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ON GROWING OUR FAITH: AND RESISTING EXTREMISM1 

A sermon preached by Associate Professor Michael Horsburgh AM in St James’ 
Church, King Street, Sydney on the Feast of the Presentation of Christ in the Temple, 

known as Candlemas, Candlemas, 2 February 2025  

In 1843, the Feast we celebrate today was called, following the 1662 Book of Common Prayer, 
the Feast of the Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary.  That is because the event itself had 
two functions.  The first was to purify the mother in accordance with Jewish ritual law and the 
second was to present the new child, particularly if a boy, to the Lord.   

In the afternoon of the Feast of the Purification in 1843, a Thursday, the Reverend John Henry 
Newman, who was, at that time, the Vicar of the University Church of St Mary the Virgin in 
Oxford, mounted his pulpit to preach what was known as a ‘University Sermon’.  These 
sermons were required to be preached on certain occasions in the university year and were 
attended by the Vice-Chancellor and other university dignitaries.  It is somewhat of a misnomer 
to call them sermons.  The address that Newman delivered that day was more than 11,500 
words long and must have taken about 90 minutes to deliver.  By contrast, this sermon of mine 
is much shorter and, even so, quite long enough on this Sunday morning.  Newman, a leader 
of the Tractarian Movement, and whose influence we still see and hear in this church today, 
famously converted to Roman Catholicism, ended his life as a cardinal, and is now a saint.  
This sermon was his last major Anglican utterance before his conversion.  In September of 
1843 Newman resigned from St Mary’s and, in October 1845, became a Roman Catholic. 

The subject of Newman’s sermon cum lecture was ‘The theory of developments in religious 
doctrine’.  It is widely regarded as the most important of his Anglican writings and, just before 
his conversion, appeared developed into a full-size book called An Essay on the Development 
of Christian Doctrine.  Newman took as his text the Virgin Mary’s reaction to the song of the 
angels at the birth of Jesus in Luke’s gospel, the words just before this morning’s gospel: “But 
Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart”.2  Newman notes that Mary 
did not simply remember the words; she thought about them, she pondered them; she turned 
them over in her mind and thus developed them into some meaning for herself.   

In Newman’s opinion, it was the duty of all believers to ponder on what God has revealed and 
to come to conclusions about that revelation.  He acknowledged that the deepest experiences 
and conclusions of Christians had very humble origins.  Here is some of what he said: 

3. Thus St. Mary is our pattern of Faith, both in the reception and in the study of Divine Truth. 
She does not think it enough to accept, she dwells upon it; not enough to possess, she uses it; 
not enough to assent, she develops it; not enough to submit the Reason, she reasons upon it; not 
indeed reasoning first, and believing afterwards, with Zacharias, yet first believing without 
reasoning, next from love and reverence, reasoning after believing. And thus she symbolizes to 
us, not only the faith of the unlearned, but of the doctors of the Church also, who have to 
investigate, and weigh, and define, as well as to profess the Gospel; … 3 

Of course, Newman was right.  His views were endorsed by English writer, Margaret 
Hebblewhite in the Christmas 2024 issue of The Tablet, when she called Mary the Church’s 

 
1   Readings:  Malachi 3:1-4; Psalm 24; Luke 22-40. 
2   Luke 2:19. 
3   John Henry Newman, Fifteen Sermons Preached Before the University of Oxford Between A.D. 1826 and 
1843, Notre Dame IA, University of Notre Dame Press, 1997, pp. 313 & 317.  The text can also be found at: 
http://www.newmanreader.org/works/oxford/sermon15.html. 

http://www.newmanreader.org/works/oxford/sermon15.html
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first theologian. What we take to be the doctrines and beliefs of Christianity are the result of 
the application of reason to our religious experience.  We will soon say the Nicene Creed, this 
year 1,700 years old, which is a development and organisation of what the early church 
experienced.  Not only that, it is subject to various interpretations today.  I do not know exactly 
how our predecessors in the faith have taken the words of the creed, but I do know that I view 
the world very differently from those who lived in the 4th, 16th and 18th centuries.  Thus, as I 
say the creed, I locate it in my world, not theirs.  I expect that you do the same.  So, what 
Newman said about the Virgin Mary can also be said of us.  Whether we do it deliberately and 
consciously, as we might expect of theologians, or whether we do it more informally, every 
Christian person participates in the development of doctrine.   

That leads us to what you must now begin to see is a significant problem: how can doctrine 
properly go in all the many ways that such a process will take it?  Surely, some of us must get 
some things wrong.  Who is to be the authority?  Who checks up on our random thoughts?  
Much of Newman’s sermon, and particularly of his subsequent book, are taken up in addressing 
this problem.  His solution ultimately led him to the Roman Catholic Church with its definitive 
papal authority.  What he recognised was the contrast between a location of authority in a 
specific place and the way in which Protestantism has constantly split into small sectarian 
groups, often based on different interpretations of the Bible.  For him the choice was between 
a single Pope and every man his own pope.  But he also recognised the work of the Holy Spirit 
or, as he put it, God’s Providence.  Although our reflections might go in all directions, only 
some of those directions endure.  Most of them fall away.  What remains does so, he argued, 
through the work of the Holy Spirit. 

