1850-1930 
2 Tim 3.14-4.5 and Luke 18.1-8
“When the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?”
The year is 1850, Queen Victoria is on the throne, Liberals and Conservatives alternate in a government which still spends more money on the stables at Windsor Castle than on state education! But as Karl Marx writes his Communist Manifesto some are being stirred to revolutionary thoughts.
Joseph Arch was a farm labourer here in Stratford, a hedger employed by Mr Angell James of Bridgetown Farm. Arch had never forgotten when he’d looked through the church window as a child as his father waited to receive communion. 
‘First up walked the squire to the communion rails;’ he wrote, ‘the farmers went up next; then the tradesmen, shopkeepers, blacksmith; and then, the very last of all, went the poor agricultural labourers in their smock frocks, all alone as if they were unclean. At that sight iron entered my poor little heart. I said if that’s what goes on – never for me!’
Stratford was very much a working class town in 1850. Of the 172 baptisms in this church that year only 8 were to professional parents, 54 to shoemakers and other tradesmen and a whopping 104 babies born to fathers who were either unskilled labourers or boatmen from the canals. The other 6 had no named father at all. That was the town just two lifetimes ago, and into it was born the ninth of the ten lives that make up our 800 year sermon series in this our anniversary year. Baby Alfred Beckett, son of William the chimney sweep and his wife Eliza, baptised in that very font on June 9th 1850 by the Vicar Henry Harding, whose gravestone you walk over as you enter the church path week by week. The church had great galleries along each side and ornate pews running right across the centre as you see in the painting at the back. It needed them for on census day 30 March 1851, 800 people were recorded at morning service and 900 at Evensong! 
‘But when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?’
England’s population, pride and empire were growing fast, with the Great Exhibition and Crystal Palace in 1851, but with dubious morality, fighting the infamous Opium War in China for example to maintain our position in that lucrative drug trade. Darwin was publishing his incredible books in 1860 the railways and the tourists came to Stratford. 
When Alfred turned 17 a new Vicar came who would be here just 12 years but leave a legacy that is with us still. The Revd. John Day Collis. You can see his picture, with his flowing white beard, in the little stained glass window in the porch, with his wife in the one on the other side. He built Trinity College in Church Street, Shottery and Luddington churches and fought off a most tragic heresy. These were exciting times to be in Stratford. Joseph Arch, like many labourers, had become a Methodist preacher. When our Alfred was 22, Arch held an open air meeting in Wellesbourne, pushing for a minimum wage. The owner of the gas works had turned off the street lights in protest so lanterns were hung from bean poles around the green. Arch, mentioned in Lark Rise to Candleford, describes the scene,
‘I mounted an old pig stool and in the flickering light of the lanterns I saw the earnest upturned faces of those poor brothers of mine – faces gaunt with hunger and pinched with want – all looking towards me..those white slaves of England like the children of Israel waiting for someone to lead them out of the land of Egypt. I said to myself, ‘Joseph Arch, you have not lived in vain, and of surety the Lord of Hosts is with us this day.’
The first trades union was formed that night and Arch became the first working man to become an MP, taking his seat wearing a labourers white smock.
Holy Trinity had a hero too, the Curate Connor. He was popular and organised all the Sunday schools, which weren’t just for children in those days, but for men and women of all ages, as they are in America to this day. He had a Sunday morning class especially for Working Men and supervised nearly 30 Sunday school teachers who ran the rest. He had a beard as long as the Vicar’s, but his was dark and his face, handsome. He favoured high church ritual and transcendent liturgy as the church re-discovered its catholic roots. He was also part of a charismatic movement which encouraged speaking in tongues, words of prophecy and acts of healing. A rich combination. Connor was popular, but Collis was worried. He accused Connor of belonging to a movement that not only expected Christ’s second coming in their lifetime, but had appointed 12 new apostles who would usher it in. Known as Irvingites Collis accused Connor of leading the parish towards this heresy and ordered him to cease as Curate.  The Sunday schools emptied overnight and all its teachers resigned in protest. Connor had preached the word in season and out of season determined that when he came, Christ would find faith on earth, but perhaps in his enthusiasm he was led astray. Collis felt he was being true to our first reading too, ‘being sober and to enduring unpopularity’, to save the people from ‘wandering away to myths.’ As Collis put it, ‘The religious work here, for the future, will be less fussy, less excited, less of a forced hot bed character, but it will be, I trust, of a true, solid, Church of England type, in people loyal to God, and the church and’, he added, ‘to me.’ A legacy indeed.
There’s no time to tell of the great Arbuthnot, or Alfred’s children going to the first state school in Broad Street or the mobs rampaging through town during the Boer War looking for traitors.  Alfred was just 54 when our oldest living church member was born, Mabel Hiles. And 64 when the terrors of mechanical warfare burst onto the Flanders fields. His days as a child chimney sweep must have seemed far away as Americans were driven round the town in the new motor cars to view the sights. But thanks to the likes of Joseph Arch the poor now had a vote, and could never simply be forgotten. The scriptures, inspired by God, had inspired his followers and inspire us still. 800 years and now it is our time. Generations of Christians but the same Lord. 
‘And yet, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?’

