
Sermon 

Preaching oneself out of office is an interesting use of sermon craft but when 

one is also preaching oneself into retirement, then the whole process can 

seem akin to writing one’s professional obituary, a temptation which must 

be resisted.  If I’m spared, I hope to see my ministry changed not ended.  At 

a time when he was beleaguered by some national crisis, a colleague once 

said to Prime Minister Harold Wilson “Harold, what’s going on?” only to 

receive the terse reply “I’m going on, that’s’ what”.  I cannot find better 

words, so you have been warned.  However I am not going on as Archdeacon 

of St Albans.  In fact, I have been the 62nd listed holder of this Archdeaconry 

though it actually began in the 13th Century as a Monastic office and would 

have been held by monks here at the Abbey.  I have hugely valued the 

historic and contemporary link with this holy House of Prayer.  It grieves me 

though to tell you that the Archdeaconry of Bedford goes back even further, 

to the 11th century so Archdeacon Dave you have a huge weight of history 

resting on your shoulders, Archdeacon Janet is but the second holder of the 

Archdeaconry of Hertford but as her predecessor was my good friend Trevor 

Jones, the weight of history is about the same for her as well. 

When I was appointed Archdeacon, a friend sent me a card on which was 

written “So you’re to be an archdeacon, poor you, discipline and drains”.  

So, let’s just consider for a moment those words discipline and drains.  

Discipline is close to discipleship, and contrary to some view, it’s not 

primarily about punishing people or sorting them out but about bringing 

about circumstances where they may flourish, training in the pathways of 

grace.  The noun discipline also signifies a branch of knowledge and that 

discipline is nothing less than apprehending the glory of God in the face of 

Jesus Christ.  Disciples dig discipline, it keeps us secure on the pilgrim 

path, makes our journey to heaven safe and sure.  And then drains.  Well, 

I’m sure Bishop Michael, who as well as being a Prelate is also a 

distinguished epidemiologist, would concur with a view that a community’s 

good health is predicated on good drainage, conveying that which may 

harbour and carry disease away to a safe place of disposal.  So, our church 

buildings require good drainage to maintain them as places worthy for 

offering worship but the church, the Body of Christ also needs good drains 

to carry away rivalry, jealousies, bitterness, egotism, judgmentalism, 

prejudice, all those things sometimes sadly present but which are so totally 

unworthy of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

One of the saddest things I ever hear, as a priest is when people say things 

like “I used to go to Sunday School to Church youth club, to Sunday 

worship but I don’t belong now”.  What has happened?  Well, I can only 

conclude that they must somehow have avoided a true and meaningful 

encounter with the Lord of Glory, because once encountered there’s no 

return is there? A theophany, God revealing himself in pure love and 

blinding holiness there is no going back from that is there?  Well not one 



that I’ve found and believe me, on occasions I’ve looked.  And so, to a poem, 

well come on, you didn’t think there would be a valedictory sermon from me 

without a poem did you?  Incidentally, I believe there has been some 

speculation among certain members of the Cathedral congregation as to 

what this poem will be.  Now is the moment of revelation.  Rupert Brooke’s 

“In Freiburg Station”.  I first came across this poem as a young and newly 

minted priest and it has been close to me ever since.  It’s quite short, I’ll 

read it to you. 

 

In Freiburg station, waiting for a train, 

I saw a Bishop in puce gloves go by. 

Now God may thunder furious from the sky, 

Shattering all my glory into pain, 

And joy turn stinking rotten, hope be vain, 

Night fall on little laughters, little loves, 

And better Bishops don more glorious gloves, 

While I go down in darkness; what care I? 

 

There is one memory God can never break, 

There is one splendour more than all the pain, 

There is one secret that shall never die, 

Star-crowned I stand and sing, for that hour’s sake. 

In Freiburg station, waiting for a train, 

I saw a Bishop with puce gloves go by. 

 

Now there’s a proper Fresh Expression of Church, Bishops in Puce Gloves, 

Alan, Michael, Richard take note.  Had the church ever been daft enough to 

confer Episcopal office on me, I would have had the order for Puce Gloves off 

to  Gamarellis like a shot.  One of  very many excellent reasons where they 

didn’t no doubt.  Seriously, of course the poem is about Vision, once one has 

caught the vision of God’s glory in the face of Jesus Christ, then one is 

captured by it.   If we are going to embark on that hardest of tasks “Making 

New Disciples” then somehow we have got to capture the vision, reveal the 

glory.  Quite frankly the church sometimes does this spectacularly badly 

and no place worse than when it is so picky about who may love whom.  

Now when it comes to the expression of human relationships then some of 



us are going to disagree.  There are some people gathered here in this 

Cathedral today whose faith I admire and whose ministries I cherish but 

whose understanding of scripture and tradition on this subject will be 

radically different to mine.  Look, let’s make a deal, I won’t judge you and 

you won’t judge me, but please, please I appeal to you by the mercies of 

Christ may we all agree that all human love is a sacrament of God’s love.  As 

the Apostle John writes “everyone who loves is born of God and knows God, 

whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love. Love is of God, it 

is pure and godly. Naturally, being sinful people, we can get the exercise of 

love wrong and we frequently do but love itself is clothed with the beauty of 

holiness. 

When I first came into this Diocese 32 years ago this year, the Bishop of St 

Albans, John Taylor, collating me to my first Incumbency gave me a text, a 

verse from this afternoons second lesson 2 Corinthians Chapter 4 verse 1 

“Therefore since it is by God’s mercy that we are engaged in this ministry we 

do not lose heart”  “We do not lose heart” on occasions it can be a close run 

thing but we never do , for God’s mercy is constant and unfailing.  Once you 

have glimpsed the puce gloves you can never forget them. 

Forty years ordained is a fair old stint, occasionally grieved by this 

generation but chiefly gladdened by it.  My mind goes back to the night 

before my Ordination, in the Chapel of Shepherds Dean, the Retreat House 

of the Diocese of Newcastle, a raw and uncertain young man making this 

prayer, “Dear God, please don’t let me (in this place I’d better say), muck it 

up too much.  Forty years on; have I mucked it up?  Sometimes, sometimes 

not but of this I am sure, God’s mercy never mucks up and so I haven’t lost 

heart. 

So here we are in the Season of Epiphany, a season of manifestation, of 

revealing, of showing.  The Wise Men are going home by their other road, the 

shepherds have returned to their fields to keep watch by night, the Holy 

Family also prepare to move on. So my last moving-on sermon words to you 

as Archdeacon, are simply those of the shepherds to Mary and Joseph, in 

the Shepherds’ Farewell from Berliozs L’ Enfance du Christ 

 “Guard ye well your heavenly treasure, the Prince of Peace, the Holy Child, 

God go with you, God protect you, Guide you safely through the wild”. 


