ST DAVID’S DAY NATIONAL SERVICE
ST JOHN’S CARDIFF

1ST MARCH 2020.

Readings:
Isaiah 42 vv 1-7.



Matthew 7 vv 21-28.

That suggestion heard from time to time that religion, politics and public service should be kept as far apart as possible is, I am convinced, a pretty rubbish one, expressed, perhaps, by those who don’t properly understand them.

I would hope, even expect, that you wouldn’t be here, in this Christian setting to celebrate the Christian Patron Saint of our nation, if you subscribed to such a rubbish suggestion. These things, properly understood, let me emphasise, are, I believe, very close neighbours.
To support that view, let me to set out some themes or aims: 
· Seeking out and caring for people on the margins of society; people who are often just different or forgotten, people sometimes persecuted and outcast;

· Caring for and seeking to heal those who are sick in mind, body or spirit;

· Protecting the vulnerable in society such as the elderly, the frail, the disabled, the young;

· Speaking out against the malevolence of racial, religious or any personal prejudice;

· Asserting the value of human beings, and seeking to restore the self-respect of those who feel themselves to be without hope or without worth;

· Whilst not denying the proper place of appropriate and just punishment for wrongdoing, seeking to rehabilitate those who offend, lost their way, and who, for all sorts of reasons, find themselves consigned to life’s-scrap-heap; 
· Recognising the healing power and dignity of forgiveness and reconciliation, and rejecting the futility and worthlessness of vengeance.

· Trying to bring together in peace, respect and understanding those who find themselves at odds with others around them, and building a secure, just and harmonious society;

· Denouncing greed and the exploitation of others for personal gratification, pleasure or selfish self-advancement;
· Rejecting conditions in nations and communities which cause the kind of biting poverty, which all too often leads to despair, and the breakdown of trust in and relationships with others, not least those who have the capacity to do something about it; 
All of these themes and aims are sound political principles which can provide foundations for a good and just society. They are principles for which we would all wish to work, and which we would all want to support.
And they are, of course, principles which lie at the very heart of the Christian religion, in the teachings and example of Jesus Christ, and they are found at the heart of other decent religions practised in our own nation and beyond. And they are the fruit of any number of religious statements of which I offer you two: 
First, the prophet Isaiah, thought to have been an influential public figure of his time, declared himself called to be ‘good news’ to the needy and poor; and secondly, Jesus is recorded in the Gospel according to St John as having said that he came ‘that they might have life; life in all its fullness, life in abundance.’ 

Two expressions of what I might call a religious manifesto, which indicate that proper religion, its principles and its aims properly understood, has much of lasting value to bring to society, to the world and to individual lives. It has much of critical value, lasting worth and profound substance to say to those whose privilege it is to serve at any level of the public life of nations and communities about how they might go about exercising that privilege.
No politician or public servant and no society which they serve, can have a better manifesto than these two expressions of religious belief – being good news to the needy and seeking the best of life for all. And none would, I hope, disassociate themselves from the list of themes and aims which I set out a couple of minutes ago. 
So, religion and politics, far from being distant strangers, deserve to be firm friends, in close co-operation. But the worlds of political and religious leadership, and public service, make rigorous demands upon and demand high principles of those who inhabit them; and, human nature being the frail and fragile thing that it is, as we well know, can easily find disrepute when those who exercise leadership fall short, as some know only too well.
Being driven by rigorous demands and high principles were characteristics of the life of St David and of the communities of work, service and prayer which he established.

On our Patron Saint’s Day, it’s therefore good that we come together to reflect on what the example of David might have to say to us.

