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What symbol would you choose if you wanted to say 

something about the mood of our country at the moment? 

I think I would choose a giant question mark. So many 

things have happened which have thrown up big questions 

for us - the referendum result, the election result, the 

attacks on innocent people, the terrible Grenfell Tower 

fire. We went past the tower in the train on Monday and it 

stands like a stark declaration that something is wrong. 

Here are some of the questions that are being thrown up... 

How could it happen? Whose fault is it? What next? And 

perhaps, underneath these, Who are we, as a country? 

What matters to us? What are our most important values? 

Sometimes a country needs to face these deeper questions. 

I’ve been reading a book called ‘Watching the English’ by 

Kate Fox. She’s very good at observing the particular 

ways that we English behave. She checks out our extreme 

commitment to politeness by deliberately bumping into 

people. And yes - everyone she bumps into says sorry to 

her.  

She describes the delicious humorous understatement 

which distinguishes us from some other English speaking 

nations. And she sees, of course, how almost every 

conversation with a stranger is lubricated by talking about 

the weather. 

We recognise these national characteristics. But if we were 

asked to agree a list of core English values, we might 

struggle. Tolerance, fair play... and then what? As a cri de 

coeur it seems a bit limited. 

But I think we’re looking - searching for what we want 

our values to be. You can see it in the way certain people 

have been adopted as representatives of something 

important. I’m sure that Jo Cox would have been surprised 

to discover that she has become a unifying figure for the 

country. The Great Get Together last weekend - a year 

after her tragic murder - brought together people from 

different communities, and even political rivals - the Sun 

and the Mirror published a joint editorial for the first time 

in their history. We’ve had the words Jo spoke as a focus 

for our prayers each morning, up at the high altar - ‘We 

have more in common than that which divides us.’ 

That is one of the values we could unite around, as a 

country. It was wonderful to have a Muslim visitor 

speaking at our church school on Friday about the heart of 

her faith - kindness, thankfulness, and celebration - and the 

children then being able to identify the ways in which 

Christianity and Islam, although differing in some beliefs, 

have so much which they share.  

So we might move on from tolerance to something more 

fundamental, more transformative - a celebration of our 

common humanity.  

That connects with another theme of the last three weeks. 

If you saw any of the footage of the concert by Ariana 
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Grande in Manchester after the attack there you will have 

seen the T shirts and banners saying ‘love not hate’ The 

same message was being proclaimed at the vigils on 

London Bridge, and outside Finsbury Park mosque, by 

people representing all faiths. 

This proclamation - often made by young people - 

expresses a real desire to make the world a different place. 

But how do we do that? 

I recently read an article which said like this: all the great 

evils in the world come from the belief that one life is 

more important than another. And I think it’s true. 

Whenever people are treated as expendable, or second 

class, or the enemy - whether politically, economically or 

personally - whenever some people are simply not noticed 

at all - then evil flourishes. 

That’s why I chose the readings which we had today. 

because they proclaim the opposite message. Every human 

life is important - every human person deserves to be 

treated with dignity and care.  

The reading from the Old Testament was written 3000 

years ago in very different times. It directs the people of 

Israel to notice everyone, and to treat them with justice 

and care. Those with fields to harvest should leave the 

edges unharvested, for the poor and the foreigner. An early 

sort of food bank. Those who hire others should make sure 

that they are paid on time. There should be no favouritism, 

and no one should take advantage of people with particular 

needs. And remarkably, in an age of hard lives and 

frequent violence, this is summed up in the phrase ‘love 

your neighbours as yourself.’ Love, not hate. 

Jesus picked out these words, from the whole of the 

Jewish Scriptures, to set as the second great 

commandment, alongside loving God. But talking about 

love is easier than doing it. What does it mean in practice? 

That’s what the lawyer asked in our second reading was 

asking - perhaps feeling that he needed a little wriggle 

room. And Jesus then tells his famous story. 

The priest and the Levite see the man who has been beaten 

up - but somehow they fail to really see him, they don’t 

see him as someone who needs their help, as someone 

whose life is as important as theirs - as important as the 

business that they are hurrying to do. Most of us know that 

response - we have made that choice too. We have allowed 

ourselves to see someone else in need, someone who 

needs our help, and have not really allowed their humanity 

to speak to us. We have somehow persuaded ourselves 

that they are not so important as we are. 

The Samaritan is different. He’s probably used to being 

looked down on by his Jewish neighbours. But when he 

sees the man, his heart is filled with pity. He responds 

instinctively - like so many of the heroes of the last few 

weeks. He gives the man care and attention, he provides 
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for his needs from his own purse, he makes time to offer 

the help he can.  

‘Who was neighbour to the man who was robbed?’ asks 

Jesus. The one who recognised a fellow human being, 

equally precious in God’s sight, equally deserving of 

kindness even though their backgrounds were very 

different. This, says Jesus, is what being a neighbour 

means. 

Travelling through London, reading the London 

newspapers, it is heartening to see that community 

expressing its belief in common humanity. ‘Any attack on 

a Londoner, whatever their faith, is an attack on all of us’ 

said person after person. I hope that that would be said in 

all parts of our country. 

In many of our communities there are less obvious 

divisions and differences between people. But it is still 

easy to find ourselves treating some people’s lives as more 

important than others. It is still easy to become blind to the 

ones who are our neighbours. 

A few weeks ago, at the Civic Service for our parish 

Council here, our theme was Everybody Matters, and we 

were reflecting on the inclusion of all, including those 

living with disabilities. Liz helped us to see that ultimately 

we are all the same because each one of us lives with our 

own personal limitations - it’s just that some people’s 

limitations are more visible. 

It was good to have as special guests some of our own 

congregation who have learning difficulties. I know that 

there was a time when I didn’t really notice some of these 

members of our community, who are now my friends and 

who bring such gifts to us. I wonder which other people I 

fail to see, and which other gifts I miss out on. 

Last Thursday I went to the local Work Club - one of a 

number which run all around the district, and a particular 

focus of your chairman’s energies, I know. There I saw 

some of those who face the biggest challenges to finding 

work being offered opportunities to develop skills, grow in 

confidence and find support when they needed it. There 

was a lovely sense of respect and friendship. This is 

something good that’s happening at the heart of many of 

our communities. Something which represents the values 

we want to have. This is what love looks like, in one of its 

forms. 

In an article in today’s Mail on Sunday, the Archbishop of 

Canterbury says this: Our values must be shaped by a 

recognition of the dignity of every human being, 

regardless of wealth, status or influence.  

So maybe we are not so far from finding what are most 

important values are, as a country - we just need to express 

them a little more clearly, and live them out more 

consistently and courageously. Love, not hate. Seeing each 

person’s life as equally valuable. Affirming our shared 

humanity. Loving our neighbour as ourselves. 


