Evensong in St Alban’s, Copenhagen, on the eve of the Danish Church signing the Porvoo Declaration, Saturday 2nd October, 2010, 5.00 p.m.
Readings: Hosea 6:1-6/Lk 24:36-end.

Sixty-three years ago this month – that is, in October 1947 – a meeting took place in Chichester that set in motion the long process leading to tomorrow’s event in the Cathedral. The Anglo-Scandinavian Theological Conferences had been going since 1929; and agreements had been reached with the Swedish, Finnish and Baltic Lutheran Churches. There was now a desire among Anglicans to work more closely with the Danish, Norwegian and Icelandic Churches, and the host was Chichester’s Bishop, George Bell, well-known for his internationalism. Three Danes took part: Niels Munk Plum, Bishop of Lolland-Falster, Paul Christian Brodersen, Dean of Copenhagen, and Regin Prenter, Professor of Dogmatic Theology at Ǻrhus University. 

In my possession is a battered group photograph of them all because my father was present as an interpreter. A half-Dane himself, he had arrived in Copenhagen after the Liberation in 1945 as an Intelligence Officer in the British Army; his duties subsequently took him across the Kattegat to Ǻrhus, where he had the good sense to marry the daughter of the Bishop, Skat Hoffmeyer, who succeeded Plum in the later Conversations. Perhaps my Lutheran DNA, full of Danish pastors on both sides of the family, explains why it has fallen to me to reflect with you tonight on this week-end.

The 1947 Chichester talks prepared the ground for a very substantial agreement, reached in Oslo four years later, on Scripture, the Creeds, baptism and eucharist, and justification by faith as taught by the Augsburg Confession and the Anglican formularies; and this in turn opened the door to eucharistic sharing. But there were lingering differences about ordained ministry, in particular about bishops – who always seem to be a bit of a problem! I have lived with these questions (not that they bothered me much) from summer holidays as a boy at the old Ǻrhus bispegaard, and contact with some of the local clergy. 

Our very different histories do go a long way to explain things. At the Danish Reformation, the Catholic bishops’ authority was compromised, and the Church badly needed a new start. So Johannes Bugenhagen, Luther’s senior colleague, a man of considerable international stature, was called in to help with the organisation, as he had done in parts of northern Germany, and ordain the new superintendents, bishops. They were to have a clear, necessary role – pastoring the Church in its worship, organisation, and mission. And there was no great debate – either then or since – about what bishops were for.
In England and Wales, and Ireland, and Scotland as well, things were to be very different. Some Catholic bishops wanted to be part of the new set-up. But strong voices from Reformed Calvinists wanted to abolish bishops altogether. In many ways debating episcopacy has persisted among different strands of Anglicanism ever since, and that included as a defence against Roman Catholic claims. The Anglican story about bishops has therefore been more self-conscious than the Danish. I recall my grandfather once saying to me, ‘we in Denmark have never gone into such detail about all these things.’

Porvoo has gone a long way to break that deadlock. Anglicans have learnt to see among Lutherans all that is necessary for a full and faithful ministry; this was very clear in the debates about Porvoo in England, leading to that moving moment when the General Synod gave it overwhelming approval. The Danish Church understandably wanted their reservations answered, and enough of this work has been achieved in the period since 1995 to make tomorrow possible. The best friendships, after all, are founded on love, trust, and honesty. Many of the differences between us are now seen to be more about culture – like the ways we worship – than about theology – what we believe about the nature of the Church.
So what are we celebrating this week-end? Well, it is essentially a joint venture, by all the Churches involved; and it is certainly not a take-over of St Alban’s by the Danes! It is about sharing in a common mission in the Christian heartlands of northern Europe, where each Church represented in tomorrow’s signing has a long Christian tradition, but now lives in a much-changed world, with diverse communities, new ethnic groups, other faiths, and the sheer effects of secularism, with its constant questioning about what sort of values – if any – we can and should live by today. How we apply all that to the outworking of Porvoo lies in the future. But in our common North European history, there may well be lessons to learn from each other, positive and negative, about how to be faithful disciples in a much-changed world. Such a quest needs to be based on prayer, and on a spirit of enquiry. 
So where does tonight’s second reading come to our aid? We are at the very end of Luke’s gospel, where the risen Christ shows himself to the startled disciples, and shows them his wounded hands and feet, and then eats with them. Then he exhorts them to go, and to proclaim the good news to all nations – beginning from Jerusalem. This is not just history, it is geography as well, in real flesh and blood, where we are now, not where we might prefer to be. The gospel is not a piece of private religious property. It is about a way of life that is so deep and far-reaching that we will never entirely understand it, as the disciples kept realising. And if that was true for them then, it is certainly true for us now. 
But there’s more to say about Luke’s gospel that envelops this week-end. Women are given a higher profile than in the other gospels; the lost coin and the lost son are found; the penitent thief is forgiven at the very end of his life. But it is also the gospel in which the disciples, who had seen all these wonders, and who had heard all this teaching, could still have the pride and stupidity to argue about who was the greatest among them – and to do so at the holy supper intended to unite, challenge and enable them into this new way of living. Who is the greatest among us now? We are all cut down to size by the cross, and only then raised to new life by the resurrection. This is the heart of the good news, which the whole Church, leaders included, needs to hear for itself again and again. 
In the first reading, the prophet Hosea tells us that our love for God may disappear like the morning mist – yet his love for us does the very opposite. It endures, forgives and renews. So may we be refashioned, in our own time and our own place, to be people of living faith, of common prayer and common witness, and as agents together of the everlasting gospel. 
Kenneth Stevenson 
