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Oxford University Sermon
All Saints Day, 2009
Readings:  Rev 21:1-6; John 11:32-44

The New Testament speaks of all Christians as 'saints' but from an early date the Church began to recognise certain Christian Saints as especially distinguished by their holiness.  Often, but not always, these were martyrs, who witnessed to Christ through a death - undergone in faith and without bitterness - like his.  Some of these, such as Ignatius, Polycarp, and Felicity, were known and remembered at the eucharist on the anniversary of their death.  In the times of persecution under the Roman authorities there were soon too many to remember, and not all their names were known.  The Feast of All Saints was celebrated from the fourth century - not long after the time when Christians ceased to be killed by the state, because the state had become Christian, and not long before Christians began killing other Christians. 
Not that the Christians who did the killing recognized those who were killed as their sisters or brothers in Christ.  They saw them as heretics, who misled the faithful.  For well over a thousand years, it became normal for Christians to hound others who claimed to be Christians to death.  Over his lifetime, Augustine (who lived from 354-430) moved in that direction intellectually.  Though he never advocated the wanton infliction of pain on the Donatists, he wished by any means to see them brought back within the fold of the Catholic church.  Increasingly, he advocated coercion.  In one famous letter, he wrote, ‘Let it not be said that nothing is accomplished when strong measures are employed.  For when the defences of stubborn custom are stormed by fear of human authority, this is not all that is done, because at the same time faith is strengthened, and the understanding convinced, by authority and arguments which are Divine.’(p. 89).  This was a very dangerous line indeed.

The dangers did not become fully apparent until the early thirteenth century, when Pope Innocent III set himself to destroy the Cathars (the name means ‘the pure ones’), who emerged as a Christian sect in southern France.  When Innocent promised the lands of the Cathars to those who helped extirpate them, volunteers signed up willingly.  The papal army was commanded by Arnaud-Amaury, Abbot of Cîteaux, who besieged the town of Béziers in 1209.  The defending army attempted to break out but was quickly defeated.  It was pursued by the papal army - back through the gates and into the city. When asked how to tell Cathars from Catholics, Arnaud, the abbot-commander, is said to have replied , ‘Kill them all, the Lord will recognise His own.’  The doors of the church of St Mary Magdalene were broken down and those who had taken shelter there were dragged out and slaughtered. Reportedly, 7,000 people died, including women and children. Elsewhere in the town many more thousands were mutilated and killed. When the killing was over, Arnaud wrote to the Pope, ‘Today, your Holiness, twenty thousand heretics were put to the sword, regardless of rank, age, or sex.’  For Innocent, heresy was treason. After the massacre, his ongoing strategy was to root out the heretics and have them handed over to the civil authorities for punishment.  This became the work of the Inquisition, for which full-time Dominican and Franciscan Inquisitors were appointed from 1233.  And from 1252, they were allowed to use torture to bring heretics to their senses.  
This is not the place to give an extended history of the Inquisition, which flourished especially in Spain.  Under Tomas de Torquemada, who became Inquisitor General in 1483, it reached new levels of productivity.  One recurring feature was the absence of defence witnesses, as people feared to incriminate themselves by association with someone thought to be a heretic.  The Inquisition concentrated on supposedly nominal converts from Judaism or Islam, and then on those accused of Protestantism.  If someone was found guilty of heresy, and handed over to the secular authority for punishment, they were frequently executed by auto da fe, a public ceremony where there was a procession, mass and sermon, before the offender was burnt at the stake. The point of burning the body was, through the pains of death, to save the soul. 
Christendom had once stretched from Spain to Palestine.  Wherever there was strife within its borders, this was bound to mean that Christian was set against Christian.  The looting of Constantinople at the time of the Fourth Crusade in 1204 was nothing more than opportunism run riot.  What in the sixteenth century gave this conflict an extra edge was the belief that those who sent others to their deaths by violent means were doing good, helping to extirpate heresy and to save souls.  Catholics persecuted Protestants, Protestants persecuted both Protestants and Catholics.  In 1414, Jan Huss came to the Council of Constance under a safe-conduct, only to be betrayed and burnt at the stake.  Michael Servetus, who denied the doctrine of the Trinity, fled from the Inquisition to Geneva, where in 1553 Calvin had him arrested and burnt.  In the reign of Mary Tudor, which began in the same year, Protestants like Nicholas Ridley, Hugh Latimer and Thomas Cranmer were burnt alive.  In the reign of her half-sister Elizabeth, Catholics like Cuthbert Mayne, Edmund Campion, Ralph Sherwin and William Filbie were hanged, drawn and quartered.
What brought it to an end?  Only the terrible Thirty Years War, in which, through a generation of suffering and devastation, European Christians fought each other to a standstill.  Finally, in 1648, by the peace of Westphalia, Catholic and Protestant Christians agreed to live alongside one another without killing each other. The beginnings of religious toleration came not from some great new revelation (though it was indeed that) but from the exhaustion of war.  Far from recognising one another as sisters and brothers in the family of Christ, Protestants and Catholics merely stopped thinking it their duty to anticipate the wrath of God.

