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My mother was furious with the British public.  She arrived in Britain as a refugee from Nazi 
Germany and she became an enthusiastic supporter of Winston Churchill.  In the 1945 general 
election Churchill’s Tories lost to Attlee’s Labour Party, and my mother never forgave the British 
public for their ingratitude.  When I grew up and studied history at university, I learned the rule 
that gratitude is not a characteristic of voters.  People don’t think too much about where they’ve 
come from.  What concerns them is where they’re going.  Voters don’t think about the past.  They 
think about the future.  If we feel a sense of unreality about the election campaign, I would suggest 
it’s not because our politicians are especially small-minded or the issues particularly unclear or the 
differences between the parties unusually narrow: it’s because we find it so hard to think 
constructively, positively, and hopefully about the future.  

Where are we going?  That’s maybe the first question we ask as we approach an election.  It’s also 
the most difficult question to answer.  And that’s not just because the future is always unknown.  It’s 
because our political vocabulary has been eradicated of notions of ultimate meaning and purpose.  
The best recent example of this was the Scottish Referendum.  The No campaign had a relatively 
simple task.  It had to articulate a vision of a flourishing multicultural society the Scots would be 
foolish to leave.  But it failed to articulate any such thing, resorting to fear tactics about how many 
financial institutions would relocate from Edinburgh to London.  Scottish independence was never 
about being richer or poorer, but it seemed the No campaign couldn’t find words to describe 
anything beyond people’s narrow self-interest on a very limited timescale. 

For Christians there are always two ways to talk about the future.  The first and most important is 
the future God will one day bring, when heaven comes to earth and the earth shall be filled with the 
glory of God as the waters cover the sea.  The second is the future we have a hand in constructing.  
Christians seek to build up the church in breadth and depth, making it a community where people 
walk in paths of righteousness and bring forth the fruits of the Spirit.  But they also have a vision for 
the world beyond the church, the world that has taken the freedom of God’s patience not yet to 
believe. 

Let’s look in a bit more detail at these two notions, church and world.  The church exists to enjoy 
God in faith, hope and love and imitate God in justice and mercy.  It seeks to model before the world 
its gratitude for creation by putting every good gift to work and its gratitude for salvation by living a 
life of reconciliation empowered by the forgiveness of sins.  The church rejoices in God’s abundance 
by relishing difference and making a banquet out of the diverse ingredients God provides.  But the 
church knows that its hope rests on Christ’s resurrection, the promise of sins pardoned, creation 
restored and eternal life begun, and it doesn’t suppose there will be an era anytime soon when all 
the world shares its faith, even though privately it can’t imagine how anyone could turn away from 
the Christ who alone has the words of eternal life.  

The world is that which seeks to live without the hope rooted in Christ’s resurrection.  But the 
church still has aspirations for the world – aspirations not limited to the world’s coming to share the 
church’s faith.  The minimal aspirations the church has for the world are that the world may live 
free of hardship, hunger, oppression, and despair – and the church partners with those that seek to 
alleviate suffering in all such guises.  The larger aspirations the church has for the world are that the 
people of the world may know companionship and trust, may express creativity and fulfilment, may 
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experience love and joy, and that the whole creation may flourish sustainably, harmoniously, and 
gloriously, till the last day; and again the church partners with a wide range of other bodies to 
advance such abundant life. 

That’s my most succinct answer to the question, ‘Where are we going?’  We’re going to a place where 
God meets us with the onrush of heaven; and in the meantime we’re going to a time when the 
church voices creation’s praise and the world flourishes as much as anything can that doesn’t 
acknowledge the source and of its existence and director of its destiny.  

But this isn’t the kind of language that makes its way into election manifestos and party political 
broadcasts.  And that fact points to the paradox of political life in our culture that lies at the heart of 
this election campaign.  The paradox to which I refer is the modesty, and the false modesty, of 
contemporary politics. 

Let’s start with the modesty.  It’s summed up in Alastair Campbell’s famous quip, ‘We don’t do God.’  
Contemporary politics eschews larger claims of purpose and meaning.  It contents itself with the 
much humbler task of ensuring the trains run on time.  That task, of course, has proved pretty 
challenging in recent times, with the economic downturn, the intimidating deficit, grim 
employment prospects and a health service often described as in crisis.  Many politicians are 
content to demonstrate that they understand their constituents’ woes, have plans to set things 
straight, and are more competent than their rivals to turn those plans into action.  In such a context 
the language with which I began this sermon seems a florid luxury. 

But surely this is false modesty.  Ours is one of the world’s richest and most stable countries, with 
extraordinary wealth, wisdom, and opportunity.  Of course we want our government to create 
conditions where individuals can reach their potential and have a legal, economic, educational and 
welfare system to enable them to do so.  But don’t we aspire to more than that?  The twentieth 
century has several ghastly examples of how totalitarian regimes led their people towards a much 
larger horizon with catastrophic results.  But surely it’s possible to speak of a larger vision without 
that horizon being grotesque or the method of getting there totalitarian?  

I sense it’s this false modesty that’s led to the emergence of the smaller parties in ways that look set 
to make this election distinctive.  What the SNP, the Greens, UKIP and Plaid Cymru have in 
common is that they’re not absorbed in prudent calculations of economic management and fiscal 
sobriety.  They have a strong idea of where we should be going and of where we should not be going, 
although there’s a problem in some cases about who they include in that ‘we’; nonetheless their 
appeal feeds on the larger parties’ inability to articulate a sense of Britain’s identity, destiny, and 
role in global leadership.  

