threatening
situation there - beaten half to death, stripped of all he possessed and
left in the wilderness to die.

Fortunately help came along soon, not once but twice! Two from his
own community with power and authority to help the poor wretch
arrived, one after the other. It would have been difficult to avoid this
helpless and hapless individual due to the narrowness of the road;
they couldn't have avoided seeing him and may well have had to
even step over him in order to 'pass by' and preserve their ritual
purity, their sense of dignity, their propriety. And that is what they
did. Who knows how they justified it to themselves: "Well, if you
will make silly decisions, put yourself in danger, take unnecessary
risks, why should I put myself out to help? It's more than my job,
my social standing, my principles, are worth. I know what's the right
judgment to make in THIS case!"

W,u,

Yet the one who did help was the one for whom tn
u
foreigner, an outsider and even possibly an enemy. The Samaritans
and Jews had had nothing to do with each other for centuries. It was
totally shocking that assistance should be rendered across such
entrenched tribal barriers. Yet that is the kind of love God requires
us to show - love that crosses seemingly intractable divides; love that
flows into active, even costly, mercy. As the good book says
elsewhere, mercy triumphs over judgment.

It was a similar message that St Paul was trying to get across to the
divided church in Corinth when he penned those sublime words
about love in our second reading. The Corinthians had drawn up all
sorts of demarcations that labelled different groups and factions; I
follow Paul! Well, I follow Peter's teachings! But I follow Christ!!
I canb-prophesy. I understand mysteries! Ah, but I have faith!!
Regardless of how we label ourselves, regardless of how we label
others, says St Paul, the thing that matters most is love, a love that
transcends these labels. Such love transcends all division, including
party politics. Such love results in loving action for our whole
community. Such is the love shown by the Samaritan.

Loving and acting like this is divine, and requires divine inspiration.
That's why, at the start of his parable, Jesus reminds us that we are to
love God before we can love our neighbour. Having prayers at the
start of all your council meetings is a wonderful way to remind
yourselves of your need of this inspiration as you lead us, as you
consider issues from Charities to Council housing, from Finance to
Fetes, from Waste collection rotas to Welborne.
Yes, leaders are there by the will of the people and can be held to
account by them, as King John found. My belief is that a call to
leadership is also a call to serve first, as that Sandhurst motto
reminds us - serve to lead. Your call to serve us in this way is also a
vocation, from God if you like; I believe that God will equip you to
serve us as you seek to show his love and mercy to all in our
borough.

Mr Mayor, honoured Counsellors and guests, we are delighted to be
chosen to serve you as Mayor's chaplain this year. Thank you all for
your willing service in our civic leadership. Our prayer for you all is
that you may lead in the spirit of that Samaritan who went out of his
woy, and to his own expense, to serve someone from outside his own
community. Our prayer is that you may indeed 'Serve to Lead' in
the pattern of Christ himself, and all in a spirit of love, that love from
God which will never pass away. AMEN.

