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Why is the parable we just heard always described as the parable of the unjust judge when the stronger character is the widow?  In my mind, the widow is definitely Maureen Lipman from the 1980s BT adverts.  
But the gospel story speaks powerfully to the wider culture of our time, in which fear of God and respect for the human person are disregarded.  The widow who persists in demanding justice embodies the faith of the Church.  She draws her inspiration from women in the Holy Scriptures such as Miriam, Hannah, Ruth, Esther, and Mary the mother of Jesus, who exemplifies in a unique way the blessedness of those who believed that the promise of the Lord would be fulfilled. 
Faith in God is the power-base that inspires these women who continue to subvert the unjust and self-serving structures that deny the necessity of judgement before God.  
These are women like the dissident journalist, Zoya Krakhmalnikova, born in Ukraine in 1929, and baptised in adulthood into the Orthodox Church when Soviet policy still declared, ‘There is no God’.  (You can read about her in The Baton and the Cross, a magnificent book by Lucy Ash about the Church in Russia).  Christians, like Zoya, live out the cost of discipleship to this day and provide, against human odds, a response to the challenge in this parable: ‘When the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?’  
We assert that faith is to be found on earth, for it is sustained by the Holy Spirit, who nurtures in the hearts and minds of the baptised the ‘consensus fidelium’.  This is a Latin phrase widely used to describe the instinct of Christian people for what God has revealed to us as the truth, not dependent on mere numbers or habit, but on faith freely held in continuance through the ages.  
And just for the record, this reference to the consensus fidelium comes from the Report on Christian doctrine which was commissioned by the Archbishops of Canterbury and York in 1922 and completed its work 15 years later in 1937.  A reminder that serious theological reflection demands time, prayer, patience, and collaboration by a range of scholars who work in universities, schools, parishes, cathedrals and dioceses. 
We shall shortly be hearing about the experiences of 2025 as the Year of Faith, celebrating our inheritance and rejoicing in the vocation that continues to invite us to know, love and follow Jesus.  But as a prelude to that presentation, I wish to share with you some recent experiences that affirm the universality of this inheritance, a reminder to us all that ‘the Church in each place and time is united with the Church in every place and time.’  
These experiences remind me of our commitment to the Four Mores which outline for us the marks of the Church as one, holy, catholic, and apostolic.  
First, the Church is One, more open. 
I was invited recently to visit Trier and speak with students in the theology faculty of the university.  Like Chichester, Trier is a Roman city in which a Christian mission was founded – but on a much bigger scale.  The ancient cathedral is huge, and it houses a unique object: a relic that is claimed to be the seamless robe of Jesus, for which the soldiers threw dice at the crucifixion.
It's easy, perhaps, to dismiss this as mere superstition: a fake sold to the pilgrim tourist, St Helena, in the third century, just as fakes are sold to tourists today. 
But it’s the significance of the garment in John’s gospel that is worth recovering.  
The Jewish historian Josephus states that the garment worn by the High Priest when ministering in the temple was also ‘seamless’.  This is reflected in the description of Jesus as High Priest in Revelation (1.13-16), and important reference for us, since it describes the image of Christ in our diocesan coat of arms.  This reference is elaborated in the Letter to the Hebrews, underlining the representational significance of Jesus who unites himself with all humanity.  
Confronted by the rise of popularism and political instability, the significance of the seamless robe of Christ stands out as an emblem of his redeeming work as prophet, priest and king, making the justice and mercy of God the inheritance that belongs to every part of the human race which is seamless, across time and space.  
Identification with every member of the human race is, as it were, woven into that seamless robe in which our heavenly King is vested.  This identification is first revealed on Mount Tabor in the clothing of the transfiguration, reflected in the Eastern understanding of human nature before the fall, when in the garden of Eden we were clothed with light, glorious, one with God in friendship, and without the shame of disobedience that required the disguise of clothing.
The Church is one, seeking to enable every human being to find their place in the seamless mystery of redemption.

The Church is Holy, more converted to Jesus Christ.
It was very moving to be in Rome when Pope Leo XIV declared St John Henry Newman a Doctor of the Universal Church and Co-Patron, along with St Thomas Aquinas, of Education.
Newman was, of course, and Anglican for the first, formative, half of his life, before becoming a Roman Catholic in 1845.  I guess that today in the Church of England he is best known for his hymn, Praise to the holiest in the height – not least for the way in which those words are set to music by Elgar in The Dream of Gerontius. 
There are many aspects of Newman’s life that are now influential in how both Anglicans and Roman Catholics reflect on the Church, the demands of how to live the Christian life, and the reality of the unseen world as our destiny.  
A symposium at Rome’s Gregorian University explored many of these, but one of them stood out in my mind as demanding attention from us today.
This was an account from an historian about Newman the Anglican Vicar.  We have a record of his work in the poor and unfashionable parish of St Clement, in Oxford.  Newman records his visits to parishioners.  He notes the conditions in which they live, their joys and sorrows, what shapes their imagination, feeds their desires, befalls them in their sins.  He knows what they think of him, which is not always flattering, but nor is he deflected from his purposes by that knowledge.  He preaches to them at length (be careful, the clergy present). In that preaching he speaks with clarity about sinfulness, about holiness and our capacity for the knowledge of God. He touches the hearts of his hearers because it is clear that he has examined his own heart in order to address them.  Here  is a model and challenge for all of us in our ordained ministry today.
Holiness is the sign of being fully alive, clear-sighted in our commitment to Jesus Christ and the unconditional love of his invitation: Follow me.  It is the sign of being a Christian.  That’s what the memorial to Newman in his Church in Rome says about him as priest, scholar and cardinal, sed ante omnia, Christianus:  But above all, he was a Christian.

