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Joshua M. Caler - 23 Pentecost (October 28) 2018, Proper 25B 
Christ Episcopal Church, Pottstown, PA  
In the name... 

Thursday last week marked 603 years since the Battle of Agincourt. On October 25, 1415 — what was 
then, in the Church’s calendar, St. Crispin’s Day — the British King Henry V led his small army to an 
unlikely victory against a numerically and militarily superior French army with a home- field advantage. 
This victory, though not decisive, proved a turning point in the Hundred Years War, a war fought over five 
generations between the British and French to decide the rightful claimant of the French throne. 

The Battle of Agincourt, though, is probably remembered best for reasons unrelated to its specific 
military or political impact at the time. No, it is mostly known today by way of Shakespeare’s Henry V, 
written almost two centuries later. No doubt in school at some point, many of us will have learned Henry’s 
St. Crispin’s Day speech given before the battle. Or, if school is a little further in the past for you than it is 
for me, you will at least recognize the phrase “band of brothers” from it, borrowed by Stephen Ambrose 
for his book and miniseries on World War II. And while we remember Henry’s speech before the battle, 
most won’t remember Henry’s lines that come at the end of Act IV after the battle: 

Do we all holy rites; 
Let there be sung ‘Non nobis’ and ‘Te Deum;’ 
The dead with charity enclosed in clay: 
And then to Calai, and to England then: 
Where ne’er from France arrived more happy men. 

Henry commands that, in thanksgiving to God for the victory at Agincourt, Non nobis, Domine — the 
first verse of the 115th Psalm — be sung by the troops. 

Not to us, O LORD, not to us, 
but to your Name give glory; 
because of your love and because of your faithfulness. 

At the offertory this morning, the choir will sing Non nobis as the anthem; a setting of it, in fact, 
specifically written for a film adaptation of Henry V. 

And while I love the anthem and the play and the history of this battle, what I am most interested in this 
morning is the question of memory, particularly shared memories across generations. It turns out that 
“shared memory across generations” is roughly what we mean by “tradition.” 

In many churches across many denominations this morning, today will be commemorated as 
“Reformation Sunday,” the Sunday falling closest to the day on which Martin Luther published his 95 
Theses in 1517. Certainly, the editors of the lectionary mean to encourage this commemoration today with 
their choice of polemical lessons, meant to associate medieval practice with corrupted faith and 
Reformation teaching with renewed faithfulness. The Old Testament reading and Psalm this morning, for 
instance, speak of God’s salvation promised to a faithful remnant brought out from those who have turned 
from God, and the restoration of true faith for God’s people. The point, I take it, is to encourage an 
association between this faithful remnant and the churches born out of the Reformation. Likewise, the 
Epistle lesson is selected with the intention of equating the sacrificial system of the ancient Temple with 
the Masses of the medieval Church, and to equate the perfection of Christ’s final sacrifice with the 
perfection of Reformation worship in light of Christ. And, finally, today’s Gospel is couched as a 
vindication of faith as opposed to works, and the restoration of sight by God’s grace as a metaphor for the 
blindness of medieval Catholicism, on the one hand, and for the insightfulness of the reformers on the 
other. And while all of these are biblically suspect interpretations and historically dubious caricatures, they 
nonetheless have a certain draw for those Christians who trace their roots to The Reformation. 

For our Lutheran and Presbyterian neighbors, “Reformation Sunday” is an important, fitting part of 
their story and shared memory. For us Episcopalians, however, it is all much more complicated. 
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Between the actual Battle of Agincourt and Shakespeare’s Henry V, the Reformations of Europe and 
England transformed the lives of all Christians everywhere — Protestant, Catholic, and Anglican. And yet 
in England, this transformation largely didn’t take the form of discontinuity the way it did in Germany and 
Switzerland. On the other side of the Church reforms undertaken by four successive monarchs, 
Shakespeare managed to write and produce a wildly successful play about events that happened more than 
a century before those reforms, and could write without explanation that Henry proclaimed that Non nobis 
and Te Deum be sung in thanksgiving to God for England’s victory. Shared memory and the religious 
imagination and practices it bore, in other words, remained largely intact across reformation in England. 
The religion of medieval England was not ended, but reformed. 

This is precisely why for us Episcopalians and all those in the Anglican tradition of Christianity, there 
can be no “Reformation Sunday.” For Lutherans, Presbyterians, and other Reformation Protestants, The 
Reformation marks an unparalleled event: the birth of their churches, beliefs, practices, and identities. For 
us though, reformation was never an event but a process. Reformation as a process didn’t inaugurate a 
Church, but instead was a chapter in the history of Christianity among English-speaking peoples that was 
already twelve centuries underway by the time of Luther. How English Christians prayed, where they 
prayed, and what they believed when they were praying were all impacted by reforms to be sure, but none 
were remade or created by those reforms. 

As a church, we are a platypus — a strange and wonderful amalgam of things that shouldn’t work 
together and yet somehow do. We are not a tradition of the Reformation, but we are a Church that has 
been reformed and is continually reforming. The Anglican story is fundamentally one of continuity rather 
than discontinuity, development rather than rebirth. The insights of the Protestant reformers had deep and 
lasting influence on our patterns of belief and practice; but their contributions were weighed in the balance 
of the tradition that predated them. And that’s why, in 1599, English speaking Christians everywhere 
knew instantly what it still meant to sing Non nobis: not to us, O Lord, not to us but to your name give 
glory. 

Jaroslav Pelikan famously wrote once that 
Tradition is the living faith of the dead; traditionalism is the dead faith of the living. 
Tradition lives in conversation with the past, while remembering where we are and 
when we are and that it is we who have to decide.I 

As individuals and as a parish, knowing who we are, where we came from, and where God is calling us 
in the future are finally not separable. Tradition names what holds them all together; what helps us decide 
what to do next in the light of what others did before. Our past will only seem academic and not 
practically relevant to the degree that we aren’t interested in asking how we can be faithful to God’s 
calling moving forward. For, as soon as we ask, “What is God calling us to do tomorrow?”, we must 
become acquainting with the shared memories of earlier generations: not only gives us a sense of our own 
identity but enables us to imagine faithfully the road ahead and plot our next step. It turns out, then, that 
living together in the light of tradition is part of how we continually, daily go about the work of always 
reforming our church and ourselves. 

I’d be remiss if I didn’t say that the irony of this sermon on this Sunday isn’t lost on me. In the wake of 
a week of politically-motivated violence in the lead up to a consequential election, a sermon anchored in a 
battle fought six hundred years ago to decide the rightful succession of rulers demands particular 
comment. The past is seldom fully behind us; history has a way of visiting the present in recognizable 
patterns. The rhetoric and acts of political violence of this past week are no exception: they are links in 
ugly and sinful chains that bind us to previous generations in which violence has been exercised for the 
sake of political power. I am reminded, in particular this week of the ways in which bombs were used as 
tools of political intimidation and voter suppression during the Civil Rights Movement, and of the 
recurring violence against Jews and the anti-Semitic conspiracy theories that motivate it. It is crucial for us 
to remember that Christians had a hand in authorizing, committing, and legitimizing both from the very 

                                                
I Jaroslav Pelikan, “Christianity as an enfolding circle,” US. News cri World Report. June 26, 1989, p. 57. 
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beginning. 
The exercise of shared memory across generations cannot just be about keeping alive those glorious and 

good memories that give us life and purpose, that fill us with hope and a sense of God’s providential care. 
It must also always be an exercise in remembering our sins, of keeping before ourselves those patterns of 
which we must continually repent. Only in this way can we be able the business of ongoing reformation. 
I have said... 


