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LIVING FAITHFULLY IN OUR OWN TIME1 

A sermon preached by Michael Horsburgh AM in Christ Church St Laurence, George 
Street, Sydney, at Choral Evensong on the Ninth Sunday after Pentecost, 19 July 2026, 

being the celebration of the Oxford Movement 

Whether it is right in God’s sight to listen to you rather than to God, you must judge; for we 
cannot keep from speaking about what we have seen and heard.2 

When, in my preparation for this evening, I began to read again the sermon preached by John 
Keble in the Oxford University Church of St Mary the Virgin on 14 July 1833,3 my first thought 
was the opening words of L P Hartley’s novel, The Go-Between: 

The past is a foreign country, they do things differently there.4 

One aspect of the sermon is quite familiar to me. It was an Assize Sermon, preached before the 
judges of the High Court when they were on their Summer Circuit in Oxford. Every year, we 
hold just such a service at St James, King Street, with both judges and barristers in their robes. 
I have been participating in it for decades. With all due respect, I cannot imagine any of the 
sermons preached on those occasions being celebrated 193 years later. Although preached on 
a somewhat similar occasion, this sermon was special. It took 45 minutes to deliver, but you 
don’t need to worry this evening. 

We know why it was preached. In 1833, the Parliament passed legislation, without consulting 
the church itself, to reduce the number of dioceses in the Church of Ireland from 22 to 12.5 A 
minority in a Roman Catholic country, the established Church of Ireland was probably due for 
reform. Keble did not dispute this, or even mention it, in his sermon. It was not the reform, but 
how it was carried out that attracted his ire. He objected to the overreach of the politicians in 
treating the church as just another secular department of state that could be changed at will. 
This action followed earlier legislation that removed discrimination against Protestant 
Dissenters and emancipated Roman Catholics. It appeared to Keble that the English church 
was under attack and that legislation could now be passed by people who owed no allegiance 
to it. In his introduction to the published version of his sermon, Keble was more specific. He 
said: 

The … Legislature has … ratified, to its full extent, this principle;-that the Apostolical 
Church in this realm is henceforth only to stand, in the eye of the State, as one sect 
among many, depending, for any pre-eminence she may still appear to retain, merely 
upon the accident of her having a strong party in the country. 

 
1  Readings: Psalm 67; 1 Kings 2:10-12, 3:16-28; Acts 4:1-22 
2 Acts 4:19-20 
3 National apostasy considered : in a sermon preached in St. Mary's, Oxford, before His Majesty's Judges of 
Assize, on Sunday, July 14, 1833 and National Apostasy, by John Keble National Apostasy - Wikipedia 
4 The Go-Between - Wikipedia See also: Cecil, David (1957), "The Fine Art of Reading", The Fine Art of 
Reading, and other Literary Studies, London: Constable, pp. ix, 11, p. 11: Past periods are like foreign 
countries: regions inhabited by men of like passions to our own, but with different customs and codes of 
behaviour. cf Hartley's opening paragraph: "The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there." 
5 Church Temporalities Act 1833 - Wikipedia 

https://dn760107.eu.archive.org/0/items/a622757400kebluoft/a622757400kebluoft.pdf
https://dn760107.eu.archive.org/0/items/a622757400kebluoft/a622757400kebluoft.pdf
https://anglicanhistory.org/keble/keble1.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Apostasy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Go-Between
https://archive.org/details/bwb_KR-663-656
https://archive.org/details/bwb_KR-663-656
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Church_Temporalities_Act_1833
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But we should note that we would most probably find ourselves on the side of the politicians 
in removing forms of religious discrimination. To be “one sect among many” is not only where 
we find ourselves; we may also think that such a position is proper. 

John Henry Newman, in what is known as Tract I (hence the name “Tractarians”) put it this 
way in addressing his fellow clergy: 

Are we content to be accounted the mere creation of the State, as schoolmasters and 
teachers may be, or soldiers, or magistrates, or other public officers? Did the State make 
us? can it unmake us? can it send out missionaries? can it arrange dioceses? Surely all 
these are spiritual functions; and Laymen may as well set about preaching, and 
consecrating the Lord’s Supper, as assume these.6 

In essence, Keble was objecting to a trend that we will easily recognise, the secularisation of 
civil life. We might well wonder why we are now still remembering it. We owe that to 
Newman, who announced, in his Apologia Pro Vita Sua, his defence of his theological 
opinions, that he regarded it as the start of the Oxford Movement.7 Newman might be right in 
placing Keble’s sermon as the first major public event, but there can be no doubt that the 
discontent that he exhibited was felt and already widely discussed by other Oxford colleagues. 

