Sermon for the Seventh Sunday of Easter, Sunday 17 May 2026, Carlisle Cathedral
Acts I: 6-14; John |6: 29-end

The English poet A.E. Housman’s poem Bredon Hill is one of his greatest and most well-loved poems. From
his 1896 collection A Shropshire Lad it is located not in Shropshire, but on the border of two neighbouring
counties Gloucestershire and Worcestershire and the gentle flat topped Bredon Hill that lies between them.
The premise of the poem is a simple one. Young lovers find themselves on Bredon Hill, hiding from the
world, on a Sunday morning surrounded by the sounds of the bells travelling across the fields, one imagines,
from the churches and great Abbeys of Pershore, Tewkesbury, and Evesham. It begins:

In summertime on Bredon

The bells they sound so clear;

Round both the shires they ring them
In steeples far and near,

A happy noise to hear.

Through this poem of young love and loss the bells remain a constant call: to the hiding lovers, looking to a
hopeful future, to “peal, upon our wedding; And we will hear the chime”; then to the tragedy of love cut
short:

They tolled the one bell only,
Groom there was none to see,
The mourners followed dfter,
And so to church went she,
And would not wait for me.

and finally, as the poem concludes, the bells speak of a restoration of sorts for the grief-stricken narrator.

The bells they sound on Bredon,
And still the steeples hum.

'‘Come all to church, good people,’ -
Oh, noisy bells, be dumb;

I hear you, I will come.

The beauty of the poem comes for me, not only through its capturing of the tragedy of young love but also
in its use of the evocative power of church bells within our shared cultural life.

Today is not only the Seventh Sunday of Easter and the Sunday after the Ascension, but also Bell Sunday. On
Tuesday the church remembers St Dunstan, Archbishop of Canterbury of the tenth-century who, as a young
man, worked in a foundry where, by legend, he used his red-hot tongs to tweak the nose of the devil.
Through this tradition he has become the patron saint not only of blacksmiths and metal workers but also
bell ringers. So, on the Sunday closest to his feast-day we are invited to give thanks for the ministry of Bell
Ringers amongst us. And what thanks we should give them. Here at the Cathedral our volunteer ringers not
only ring to call us to prayer each Sunday, but also at major events and festivals through the year. It is a
ministry that carries the life of the Cathedral across our City. As someone said to me recently: “you can
hear the bells on Botchergate!”. The Bell Tower team also support and encourage ringing in church towers
— many of which have been silent for years — across the county. This weekend, to mark the twenty-fifth
anniversary of the hanging of the new Cathedral bells at the Millenium, the we are delighted to open their
free exhibition “Heavy Metal — the Fellowship of the Ringers” in the south aisle.

This coincidence of dates is not simply an excuse to highlight and thank the tower team for all they do. It is
also a chance to think about how the mission and ministry of bell ringing leads us from the feast of the
Ascension we stand in the shadow of this Sunday and the Feast of Pentecost that we will mark next Sunday.



The Feast of the Ascension is one of the great festivals of the Church year marking that day, forty days after
Easter when, as we are told in the Book of Luke and Acts, Jesus ascends into heaven. Falling as it does forty
days after Easter Day it often sits as the poor relation to the other great festivals for two reasons. The first
is it always falls on a Thursday and so gets easily passed because it is not on a Sunday — like Easter or
Pentecost — or surrounded by days of wider vacation and rest like Christmas and The Epiphany. The second
reason it gets lost is that it can seem to be, theologically speaking, a bit of housekeeping. Unlike the great
moments of incarnation and resurrection at Christmas and Easter, when God intervenes so visibly and
dramatically into human history, the Ascension can seem like a coda to the bigger story of God’s intervention,
a sort of tidying-up at the end of the story of Jesus on earth.

But to do this misses the important theological role the story of the Ascension plays in our Christian story
and mission. If the incarnation of Jesus shows us the depth of God’s love to be with his broken world, and
death and resurrection of Jesus show us how the love of God we find in Jesus redeems and remakes that
broken world, then the Ascension shows how there is no where in all time and space beyond the reach of
God’s redeeming and transforming love. It is then with that truth that we look with confidence to the coming
promise of the Holy Spirit to guide and strengthen the life of the Church as it takes the message of the
transforming power of God’s love in Jesus Christ to all people and places.

And with that theme we return to the bells of Bredon Hill. As | said earlier for me part of the power of that
poem not simply the story it tells but how it uses the familiar sound world of church bells highlight our
engagement with the main narrative of the poem. Like a chorus in a Greek Tragedy, the bells provide the
commentary to the story they find themselves in. In doing this Housman is implicitly drawing on the gentle
ministry of bells. By their very nature they communicate the presence and transforming love of God to all
people and all places. We are told of the call and task of bells and ringing in the prayers used to “baptise”
new church bells in words from Psalm |9 which the Dean used this morning as he blessed our bells again
this morning:

Their sound has gone out into all lands, and their message to the ends of the world.

These words are repeated by St Paul in his letter to the Romans, not speaking of Church bells, but of the
ministry of the church to all people and all places — a call which comes from the truth revealed in the Feast
of the Ascension and enlivened by the coming promise of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost.

That in the Ascension of Jesus Christ we have the confidence to seek and speak of the love God shows us
in Jesus to all people and place and all times and seasons, to the ends of the world. In the Feast of the
Pentecost, we look to the gift of the Holy Spirit which “blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of
it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes.”

As with the characters in Housman’s poem hearing those bells sounding on Bredon Hill, we might hear this
call and message of God’s love and ignore it. Or we might decide on a time and place when we think we will
want to hear that message, but perhaps not now. Or we might hear that message speak to us in a place of
anguish and grief and pain when it seems to be the last thing we want to hear. But like the gentle sound of
bells falling over our landscape, the Spirit resounds with the message of God’s love revealed in the birth, life,
death, resurrection and ascension of our Lord into the story of our own lives until we too can say:

| hear you, | will come.



