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Every year I take a group from the Diocese of Blackburn to the National Youth Pilgrimage to Walsingham. It’s a terrific event, attended by around 1000 teenagers, the vast majority of whom come from inner urban or outer estate areas. For many of the young people, their time in Walsingham will be the only break they have all Summer. 
Nonetheless you probably all know what teenagers are like, especially in large groups. This year, entirely predictably, one of our boys, aged about 14, fell passionately in love with a girl of the same age, so at about 10.30pm I went for a search to ensure they were heading back to their own tents rather than each other’s. 
In fact they were doing nothing more questionable than chatting outside the café, but the girl turned to me and said, ‘Bishop Philip, I don’t want to go back to my tent. You see all I’ve got to sleep in is a towel.’ I asked her why she had no sleeping bag, no coat, no pillow and she said, rather embarrassed, ‘We haven’t got much money in our house.’
Of course we were easily able to find her everything she needed and after that she slept not just deeply but (I’m pleased to say) on her own. But that poor, cold girl who didn’t want to go to bed made such an impact on me with her plaintive words. ‘We haven’t got much money in our house.’
As the attention of central Government is subsumed entirely into the rows and complexities of Brexit, life gets steadily worse for nation’s poor. I have heard the urban clergy of Blackburn Diocese, many of whom have committed their whole lives to communities characterised by deprivation, say they have never seen it so bad.
The data is serious enough. At the end of 2018, 4.1 million children were living in poverty, an increase of 500,000 in five years. The Joseph Rowntree foundation claims that 4 million workers are living in poverty, a rate rising faster than the employment rate. Between 2017 and 2018 there was a 19% increase in foodbank use. Average household debt now stands at £15,400 which is a record. Increasing numbers of hard working families are struggling to make ends meet and drifting into crisis. 
But data is cold and impersonal. Behind the statistic lie thousands of stories, and the genius of the local church is that we deal not with spreadsheets but with the people behind those stories. The children’s centre on the estate near me fed 70 children every single day of the Summer holidays, a number that has quadrupled in four years. A priest in Blackburn told me that he gave out more parcels last Christmas than ever before, many to families who were simply desperate. A priest in the north of the Diocese has had to purchase a disused hospital in order to meet the need for food, support, medical care and advice in a coastal community. I could go on and on, and doubtless if I gave you the chance each person here would have their own stories to tell.
In many of our urban communities, four new Horsemen of the Apocalypse are at large, taunting, tormenting, pillaging, reducing lives to misery. The first horseman is low pay. When I worked on the estates of the North-east in the 1990s the problem was mass male unemployment. In those days about 55% of the population was long-term unemployed. Today the problem is very different, for example in Burnley the unemployment rate is below 5%. Now the issue is rubbish jobs. It’s appallingly low pay because of employers who choose to pass their profits on to shareholders rather than distributing them fairly with the employees who generated them in the first place. The gig economy and zero hours contracts mean that many people have several jobs but still can’t afford to live. As The Archbishop of Canterbury said in an IPPR report earlier in the year, in this regard the UK economy is deeply broken. 
The second horseman is universal credit. With its long waits and punitive systems of sanctions, so-called welfare reform is stripping lives of dignity and causing appalling levels of stress and anxiety. And the bitter irony is that the benefits system is subsidising the culture of low pay because about three quarters of it is paid to families who are in work. 
The third horseman is hunger. It is astonishing to think that in 2019 in the fifth largest economy in the world, we are unable to feed our own children. A few months ago one of our priests buried a child who had apparently died of malnutrition. 600,000 people a year are dependent on the indignity of food handouts. Many inner city and outer estates churches are now running holiday clubs not just to share the Gospel but because those children might otherwise get no lunch. 
And the fourth horseman is the one that you will all be familiar with which is debt. It’s the natural corollary of a culture of low pay. Some fall into debt simply because they don’t want their children to be hungry. Others fall for the lies of a happy life peddled by the likes of Brighthouse. For others, stress and misery drive them into addiction. And you will all know full well the consequences of debt in terms of family life, mental health and the quality of relationships. 
So that’s Great Britain in 2019. A nation of growing and scandalous inequality where life becomes steadily more miserable for the poor whilst the super-rich select their new yachts and luxury cars. But of course as Christians we know that this set of affairs is one that lays before us a responsibility. ‘Learn to do right; seek justice. Defend the oppressed. Take up the cause of the fatherless; plead the cause of the widow,’ says Isaiah. ‘I have come to proclaim good news to the poor,’ says Jesus.