The Church is Catholic, more generous
Generosity is what it takes to heal bitter divisions of the past?  Why should we do this?  Because bitter divisions diminish liberty and potential, and they damage the beauty and witness of the Church.
Catholicity is not a commodity: it is a condition of life in Christ.  St Paul describes this in relation to Christ, ‘the head of the Church which is his Body, the fullness of him who is filled, all in all’ (Ephesians 1:23).  Catholicity is another way of describing this fullness that St Paul speaks of.  It is not the fullness of a stagnant pond, but rather the replenishing fullness of a well that never runs dry or, perhaps even more wonderfully, the fullness of the six stone water jars at Cana, filled to the brim, we are expressly told, and through which Jesus first reveals his glory when water turns into the new wine of the kingdom.
In 1536 Henry VIII’s break from Rome certainly emptied some of the content of a rich inheritance.  The excommunication of Queen Elizabeth I by Pope Pius V in 1570 emptied the fullness of the Church a little further and indeed it increased the flow of the martyr’s blood.
The Catholic emancipation act of 1829 began to replenish our life, allowing Catholics to vote and hold public office.  After the dust had settled a bit, following some unhelpful comments from the Vatican in 1896, King Edward VII went to visit Pope Leo XIII as a private individual in 1903.  
That visit a gracious gesture generously received, initiated an understanding that just over a century later bore fruit last month in a State Visit to the Vatican by King Charles and Queen Camilla, when King Charles prayed in the Sistine Chapel with Pope Leo XIV and was later installed as a Royal Confrater of the Papal Basilica and Abbey of St Paul outside the Walls.  This Basilica is where St Paul was buried and for centuries it was under the protection of the King of England, linking it to the cathedral church of London. 
The King’s installation represented the generous gift of a place of belonging in a spiritual home and missionary centre from which the English monarch had been absent for several centuries.  It was also have been a reminder of the Coronation in which the ring of Kingly dignity, was traditionally given with the words, ‘receive the seal of Catholic faith’, and a prayer to continue steadfastly as the Defender of Christ’s Religion, rich in faith and blessed in all good works’. 
Catholicity is often associated with the identity and pedigree of bishops and priests.  But in this case catholicity is explicitly identified with the Sovereign who is a lay person.  So as a model of public service, the King expresses the dignity of the lay vocation, called to a generosity that issues in a life of material ‘good works’, the outward and visible expression of a spiritual commitment to embody, and thereby to defend, the Christian faith in its fullness – catholicity – and demanding generosity.

The Church is Apostolic – more engaged.
Last month I was invited to a conference in Rome for religious leaders to discuss the threat of AI, alongside recognition of benefits.  The intention was to ask faith leaders to take a lead in demanding international accountability and regulation of those who are developing AI technology, aware that this industry controls levels of financial investment that are unprecedented.  
Among the pressing reasons why we should be concerned about AI is the threat that it already poses to children and young people.  It has the capacity to de-humanize and there are well-attested examples of algorithms that lead to suicide.
The Rome conference was fascinating as a survey of the issues.  It also indicated that the challenge and the remedy is to be found in what we might have taken for granted, or forgotten, about the mystery of faith and its practice.
One catastrophic consequence of the crime and evil of the sexual abuse of children by trusted priests and laity in the church is that we are constrained in our human engagement with them at the very point in time when children might be most in need of responsible, trustworthy, Christian adults and role-models.
As the contours of family life change, we note the widespread absence of a safe adult, who picks you up and cuddles you, who touches your cheek when you are sad or afraid, who listens to you and speaks to you when you have something frightening to say, these are all contexts in which we once responded but now stand back.  
Touch is a sacramental act: it is the sign of divine healing in the gospels, and it is the assertion of our humanity in a way that renders AI impotent in comparison. Touch and the voice.  Hearing the voice of the person who loves us is fundamental to childhood happiness.  It elicits the first signs of relationality and in a good relationship it will endure as the conduit of love and identity until death.  It is how our speech is developed and we learn to engage with the world, to describe ourselves and our feelings and to navigate human relationships.
These human functions are the raw material of prayer and worship.  They are the defence against and AI-driven loss of confidence in our dignity and they should be the foundation and delight of the education we offer young people in our schools and in our churches.  
Steve Croft, the bishop of Oxford and the CofE lead on AI speaks of our congregations as communities of resistance to the dehumanising impact that this technology threatens.  How right he is.  But how liberating, glorious and holy the processes of that resistance are: not fearful embattlement, but confident adoration, worship and praise of God, service of neighbour, care for the earth and balanced, informed love of self as penitent, restored, and destined for heaven. 
Apostolic: more engaged as artisans of education in human flourishing.
On this I leave the final word to Pope Paul VI who in 1957 outlined the demands that the modern world would make of us:
‘Let us love those who deserve love and those who do not; love our own times, or modern civilization, techniques, art, sport, world.  Let us love and try to understand, esteem, appreciate, serve it and suffer for it.  Let us love it with the heart of Christ’. 
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