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Last Sunday, you may remember, our Gospel featured the story of 

the rich farmer whose harvest was so huge he didn’t have room for it 

all in his barns. But as he sits there thinking about building bigger ones, 

God makes it known that the farmer’s life has come to an end and he 

won’t be there the next day.  

 

The moral of Jesus’ story about not hoarding up riches in this life then 

took us to think about the 16th century philanthropist William 

Lambe, whose generosity became legendary. The word we kept 

returning to was ‘legacy’: making the point that almost all we have 

inherited is not ours to keep; we are just stewards for those who come 

after us.  

 

Among other things it was Lambe’s vision to provide for St James’ 

Church and here we are, sitting in the place his successors built for us.  

 

 
 

So today, by way of a follow up, I want to ask: so, what do we do with a 

building like this? How do we do what it says on the side of our pulpit:  Go 

and preach the Gospel to all nations?   

 

On the screen are pictures of Norwich Cathedral. It is one of the finest 

in the country with the second highest spire 

 

 
 

a nave 141 m long and, with transepts, 54 metres wide,  

 

 



the only double level cloisters in the UK  

 

 
 

and over 1000 medieval roof bosses in the nave telling the Bible story 

which are almost unique in the whole of Europe.   

 

 
 

On an average weekday in the winter, Norwich Cathedral is a place of 

immense tranquility and peace where the round of prayer and praise 

continue as it has done, almost uninterrupted, since the 13th century. 

And then they do this:  

 

 
 

At 55 feet tall, the helter-skelter dominates the whole west end of the 

Cathedral and will stay there for another week. Andy Bryant, Canon 

Missioner of Norwich has had to soak up a fair degree of flack but his 

defence is robust: “while it is playful in its intent, it is also profoundly 

missional, since it will encourage visitors to think about God while enjoying 

themselves in the process.”  

And Norwich is not alone: 

 

in Rochester Cathedral this summer they have had a nine-hole golf 

course based on the theme of bridges; Gloucester Cathedral held a 

skating festival in the nave and Chester has a 300,000 piece LEGO 

installation.   



 

And we at St James’ have also opened our doors. On Friday night the 

place was full of young people listening to contemporary hip hop 

music, with dry ice, pop videos, a sanctuary full of electronics and beer 

available from the kitchenette at the back.   

 

Of course the justification for all this is not some kind of last ditch 

‘fight for survival’ but a real attempt to engage with an audience who 

would otherwise never darken the doors of our churches. As Jane 

Hedges the Dean of Norwich said on the video clip, so many think of 

churches as being stuffy and not for them. And all this is hardly new. 

Think of the priest cracking open the M&S cocktails in Fleabag or, a 

generation ago, Whoopi Goldberg jazzing up the nun’s choir in Sister 

Act – and drawing crowds into the Church as a result.    

Andy Bryant again: It is the Cathedral doing what it has always done – 

encouraging conversations about God. By its sheer size and grandeur it 

speaks of the things of God; it points beyond itself. Its sheer presence helps 

us to keep the rumour of God alive and plays its part in passing on the 

story of salvation. 

Nonsense says Bishop Gavin Ashenden, a former chaplain to the 

Queen: all this is making a mockery of God.  It is mockery because it is 

treating God like a tourist attraction instead of as the creator of the 

universe who is going to hold us all to account for our ethical failures. 

Instead of allowing the Cathedral to act as a bridge between people and 

God’s presence, it obscures it by offering to entertain and divert people. 

To turn this into entertainment is blasphemous to Christ and to the people 

who died for Christ. It suggests that Cathedrals have lost their 

responsibility to Christ because they are preoccupied with the demands of 

society.  

 



And an interesting You Tube video I stumbled across the other night 

might support that. It was presented by a talk show host in the US. 

Brought up a Protestant, he asked the Catholic Cathedral in Salt Lake 

City to give him the opportunity to discover the riches within. And for 

15 minutes we were enveloped in another world – of deep piety and 

symbolism, be-jeweled reliquaries, stained glass and marble. 

Everything had a purpose and a reason: a world within a world. It was 

a fascinating glimpse of the religious universe ‘as it used to be’ and the 

presenter was so moved he even got to make his Confession at the 

end of it. It was the Church with all the answers, with a certainty and 

confidence that was, by today’s standards, staggering.   

But had it not been on YouTube, no one not brought up with that 

tradition would have had the first clue what it was all about. The harsh 

reality is that, for any number of reasons, the world outside those 

doors is not like that anymore. As one of the PCC said recently, in a 

slightly different context: I don’t understand why people don’t volunteer 

any more… 

That’s right: so many Church people don’t understand the 21th 

century mind and would think of what they are doing in Norwich (or 

even here on a few Friday nights) as trendy and undignified. Why don’t 

the old ways appeal anymore?  

Putting in a helter-skelter (or whatever) at least gets people through 

the doors.   

That, it seems to me, is the easy bit however. With enough freebies 

and dollops of cake, you can get almost anyone to go anywhere! As 

Archbishop Justin has said, enjoyment is the key to religion. The first 

thing I want is for being not to be bored. I want them to have fun.  

But what then? What is the point of people coming into Church if they 

leave again afterwards with no more idea of what it is all about then a 

better view of a few medieval roof bosses?  

How can we draw on the great Christian tradition which says joy is 

not just about a £2 helter-skelter ride but, as Rowan Williams has been 

writing recently, the discovery that freedom only comes when we 

reach out for the reality that is God – and that we are only truly happy 

when we learn to hand over our fragile lives to Jesus with the words, I 

have done all I can, now over to you.  



I am all for accepting people just as they are and I am absolutely in 

favour of letting go of many of the cultural barriers that stop people 

coming into our churches. 

But as Matt and Nicole were saying when we were preparing for Eve’s 

baptism this week, the things we talk about in here have to resonate 

with what they are thinking about 24/7 outside these doors. Without 

that connection there is no point in coming.    

As well as the fun bits (even the gimmicks!) it is Christian education 

that now needs the majority of our attention: how to make the link 

between the Gospel and the trading floor, YouTube videos, holidays 

away, the supermarket, the gym, the world of gaming and the benefits 

office.   

Preaching the Gospel to all nations is going to take a million and one 

different forms and it has to start where people are – not where we 

would like them to be. Sadly we have skipped at least two generations 

when the Churches stuck their collective heads in the sand and hoped 

society would swing back into the old ways.   

Is it any wonder, then, that the new ways of proclaiming the Gospel 

seem so outrageous?! Helter-skelters. Really?! 

However we mustn’t just stop at the entertainment level. These 

devices can only be the beginning of the ultimately much more 

exciting journey into the true reality: the freedom and happiness that 

only time with God can offer. But we have to learn how to share this 

adventure – probably, for most, in very small doses. 

So what are churches for? Much more than we have ever imagined in 

the past that’s for sure!  

And at heart of it all, Cathedrals and even small churches like St 

James’ are about revealing the love of Jesus, the one who makes 

everything relevant - and everything worthwhile.  

As todays’ Gospel reminds us: provide purses for yourselves that will not 

wear out, a treasure in heaven that will not be exhausted, where no thief 

comes near and no moth destroys. For where your treasure is, there will 

your heart be also… 


