Rachel writes . . .
When you think of your church, and our six parishes, what would you say if I
asked what our treasure is? Would it be our buildings? The money we raise and
have in our bank accounts? Our worship?
On August 10th the Church of England commemorates the feast day of
Laurence, Deacon at Rome, Martyr 258. In England there are 228 churches
dedicated to his name, including our own church in Shottle, in the parish of
Hazelwood.
Very little is known about Laurence, but it is believed he was born in Spain. One
of his teachers was a future Pope, later to be known as Sixtus II, and together
they travelled to Rome. After his teacher became the Pope, he was appointed
one of seven deacons for the cathedral church in Rome, and actually the
principal among them, called the Archdeacon of Rome. He was entrusted with
the job of taking care of the church’s riches, and overseeing almsgiving.
In 258, Emperor Valerian began a vicious persecution of the Church, and
decreed that all bishops, priests and deacons should be killed. After Sixtus II
was killed, Laurence was ordered to hand over the riches of the Church. He
immediately started to give away all the wealth that was held by the church,
and when he was ordered to report to the authorities to hand over these riches,
he arrived with a group of the city’s poor people, announcing, ‘These are the
treasures of the Church.’
Obviously this displeased the authorities, and he was swiftly put to death.
Legend tells that he was martyred on a gridiron, but this is disputed by
historians, who argue that it is a misreading of the account in Latin. He was
probably beheaded, according to the command by the Emperor that all clergy
be executed in this manner.St. Laurence is the patron saint of many cities, particularly in Europe, and
countries (Canada and Sri Lanka). Because of his famous declaration that the
poor and destitute were the ‘treasures of the Church’, he is patron saint of
paupers; because of his own vocation he is patron saint of deacons, and
because of the legend of his own grisly end he is patron saint of barbecues.
It is easy to apply worldly standards to our Christian life together. We keep
books full of information about times of services and attendance, we are
required to create lists of parishioner numbers and report all this to our diocese
every year. The number-crunching is important in our understanding of the
changing shape of the Church. But if we ask ourselves what really matters, how
do we answer? What is central to our life together? If we were asked to show
someone the wealth of our church, what would be our response?
There is a special prayer, a collect, for every Sunday of the year, and one for
every feast day. And so I end with the collect for St. Laurence’s feast day,
which contains wise words and inspiration for our own lifelong pilgrimage:
Almighty God,
who made Laurence a loving servant of your people
and a wise steward of the treasures of your Church:
fire us with his example to love as he loved
and to walk in the way that leads to eternal life;
through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord,
who is alive and reigns with you,
in the unity of the Holy Spirit,
one God, now and for ever. Amen.
Blessings,
Rachel CJN
