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( Rt Rev Séamus Cunningham
Bishop of Hexham and Newcastle

Durham Cathedral - 22nd Sept 2013
Every time we come to prayer we are entering sacred territory.  The Lord is there waiting for us, smiling on us lovingly and humbly and He wants to do great things in us and for us and through us,  He pours out His love in abundance on us, filling us with peace, joy and tranquillity.
Today we stand on holy ground in a long line of pilgrims who have come here for over a thousand years - as if drawn by a magnet – to pray at the shrine of a humble monk, a missionary and miracle-worker – Cuthbert.

In this Year of Faith, we have sought to renew our faith by going back to our Northern Saints.  During this year, many of you have been on pilgrimage in the footsteps of Aidan and the holy men and women of Lindisfarne; Oswald and Wilfrid; Hilda; Benet Biscop and Bede; Robert of Newminster and John Boste. We see their icons here, on and around the altar.

And today we are here on pilgrimage to honour Sts Cuthbert and Bede who are buried in this Cathedral. We stand in united witness and prayer with our Anglican brethren who have welcomed us so graciously.
”It is particularly fitting that the Lindisfarne Gospels written and decorated “in honour of God and St Cuthbert”  are here in the library on Palace Green, close to this great Cathedral built to house the body of Cuthbert. His presence is still tangible today as the hundreds of visitors this summer could testify. (90,000 plus)
This massive church of God was erected by the Normans in only 40 years in the 11th century.  The Galilee or Lady Chapel, where Bede is buried, was added in 12th Century, but in this case, the foundations were not so good.  We know that 200 years later, the Galilee Chapel had to be shored up with enormous buttresses by Bishop Langley, to stop it slipping into the river.  If he had not done so we would have no graceful Galilee Chapel today and the Cathedral would be thereby diminished. This is a reminder to us that every great building has to have good and sure foundations.
In this Year of Faith, we have drawn inspiration from the many great saints of our North Eastern Region. They made Christ their “rock and sure foundation”, building their lives in and on him, knowing that without him, we are like a building without good foundations and will ultimately fall.

Let us look then at Cuthbert’s life and holiness for inspiration for our own lives.

1) Supremely a pastor and shepherd of souls, we are told by Bede, that Cuthbert spent many hours visiting the sick and poor in the villages of Northumberland. In simple ways, he prayed with them for healing which frequently occurred and ministered to their spiritual needs. Because of his gentle and loving nature, because he spent time listening to them and understanding their problems and families, he was greatly loved and regarded as a saint even in his own lifetime.
2) We also know from Bede, that Cuthbert was a great evangeliser and missionary – tramping the highways and byways, seeking out remote villages, preaching the Gospel and spreading the Good News of God’s love and forgiveness.  According to Bede, he was “skilful in teaching and zealous in preaching” - evangelising by word and deed.  For Cuthbert, the Gospel was always Good News, giving hope and comfort, strength and guidance to those living in uncertain times.  Wherever he was, he gathered small groups around a wayside cross, probably a Celtic cross, and taught them the basic truths of Scripture thus laying the foundations of faith on which we still build today.  


3) But above all, Cuthbert was a man of prayer. Formed in the Celtic tradition, he found God’s presence in nature and animals, in the beauty of Holy Island but more so, in the stark solitude of the Farnes.  In his deepening search for God, he withdrew as a hermit to the Inner Farne where, we are told, he wrestled with the evil spirits, and spent whole nights standing in prayer in the North Sea. He communicated with the birds and the animals - the cuddy ducks, and puffins, the seals and the otters that dried and warmed his feet. His life was simple and God-centred. Nothing else mattered to him.


4) Called from solitude to be Prior and then Bishop of Lindisfarne, Cuthbert showed he was a man of humble obedience. Though brought up in the Celtic tradition which he loved, he accepted the decision of the Synod of Whitby in 664, which decreed that England would follow the Roman rather than the Celtic strand of Christianity.  Many of the Celtic monks returned to Ireland, unable to accept the decision but Cuthbert remained and patiently won over the rest of the monks and the people to follow the lead of the Church. Hence, we became Roman Christians and part of the Universal Church – in hindsight, the right decision.  In this matter, Cuthbert had put head over heart as he sought to do God’s will.

These four aspects of Cuthbert’s life made him a Saint and speak to us in this Year of Faith
· His work as a shepherd and pastor of souls teaches us to care for each other with compassion – especially to look out for the weak and suffering among us, ‘not seeking to do great things but little things with great love’ as  Mother Teresa said.
· His evangelising zeal in spreading the Gospel  should move us to preach the message of the Gospel to the people around us, by our way of living and the witness of our lives as well as our words

· His deep personal prayer and penance and on-going search for God inspires us to spend time in prayer and in deepening our prayer lives

· His humble obedience to the voice of God through the voice of the Church, encourages us to live lives of humble obedience as we seek to do God’s will by following the teaching of the Church and the guidance of our leaders.