In Westminster Abbey, where I work, Queen Elizabeth, under whom both Catholics and extreme Protestants were executed, is buried.  The tomb has a fine marble effigy of Elizabeth, so there is little to indicate that both she, the Protestant daughter of a Protestant mother, and her Catholic half-sister, daughter of a Catholic mother, lie in the vault below.  There is, though, an inscription on the side of the tomb, which can be translated, ‘One in throne and grave, here we sleep, Elizabeth and Mary, sisters in hope of the resurrection.’  That phrase, sisters in hope of the resurrection, gives a first chink of light in the dark history of mutual persecution which has disfigured Christianity.  Like many sisters, or half-sisters, Elizabeth and Mary loathed each other.  Elizabeth never forgot Mary’s indifference to her pleas when she wrote to her begging to be released from imprisonment in the Tower of London – a frightened teenager seeking mercy from an older sibling.  Mary did not even respond.  What the inscription hints at is a bond which went beyond earthly rejection, fear and disappointment, reaching towards heavenly reconciliation.
The same is true of the memorial in this church which commemorates twenty three ‘saints’, both Protestant and Catholic, all associated with Oxford and Oxfordshire, who died for their faith.  Those commemorated here, Catholic and Protestant, were much more aware of what divided them than what united them.  We can, at last, begin to recognise what they have in common: they were faithful and courageous in following Christ as they experienced his call; they lived and died in hope of being at one with Christ and all his saints on the other side of their earthly ordeal.
It has taken us a long, long time, during which countless lives have been lost, before we listened again – and more carefully - to the prayer of Jesus for his executioners, ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they are doing.’  Someone who saw exactly what we, the children of Christian Europe, have been doing, but who made no great claim to Christian faith, was the poet Wilfrid Owen.  Owen died in the last week of the First World War.  On the Western Front, he saw Christians killing each other in thousands.  What struck him was not so much the religious, but simply the human tragedy: the pity of it all.  In his poem ‘Strange Meeting’, he tells of a vision or dream in which he escapes from battle, and in some mystical or dream-like state, finally understood to be hell, he encounters a figure unknown and unrecognised.  This mysterious figure addresses him: 
I am the enemy you killed, my friend.
I knew you in this dark: for so you frowned
Yesterday through me as you jabbed and killed.
I parried; but my hands were loath and cold.
Let us sleep now...'
‘I am the enemy you killed, my friend.’  That seems to me a lesson we all have to learn at this time of All Saints, and, as it happens, of Remembrance. 

In a moment we shall sing that rollicking hymn, ‘For All the Saints’, with its distinct note of triumphalism: 
From earth's wide bounds, from ocean's farthest coast, 

through gates of pearl streams in the countless host, 


singing to Father, Son, and Holy Ghost: 


Alleluia, Alleluia!

As we sing it, perhaps we can for a moment imagine that great company in which the tortured join with the torturer, the victims with their executioners (‘Father, forgive them’); the murdered with the murderer (‘the enemy you killed, my friend’); the imprisoned and rejected with their jailors, their inquisitors and abusers (‘sisters and brothers in hope of the resurrection’).  What a procession that will be, how full of surprise and delight, and how wonderful it would be if something of that joyous reconciliation, that newly discovered sorrow and forgiveness, could be here, now among us.  But only if that – in Christ - is already the case, is the Feast of All Saints worth celebrating at all.
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