
French Synod 2016 St Alcuin of York – Admission of Patrick Sturges as a Reader
Isaiah 61.10-62.3; John 4.19-24

Today we celebrate St Alcuin of York one of the greatest minds of the medieval period. He was a  
monk from Northumberland, educated in  the cathedral school  at  York.  His accomplishments are 
astronomical: Because of his scholarship Charlemagne invited him to join his court to promote an 
intellectual  and educational  revival  in  Europe.  He was responsible  for the preservation of  much 
ancient knowledge, including poetry, literature and mathematical treatises. In fact, he devised joined 
up writing to speed up the copying of manuscripts. He also invented something absolutely essential 
that we could not live without today: the question mark.

Alcuin was also a reformer of the liturgy. He composed and adapted prayers, such as the one we just 
recited, the Collect for Purity. He was also a great theologian, with a profound understanding of the 
heart  of  the  Gospel:  He  convinced  his  boss  Charlemagne  to  stop  forcing  non-Christians  to  be 
baptised or face death. He said, “You can force people to be baptised, but you cannot force them to 
believe," So in 797 Charlemagne abolished the death penalty for paganism. St Alcuin became known 
as  “The  most  learned  man  anywhere  to  be  found.”   Oh  and  I  must  not  forget  to  mention,  for 
Charlotte and my chaplain Frances would never forgive me, Alcuin was a deacon! 

I suppose it is because of his work as a scholar of Christian worship, that the Gospel is appointed 
today is this story of the encounter between Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well, ending with 
these words, “those who worship God must worship him in Spirit and in Truth”.

Today I am admitting our brother Patrick to the office of Reader and then granting him permission to 
minister in the parish of the Aquitaine. What I will be doing is authorising him to lead the Church’s 
worship and to be a teacher and preacher of the Church’s faith. So these words of Jesus have a 
special significance for him today as he goes forward from here to join the priests in leading God’s 
people as they worship in Spirit and in Truth.

Years  ago the  Chicago Tribune ran a  story about  a  Mexican woman who while  she was frying 
tortillas noticed that the skillet burns on one of her tortillas resembled the face of Jesus. She got quite 
excited and showed it to her husband and called the neighbours over, and they all agreed, yes, the 
face on the tortilla truly had a resemblance to Our Lord. What did the woman do? She went to her  
priest to have the thing blessed. Now the priest was not really not accustomed to blessing tortillas but 
his bishop probably told him he should be open to fresh expressions, so he agreed to do it. You can 
imagine what happened next. The woman took the tortilla home, put it in a glass case, rested it on 
cotton wool so that it looked like it was floating on a cloud. built a little altar, and within a few 
months, more than 8000 people came to the shrine of Jesús de la Tortilla. Everyone agreed that face 
on the tortilla was the face of Jesus. Except for the Chicago Tribune reporter who though it looked 
more like the boxer Leon Spinks!  

This true story presents for us the dilemma about what is real worship. Is it just a matter of different  
strokes for different folks? Can anything count as true Christian worship, like this woman’s devotion 
to Jesús de la Tortilla? What is worship in Spirit and in Truth?

Let’s look at these two aspects of worship for a moment. First, Spirit. Worship in Spirit surely does  
not mean that the Holy Spirit authorizes every new and arbitrary form of worship that might happen 
to move us, or which we might happen to think is fitting, Jesús of the Tortilla. The Scriptures teach 
us that the Holy Spirit does not do new things. The Holy Spirit makes all things new! 

So here is the vital thing about worship in the Spirit. It means letting Jesus exercise his high priestly 
office within his Body, the Church. Christian worship and prayer is the extension to the Body, the 
Church, of the prayer of the Head, Jesus Christ. St Augustine puts it this way: Our Lord Jesus Christ 
is the one who prays for us as our priest, prays in us as our Head, and is prayed to by us, as our God. 
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Friends, that is why we refer to our worship, our liturgy, as Opus Dei, “the work of God”, not only 
because God is the object of our worship, but because God is also the subject of our worship. Christ 
our God, through the power of the Holy Spirit worships in his Body, the Church. God is not only 
prayed to by us, but prays in us. That is why St Paul says that even the very cry “Abba, Father”, as in 
the Our Father, is the work of the Spirit. 

Sisters and brothers, and dear Patrick, this is a supremely important teaching and a very challenging 
one. For many people think that if worship does not do something for me, it is not worship. How 
often do we hear “I don’t go to church because I don’t get anything out of it” Or “I prefer to worship  
God in my own way.” Have you heard that one? But worship is not about how we feel. Worship is 
not about us. Worship is not about me! There is no room for such individualism in Christianity for 
we are part of a Body. That is why our priests and lay ministers vest, because we cease to be just  
individuals, David or Patrick at that time, but part of the Body. Worship is not our initiative, but 
God’s redeeming act in Christ, through the power of his Spirit. Christian worship is God’s gift to the  
Church; it is God’s initiative. This was the argument of Martin Luther, John Calvin, Karl Barth and 
others.  We are  simply too  weak and poor  to  offer  God anything.  In  German  worship  is  called 
Gottesdienst – it is God’s service to us! 

Because of the Spirit of Christ in our worship, it means that we do not have to feel enthusiastic all 
the time, or be feeling uplifted all the time. It means that we do not have to keep trying ever newer  
and more innovative, experimental worship. It means that even when worship and prayer become an 
effort, a struggle, at times when we feel arid and dry, that we soldier on with our prayers and our  
worship, because it is the work of God, Opus Dei, Christ the Head, through the power of the Spirit, is 
praying in his Body. That is why our greatest prayers end with “through Jesus Christ our Lord, by 
whom, and with whom, and in whom, in the unity of the Holy Spirit”. 