We ask  Cuthbert then, to guide us on our pilgrimage of faith as we seek to build on his foundations, to imitate him in his holiness of life, so that guided by his spirit,  we may walk with him towards Jesus, the Way, the Truth and the Life.

And what of Bede whose tomb is also in this Cathedral?

If Cuthbert was a man of the heart, Bede was a man of the head but no less humble and saintly for that.  

Though a man of brilliant and wide-ranging intellectual pursuits, Bede consciously sought the hidden life of the cloister and from the age of seven never left the monastery of Monkwearmouth / Jarrow.  His vast learning in the fields of science, history, poetry, mathematics and theology, came from books and his own keen intellect.  St Benet Biscop had built the joint monastery of Monkwearmouth /Jarrow and had collected an exceptional library that became the source of Bede’s vast output. “It has ever been my delight”  he said, “to learn, to teach and to write”.  Thanks to him we have the Ecclesiastical History of the English people which tells us so much about our beloved Northern Saints – Aidan, Oswald, Hilda, Benet Biscop, Wilfrid and above all, Cuthbert - and the foundations of the Christian faith in this area.

But despite his vast knowledge and learning, Bede’s priority was always prayer and the Word of God. He built his life on the sure foundation of God’s Word.  His greatest output was Commentaries on Scripture mostly for use by his brethren and student monks, to build up their faith as it had his. We have all seen those beautiful words proclaiming Christ the Morning Star above his tomb, taken from his Commentary on the book of the Apocalypse.  

Indeed we know that after a long life, he spent his last days translating the Gospel of John into Anglo Saxon to be more accessible to the people. We have the lovely story of the young scribe who said as Bede was dying,   ‘Master, there is still one sentence to be completed’.  Bede finished the translation, saying ‘There, now it is finished’ after which he said Glory be to the Father, Son and Spirit and breathed his last.
So what does Bede, the only English doctor of the church, say to us in this Year of Faith?

· As his life was grounded in Christ the corner-stone, so he inspires us to be living stones in God’s kingdom

· To go on learning and especially being fed by the Word of God up to our last breath.

· And, however busy our lives and important our work, to put God and the things of God first.

Cuthbert and Bede were very different personalities with different gifts and talents which they used for the glory of God and the service of the people. No doubt they both had their faults.  I imagine Cuthbert could be rough and irascible at times, not suffering fools gladly, and maybe Bede got tired of the monotony of monastic life.  But the Church needed both as it does today. We are all different but each of us has unique gifts to use for the building of God’s kingdom here on earth.  And if our foundations are to be strong, we have to be “rooted and built on Christ and held firm by the faith we have been taught”.  (Colossians)

In the Gospel we listened to, recording the Sermon on the Mount, St Matthew sees Jesus as the new Moses going up the mountain not to bring the people commandments written on stone tablets but beatitudes written on their hearts.  Jesus was teaching values and ways of being, that were different and reflected an alternative way of seeing the world and living in the world, that would leave a person blessed here and now and in the world to come.  This was to be the foundation stone of all who were to follow Jesus especially for us who follow him today. 
It is interesting that both Cuthbert and Bede, reflecting the beatitudes, died in poverty and peace. We are told that Cuthbert died leaving behind a few half-gnawed raw onions – his only sustenance in his last days - and a shroud for his burial.  

Bede when he was dying gave away all he possessed – a few grains of incense, a little pepper and a small piece of white linen.  This is a powerful message to us to cling to the right values as we face the challenges of our consumer culture and keep our eyes on the things that truly matter. 

Christ, Cuthbert and Bede, offer a new way of building our world on foundation stones of a happiness that does not depend on what you possess; an ability to share grief and to feel the pain of others; a readiness to be gentle, merciful and peaceful even in the face of ridicule and opposition. These are the foundations on which we build a better world, a saner world, a just world – the kingdom of God here and now.

The Sermon on the Mount is beautifully written and illuminated in the Lindisfarne Gospels.  But they remain beautiful words on a beautiful page unless we take them to heart and go forward in faith to live them day by day, giving common witness to a different way of living , to make beautiful words a living reality not just in the Year of Faith, but every year and every day -  to be a “Gospel alive” . 
So, inspired by the example of Cuthbert and Bede, and strengthened by our joint act of worship, let us go forward now in faith, glorifying the Lord by our lives.     Amen
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