1930-2010 preached on the Feast of Christ the King 2010 

Richard Warner, Alina le Wayte, John Palmer, Elizabeth Hues, John Shakespeare, Mary Rogers, Jane Kendall, James Davenport, Alfred Beckett and now Sheila Whateley. Ten real people who have lived in this town. 800 Years of history spanned by just ten lifetimes. Ten people, who have sat, knelt or stood amongst these same pillars, bringing their lives and times to the same Lord whom we celebrate today, Christ the King! 
I’ve loved sharing these stories with you, glimpses of generations long gone with their struggles, joys and often defiant faith. People whose prayers still echo in this church today. 

Generations of Christians but the same Lord. 800 years and now it is our time. 

Today’s sermon, the last in the series, feels the most difficult, because now it’s not just history, but your story and my story. All of us have been alive through at least part of the last 80 years and all will have very different memories and experiences from that same period. But one church member was born in 1930 and has lived her whole life in Bordon Place in Stratford: Sheila Whately who kindly shared some of her memories with me.

She was just nine when the war broke out and like my mother and others that age it remains a time of abiding memories. Going to the Church of England School with open fires in the classrooms, and then the Hugh Clopton, leaving, as most did at 14 and going to work at Balances, the top grocers in the High Street. She remembers the smell of roasting coffee, and assistants putting scarce rationed goods under the counter for their favourite customers. Maybe you remember it too?  She enjoyed the theatre, not just Shakespeare, and putting on Sunday best clothes, worn on that day only. 
Memories of the cattle market by the station and sheep and cows being driven down Evesham Road by the farmers, sometimes wreaking havoc in the gardens along the way, shorn of their metal fences. Searchlights, barrage balloons, shelters and gas masks. Stratford wasn’t bombed, though Sheila remembers the terrible orange glow in the sky at Coventry’s blitz. Another church member Joy, in London, remembers seeing the sky filled with bombers heading north on that same fateful night.  
Later, Sheila remembered joining children waving and cheering on Evesham Road as truck after truck of American soldiers passed by her house on their way to D-Day. She knew every person in all 70 houses in Bordon Place by name, very few moved or changed and the children would all play out. A memory that really stood out was of the circle at the centre of Bordon Place, where they would gather after church on a Sunday. Under the tree, still standing today, would come a man with an accordion, singing hymns for people to join in.  Sheila and her sister Molly’s eyes lit up at the memory of the simplicity and beauty of that man’s faith, and of the shared worship under the tree. A memory somehow timeless. 
Our gospel reading speaks of another tree and others gathered beneath it. Jesus on the cross; people watching; leaders scoffing, ‘He saved others, let him save himself!’ But Jesus was to die on that cross, the Son of God not shirking the world’s pain but taking it into himself, body and soul, as he hung upon the tree.   For, as St Paul put it in our first reading, ‘In him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, by making peace through the blood of his cross.’  That peace can be accepted or rejected in every generation. 
As St Luke made clear today.
 One criminal crucified with Jesus derided him saying, ‘If you are the Messiah, save yourself and us!’ If your God is real I want to see the evidence!  The other criminal shows us the pattern of true faith in all its simplicity. The way to say yes to God, then and now:
Firstly he sees himself for what he is and confesses his sin, ‘We indeed have been condemned justly..’  
Then he recognises who Jesus is and cries out to him for salvation, ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom!’  
And finally, though he still has to face death, he receives the assurance from Jesus of forgiveness and new life, ‘Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.’  
Jesus on the cross bringing people to God and God to people. Jesus the true high priest, the bridge-builder. Jesus who is holiness, humility, hospitality itself, Jesus the head of the body, the church. This church yesterday, today and tomorrow.
Looking ahead to the next 80 years, let alone 800, what will they bring? Change feels bewilderingly fast, especially as we get older, but doing this series I’ve been struck by things that don’t change. Costly foreign wars, human pride and capacity for hate.  But also simple faith and human endurance, ingenuity and capacity for love.

In the words of St Paul today, 

‘Brothers and sisters: may you be made strong with all the strength that comes from his glorious power, and may you be prepared to endure everything with patience, while joyfully giving thanks to the Father, who has enabled you to share in the inheritance of the saints in light’

So, whatever the future may hold may we
never tire or lose heart,
 faint or grow weary.

Never stop hoping, praying, and working for that day
 when the kingly rule of God is known on earth
 as it is in heaven.

When the whole world is reconciled to Him
 who is its only true peace.

Until all are subject to the just and gentle rule

of Christ the King. 
Amen!

