1290-1370 Lent 1 Year C

‘May I speak in the name of the living God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.’
A Trinity prayer for the second in our Holy Trinity 800th anniversary sermon series: 800 years-10 lifetimes.
10 lives of real people who lived here in Stratford. 10 people who we either know or imagine lived for 80 years each. 10 lifetimes laid end to end that take us from 1210 to the present day. . I want to look at our church through their eyes. 
Last month we met Richard Warner, leaving money at the altar of the virgin here, for, ’the safety of his soul and the souls of his ancestors.’  His life had begun in the time of crusades and Francis of Assisi and ended with Stratford a growing new town with its own Guild.  The year is now 1290. 
The old man Richard, 80 years old standing near the font as a two day old baby is brought to be baptised into Christ. A girl this time.  Alina.

Edward I is on the throne. A warrior king he had subdued the Welsh and was about to take on the Scots and the French. Useful distractions in a kingdom that is bursting at the seams and almost at war with itself. The population of England is growing fast, and pressure on the land is getting intense. 9 out of 10 people live in the countryside, living directly from farming and fishing. Today 9 out of 10 live in towns. But 75% of all the land in England belongs to just 200 lay people and 100 Bishops and Abbots. What is left is hard to farm with huge fields divided into ridges and strips, which you can still see under the grass around Stratford today.
Life in a country cottage is far from easy, and in winter its almost impossible to get warm inside or out. Firewood for gleaning is in short supply, with valuable woodland being coppiced or owned as hunting forest by the rich few. 
Alina is married at 17 to Henry le Wayte.  Henry, I think, was a devout man. He has made a grant of property and land to Thomas Bartelot, the priest at Bishopton, where there was a small chapel of this parish. Its ruins are still there today under mounds of grass and earth just by the modern day tip. Called Bishopton as Stratford is the Bishop of Worcester’s domaine.
Today, for us, is the first Sunday of Lent which would have been a strict affair for Alina. No meat in Lent, but she was used to that, as meat could not be eaten in Advent either, or on any Wednesday, Friday or Saturday unless it was a feast day. But no eggs in Lent either, and that was a shame, as their chickens gave them much of their fresh protein. Fish they could have though, from river or market, or eels trapped at the mill just down from Holy Trinity.
In 1313 came the most famous Rector Holy Trinity was ever to have. Still with a French sounding name but now very much a local boy. John de Stratford. Three years Rector here before moving on to greater things, eventually becoming Archbishop of Canterbury, where his tomb lies to this day. In 1313 he set about rebuilding the north aisle, where some of you are sitting right now. Alina, in her twenties and already with two small children, would have seen it being built. Rector John was showing his wheeler dealer skills at an early age as he persuaded the Archbishop of Armagh, of all people, to grant 40 days indulgence from purgatory in the afterlife for anyone who contributed to its rebuilding!

But tragedy was to follow. 
Alina’s husband, Henry died, we don’t know how or exactly when, but she was left alone, a young widow.
Life was already tough enough when along came England’s Great Famine in 1315, lasting for two long, cold wet years. Crops rotted in the ground. Animals got sick or couldn’t be fed. Seeds would hardly germinate. And people starved. The landless poor first, and then many more who lived a life scarcely above subsistence. It was the start of a century of cold weather and other troubles, with the Black Death still to come.
‘Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing at all during those days, and was famished.’   How real that story would have seemed to Alina. How vulnerable she must have been. Cold, hungry, bereaved of husband and livelihood, with children to keep safe from the hunger and death that slunk like a wolf at their door. 

Her husband had given gifts to the church, and now he was dead. Given his first fruits to the Lord, just as the Hebrews had done when they came into Israel, the land flowing with milk and honey. How far off those days seemed now!

As she stands in her kitchen a knock comes at her door in Henley Street. An old priest stands framed in the doorway. Stratford is small, he’s heard of her plight. In his hand is a legal document ready to sign. And this document we still have. 

Dated “the Saturday before the Nativity of John the Baptist in the 8th year of Edward II,” or in our language, 21st June 1315:

“A grant by Thomas Bartelot, Vicar of Bishopton to Alina le Wayte of Henley Street of two messuages and half a burgage.” Enough land and holdings to secure her family’s future.  “The same,” the document says, “that Henry le Wayte had previously given to him.”  

He had brought his first fruits to the Lord many years before, and now it seems, the Lord, through this faithful priest, had heard Alina’s cry of affliction, and brought her life and hope, by returning the gift.

Generations of Christians, but the same Lord. 800 years and now it is our time. 
All good gifts around us… how will we use them?

When testing comes…  How will we respond?

