ROBERT PRESTON SERMON

Truro Cathedral: June 20th 2008

Psalm 84; OTL 1 Kings 8.27-30; NTL 1 Cor 12.4; Gospel Matt. 13.44; Collect CW Daily Prayer p.542

All right? No, that’s not my salutation to you all, though I trust that you are all right.

Rather, you might recognise it as the familiar sound of greeting which rings out in cathedral or close when a certain verger spies a friend, a colleague, a member of the congregation, the Dean even. It’s one of those things that, well,  identifies Robert Preston: it’s cheery, it’s friendly; it’s Robert. All right?

If I had a text for this sermon, it would probably be a verse from today’s psalm; “I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God than dwell in the tents of ungodliness”. That, at any rate, is what lies behind much of what I want to say. But, before that, thank you Mr Dean for your welcome and it’s good to be back in this pulpit for the first time in over a decade, though I shan’t be keeping you that long today. 

Incidentally, while I’m here, I might just add that Jean and I were having lunch one day last week with Tim Thornton, your bishop-designate. We’re going to miss him greatly in Dorset but he was telling us how much he’s looking forward to coming to this diocese.

We’ll return to Robert shortly but first I want you to come with me to our bedroom in the old Deanery in Lemon Street. From it we had a fine panoramic view across the city, with two of my favourite buildings in the middle of it: no, not Tesco’s which we could just see and certainly not the police station, which we’d rather not see. No I’m talking about the Cathedral and the railway viaduct.

What joy it must have been, Chris, for our predecessors in that house to see Castles and Halls and Manors trundling over  those long bridges, trailing clouds of steam and smoke-how much better than 125s and Sprinters. Now the railway was built when times weren’t easy for Cornwall: of course, they never have been, which helps to account for the particular strength and independence of the Cornish.

That line was built in the 1850s, some two decades before the work on this building began and it was without doubt a spectacular achievement. But I believe that it was an equally amazing act of faith to put up this wonderful house of God and to make it so big, when something much smaller would have made better economic sense. Now, as we look back over the thirteen intervening decades, we do well to recall the words of the prophet Nehemiah: 

“They thought it a very wonderful achievement and recognised it was by the help of God that this work had been accomplished”. We have no city or cathedral to build, but who among us doesn’t realise the need to build up our faith in the living God? How many of us can say that our knowledge of God is sufficient to need no further attention? And when we’ve put ourselves in order, there’s always the building up of the Church through the sharing of our talents.

This is what St Paul was saying in today’s Epistle about our differing gifts within the one Body of Christ. Back, then, to Robert, who read that lesson and who’s played no small part in the life of this place during the past quarter of a century: serving it with faith; helping to keep it in good order; taking his share of the care of its visitors and worshippers; being in fact a cathedral builder, through the use of the talents that God has given him.

Solomon’s prayer at the dedication of the Temple, which we heard in the first reading, is a recognition that no earthly edifice can contain God, but that such buildings are potent symbols of his presence. They’re places in which a huge variety and number of gifts are required: prophecy, administration, leadership, humble service, music, and so on. We do well to remember what a multiplicity of roles a cathedral fulfils. As well as the most obvious ones, such as Mother Church of the Diocese, let me offer you a fairly random selection of words and phrases, each of which adds a little more to the overall picture:

· Liturgical laboratory
· Temple of dialogue
· Haven of prayer
· Tower of reconciliation
· Symbol of diversity in unity 
· Hut of the shepherd
· Centre of creativity
· Concert hall
· Motel for pilgrims
· Centre of ecumenism
· Statement in stone and glass and wood
· Sacramental sign of faith

And it’s people such as Robert who have to allow it to be all of these things at different times. For him, it all started on June 20th 1983. Arthur Edwards had retired as Third Verger and Canon George Steer of Launceston suggested to me that it would be well worth looking at a young man who might just be fit for purpose. When my capitular colleagues and I interviewed him, we explained that it wasn’t so much a job as a question of a vocation and that, it seems to me, is exactly how Robert has carried it out ever since.

