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June 27, 2010

Proper 8 c

2 Kings 2:1-2,6-14, psalm 77, Galatians 5:1, 13-25, Luke 9: 51-62

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen

Kenneth Mc Fayden tells the following story about vision.  I had always thought I had perfect vision—or at least near-perfect vision.  As an adolescent, I sometimes “manipulated” my eyes a little during eye examinations to read the 20/20 line on the eye chart.  Corrective lenses? I wanted nothing to do with them.  Perhaps this reluctance was vanity, or simply a desire not to be encumbered with glasses.


During a visit to an ophthalmologist during my second year of seminary., the diagnosis was clear:  I needed corrective lenses.  I vividly remember putting on my glasses for the first time.  Walking out of the doctor’s office, I looked at the grass, at the leaves on the trees, at the clouds in the sky.  The colors were vivid, the details sharp.  By alternately removing the glasses and putting them back on, I could see major contrasts.  I did this several times as I looked around.  With these new lenses, I could see things in a way different from before.  I had no clue what I was missing until I began to wear corrective lenses.


Clear vision is also a necessary ingredient in any individual parish or denomination.   And despite his questionable morals, Henry VIII who is given credit for beginning the Anglican church, had clear vision as well as political savvy.  This is the first of several sermons that I will preach this summer that come from our “Sermon Request” series.   The person who requested this sermon said, “ What is the historic connection of King Henry VIII to the Episcopal or Anglican church?  What do we say to “outsiders” who ask about his being the “head” of the Anglican Church?” 

 First of all the question, I have to say tongue-in- cheek, is a dangerous question to ask me as I was a history major for my undergraduate degree.  The question can not be answered  meaningfully without a bit of background.  And  because the topic is so extensive, I decided to preach a two part sermon.  Part One is today discussing the roots of Anglicanism in the Reformation.  Part  Two on July 10th will be how did our American uniqueness adopt and adapt those historical Anglican roots into the Episcopal Church.
The Episcopal Church is directly descended from the Roman Catholic church through its Anglican(or English) heritage.  You will often hear the words Anglican and Episcopal used interchangeably.  However, The  Episcopal Church of the United States is a separate church or branch under the umbrella of the worldwide Anglican communion.   

Our roots in the Episcopal Church are comprehensive and inclusive, catholic and protestant but neither Roman Catholic nor Calvinistic or Lutheran protestant.  But because our church services are very similar to those of the Roman Catholic church, people often wonder about the differences between Anglicanism and Roman Catholicism.  Those differences are fairly profound and they have to do with Henry VIII and more specifically with Elizabeth I. 

  Interestingly, those distinctions are sometimes part of the national news as well. For just as I was sitting down to write this sermon an article from the Episcopal News Service popped into my e-mail about Padre Alberto becoming an Episcopal priest a year and a day after he left the Roman Catholic priesthood.  Perhaps you remember the story about Father Alberto kissing Rhuhama Buni Canellis on a beach.  He married Rhuhama in June of 2009 after entering the process to be received in the Episcopal Church as a priest.  I was quite struck by what Bishop Frade had to say as he received Father Alberto.  “I want to make sure you know that we don’t come here with a triumphant attitude because Father Alberto has become an Episcopalian, “ Frade cautioned. “I have always said that the road from Rome to Canterbury or from Canterbury to Rome is quite busy most of the time, like Interstate 95 at rush hour.”


Returning to the historical underpinnings of the Anglican church… The 1500’s in England were a time of turmoil and change, rather like today’s world.  The development of the printing press by Johann Gutenberg around 1439 had, unbelievably, something to do with the Protestant Reformation. For with the development of the printing press the Bible became more readily available to all believers as the Holy Scriptures did not have to be laboriously hand copied but were cheaply available to all literate people to read for themselves.  What people found when they began reading the Bible for themselves  called some to question the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church. 
In 1519 Martin Luther nailed his 95 points on the  church door in Germany calling for reform in the Catholic Church.  And the Protestant Reformation with Luther and Calvin was born.     And with that reformation, the princes in Germany and other parts of Europe seized the moment and broke away from Rome’s power and control which was both spiritual and political.