That past is indeed a foreign country, and we now find ourselves celebrating an event quite 
foreign to us and our way of thinking yet acknowledging how indebted we are to what that 
sermon provoked, if not to all its content.  

Towards the end of his sermon, Keble said: 

In speaking of the Church, I mean of course, the laity, as well as the clergy in their three 
orders, the whole body of Christians united, according to the will of JESUS CHRIST, 
under the Successors of the Apostles. 

Keble constantly refers to the “Apostolical Church”. This is the reference that brings his sermon 
closest to us. It is, of course, a reference to the Nicene Creed: “We believe in one Holy, Catholic 
and Apostolic church”. In saying this, Keble and the other members of the Oxford Movement 
considered themselves not only to belong to the Church of England but to consider that Church 
both the English Church for as far back as that may be and, also, the Universal Church 
descended from apostolic times. In Tract II, Newman said: 

[The] Apostolical Charter … bound all Christians whatever to be loyal and obedient to 
Christ's Apostles, at least as long as they were living-. And do not the same words 
equally bind us, and all believers to the world’s end, so far as the mind of the Apostle 
can yet be ascertained? Is not the spirit of the enactment such, as renders it incumbent 
on every one to prefer among- claimants to Church authority those who can make out 
the best title to a warrant and commission from the Apostles?8 

 
6 The Oxford Movement, being a selection from Tracts for the Times; p. 13 
7 Newman's Apologia pro vita sua : the two versions of 1864 & 1865 ; preceded by Newman's and Kingsley's 
pamphlets : Newman, John Henry, 1801-1890 : Free Download, Borrow, and Streaming : Internet Archive p. 
136 
8 Oxford Movement, p. 31 

https://dn790009.ca.archive.org/0/items/oxfordmovementbe00hutc/oxfordmovementbe00hutc.pdf
https://archive.org/details/a599543500newmuoft/page/n173/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/a599543500newmuoft/page/n173/mode/2up
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We can wholeheartedly accept that but, as we do so, we must realise that Keble and his 
colleagues were in the same relationship with the Apostles as we are with them. 

Tractarianism arrived in Australia with William Grant Broughton, who found himself fighting 
here the same changes as confronted Keble. According to Ken Cable, Broughton supported a 
“national church, established in law, charged with the care of all subjects of the Crown, 
apostolic in its doctrine and government”.9 Writing to Edward Coleridge in 1837, Broughton 
said: 

[Y]our introduction of [Newman’s] name reminds me to say that if I might make choice 
of my fellow labourers, they should come from his school. They take, I think, the most 
just and comprehensive view of the true constitution of our Church, and of its actual 
duties in the present state of the world … [in them] I should expect to find that temperate 
professional ardour which appears to me the first requisite for a man’s doing his duty 
well, and finding his chief support and reward in the consciousness of doing it.10 

Broughton was to be just as disappointed as his mentors. 

If the Apostolic past was a foreign country to the Tractarians and they are a foreign country to 
us, what are we to do? The answer is surprisingly simple; we must do as the apostles did and 
as the Tractarians did. We must bind ourselves to our apostolic tradition. We must observe the 
world in which we live. We must identify the challenges that we face. We must act accordingly. 
One day, we will be someone else’s foreign country, but remembered, nonetheless. 

Whether it is right in God’s sight to listen to you rather than to God, you must judge; for we 
cannot keep from speaking about what we have seen and heard. 

 

 

 

 

 
9 Biography - William Grant Broughton - Australian Dictionary of Biography 
10 “Broughton, an old-fashioned high churchman, came under the influence of Tractarian thought through a 
fortuitous meeting with Edward Coleridge at Eton. This marked the beginning of a life-long friendship in which 
the younger man gently guided the older; indeed, to this Coleridge connection, more than any other, we owe the 
importation of Tractarian ideals to Australia. This was ‘networking’ at its best: family connections, familiarity 
with and close proximity to the leading Tractarians. Coleridge, a man of boundless energy and enthusiasm, 
proved an invaluable conduit in transferring ideas.” Stewart J Brown & Peter B Nockles (eds), The Oxford 
Movement: Europe and the Wider World 1830-1930 Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2012, pp. 99-100 

https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/broughton-william-grant-1832
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John Keble, 1844 

George Richmond RA 
Keble College, Oxford 

 
NSW Supreme Court judges in procession from St James’, King Street, Sydney 