One of the things that Newman stimulated was the revival in the Anglican Church of ancient 
festivals and ceremonies.  Thus, we have revived the Feast of Candlemas for today’s 
celebration.  The central traditional element of Candlemas is a procession with lighted candles.  
This feature of the festival seems to have been originated by St Sergius, pope at the end of the 
seventh century, who was also responsible for inserting the Agnus Dei into the mass.  St Alcuin 
of York, in a homily on this feast in 790 AD describes the whole population of the city as 
carrying lights. 4   

The candles have their origin in the words of Simeon that Jesus is to be a ‘light to lighten the 
Gentiles’.5  That Jesus was to lighten the Gentiles did not at first appear relevant to the early 
church.  They were much more interested in incorporating Gentiles into Judaism.  You will be 
aware of the battle that Paul fought to remove the requirement for circumcision and other 
Jewish rituals in the early church.  We might say that this decision, a decision to fulfil the 
central message of Candlemas, was one of the first ways in which the church illustrated 
Newman’s argument about the development of doctrine.  Something was discarded, for good 
reason, and a new way of seeing people in relation to God was constructed.  Thus, whatever 
the problems, the development of doctrine is essential.  We in this church today are the 
descendants of the early Gentile Christians.  We might say then that, if there had been no 
development of doctrine, we would not be here.   

The idea of the development of doctrine is still significant for us.  One of the major threats in 
the modern world is the rise of religious extremism, which is the freezing of doctrine and the 
promotion of certainty. Certainty is a major problem for us. If you have seen the movie, 

 
4   See John Henry Blunt, The Annotated Book of Common Prayer, Rivingtons, London, 1872, p. 131. 
Candlemas - Wikipedia 
5  Luke 2:32. 
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Conclave, which I recommend, you will remember Cardinal Lawrence, the character played 
by Ralph Fiennes. 

Prior to being locked into the chapel for deliberations, the cardinals celebrated Mass. It is here 
Lawrence delivers a homily “from the heart,” saying: “There is one sin which I have come to 
fear above all else … certainty.” He goes on to describe how “certainty is the great enemy of 
unity … the deadly enemy of tolerance.” 

Lawrence provides further wisdom to his fellow clerics: “Our faith is a living thing precisely 
because it walks hand in hand with doubt. If there was only certainty and no doubt, there would 
be no mystery and therefore no need for faith.”6 

We are faced with many varieties of certainty on both sides of contemporary movements: 
political, economic, environmental and religious.  Religions with written scriptures are 
particularly susceptible because the book can always be made the standard.   

Political conditions help extremisms because their chief human function is to provide certainty 
in a time of uncertainty.  In that sense extremism is a form of idolatry, the elevation of text to 
divine status, supplanting the living God with the static written word. 7 We see that appearing 
in today’s United States. 

We need to be clear that, without the development of doctrine, we would still have Christians 
supporting slavery; we would not have women priests, just to identify two specific outcomes.  
These new conclusions were arrived at only by serious and deliberate theological reflection 
and not only be acknowledged experts. 

Although it may be difficult, we need to understand that the light we celebrate today is not such 
a light that illuminates everything by its blinding clarity.  What we face here is the paradox of 
light as darkness.  Rowan Williams suggests that God enlightens us not so much by making 
everything plain and simple, but by disturbing our preconceptions and upsetting our 
satisfactions. 8   

It is for this reason that the development of doctrine is so important.  Only as we engage with, 
and are disturbed by God can we truly find our way in the uncertainties of the world.   

So today, on this Feast of Candlemas, grasp also the opportunity and responsibility as a 
Christian to participate in the development of doctrine by allowing the light of Christ to 
illuminate and disturb you and to save you from the danger of frozen thought.   

They came, as called, according to the Law. 
Though they were poor and had to keep things simple, 
They moved in grace, in quietness, in awe, 
For God was coming with them to His temple. 
Amidst the outer court’s commercial bustle 
They’d waited hours, enduring shouts and shoves, 
Buyers and sellers, sensing one more hustle, 
Had made a killing on the two young doves. 
They come at last with us to Candlemas 

 
6 Certainty is the enemy of unity and tolerance - The Fulcrum 
7  See Gilles Kepel, The Revenge of God, Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994, pp. 191 ff.  See also Keith 
Ward, What the Bible Really Teaches: a Challenge for Fundamentalists, London, SPCK, 2004. 
8  Rowan Williams, ‘A Ray of Darkness’, in A Ray of Darkness, Boston, Cowley, 1995, p. 103. 

https://thefulcrum.us/election-2024/conclave-movie
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And keep the day the prophecies came true. 
We glimpse with them, amidst our busyness, 
The peace that Simeon and Anna knew. 
For Candlemas still keeps His kindled light, 
Against the dark our Saviour’s face is bright.9 

 

  

 
9 A Sonnet for Candlemas | Malcolm Guite 

https://malcolmguite.wordpress.com/2012/01/27/a-sonnet-for-candlemas/
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