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Genesis 32.22-32, 2 Peter 1.10-end 

 
‘Lord, it is good for us to be here’: so said Peter to Jesus when, to quote from our 
second reading today, ‘we were with him on the holy mountain’.  I hope you are 
feeling something like that this afternoon; I certainly am: delighted and privileged to 
be here as your new Dean; delighted to become so within the act of worship most 
especially associated with Cathedrals: the glorious praise of God that is Choral 
Evensong. 
 
I have to confess, though, that reading up on the history of Portsmouth has made me 
wonder at times about the reception of those arriving from Sussex: back in the 
fifteenth century this very building was barred and bolted for more than fifty years 
following the murder of the Bishop of Chichester within a hundred yards of the 
Deanery.  I’m pleased to say that the welcome we’ve received so far has been 
overwhelmingly positive.  
 
I was intrigued, however, by the way the local press announced my appointment.   
One of my children posted a doctored version on our family WhatsApp group: I leave 
you to work out which word he deleted from the following headline: ‘Former drug 
addict worker announced as new head of Portsmouth Cathedral’.   Hashtag 
#fakenews, responded my eldest, but it is true that way back in the 1980s, six years 
before I was ordained, I did work in a project supporting ex-drug dependents.  
 
And it was a formative experience.   I learnt so much about what it is to be human; 
how easily destructive habits can take hold, and how hard they can be to overcome.  
In our first reading we heard how Jacob wrestled overnight with a mysterious figure, 
and received a blessing for his trouble.  The great North African theologian 
Augustine of Hippo observed that the human struggle with harmful patterns of living 
may take a lifetime.  Those addicts seeking rehabilitation knew the truth of this; they 
continued to wrestle with personal demons that offered not a blessing, but a curse.  
Life has its struggles for all of us, but insofar as we can choose our battles, better to 
go for those that offer something fruitful and life-giving at the break of day.   
 
The route by which I’ve arrived here is long story, involving my own struggles with 
God in my early twenties, as I moved from atheism to faith.  Now is not the time for 
the detail of that journey; suffice to say I am deeply thankful for the ‘fullness of life’ I 
have discovered in following Jesus Christ, in the company of that motley collection 
of disciples that make up the Church.    And now, after nearly thirty years of ordained 
ministry, via the promptings of the Holy Spirit and through the wonders of the 
Church of England’s selection processes, ministry in Portsmouth beckons, rooted in 
the daily life of prayer at the heart of this cathedral church.   
 



  

  

I look forward to immersing myself in the life and work of this wonderful cathedral, 
city and diocese, and by land and sea discovering the highways and byways, the 
struggles and joys, the customs and habits, that characterise this part of  England.  
I’m guessing I will discover there is no exemption here from issues affecting the 
wider church and nation: foremost amongst them the way in which we are struggling 
to live with difference and division.   As soon as I say that you will very likely 
assume I am talking about Brexit, but I am one of those persuaded that our current 
social and political wrangles on that subject are but one aspect of deeper underlying 
issues to do with economic inequality, and the inability to forge a creative common 
life from our current diversity. 
 
The astute social commentator Richard Sennett expresses well what many others 
have noted: ‘Economic inequalities translate in everyday experience as social 
distance; the elite becomes remote from the mass, the expectations and struggles of a 
truck driver and a banker sharing little common ground.’    Places where people from 
different backgrounds might meet are declining; football grounds, for example, now 
have corporate boxes that separate the wealthy from ordinary fans – a trend less 
developed at Fratton Park than in many other places, I’m pleased to find. 
 
Churches, thank goodness, no longer have pews reserved for the local squire, and in 
their sacred space all are equal under God.   This is perhaps especially important to 
Cathedral life, where welcome, inclusiveness, and hospitality to all, whatever your 
background or sexuality, whatever your mental health or physical ability, of all faiths 
and of none, is fundamental and a given.   Cathedrals have a particular responsibility, 
in my view, to provide that ‘common ground’ of which Sennett speaks.  Certainly 
there must be space for enquirers to explore matters of faith at their own pace, but 
there is also an important role in enabling debate, discussion and action about the key 
issues of the moment.   I would love to see this Cathedral do more, working in 
partnership with others, to actively explore what fine phrases such as the ‘common 
good’ and ‘mutual flourishing’ actually mean, and how they might translate more 
effectively into the lived experience of our communities and churches.  
 
On a different but related note, I wonder if part of the answer to our current social 
struggles is to rediscover one the lesser known ‘fruits of the Spirit’ as identified by 
Paul in his letter to the Galatians.   The list starts with love and joy and peace, and 
who could disagree with those?   ‘Self-control’, however, may not so immediately 
commend itself in age of free expression, but its revival is necessary: I note, 
encouragingly, that a new book on Digital Etiquette by Victoria Turk frequently uses 
the short but vital word, ‘refrain’.  I shall remember that if ever I’m tempted to say 
something intemperate on my new Dean of Portsmouth Twitter account.    
 
Going back a little further, exactly twenty years after the people of Portsmouth were 
absolved from their episcopal murder, a highly influential book called the Book of the 
Courtier was published in 1528.   It talks about how to behave less aggressively in 
conversation, and so make social interaction more pleasurable.   It describes how to 



  

  

listen attentively, and to behave courteously towards strangers from abroad.  In these 
ways it spells out how to practice ‘self-control’ and also two other sometimes 
overlooked ‘fruits of the Spirit’ – patience, and kindness.   
 
So may I be so bold as to ask of you that as I join you as Dean we might seek to live 
together with kindness, self-control and patience, in the interest of mutual flourishing 
and the common good?   I, like everyone else, get things wrong; and when I do, I will 
need your help in learning how to do better next time.   And when necessary I hope to 
support you in similar fashion.   
 
‘Lord, it is good for us to here’; not least to ask the grace and guidance of God in all 
that is to come.   I finish with words by Thomas Campion from the introit to today’s 
service, as what they express will be in my prayers day by day: ‘In thy word, Lord, is 
my trust, to thy mercies fast I fly; though I am but clay and dust, yet thy grace can lift 
me high.’   AMEN.  
 