For Christians, poverty is something we need to address. It is a straightforward Gospel responsibility. A church that abandons the poor has abandoned God. A Church that claims to love the scriptures but neglects those living in poverty is not the Church of Jesus Christ. It is a bunch of hypocrites proclaiming a Gospel of straw. And it must be said that over the past decades, and especially since the beginning of austerity after the 2008 financial crisis, the response of many local churches has been heroic. The Church of England alone runs 33,000 social projects in England. In Blackburn Diocese 91% of churches are involved in social action of some kind. In countless deprived communities the churches have stood up and filled the gap left by a retreating state.
But how? How do we best use limited resource and energy to tackle so vast and complex a problem? Our main response, which is the obvious and natural one, is works of charity, what we might call the service provider model. That model runs as follows. We identify a need within our community, we recruit some volunteers and then we provide a service to meet the need. For example we see homeless people on the street so we open up a night shelter. Or we identify a problem with holiday hunger so we start a holiday club. Or we find bored teenagers on the streets so we open a youth club. 
Now this is vital work. I do not for one second want to criticise or undermine anyone who is involved in this service provider model of addressing poverty. It is critical. If we don’t do it people will die. Don’t stop.
But at the same time we need to acknowledge that there are problems with the service provider model which need addressing. Alone it is not enough. Let me take the example of the food bank. Okay, we as empowered Christians feel a lot better because we can donate food and help the poor. But what is the impact on recipients? All too often they are reduced to dependency. Access to free food can disincentivise people from addressing the deep-rooted problems in their lives. Dignity can be taken away because there are few things more humiliating for an adult than having to accept a handout for something as basic as food. But most seriously, the food bank tacitly accepts the status quo. It leaves intact the innately unjust structures that have reduced the poor to poverty in the first place. For example, would it have been possible for government to introduce a system of benefit as inept as Universal Credit without a national network of food banks to plug the gaps? 
Badly applied and with nothing to back it up, the service provider model can bolster unjust structures and keep people in poverty. It may make us feel a bit better about ourselves because we are doing something for the poor. But does it bring about the more radical change that we need to see? Or does it in fact play a role in preventing that sort of change?
Let me contrast that service provider model so popular with many churches with the ministry that Jesus had to those who were economically disadvantaged. This is from Chapter 13 of St Luke’s Gospel and verse 10
On a Sabbath Jesus was teaching in one of the synagogues, and a woman was there who had been crippled by a spirit for eighteen years. She was bent over and could not straighten up at all. When Jesus saw her, he called her forward and said to her, ‘Woman, you are set free from your infirmity.’ Then he put his hands on her, and immediately she straightened up and praised God.
Indignant because Jesus had healed on the Sabbath, the synagogue leader said to the people, ‘There are six days for work. So come and be healed on those days, not on the Sabbath.’
The Lord answered him, ‘You hypocrites! Doesn’t each of you on the Sabbath untie your ox or donkey from the stall and lead it out to give it water? Then should not this woman, a daughter of Abraham, whom Satan has kept bound for eighteen long years, be set free on the Sabbath day from what bound her?’
Jesus meets a woman who is bound. She is bound by her disability, one that would have kept her in abject poverty, rendered her unmarriable and caused her terrible pain. She is bound by the disapproval of others who would have seen her disability as a sign of sin. And as Jesus tells us, she is bound by Satan who has kept her in suffering for eighteen years. She is a symbol therefore of a bound humanity, of all who are bound by debt, by poverty, by pain, by sin, by anxiety or by the wiles and tricks of Satan. 
And look how Jesus ministers to her. He doesn’t just bung her a can of cut price baked beans. He doesn’t restrict his ministry to vague expressions of sympathy or assurances of love. No, he sets her free. He touches her with his hands. Just think, very soon those hands will be pierced and nailed to the cross. Those hands will bear the wounds that set us free from sin and death and make us whole. As he touches this woman, the whole redemptive work of Jesus – his dying and his rising - is anticipated. 
So this bound woman, marginalised, excluded, ignored, is set free. She is set free from poverty as her body is restored. She is set free from Satan as his power in her life is vanquished. She is set free from pain through the Lord’s healing touch. She is set free from exclusion and marginalisation as she is placed right at the very centre of the community. This voiceless woman is set free to be a sign of the Kingdom, her whole body singing the song of liberation. It’s not just a slightly improved life that Jesus offers. It’s a whole new life. She’s not just fed. She is placed at the very centre. There is no aspect of her life that remains unliberated.
