
We’ve had St Peter rather in mind this year, with the lively performances of Marilyn’s musical  - wobbly 

rock – which has helped us see the vulnerable and human side of Peter.   

 

Yesterday I went to an ordination in the Cathedral – Jonathan Evans who some of you will remember on 

placement with us about 18months ago. Ordinations by time-honoured custom usually happen  near the 

festival of St Peter “Petertide” as it’s called in church-speak; as it links ordinations to ministry with the feast 

of St Peter, Peter being the first Bishop of the church, and his example being a kind of symbol for the 

ministry of Bishops Priests and Deacons.   

 

Both our readings today have been stories about Peter.  His confession is seen as one of the great moments 

of clear insight:  He says to Jesus “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God” - you can’t get a lot 

clearer than that;  but if we read on, we will see that Peter almost immediately gets it spectacularly wrong 

because when Jesus starts to teach about his impending suffering, Peter starts to contradict him, earning the 

famous rebuke “Get thee behind me Satan”.  And almost all the way through the scriptural references to 

Peter we get this see-sawing effect of getting it wrong/getting it right;  swearing undying allegiance to Jesus 

in the Upper Room and then denying him in the courtyard;  in St Johns gospel going back to the fishing fleet 

(old life) and having to be recalled by Jesus with that very moving episode where Jesus asks him three times 

do you love me?  

 

In the gospel passage we have had read today, Jesus says to Peter, (using a pun on Peter’s name (Greek + 

rock))   “upon this rock I will build my church” -  a wobbly rock indeed, but maybe, like creaking doors, 

wobbly rocks are very durable.     

 

I was ordained in 1984, and always have felt it a great privilege that I was ordained by Bishop John V 

Taylor, that great mystic/visionary bishop who was known to the whole nation as a free thinking, deeply 

spiritual man.  The schedule for ordination candidates that happens in the week before ordination, 31 yrs ago 

and still today,  is that candidates and their families were invited to lunch at Wolvesley, and then we all went 

into the Bishop’s Chapel while the Bishop gave us his “Episcopal Charge”, which were his personal words 

to the people he will ordain in a few days time  -   words to ponder as we went off into retreat for several 

days, waving goodbye to our families, only to meet with them again on the ordination morning.  

I remember two particular messages he said to us,  

one was that the world to who we would be ministering was one which was busy chasing the alternative 

trinity of wealth, success and pleasure; and that seeking after those things for their own ends this is a kind of 

idolatry because they are goals that get in the way of a sincere seeking after God – they stop us putting God 

first and make us put ourselves first;  

 

The second message he gave us about the church was interesting, and I can remember his words quite 

clearly: 

“The church will always be desperately disappointing, but it’s all we’ve got.”   I don’t think he was talking 

just about the C/E, but about any church; because all churches have this dual nature of being on the one hand 

the body of Christ here on earth, and at the same time a human institution with its quite mundane processes 

and methods, and the practical working out of those methods and processes can be pretty frustrating and 

disappointing.            The higher nature of the church gets let down by the institutional basis of it; but 

actually it was never any different.   

 

Some years ago I took a sabbatical, and part of my study was to read right through Church history (in 

outline); this  was quite an eye-opener. I was already aware of the rows and ructions of the early church;   

what I hadn’t taken on board was how it was the same in virtually every era since. There really has never 

been a “Golden age” of the church when we got it all together; at any given time there have been bishops 

arguing with theologians, people falling out of communion with each other and all manner of scheming and 

politicking.  The way the medieval bishops behaved was nothing short of tyrannical; and the sheer brutality 

by which the church in our own country suppressed dissent in our own country was quite horrifying. Never 

mind the Spanish inquisition, just go on line and read about the Lollards Pit in Norwich.  I also discovered 

that Rural Deans at one point in 18th Century were empowered to conduct public beatings of property 



owners for the non-payment of the tithe, (they haven’t thought about that yet in the Diocesan office as a way 

of getting the parish Share in). Don’t tell the Archdeacon! 

 

So when a lady in a pub in Salisbury, where I was staying for part of the at time discovered I was a Vicar 

and asked me  “Do you see any future in the Church of England”  

I replied that I was sure it would be fine; if it had survived the corruptions and scandals of the 17th, 18th and 

19th centuries there wasn’t a lot more the 21st could throw at it. She looked a bit disappointed then, and went 

off and talked to somebody else. 

 

“The church is desperately disappointing, but it’s all we’ve got”. And by “all we’ve got” I think he meant 

that wherever human beings get together in a spiritual community we will always find that we have subtly 

different visions of the Kingdom of God, and that living an authentically spiritual life is more about learning 

to rub along with each other than seeking a purity of gospel or a purity of church. Whatever church we join 

will let us down if we seek to make everyone just like us. As a Readers in a previous parish wisely said 

“This church was perfect until I joined it”.  Every grouping of Christians will have a diversity of view to 

some extent, and so any individual will feel a degree of frustration with their organisation – from the tiniest 

house church to great Cathedrals. 

 

Peter was an apostle who got it wrong on famous occasions, and yet the church under his leadership grew 

and thrived; and in just one generation, moved away from being a local fellowship to an international one.  It 

is held together by our fellowship in Christ, not by an identical set of views. Where we organise ourselves 

around the need to include, rather than exclude, to accept rather than reject, and to make ourselves open and 

inclusive rather than hide behind barriers, I believe we are acting in the spirit of St Peter, who although he 

was fallible was entirely faithful, and was never ashamed to admit he had got it wrong. 

 

My own experience of the church (I will happily say) in all the various parishes I have served, is that it has 

been heart-warming, encouraging, devoted and faithful.  I feel an enormous sense of privilege to have been 

in ministry for so long with so many great people, from who I have learned so much about actually living 

the Christian life among all the complications and distractions of modern  life, and all the competing 

demands on people’s time and energies.   I have felt spiritually warmed by those who in many cases have a 

life-time’s devotion to Our Lord, worked out in often in very challenging situations, the like of which I have 

never had to face. 

 

I remember two pieces of advice I was given as a very green Deacon:   one was  

 Don’t gossip in the parish, don’t grumble in the pulpit, and don’t gabble in the prayers.   

 The other was “make sure our words are soft and sweet because one day you may have to eat them”  

 

You can be the judge of how well I’ve heeded them!  

 

So, on this, my final opportunity to talk to you as a Team,  I just want to say thankyou  -  

 

For being the people you are 

For your faithful worship of and witness to Our Lord  – in the kaleidoscope of ways that are your own  

and for giving me the opportunity to be here among you as Team Rector, and to have a role in your seven 

amazing communities and churches. 

 

It really has been a privilege.  Thank you. 

And may God be with you 

 

 

Peter Gilks 

30th June 2019 


