1370-1450 Passion Sunday Lent 5
Mary took a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard, and anointed Jesus’ feet.  But Judas said, ‘Why was this perfume not sold and the money given to the poor?’ 
This is the third in our 2010 sermon series, 800 Years – 10 Lifetimes, tracing the story of this church through the eyes of 10 real people who lived here in Stratford from 1210 to the present day. Last month we left Alina le Wayte recovering from the Great Famine with a generous gift from the Vicar of Bishopton. She lived to see her children grow up and the church become very much the one that we know today. Lean against a pillar, and Alina could have been there before you!
She saw the great Chantry of Thomas Becket founded here, for the praise of God, and the welfare of souls. She saw the College built across the road, with its gardens and orchards, a home for the Rector, now called the Warden and the other priests.
She knew the glories of the altars here, and we have inventories from 1342 detailing the vestments and frontals, chalices and banners for each of the ten altars here.  No expense was spared in giving honour to God:
And Mary took a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, and wiped them with her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume.

But horrors followed quickly on, with the Black Death arrivingin 1348. 
Its effect was unbelievably terrible. Within two years 40% of the population of England had died. Remember Swine Flu, when 200 died? A plague killing 40% today would mean over 20 million deaths.  Most died within 4 days of first feeling ill.

As we say farewell to Alina, in 1370, our next Stratfordian takes the stage, Mr. John Palmer.  

John grew up in Luddington, a collection of single storey peasant houses outside the town, with its own manor house, smithy and chapel of ease. He was a Dyer, working with horse dung and other delights to dye the cloth for the ladies and gentlemen to wear.  It was a hard trade, tough on the hands and back, eyes and noses streaming in fume filled sheds, on the banks of the Avon.  The village wasn’t what it was. So many had died in the plague that many houses lay derelict.
  
The Black Death had left the survivors in a state of shock. Some focused on God’s judgment, purgatory and preparing for the afterlife. The ruling classes tried to carry on as before, but easy cheap labour was no more. Slave like workers felt the first stirrings of a new found power. 

When John was eleven years old there had been a huge Peasant’s Revolt. Savagely put down by the King, its memory remained and the teenage John Palmer would wonder with friends how the world could be changed.
He went every week into Stratford, to see his wealthy clients, who only seemed concerned that he could reproduce the fashionable colours they’d heard of in London. The stinking shed seemed a far cry from them.
And what of this great church with its robes and fluttering banners,

‘Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?’

The ancient question lived on. How to love God and neighbor? How can the church be part of its culture, yet be true to its radical roots? How to be catholic, yet reformed?

When he was 26, John Palmer was called upon to witness a grant, and this we still have. It was of a small parcel of land between the much larger holdings of the ‘Warden of the Chantry of St Thomas the Martyr, Stratford,’ my predecessor, Robert Mile, and another man.  Did it feed his dislike of a wealthy church?

You see, he’d heard of John Wycliffe, though he’d died when John was just 14. A theologian who had translated the Latin bible into everyday English, he’d said the church ‘should be poor’, as in its earliest days. St Francis had been living in poverty in 1210 as this church was dedicated. Yet now many abbeys were rich. Wycliffe said they should be stripped of all they possessed, chantries like Holy Trinity too, and John Palmer agreed. From Oxford Wycliffe sent out priests, two by two, barefoot and poor, preaching God as the only true King.  John of Gaunt was a prominent supporter and we can imagine Palmer going over to his castle grounds at Kenilworth to hear the preaching of these Lollard priests, and the scripture being read in the English tongue at last! How his ears must have tingled at the words we heard this morning, 

18Do not remember the former things,
		or consider the things of old.
	19I am about to do a new thing;
		now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?
Perhaps John Palmer kept his distance from the Parish Church and preferred the Guild Chapel in town. There the tradesmen supported each other, building almshouses for the poor, and a hospital for the sick. A school too, in 1426, to educate their boys.  

Rivalry ensued between Chapel and Church until the Pope himself intervened in 1432. 

Peace was restored, but for how long? Wycliffe’s books and his bones were burnt and the bible in English banned.  However ‘The Morning Star of the Reformation’ had appeared. It would not be put out for ever. 