Our model for addressing poverty cannot be drawn from the charitable sector or the voluntary sector or the state. As Christians we are distinctive because the way we address poverty is drawn from the life, work and teaching of Jesus. That means that the call on our lives is much more than just providing a service. It is to set the bound free and place them at the very heart of the community and to do so through the power of the cross. 
Everywhere we look today we can see that bound woman. We can see her in the foodbank queue. We can hear her on the other end of the debt helpline. We can see her in the hungry child trying to play on the cold streets of our outer estates. We can see her in the haggard face of the low paid worker. We can see her in those who long for purpose and direction in their lives. We can see her in the broken and the despairing and those whose lives are controlled by pain. 
Just imagine if we placed that bound woman right at the centre of the church community. Imagine if her freedom were the most important thing of all. That’s what Jesus calls for in his community of the redeemed. Not just a church that helps the poor, not just a church that does things for the poor or to the poor, not just a church that offers service out of the kindness of its heart. The Bible drives us much further than that. Jesus places the bound woman at the centre. The vision is for a church of the poor that finds Christ in the poor. 
How would the church be different if that’s the vision we strived for? The answer is, it would be utterly transformed. It would be a revolution. And in the process of that transformation we would find Jesus more thrillingly alive and more beautifully redeeming than we ever imagined possible.
If we placed the bound woman at the centre, the first thing we’d do is deal with sin within the church. Over the past thirty years, churches of all denominations have been pulling away from areas characterised by deprivation. We have been closing churches, pulling out clergy, merging posts, shutting off and shutting down. And in so doing we are modelling within the very structures of our churches exactly the inequality that we see in society at large. That’s not just a pity. It’s a sin.
The Church of England is an interesting example. It is made up of 42 dioceses each of which is a separate charity. The older dioceses in the south are sitting on huge amounts of inherited wealth, so for example in one Diocese, if you divide assets by head of population, the figure you end up with is £96. If you do exactly the same sum in Liverpool Diocese the figure is 69p. That means that wealthier areas have more clergy, more youth workers, more administrators and better buildings. How can we condemn injustice and inequality in the state when our own structures are modelling it? How can we place the bound woman at the centre when we have shut down her church? This is grave sin, and God will not honour a church that is unrepentant in the face of it. 
Rather than modelling our life on the investment banker and the spreadsheet, we need to open up our Bibles and look at Acts 2, 42-47. There we read of a community that values all equally, where all have enough, where assets and resources are fairly shared. In others words a community that reflects the Kingdom of God. So by placing the bound woman  at the centre we will see the kind of church that we are being called to be. One that places the poor first and not last. One that seeks to plant back into the areas that it has left behind and abandoned. One that places its finest leaders amongst the neediest people. I was really proud earlier in the year when General Synod passed a motion to plant a worshipping, living Christian community on every single significant estate in the country. But voting is easy. The question is, can we deliver?
Then second, if we placed the bound woman at the centre, we’d have a radical sense of kingdom justice. Charity without justice is empty. It’s a delusion. If we are serious about relieving debt, feeding the hungry, addressing poverty, we must necessarily end up asking bigger questions about the underlying structures and policies that are causing levels of poverty and homelessness to rise. 
Of course these are difficult questions because they lift us at once into the political sphere and Christians get very nervous of politics. But when I read the Gospels I see in Jesus a deeply political figure, a man who was not scared to plough into the political debates of the day and call for a very different way of structuring human society. It would be a mistake for us to be partisan or back one party over another. But if we are doing our job properly we must be political. 
The fact that the church is the second largest provider of social services in the country gives us a voice that we must not be afraid to use. We should be at the forefront of campaigns for fair wages, for a just system of benefits, for adequate and decent housing and for a society that invests in its children and in family life. Because as Christians we have a vision of a different way of being human, of a world that reflects the values of God’s kingdom. That’s a world where all are fed, where all are loved, where all are equal and where all know the God who made them and loves them. We may never achieve that Kingdom here on earth, but it won’t stop us trying. 
I love Christians Against Poverty and massively admire its work and ministry. But do you know my vision of CAP’s future? It’s that it no longer exists. That it closes down. That it doesn’t need to exist because the worker is fairly paid, because money is fairly lent and borrowed, because family and neighbours care for and support each other and because the state supports the most vulnerable. It can be very easy for those who provide a service to others accidentally to become dependent on those they are meant to be serving. The rich end up needing the poor in order to maintain their wealth. Those are structures that are not of the Kingdom. We serve in order to give our lives away, and when we no longer need to serve in one way, we trust in God’s providence to keep us safe. 