He established, and led with integrity, secure and supportive communities, a valuable reminder that those who are responsible for the welfare of others should enable the lives of those others to be lived with an appropriate degree of safety and security. And, first of all, they must respect and value the lives of those others in the same way and to the same degree that they would wish those others to respect and value them. 
They will operate at their best when motivated by high personal and professional standards and honourable ideals. What we might call a pure heart, an honest heart. When they aspire to noble motives. Gofyn wyf am calon onest, calon lân. Roddi i mi galon lân. We’ve sung these words. We must mean them. We must want them. We must work for them. 
David was possessed of a vision of the Holiness, the otherness, the sheer beauty of God’s kingdom, which led him to long for it on earth. Llawn yw’r nefoedd o’th ogoniant, Llawn yw’r ddaear, dir a môr.  As the heavens are said to be full of the glory of God’s kingdom, so he wanted and so should we also want the earth, the land and the sea to be full. We will sing such words; we must mean them; we must want them; we must work for them. 

Put differently, in familiar words which we will pray, so David prayed, ‘Deled dy Deyrnas: Thy kingdom come.’ Again, when we pray the, perhaps too familiar, words, we might pause – pause to grasp their force in order to mean them; to want them; to be ready to work for them. We must want the Kingdom. Seeking the safety and security of others, having genuine concern for their welfare and valuing their lives are characteristics of those who want and work and pray for that Kingdom.
Achieving this and constantly trying to operate with such high principles and ideals is demanding, very demanding. It will often be personally costly. It means putting service before self; sometimes trudging on as pilgrims through the barren land about which we’ll sing later, in times of weakness and austerity in circumstances when the need will arise to seek refreshment of purpose in the healing, wholesome waters of the crystal fountain, in the guiding light of the fiery, cloudy pillar, in the strength and shield of God’s illuminating truth and wisdom.
These ideals help us to get us to the heart of the man David, the Bishop, the father of his communities, the evangelist, the Saint; and in getting to that heart we, I’m afraid, have to put aside the leeks, the daffodils, the miners’ lamps, the Welsh costume, and yes even the rugby jerseys which are just small part of our nation’s identity. What gives lasting, wholesome, true and glorious identity is, as you, Lord Mayor, put it in your welcome in the Order of Service, building relationships of all sorts with focus and concentration in the presence of God. 
David and his monks, whether doing the little things or the larger ones, were focussed and concentrating servants of God and God’s kingdom, focussed and concentrating servants of others, men of prayer, hard work, high principles and self-discipline; people who purposefully prized the justice of which we heard in our first reading; people who didn’t utter empty words in their prayers, in their conversations, in their manifestos; but people who, as Jesus demanded, built their lives on the rock of his teaching, absorbed it, lived it out and stood firm and strong in times of testing.
On, perhaps, a lighter but, maybe, also informative note, David and his followers, modelling their lives on some of the ascetic monastic communities of Egypt lived, by strict rules and strict discipline:

They were said to be vegetarians, eating only bread with salt, herbs and sometimes vegetables; they drank only water, eschewing beer, wine and the like. David himself was known as the Waterman or Waterdrinker Dewi Ddyfrwr. 
As well as Christian devotion, they engaged in hard, manual labour in the course of which, while on the land, they were, apparently, instructed to pull the plough themselves without the aid of animals. 
And one of David’s most notable acts of self-imposed personal penance or discipline, was to stand, up to his neck, in cold water, sometimes reciting scripture!

So, if we want to imitate some of the habits and disciplines of Dewi Sant, we know what to do! 
But, back to today’s reality: as self-disciplined servants of others, we must have focus and concentration; we can model David’s principles, and honour him in doing so: we can work hard, seeking the good of others with purity of life, honesty of heart, decency of motive and commitment to justice. 
Modelling our lives in such ways, we will be able to look into a mirror, and into the eyes of those who, in our respective spheres of public service, entrust us with their governance, knowing that, at a time of some deserved and some undeserved disaffection about religious, public and political life, we may not have done perfectly, but we have really tried to do our best. 
And, of course, when we make them, we must admit our mistakes, and be ready to forgive and seek to reform others who admit theirs, treating them just as we would wish them to treat us.   

So, thank you for all that is good and just and wholesome in what you seek to achieve in your public service and your daily lives. Thank you too for the good you actually achieve. Thank you even for the mistakes which you make, as long as you make them in good faith and learn from them. May God’s wisdom ever guide your minds, his love fill your hearts, and may his grace and truth shine in your word and deeds.

