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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
a     a     a

Last Tuesday, October 16 , the Anglican world commemorated theth

Oxford Martyrs. Here’s their story in a nutshell: Henry VIII
declared the English Church’s independence from the Pope in 1534
and make himself the head of the Church. But it was his young son
Edward VI who actually allowed the Reformation to get rolling in
England thirteen years later. Three of the bishops who took the lead
were Thomas Cranmer, Archbishop of Canterbury, the architect of
the Book of Common Prayer, Nicholas Ridley of London, and
Hugh Latimer of Worcester. King Edward died at age 16, and was
succeeded by his sister Mary, who was a devout Roman Catholic,
and later had a drink named after her consisting of vodka and
tomato juice, and a bit of Worcestershire sauce in honor of the
Bishop of Worcester, I suppose. She put England back under the
authority of the Pope. And in the process of weeding out the
Protestants, she had over 300 of them burned at the stake, including
Latimer and Ridley on Oct. 16, 1555, and Cranmer five months
later (March 21, 1556), earning for herself the nickname, Bloody
Mary.

Long before all that, Hugh Latimer was given the honor of
preaching in the presence of King Henry VIII in St George’s
Chapel, Windsor, the scene of two royal weddings this year. Henry
didn’t like what Latimer had to say in that sermon, because he was
quite critical of Henry and all his marital and infidelity problems.
So he ordered the bishop to make an apology when he preached
again the following Sunday. Well, Latimer stepped into the pulpit
the next Sunday and began by talking to himself: 

Hugh Latimer, dost thou know before whom thou art this day to

speak? To the high and mighty monarch, the King’s most
excellent majesty, who can take away thy life if thou offendest;
therefore take heed that thou speakest not a word that may
displease!

The congregation was probably wondering at that point which
monarch he would risk offending, the king of England or the King
of kings, and which one he would be loyal to. Then he said, again
to himself, 

 And then consider well, Hugh, dost thou not know from whence
comest thou; upon whose message thou art sent? Even by the
great and mighty God! Who is all present! and Who beholdeth all
thy ways! and Who is able to cast thy soul into hell! Therefore
take care that thou deliverest thy message faithfully.

And then he preached the exact same sermon as the week before!
Every body was sure that Henry was going to have him beheaded.
But he was so moved by Hugh’s faithfulness to the Gospel that he
declared, “Blessed be God, I have so honest a servant!” 
Eventually, though, Latimer was forced to resign as bishop of
Worcester, and even spent the last year of Henry’s life imprisoned
in the Tower of London. But through all that, he refused to back
down or to compromise the Gospel. He was restored as bishop by
King Edward, and finally went to the stake by order of Queen
Mary. He was fearless, and sacrificed everything for the sake of the
Gospel at a time when a lot of English bishops were more
concerned to play politics in order to keep their lives and their jobs.

Last week we heard Jesus tell the rich man that if he really wanted
to inherit eternal life he should liquidate all his wealth and give it
to the poor. The man couldn’t bring himself to do that, so he
walked away. Then Jesus told his disciples that they had to be
willing to sacrifice everything that was precious to them “for my
sake and for the sake of the Gospel” in order to inherit eternal life
(Mk 10:17-31). Hugh Latimer understood that very well. 

Then as they were on the road to Jerusalem, Jesus stopped and told
the disciples what was going to happen when they got there: “the



Son of Man will be handed over to the chief priests and the scribes,
and they will condemn him to death; then they will hand him over
to the Gentiles; they will mock him, and spit on him, and flog him,
and kill him; and after three days he will rise again” (Mk 10:33-34).
James and John seem to have thought this was some kind of
figurative language meaning that they were going to encounter
some adversity, fight a battle maybe, before Jesus would emerge
victorious as the mighty hero of God’s people, and reign over a
worldly kingdom. It’s kind of difficult to believe, based on their
special request, that they were taking seriously what Jesus had said.
His repeated predictions of his suffering and death were meant to
encourage and strengthen the disciples for the horrible things they
were about to undergo and witness. But James and John don’t seem
to get it. Maybe the others didn’t either. At any rate, the others
were pretty unhappy with the two brothers and their vain attempt
at self-promotion.

Like political jockeys, grasping for what power and status they
could get, they wanted the seats of honor next to the king in his
glorious reign. First of all, their self-interest indicates that they
don’t really understand the nature of the kingdom Jesus is
inaugurating. They’re thinking in terms of worldly kingdoms. And
second, they certainly don’t understand that in this other-worldly
kingdom, as Jesus tells them, greatness comes only through
humility, not self-importance, by making oneself not the ruler of
others but their slave, putting yourself absolutely last. And that
requires the willingness to sacrifice everything, including your very
life, for the sake of Jesus and the Gospel. For as St Paul says to all
Christians, “you are not your own... For you were bought with a
price” (1Cor 16:19-20). That price was the life of the Son of God
himself, which he himself offered on the cross. That’s what today’s
second lesson is getting at.

This is where stewardship comes in. In the Episcopal Church we
usually only talk about it in the fall, and usually then only in terms
of money. But Christian stewardship is really about how we put our

whole lives, and everything in our possession, at the service of
Jesus and the Gospel. Lots of people give a tithe to the Church
based on their income. And please be clear that a tithe is a full
tenth, 10%. If you say you tithe five dollars a week, the only way
it can actually be a tithe is if your income is fifty dollars a week.
It’s like calling a five dollar bill a twenty– it’s just not. And if you
can tithe, that’s great. But as an old colleague of mine says, if
we’re to understand the Gospel rightly, why stop at 10%; God gave
it all for us, so he wants it all from us. 

Once upon a time when the collection plates were brought forward,
we used to sing, “All things come of thee, O Lord, and of thine
own have we given thee” (1Chr 29:14). What that means is that we’re
not really owners of anything in our possession; we are only
stewards, custodians of things entrusted to us by their real Owner
for the chief purpose of furthering his kingdom. This is what Jesus
was trying to get across to the rich man in last week’s gospel, and
to James and John in today’s gospel. What you may be called upon
to give up “for my sake and for the sake of the Gospel” is
insignificant compared to what you’re going to gain in the end. 

So don’t let yourself become enslaved to the corrupt ideas and
values of the fallen world. Get some Gospel perspective. Look at
what’s to be gained, not for yourself only, but for the whole world.
It’s nothing less than life in God’s eternal kingdom, and freedom
from sinful human ambitions and values and greed. 

Now, since I’m not very good at preaching on stewardship, I’m
tag-teaming with Jayne today, who’s going to drive the point home.
And she’ll have you all, including the toddlers, turning your
pockets inside out by the time you walk out of here!

a.m.d.g.
Ian C. Wetmore+