He couldn’t imagine working anywhere else, he says, and he’s shown himself to be uncomplaining, despite the odd hours and unpredictable workload; polite; and good alike with staff, visitors and volunteers. When he told me recently that, on a scale of 1 to 10, he’d enjoyed his time here at number nine, I refrained from asking him about the other 10 percent in case it was because successive Deans and Chapters were always creating problems for him! Of course there have been ups and downs with colleagues and clergy, all of which have helped him to learn lessons, and have witnessed his transformation from that shy young man into the outgoing person that he now is. All right!

Among Robert’s many outstanding memories are the 1987 centenary Flower Festival and the visit of Archbishop Runcie; his meeting with Prince Charles in the same year and the Princess of Wales two years later; the visit of Hugh Scully and the Antiques Roadshow; the distribution of the Royal Maundy in 1994; and the first ever visit here of the Church of England Guild of Vergers. That Guild, which is as old as I am, was founded “to promote Christian fellowship and spiritual guidance among its members”. Robert leads the Devon and Cornwall branch and makes a point of attending the Central Council meetings of the Guild.

Today’s vergers continue to have an important ceremonial role but thy also have managerial responsibilities and a host of other duties. Their work brings them into contact with a wide spectrum of people who visit such places as this and they have to be sensitive to the widely varying needs of these visitors. Some may just want to know where to find the nearest loo or what time Evensong is; others may come in deep emotional or spiritual stress, so Robert and his colleagues must offer a sympathetic ear and know when to guide them towards appropriate counselling, if necessary.

He particularly enjoys being on duty for the daily services and the annual ordinations and of course has to cope with the ongoing work of cleaning, preparing for worship and endlessly moving chairs. He does not, however, relish having to deal with vagrants, alcoholics, drug addicts and people who make unreasonable demands or are downright hostile. Mind you, I don’t know any other verger whose managed to lock a couple of organists in the Cathedral – overnight!

I might add here that many of us, during the annual Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols, treasured his reading of the Verger’s lesson: we waited with bated breath for his great cry of “Behold!” 

We who know him well are aware that Robert has a life beyond these four wall. He’s a very accomplished clarinettist (Grade 8 ) and always used to lead the congregation from St Mary’s Aisle to the Crib during the annual Mothers’ Union carol service, not on that occasion with a holy poker, but playing a haunting melody by Gerald Finzi, one of his favourite composers. Being a good ecumenist he’s also sung with Truro Methodist Church choir as well as with the Allen Singers.

Robert , as many of you will know, is a keen walker, in Cornwall especially but also in the Austrian Alps, and is county Membership Secretary of the Ramblers’ Association. He has walked a staggering twenty miles in one day and, as he himself says, one of the most enjoyable aspects of this is to be the first person to explore uncharted tracts of God’s wonderful creation.

There aren’t many of our Lord’s parables that are shorter than the two we heard just now in that Gospel reading. You might think that the man who sold everything to buy one field, or one pearl, was a fool to put all his eggs in one basket, if I may mix my metaphors. Yet he was willing to risk everything on that one decision, which you and I might call another act of faith. Isn’t that in a sense what Robert did 25 years ago, putting aside all other considerations?

And if we really want to inherit the Kingdom of Heaven, we have to trade in all our other valuables, all those things we hold most dear: fame, wealth and power ( if you happen to have them); pride and selfishness, which we all have; our possessiveness of other people; our feelings of intellectual or social superiority. All must go and be exchanged for the willing obedience that makes us the friends of God. Remember that Jesus himself was the merchant who came from afar, came to earth to be like us, giving up all that he has, for us and for our salvation, because to him we are the pearls of greatest price.

When I used to look at that view across the city, I sometimes wondered about Edward White Benson, our founder; John Loughborough Pearson, our architect; James Bubb, the tireless clerk of works, and all the others. Did they perhaps know those words attributed to Sir Frances Drake, “There must be a beginning of any great matter, but the continuing unto the end, until it be thoroughly finished, yields the true glory”.

So , at the start of his second twenty – five years, we congratulate Robert, All right? On being by far the longest-serving full-time employee of the cathedral and we thank him for all that he’s done, and all that he’s been, so far. Robert we offer you our encouragement and our prayers to continue to be a faithful servant of this cathedral and its people and, through them, of almighty God.    
