1770-1850       800 Years Ten Lifetimes Sermon Series

 1 Tim 2.1-7, Luke 16.1-13

Welcome back to our 2010 sermon series: number eight of our ten lives of real people who lived in this parish during its 800 year history. Generations of Christians, but the same Lord. 

Today, we turn a real corner. We’re looking at life and faith here between 1770 and 1850. Seems so far away, but think about it. My grandmother’s grandmother would have been alive at that time. I learnt a lot from my gran. Impressions formed of the church then could still be affecting some Stratford people today. Suddenly its not just history. 
In the 800 years this church has been here, there have been a total of just 60 incumbents, called Rectors first, then Warden or Dean when there was a College here, and then Vicar since 1553. The shortest stay was less than a year, the average stay 13, but the longest lasting Vicar here, by some considerable margin, was that eminent Doctor of Divinity, The Revd. James Davenport. His is really the only life that we can look at for this period as he was Vicar here for nearly all of it 1787 till he died aged 92 in 1841. Such an age was quite exceptional in those days, as his tomb stone in the chancel makes clear,
“His life was prolonged to a period beyond the common limits of mortality” and I wonder if you hear an echo of what must have been a familiar preaching style to generations of  Stratford folk when it goes on, “ he lived esteemed, beloved and respected” the classic speaker’s three points “He has died regretted, honoured and lamented.”  

Lamented, no doubt, by all to whom he owed money when he died. I read the list last week, ‘The bricklayer, the dressmaker, the vet, washerwoman, saddler, glazier, gas man, timber merchant, draperer, gardner, butcher, wine merchant, surgeon, solicitor, coal dealer, miller, maltster, servants, and finally the Curate, who was owed nearly a year’s stipend! Fortunately there was plenty of money in his estate to pay the bills as Davenport had married the fabulously wealthy Margaret Webb back in 1791. Owning shares in the new canals springing up all over the midlands she was worth over £6,000, or well over £2 million in today’s money. 

Some of it may have gone to pay for the 3-decker pulpit that Davenport placed beneath the chancel arch. With the old organ pipes above, it blocked off the long vistas of the church we know to produce a square preaching house, with high box pews for the wealthy and a few backless benches for the poor. The clerk sat in the first tier of the pulpit, the minister above, climbing to the third level to deliver the sermon which generally lasted a good hour. The pulpit almost symbolised the traditional ordered view of society of God, church and people, with everyone in their allotted place. As the now discredited verse of “All things bright and beautiful” put it at the time,
“The rich man in his castle, 

The poor man at his gate, 

GOD made them, high or lowly, 

And ordered their estate.”
The hymn reflected the view of creation by design. Where everything we see was designed and created by God just as it is, with seemingly no room for r development in nature, society or church.  No doubt Davenport would have felt comfortable with the words in our first reading today,

“I urge that prayers be made for everyone, for kings and all who are in high position, so that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and dignity.”

But change was all around. The French Revolution in 1789 saw God banned in France, however briefly. A wearisome and expensive 20 years of war came to an end with Waterloo in 1815 and Davenport would have led celebrations for that, as well as Trafalgar ten years before. When Davenport was born, the population had hardly grown for over 400 years. By the time he died it had nearly trebled and was galloping on. He saw coach journeys that took two weeks in his youth shrink to a matter of hours his old age. Stratford was on the new main road from London to Birmingham, and its coaching inns thronged with travelers day and night, all bringing news from far away. The great winds of evangelical faith was blowing through these islands as well and the Church of England tragically could not grow with them. In 1795 the Society of Methodists left the Established church to join other dissenters outside.
Endless war and a deep recession polarized opinion between the haves and have nots.  Davenport, not surprisingly stood with the ‘Have’s’. Standing, it seems, for a settled, comfortable Christianity where all knew their place. Other Christians, motivated by the fervent personal faith of the Wesley’s perhaps, or later by the sacramental faith of Keble and the Oxford Movement, saw God at work in a different way. 
As in our strange gospel parable, they were living in changing times. How was a Christian to show themselves faithful in little and in much?

As radicals pushed for votes and representation, others cried, ‘Church in Danger!, and the first ever Conservative Association was formed in Warwick in 1835, with Davenport, seconding the motion that formed it. Despite heavy clergy canvassing, the old Vicar, it seems was out of step and his party was trounced in the polls. The local paper wrote, ‘They should study the interests of the people at large, and not sacrifice the public good to promote the interests of the few.’  Timeless words!

 Even though the conservative party nationally soon began to encourage moderate reform, Davenport’s views here, over his decades of incumbency, surely must have coloured the attitude of generations of Stratfordians to their parish church. Was it really for all of them? Or just for those who knew their place?!
800 years and now it is our time. We believe in a church that is Open to God and Open to All. For the haves and the have nots, the young and the old, a church that treasures the past but is not afraid of the future. This Autumn we have events designed for everybody. Who do you want to invite? And what will be the best event for them? Whoever they are. Lets welcome them in!
Amen