A few years ago I was leading a dynamic and influential institution with a great tradition behind it.  I 
wanted to discover how it could fulfil its enormous potential and draw fruit from its immense social 
capital.  I spoke to a wide range of leaders and sought their wisdom.  A great many of them referred 
me to the same book, by the former Stanford professor Jim Collins.  Collins did a detailed study of 
how the most successful companies in America had made the journey from ordinary to 
extraordinary, or, as the title of the book puts it, from Good to Great.  He made a discovery that can 
shape the way we think about our current election.  When it came to vision, what he found was that 
successful leaders didn’t first identify a route for their company to go, and only then assemble a staff 
team to take it there.  Instead, they did the opposite.  To use his expression, they ‘got the right 
people on the bus,’ and only then did everyone on the bus decide where they all wanted it to go.  If 
you had the right people on the bus, it didn’t matter where you went, the chances were you’d be 
successful.  At the same time successful companies seldom had a lone, charismatic, inspirational 
leader.  On the contrary they tended to be led by thoughtful, encouraging, reflective, facilitative 
people who brought out the best in their team.  

Let’s see what those insights mean for our election.  Notice that in politics, as in the church, unlike 
the corporate world, you don’t get to choose which people are on the bus.  But that just makes it 
more interesting.  The point is that you don’t establish the vision in advance: you develop 



knowledge and trust and understanding among the people on the bus and you decide where to go 
based on their skills and aptitudes and energies.  You only restrict who gets on the bus, or who 
enters the country, you might say, if your imagination isn’t able or willing to envision a future that’s 
bigger than the past.  And you don’t leave it to a remarkable leader to do all the hard work of 
establishing that vision for you.  The leader’s job is to elicit the vision and energy from the people on 
the bus.  That’s much easier when there’s an obvious and immediate goal in sight, like an enemy to 
defeat or an election to win.  It’s more of a challenge when you’re not in a direct contest.  

Now let’s bring that back to the church’s vision for the future.  God creates the future out of the 
discarded elements of the past.  God brings renewal in the church by bringing back into the story 
the stones that the builders rejected.  God does not destroy the sinner, but through forgiveness and 
reconciliation restores the sinner and redeems the sin, to make something beautiful that would not 
have been possible if nothing had ever gone wrong.  In other words God does not have an abstract 
vision established in advance impervious to our human realities.  God puts us all on the bus and in 
the power of the Holy Spirit directs us toward a place that incorporates our flourishing with the gifts 
God has given us.  Like a Jim Collins leader, God doesn’t do all the work for us or plan in spite of us, 
but makes the future out of the flawed but fertile people that we are and redeems the past by 
turning our follies and failures into sources of renewal and discovery.  

Let’s see where we’ve got to.  Christians want and need politicians to articulate a vision beyond the 
immediate concerns of guaranteeing individual freedom and advancing personal well-being.  Any 
politician that shies away from such a task is exhibiting false modesty.  Christians understand that 
in a plural society the vision the politicians articulate won’t be identical to the Christian view I set 
out earlier.  But Christians have a vision for the world and not just the church, and they may have 
every hope that politicians will share that vision, and not restrict their gaze to a narrow section of 
the population or the interests of a vocal minority.  The Christian vision isn’t made up of airy-fairy 
abstract ideals; it’s inspired by the way God elicits and hones the skills and qualities of all the people 
on the bus, so that the kingdom of God is a fertile garden where those who’ve been suppressed 
flourish and a refiner’s fire where those who’ve oppressed them have their malevolent impulses 
turned to good. 

As you consider where to cast your vote, may I encourage you not to dwell in too much detail about 
the candidates’ views on fiscal policy or state involvement, or even on whether they see the key to 
our future in collective power or individual freedom.  Earlier tonight I identified nine aspirations 
the church had for the world, and I’ll just remind you what they were.  I spoke of companionship 
and trust, creativity and fulfilment, love and joy, sustainability, harmony, and glory.  After I met 
with all those civic leaders and picked up Jim Collins and read about his bus what I learned was, the 
best way to tell who was going to guide you to things like companionship, trust, creativity and 
fulfilment was to look at who was embodying those things right now.  So, when you see the bus of 
the different political parties, or when you see who’s on the bus of your respective local candidates, 
ask yourself, ‘Where am I seeing companionship and trust, creativity and fulfilment, love and joy, 
sustainability, harmony, and glory?’  

You can have all the economic indicators you like but if you haven’t got those things, you’ve got 
nowhere.  And if you’ve got those things, you can survive a whole lot of hardship and 
disappointment.  Our nation and the world will not flourish simply because inflation is at the right 
level or the health service has the right balance of investment and efficiency or the deficit gets down 
to a manageable size.  Flourishing life means companionship and trust, creativity and fulfilment, 
love and joy, sustainability, harmony, and glory.  A successful government won’t be like the 
inspiring leader who does it all for us.  A successful government will evoke in each of us such 
companionship and trust, creativity and fulfilment, love and joy, that we each are energised to work 
for the common good like never before; and when we look around the bus and see a sustainable, 
harmonious, and glorious society, we will feel and we will say, ‘This is abundant life.’ 

 