Henry VIII was the monarch in England  at that time and obsessed with having a male heir.  His wife Katharine had only provided him with Mary and after many miscarriages and still births, it became apparent that there would be no more children of their marriage.  Henry began to negotiate with Rome to have his marriage annulled.  The pope, understandably, used delaying tactics and then refused to grant the annulment .  So Henry decided that in order to marry again and following the German leaders, he would become the head of the English church and get out from under Rome’s control and power.    


So Henry VIII declared  himself to be the head of the English church.  He commissioned Archbishop Cranmer to rewrite the Latin Roman Catholic liturgies in English.   Henry directed that  the monastic offices be combined into Morning and Evening Prayer with brief prayers for noonday and Compline before bed.           

          Henry gained himself a new wife and all the land and monies of the many English churches, monasteries, and convents.   Henry, however, died shortly after the take-over of all the Catholic holdings,  and he was succeeded by Edward Vi who was a sickly teenager.   Six years later Edward died and Mary took over the throne, returning England to the Roman Catholic faith.   
It was a bloodbath as many of the English clergy either fled England or were martyred.   Mary only reigned five years and her half sister Elizabeth took over the English throne. 


Elizabeth faced the Protestant versus Catholic dilemma head on and really is responsible for the survival of Anglicanism.  What came to be called the Elizabethan Settlement  in 1559 was crucial for the future of Anglicanism.  The Elizabethan settlement sought to be an inclusive middle course between divergent religious positions .   Much of the traditional Catholic faith and practice was retained, but without submission to papal authority.  Elizabeth was declared to be the head of the church in England.   Much latitude for individual conscience was allowed and faithful Christians with differing theological convictions could find a home in the new English church.  


The theologian Richard Hooker a contemporary of Elizabeth’s called the Elizabethian settlement the via media from the Latin phrase meaning “the middle way” or the “way between two extremes.”  It is the idea that our Anglican or Episcopal faith is a “golden mean” which is recognized as a more adequate expression of truth between the weakness of extreme positions.   Hooker said that the Anglican faith rested on scripture, reason and tradition.


 Which is a very long answer to the question about Henry VIII being the head of the Anglican church. But then it is always dangerous to expect a preacher to give a short answer.  There are many wonderful books both fiction and nonfiction on the history surrounding the birth of the Anglicanism.   For those of you who like movies an excellent one entitled “Elizabeth” came out in 2000 or so.   

            Another way of saying what Anglicanism is and more specifically the Elizabethan Settlement or the via media is is in Galatians 3:28.    Paul says, “As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.  There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”   That is what we hope to model and live as modern day inheritors of the via media and the Elizabethan Settlement.

Or perhaps you might prefer this story about compromise and negotiation between  a father and son entitled “The Bible and a Haircut.” A young boy had just passed his driving test and inquired of his father if they could discuss his use of the car.  His father said he’d make a deal with his son.


“You bring your grades up from a C to a B average, study your Bible a little, get your hair cut; and we’ll talk about the car.”


The boy thought about that for a moment, decided he’d settle for the offer and they agreed on it.  


After about six weeks, his father said, “Son, I’ve been real proud.  You brought your grades up, and I’ve observed that you’ve been studying your Bible; but I’m really disappointed you haven’t had your hair cut.”


The young man paused a moment then said, “You know, Dad, I’ve been thinking about that; and I’ve noticed in my studies of the Bible that Samson had long hair, John the Baptist had long hair, Moses had long hair, and there’s even a strong argument that Jesus had long hair.”


To this his father replied, “Did you also notice they all walked everywhere they went?”

So on this last Sunday of June 2010 as Episcopalians who have inherited the via media and the benefits of the Elizabethan Settlement, let us treasure the past and build upon it.   And know because we belong to Christ we are heirs to the promise of eternal life.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen

