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Sermon at the 2016 National Assembly of Forward in Faith 
 

by the Rt Revd Dr Martin Warner, Bishop of Chichester 
 
‘It has borne witness to Christian truth in is historic formularies, the Thirty-nine Articles of Religion, The 
Book of Common Prayer, and the Ordering of Bishops, Priests and Deacons.’ 
 
This is a statement I find myself making in public worship with a fair degree of regularity. Most people 
just look a bit blank at this point, thinking, ‘What are the Articles of Religion?’ The Thirty-nine Articles 
form a kind of summary of Christian faith as we have received it. They speak of God, the Bible, being 
sinful and being saved, the Church, Christian tradition, sacraments, and society. They can be found at the 
back of the Book of Common Prayer and are slightly easier to read than the Table of Kindred and Affinity 
that follows them, but they are not always as interesting. 
 
Among the more strongly worded Articles is number 22, of Purgatory. This includes a denunciation of 
devotion to the saints as belonging to ‘Romish doctrine’ that is ‘repugnant to scripture’. Well, looking 
around, you might think that the arrangement of this splendid church, or indeed of many of our cathedrals 
today, isn’t exactly what the author of that Article was hoping to achieve when it was written. However, 
we should be more careful before making a hasty judgement. Some of you will know John Henry 
Newman’s astute observation on this Article, in which he points out that ‘far from condemning’ devotion 
to the saints, Article 22 ‘does by anticipation approve’ the necessary reforms of the Council of Trent, 
which declared in December 1563 that it strongly desired the utter extinction of abuses of holy 
observances and practice, and that all superstition in invocation of saints be ‘put away’. 
 
Newman is making an important point here which is about more than simply Article 22 on purgatory. He is 
drawing attention to the never-ending task of reformation, which is the loving work of the Holy Spirit in 
drawing us back, constantly, to the decisive and demanding call to holiness, to the worship and service of 
our creator, and to the threads of Christian living from which the garment of eternal life is woven. And it is 
in this spirit of seeking to recognise the converging patterns of reformation in the history of apostolic life 
that we experience as Anglicans and Roman Catholics, that I want to consider two ways to encounter and 
proclaim the Word of God, Jesus Christ, in whom we see the mercy and the glory of the Father. 
 
The first way of encountering and proclaiming the Word of God is through the Bible. The Articles state 
that ‘Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation’; that ‘the Old Testament is not contrary to 
the New’; and that ‘no Christian man whatsoever is free from the obedience of the Commandments which 
are called Moral’. This is a huge and breath-taking sweep of time and eternity, and we should retain the 
sense of awe that this vision holds before us. But in case we think that lets us off the hook of our present 
duty in the world today, post Brexit, post American election, post Calais, and while the people of Syria, 
Iraq and Afghanistan still suffer the bitter consequences of conflict, Article 7 concludes with the point 
about moral obedience and how we make decisions now, domestically and globally.  
 
In 2010, in Westminster Hall, Pope Benedict addressed us as a nation. He outlined in generous terms the 
qualities of our national life that resonate with Catholic social teaching: freedom of speech and political 
affiliation, respect for the rule of law, the rights of the individual, and the equality of all citizens before the 
law. In sustaining these qualities, he also asked a question for which Article 7 provides the beginnings of 
an answer. His question was this: ‘Where is the ethical foundation for political choices to be made? 
 
As Christians, the Word of God in holy Scripture provides us with the contours of divine revelation that 
issue first in worship, but that incite us also to an ethical foundation of moral life that issues in justice, 
peace and human dignity for all people, irrespective of creed, race, gender or sexual orientation. It was no 
accident that Moses, the law-giver, was often depicted on our seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 
altarpieces, alongside the Ten Commandments: the Anglicans of those days understood, as we should 
today, the conclusion that Pope Benedict drew in his speech to Parliament: ‘Religion is not a problem for 
legislators to solve, but a vital contribution for the national conversation.’ 
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As Christians in the Church of England, committed to living out the catholic life, the fullness of Jesus 
Christ in us, for us, through us, we should be in serious dialogue with the message of Holy Scripture as it 
lays out the foundations of the moral points of reference for a good and healthy society. This is good news 
for all people; it is not reserved for Christians alone. 
 
So, the books of Holy Scripture, ‘firmly, faithfully and without error’ teach that truth which God has 
revealed through the Holy Spirit for our salvation. You might think that this is a line lifted from Article 7; 
in fact it’s from Dei Verbum, ‘The Word of God’, which is Vatican II’s Dogmatic Constitution on Divine 
Revelation. So we take our mandate for social engagement from this converging pattern of Christian life 
that Newman identified in a process of reform. And we also find here our second way of encountering and 
proclaiming the Word of God, for he speaks in the local idiom of human language with the same ease and 
facility that he communicates himself in gifts of bread and wine.  
 
Poking around in the library of Chichester Cathedral recently I found a splendid copy of the 1593 Vulgate, 
the Latin Bible. On the title page there is an illustration of Pope Sixtus V handing the Bible to a beautiful 
young woman, who figuratively represents the Church. The text underneath reads, ‘Accipe et devora’, take 
and eat. This is an allusion to the Book of Revelation, Chapter 10, where an angel gives John a sweet-
tasting book to eat. This strange sense of eating a book should in fact be familiar to us as Anglicans. The 
collect for the second Sunday of Advent calls us to ‘read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest’ the holy 
Scriptures. And just as reading the Word of God gives us the mandate for apostolic engagement in shaping 
the moral life of the society in which we live, so the experience of feeding on the Word of God in the 
Eucharist gives us the courage, love and humility to live well and fully as subjects in a nation on earth, but 
to do so as citizens of a homeland in heaven.  
 
I shall never forget the experience, in Walsingham, of seeing a young man recently released from a Young 
Offenders’ Centre kneeling next to a Peer of the realm. They were equal in the sight of God, equal in their 
offering of the sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving, equal in dignity as they approached the altar for 
communion at the intersection time and eternity.  
 
‘Draw near with faith.’ These great words from the Book of Common Prayer are the instruction to you, the 
holy people of God, to take your proper part in the drama of worship. One of the things I always scrutinise 
at confirmations is the care with which candidates have been prepared for receiving holy communion. 
Remember that the drama of liturgical worship is also one of the great acts of our witness on earth to the 
reality of heaven, to the communion of saints and to our intimate encounter which Jesus, whom we love so 
much. Each of you, as a member of a congregation, has the privilege and responsibility to witness to that 
love in how you prepare for the moment of holy communion, in the joy and awe with which you approach 
the altar, knowing that angels salute and attend you, as they daringly lift the veil between heaven and earth. 
I love the spectacle of holy communion and I want to encourage you to ensure that you are ever attentive, 
in a casual and inattentive culture, to the quality of your devotional practices and to the care with which 
you nurture them in the young and in new Christians. 
 
‘Draw near with faith.’ This is your invitation to undertake with dignity what Pope Paul VI spoke about so 
powerfully as ‘the devout and active participation’ of the laity: not ‘strangers or silent spectators’ but 
actors in the redemptive drama of the sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving that ascends to the heavenly 
Father through our High Priest Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit. 
 
‘Draw near with faith. Receive the body of our Lord Jesus Christ, which he gave for you, and his blood, 
which he shed for you.’ And, ‘I beseech you, by the mercies of God, that you present your bodies, a living 
sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service.’ 
 