Then third, if we placed the bound woman at the centre, we would marry together our service with our proclamation. When Jesus touches the life of the bound woman, he doesn’t care just for one aspect of her life whilst leaving others untouched. He doesn’t deal with her poverty but leave her a bound by Satan. Nor does he cast out Satan and leave her hungry. He liberates the whole of her. The physical and the spiritual. 
But all too often we fail to follow that example. Some churches are extremely good at evangelism and incredibly confident at getting out with the Gospel, but then fail to serve or meet human need. If that is the case then, as we have seen, they are proclaiming an empty Gospel. And in any case no one who is hungry or in debt has ears open to hear the Good News. They’re too desperate. Other churches are the other way round. They are great at serving, they run projects and foodbanks. But they never get round to saying why. They are so caught up in service that they forget to invite people into new life through the Gospel. In some ways that’s even worse because the most terrible form of deprivation is to be deprived of hearing the saving news of God in Jesus Christ.
[bookmark: _GoBack]In our local churches and in our own lives we must marry up our service and our proclamation. Yes, be generous in service, be compassionate with the poor, meet human need wherever you find it. But freedom is short term and delusional until we know freedom from sin and death. No one is liberated until they know the true freedom that God’s children find in the cross of Christ. So be bold and joyful in your proclamation. Pray for people. Offer to pray with them. Invite them. Tell them your story. Share with them a Gospel vision of whole lives redeemed. One of the great strengths of CAP, and one reason why it offers so much more than the service provider model, is the way it brings generous service with confident proclamation. For the greatest jewel we can ever offer is the pearl without price, Jesus Christ.
Then fourth, if we placed the bound woman at the centre, we’d raise up new leaders from the urban poor. The bound woman was voiceless, ignored, perhaps even despised. She would have been pushed to the margins, pushed out of the way. And look what Jesus does. Through his touch, she is the one who proclaims the kingdom to onlookers and even to the Pharisees. Her liberated body, her soul set free, sings the good news of the Kingdom as powerfully as any words ever could. 
And this is a constant pattern in the life of Jesus and in the church that he founds. Tax collectors, uneducated fishermen, peasant women, children, outlawed revolutionaries, people with disabilities are again and again set free to sing the song of the Kingdom. Jesus raises up from the ordinary and the poor people who can lead his Kingdom movement. As St Paul reminds us in 1 Corinthians 1, 26 “Consider your own call, brothers and sisters: not many of you were wise by human standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are.” 
To set the bound woman at the centre means that we release those who have been silenced to sing the Kingdom. It means raising up leaders from amongst those whose capacity to lead has been ignored by a middle class church. My colleague, Bishop Jill Duff, would speak at this point about St Hilda and Caedmon. Hilda was a highly educated, Latin speaking abbess with a wealthy family who helped endow a twin-sited monastery at Whitby and Hartlepool. Caedmon was an Anglo-Saxon speaking cowherd who kept cattle on the hills nearby. Then in a dream Caedmon heard a Gospel song and he went and sang it at a feast to Hilda. She was then able to spot in Caedmon something that no one else had ever seen – a keen intelligence and a musical gift. So she taught him some theology and then released him to sing the Gospel in a language that local people could understand. Our task  is to be like Hilda, spotting gifts where others see only vulnerability, sending the unlikely out to sing the good news of the Kingdom in the local dialect. 
In recent years we have stripped urban areas and outer estates of their leaders. I remember once taking the funeral of a woman in Hartlepool to be told that she was the wise woman in the tenement block that had been demolished when the new estate was built. She was the person people went to for advice. And in fact those tenements were richly resourced by female leaders who gave medical advice, delivered babies, laid out the dead and so on. Over the years, for the best of reasons, we have professionalised all those roles and moved them out of the urban areas into places of greater affluence. Meanwhile traditional forms of association such as sports clubs, working men’s clubs, women’s institutions, gardening groups, trades unions and churches where leaders would traditionally have been developed have been weakened, privatised or closed down. The impact is that many of our estates have been reduced to dependency with hardly any local people to speak up for the community or to bring about change.
It is our task to identify and raise up a new generation of urban leaders. We need to be discerning, calling, drawing forth, forming and sending the Caedmons who can sing the Good News in a language that local people can understand. That’s hugely the role of the local urban church. But CAP can play a large part because of the massive belief it places in co-operation with the local church. CAP can help form the urban leaders we need if we are to reclaim a nation for Christ. We need to seek out befrienders, centre managers and steering group members from the poorest communities. We need to be thinking about how clients can become leaders once their lives have been turned round. It’s not enough to set the bound woman free. We need to let her sing to us of the Kingdom. 
Then fifth, if we placed the bound woman at the centre we’d rely more and more on prayer. How does Jesus liberate the bound woman? He lays his hands on her and he prays for her, and he does all this in the synagogue which is the place of prayer. It is of course another repeated pattern that the ministry of Jesus is always the fruit of prayer. All his significant actions and decisions emerge from the lonely place or the times of prayer, culminating in the desperate prayer of Gethsemane which prepared him for the cross. 
And it is the same for us. If our work in combating poverty and making a stand for justice is to have any impact whatsoever it must emerge from prayer. We cannot think of ourselves as just another organisation run by bland sets of values, targets, goals, outputs and spreadsheets. We must not think that human ingenuity, eloquence or industry is going to be enough. The only thing we can trust is prayer.
Through prayer we can ensure that our priorities are God’s priorities and so be sure that it is his kingdom we are building rather than our own empires. From prayer we can achieve things that would otherwise be completely impossible. In prayer we can find the strength and inspiration we need to continue with work that can be hard and emotionally demanding. But prayer does something else which is to channel anger into positive work for the kingdom.
Anger is an inevitable part of the ministry in which each of you is involved. If you are doing your job right, you will be angry at the injustice that blights the lives of so many families, angry at a state that often doesn’t seem to care, angry at hunger, angry at in-work poverty, angry at a church which seems so slow to react. That anger can be a negative force in your life and I have seen many community workers become embittered and cynical by what they have seen and heard, eventually giving up on the possibility of change.
One of my great heroes is a man called St Vincent de Paul who renewed the French church of his day by reminding it of its primary call to share good news with the poor, and as someone with a passion for justice he also knew all about the dangers of anger. One of the Missionary Virtues that he sought to instil in those he trained was meekness. Meekness has nothing to do with dull or complicit acceptance of injustice. It is about managing anger and channelling it into positive action that results in service, in Gospel proclamation and in an every greater desire for justice. And meekness is the fruit of prayer.
When you feel angry, don’t bottle it up or make out that somehow it is an inappropriate subject for prayer. Pray it out! Chuck it all at God. Tell him exactly how you feel. Shout at him. Weep with him. And just as on the cross Jesus turned hatred into love, so he will turn your anger into a righteous passion for the kingdom. 
And then finally, most importantly, when we place the bound woman at the centre, we will gaze upon the face of Jesus. Matthew 25 and the parable of the sheep and goats is a famous and inspiring passage for anyone who works to combat poverty.  ‘And the king will answer them, “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.” It’s meaning appears to be abundantly clear. As we serve the poor, the hungry, the naked and the imprisoned, without knowing it we serve Jesus himself. 
But I wonder if we need to go a bit further in our reading of that passage. The risk is that the summary I have just given encourages the service provider model of action in which we, the rich, do things for you, the poor, in order that we, the rich, can have the satisfaction of knowing Jesus. I think the parable is far more challenging and far more subversive than that.
If Jesus is present in those who are in need, then it is they who are communicating the life of Jesus to us. Vincent de Paul said of this passage that it demonstrates that the poor are our evangelists. As we serve, the poor minister Christ to us. When you understand the passage in that way, the power dynamics are immediately turned round. In our service we go as the poor, seeking out Christ in those whom it is our privilege to serve. In service, all are enriched, both donor and recipient. All see Christ and all are changed by him. Vincent de Paul would encourage his followers to thank those they served and bless them because it was they who were revealing the presence of Christ. 
Only when we move the bound woman from the margins of society and the margins of the church and place her right at the centre will we fully encounter Jesus and learn what it is to be the church. And CAP, with its essential work with those who are most bound and oppressed, can show the rest of us the way. Your clients, broken, beaten down, tyrannised by their creditors, overwhelmed with debt, anxious and suicidal, are Christ in our midst, longing to be set free to sing to the world the song of the Kingdom. Do not forget the critical importance of the work and ministry that is yours. You are doing so much more than helping out a few unfortunate people. No, your work throws open the kingdom, reveals Christ and reminds the whole church of her true vocation. Let’s seek out the bound woman, set her free, place her at the centre and listen to her as she sings her kingdom song. For then the bound woman will liberate each one of us, and indeed all the world, in the name of Jesus Christ who alone can set us free.

+Philip Burnley
September 16th 2019
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