The Spirit of Christ becomes our strength when our prayer and worship seem weak and lifeless. At 
those times it is enough for me to think and say, “Father, you have given me the Spirit of Jesus; and I  
am one with him through my baptism, so as I recite this psalm, as I celebrate this Holy Eucharist, or  
as I am simply silent in your presence here, I am giving you the same glory and joy that Jesus would 
give you if he were still on earth praying to you.” Even if I don’t feel like it, I identify with Christ’s 
body in this world. And that is worship in Spirit! 

What about worship in truth? 

When I became a bishop an old Canadian friend, who had become a bishop some years before me 
said, “David, when you become a bishop two things will be certain. First of all you will never ever 
have a bad meal again. In the Diocese of Niagara where I was ordained we priests seemed destined 
to endure the same boring menu when invited to parishioners’ homes: It was ham and scalloped 
potatoes! It was not unusual to have it four nights in a row! So, first thing, you will never have a bad  
meal again, said my friend. 

The second thing was this, and it was devastating. He said, “you will never hear the truth again”. 
Recently I participated in the retraining programme that is being urged upon bishops – a bit of the 
reform and renewal programme of the Church of England. Some very expensive business gurus are 
giving  us  lectures.  One  of  them is  a  brilliant  man  called  Kevin  Kaiser,  professor  management 
practice at INSEAD. Kevin teaches that in hierarchical organisations that the person at the top of the 
pyramidal structure is not likely to hear the truth very often, if at all. That is why some of the big 
banks failed 10 years ago – because nobody lower down in the structure was bold enough, or felt free 
enough to tell the boss that things were going bust. The person at the top of the pyramid Kevin calls  
the MCP – the Most Clueless Person! So Professor Kaiser is not surprised that truth is a commodity 
in short supply in the Church! No wonder that we have an appalling record of cover up in the Church 
in dealing with abuse within our own ecclesial life.
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Honesty and truth are crucial ingredients for Christian worship. Christian worship must give space 
for the reality and truth of human life in all its forms. Again, and sorry for using a Canadian example 
again, in Canada funerals are all is now in the hands of professional funeral directors. This industry 
has taken over the business of death, and it seems that these morticians do their best to prepare the 
body of the deceased so as to suggest that the person is still alive. So people go to the visitation at the 
funeral home where the coffin is usually open, and say things like “He looks like he is sleeping”. Or 
“doesn’t she look beautiful”. It may seem comforting, but it is superficial, because it is a denial of the 
truth of the moment,  and which leads to a suppression of what we need to express. When what 
people really need to do at the time of a funeral is let their true emotions be felt, more like in the old 
Irish wake when mourners wept openly for the deceased, but also laughed and held each other as 
they recalled funny stories. It was cathartic and healing, not reality-denying. 

So how does the Church live a worshipful life of honesty, integrity and truth? Are we constructing 
artificial realities like Canadian Funeral Parlours? Or are we letting our Christian worship allow for 
the full range of human emotions be present within us at any given moment. We all feel joy  and 
lament. We feel hope and fear. So worship that only ever presents us with clapping our hands and 
raising our arms in joy with no space for silence or penitence or lament will be less than true or 
honest. The Christ who worships in his Body is both crucified and glorified. It is right therefore, that 
we do not expunge from our bible readings those difficult passages, such as the one Giles had to 
struggle with yesterday. It is right that we recite psalms which express anger and frustration. In this 
we come before God in worship without denying the reality of our own lives or the reality of the life 
of the world. Worship and the reality of human society must reflect one and the same mystery. 

So here is a particular challenge to those of us who are leaders of worship, presiders and preachers.  
How do we celebrate the truth of God in our worship?

Fr Timothy Radcliffe is the former Master of the Dominican Order and a great writer and preacher – 
some of the clergy here will remember him from the last clergy conference where I invited him to be 
a keynote speaker. Tim has this to say: 

“We have to be seen to speak truthfully, to tell things as they are. Do people recognize their lives in 
our  words?  Our  congregations  include  young  people  struggling  with  their  hormones  and  the 
teachings of the Church, married couples wrestling with crises of love,  the divorced, old people 
facing retirement, gay people feeling on the edge of the Church, sick and dying people. Does their 
pain and happiness find some space in our words and our rituals? Do they recognize the truth of their 
experience in what we say and what we do in our worship?” 

Dear brother Patrick, and ministers who are here today, the challenge if our worship is to be in truth  
is to reconnect the two realities which are so often separated – the life of the Church and the life of  
the world. As preachers we are to keep our ears to the ground! Before, during and after our worship,  
we need to hear and know the truth of life as it is spoken to us by the rest of the people of God. The 
Christian community is a “pilgrim people”, we are travellers who learn from one another as we walk 
the road together. Patrick you have been through intensive training for your ministry, as so many of 
us here have,  but  even with our  theological  and pastoral  formation,  we are not  to  be bosses  or 
professors who live in ivory towers, giving instructions or handing down plans to those below. We 
are  also  always  to  be  learning,  always  pilgrims,  always  walking  together  with  our  people,  and 
listening to them, learning from them. 

Pope Francis says it beautifully, we are to “live with the smell of the sheep”. Our worship if it is 
“worship  in  truth”  must  express  our  common  mortality,  our  common  fragility,  our  common 
weakness, our common joy, our full common humanity, if it is to be honest and credible. 

Worship in Spirit and in Truth: this is our challenge and our call.  
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