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In this service we commemorate the principal benefactors of this University. A third of them are named in the bidding prayers today. How do we remember them? How would they hope to be remembered? 

The Pre-Reformation benefactors, such as Cardinal Henry Beaufort, and the Catholic Queen Mary wished that we pray for them. Mary found the University in a state of ruin and tripled its income. In her will above she asks for prayers, especially from the Dominicans of Blackfriars in London to whom she left 400 marks, and other religious Orders. She asked us ‘to praye for my Soulle and the Soulle of my said most Dere and well-beloved husband the King's Majty when God shall call hym to hys mercye owt of this transitory lyfe, and for the Soulle of the said good and vertuous Quene my Mother, and for the Soulles of all other our Progenitours.’ 

Prayers for the dead were an essential part of our communion in the Church. We care for each other, even after death. There is a reciprocity between the benefactors and those who pray. We need their money, and they need our prayers. The gospel tells us that it is harder for the rich to enter the Kingdom than for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle. And so the poor scholar had something to give in return. 

But in the reign of Edward VI, the Church of England ceased to pray for the dead. Salvation was a matter of my personal relationship with God. Many of those Post-Reformation benefactors would have been deeply upset if we prayed for them. Instead they would have liked to be remembered with gratitude. We remember today the staunchly Protestant Sir Thomas Bodley, whose parents had been in exile in the reign of Mary. He was one of the first of our Fund Raisers to insist on what today we call ‘donor recognition.’ He ordered that a register be displayed in the library, ‘to conserve a perpetuall remembrance of every giver and his gift.’ If you give, you wish people to notice and be grateful.  

But all these benefactors, Catholic or Protestant, regarded their wealth as a gift from God. However hard they worked to get it, God is ultimate source of everything. And so you showed your gratitude to God by passing on some of the gifts to those in need. The human community is bound together by a network of gifts given and received. If you just keep the gifts for yourself, you subvert of the web of gift giving. That is why Woody Allen loved shocking people by taking a watch from his pocket to check the time: ‘It’s an old family heirloom… My grandfather sold it to me on his deathbed.’

Lewis Hyde, in The Gift, describes an English man who was offered the pipe of peace when he visited a tribe of Native Americans. When he left he was presented with the pipe as a gift. Once home, he locked it up in a cabinet with his other possessions. When the Native American chief came to visit him, he was scandalised by the Englishman’s ingratitude. Gifts must be passed on. 
But if we are the recipients of their gifts, then we must show our gratitude by passing on gifts to others. Meister Eckhart, the fourteenth century Dominican, said, ‘The fruitfulness of a gift is the only gratitude for the gift.’ How are their gifts fruitful in this University?
One way is simply by enabling us to teach the next generation. We received the gift of knowledge and we pass it on. In Allen Bennet’s The History Boys, the podgy Hector says, ‘Pass the parcel. That’s sometimes all you can do. Take it, feel it and pass it on. Not for me, not for you, but for someone somewhere one day. Pass it on, boys. That’s the game I want you to learn. Pass it on boys.’ These benefactors made it possible for us to pass on the knowledge we received. 
But study involves a more profound giving and receiving of gifts than just transmitting information. Every breakthrough into new insight is the receiving of a gift. The word ‘invention’ originally meant ‘discovery’. A new scientific theory or a new poem is not just something we create. It is disclosed, given. Hence the motto of this University, Dominus illumination mea, the Lord is my light. 
Most poets are deeply aware that their inventions are gifts. Czeslaw Milosz said, ‘I felt very strongly that nothing depended on my will, that everything I might accomplish in life would not be won by my own efforts but given as a gift.’ And D. H. Lawrence: ‘Not I, not I, but the wind that blows through me.’ 

Many great scientists, like Albert Einstein, also know this. He wrote: "My religion consists of a humble admiration of the illimitable superior spirit who reveals himself in the slight details we are able to perceive with our frail and feeble mind." 

So Universities are not just places for the handing on of knowledge. Here we are trained to be open to new understanding, thoughts that no one has had before. Socrates refused to accept a fee for teaching because wisdom is a gift from the gods. Unlike those nasty sophists, a true philosopher cannot have a salary. He is given wisdom, and so he must freely give it, and hope that his grateful pupils will be equally generous in return. I do not know whether many members of the philosophy faculty would happily depend upon students turning up with fruit and eggs and book tokens. 
Accepting a gift of new insight may be hard work. If you are given a cello it is not enough to say thank you and pop it in a cupboard. Receiving the gift requires years of committed practice that may drive you and your family crazy. Perhaps the gift of a new idea is even more demanding. Walter Bagehot wrote that ‘one of the greatest pains to human nature is the pain of a new idea.’   It is a travail. Ann Dillard, said of creative writing: ‘At its best, the sensation of writing is that of any unmerited grace. It is handed to you, but only if you look for it. You search, you break your heart, your back, your brain and then – and only then – it is handed to you. From the corner of your eye you can see motion. Something is moving the air and headed your way
’.  

So the University best shows it gratitude to its benefactors not just by having warm feelings about them. Remember those words of Meister Eckhart: The fruitfulness of a gift is the only gratitude for the gift. Their benefactions are certainly fruitful if we transmit knowledge to the next generation. Feel the parcel and pass it on, as Hector said.
But our deepest gratitude is shown by forming students who dare to stretch open their minds to new insights. We must form them to have the courage to be inventive, painfully to struggle with new ideas and even disagree with their teachers. Vincent McNabb, a famous Dominican of the thirties used to say to our novices, ‘Think. Think of anything, but for God’s sake, think.’  We pray that they will receive a wisdom beyond our own. We pray that our students will recognise the one who is the source of all wisdom, Dominus illumination mea. 
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