
I’ve another awful story to tell you this week…..it’s 

about the young five year old who asked her mother 

where do human beings come from?....who created 

them? 

Well, said her mum….God created Adam and 

Eve….they were the first humans….and all of us are 

descended from that first family from thousands of 

years ago. 

The little girl was a bit puzzled by that, so she went 

to her father, and asked the same question….where 

do human beings come from? 

Her dad hummed and hawed….then said, well first 

of all there were lots of monkeys…and over many 

years they got more intelligent and developed into 

humans….so here we all are. 

The little girl was now very puzzled…so she went 

back to her mother….you said God created the 

humans, but Daddy said we all started out as 

monkeys. 

The quick-thinking mother said, “Of course 

darling…..he was speaking about his side of the 

family….and I was telling you about mine.” 

But of course, we are all the children of God: we are 

all made in his image; we are all bearers of his love 

and concern for the plight of the world. And yet at 

what cost….throughout the last 2,000 years there 

have been so many, countless, unsung heroes, 

victims and martyrs who have died in faith and for 

their faith. 

Today we celebrate the feast of St Bartholomew. Let 

us not forget all the protestant martyrs who were 

burnt t death at Smithfield in the reign of the Tudor 

Queen Mary….right up against the walls of the great 

Bartholomew church there. 

We know little about the our saint…..but the story 

goes that he was flayed alive and crucified upside 

down in Greater Armenia where a change in 

government left him without Christian friends. But 

along with his missionary partner St Jude he is now 

the Patron Saint of that country. 



There is apparently a statue of him in his tortured 

state in a Cathedral in Milan dating from the 1500s. 

The American Author, Mark Twain saw it on a 

visit…..and the impression would not go away: “‘The 

figure was that of a man without a skin; with every 

vein, artery, muscle, every fiber and tendon and 

tissue of the human frame represented in minute 

detail.  

‘It was a hideous thing, and yet there was a 

fascination about it somehow. I am very sorry I saw 

it, because I shall always see it now. I shall dream of 

it sometimes. I shall dream that it is resting its 

corded arms on the bed’s head and looking down on 

me with its dead eyes. It is hard to forget repulsive 

things’  

Incidentally. If you are to believe Wikipedia, which 

you shouldn’t in this case…….Canterbury Cathedral  

treasures a relic of the Saint……his arm. Certainly it 

did once, apparently along with arms of eleven 

other saints including St George, St Wulfstan, St 

Simeon, St Hugh and St. Mildred. 

But let’s get back to repulsive things, because we 

may think of the martyrdom of all our saints as 

something lost in time and church history. 

Let’s remember:   

Matthew, it’s said was martyred far from home in 

Ethiopia. 

Mark, we’re told, died in  Alexandria, after being 

cruelly dragged through the streets. 

Luke was supposedly hung from an olive tree in 

Greece. 

Peter was crucified upside down in Rome.  

James, the Greater, was beheaded at Jerusalem. 

James, the Less, was thrown from a high point of the 

temple, and then clubbed to death.  

Thomas, it’s claimed, was speared to death in India. 

 

 

 



And 2,000 years on the story has not changed. I was 

surprised this week to find that it was the president 

of the World Jewish Congress,  Ronald S. Lauder, in 

in the New York Times who asked the crucial 

question, "Why is the world silent while Christians 

are being slaughtered in the Middle East and 

Africa?" 

"The terrorist group Boko Haram has kidnapped and 

killed hundreds of Christians this year — ravaging 

the predominantly Christian town of Gwoza, in 

Borno State in northeastern Nigeria, two weeks 

ago," he states. "Half a million Christian Arabs have 

been driven out of Syria during the three-plus years 

of civil war there. Christians have been persecuted 

and killed in countries from Lebanon to Sudan." 

Christians are dying because of their beliefs, 

because they are defenceless and because the world 

is indifferent to their suffering." 

I don’t know if indifferent is the right word….. 

helplessness might be better. What to we do? How 

can we help? 

The so-called Vicar of Bagdad, the Reverend Canon 

Andrew White was full of pessimism on the Today 

programme recently….there will be no Christians 

left in Iraq soon he claimed…the United Kingdom 

should offer asylum to Iraqi Christians. 

Well that’s a big hot potato…..I am not sure that I 

see many politicians picking that up and running 

with it. But….but….I remember when Idi Amin 

expelled the Asians from Uganda in 1972, giving 

them 90 days to pack up and get out. 

Where  my parents lived in Yorkshire then…..it 

wasm, for some,  their finest hour……Rotary Clubs 

and Mothers’ Union, and the WI and Trade Unions 

and Council Housing Authorities all joined forces to 

welcome as many refugees as they could. So they 

welcomed strangers into their midst….with whom 

there was no cultural empathy but who were 

desperately in need. 

 

 



So imagine a community of Christians….with whom 

we do have empathy…and  who are also in 

desperate need….if only there could be a great leap 

in vision and faith by our temporal leaders to offer 

sanctuary. And it is sanctuary…..because, it seems to 

me, there is nowhere else for  our suffering fellow 

Christians to go. 

Here we are in the 21st century…a world run by 

digital magic…far beyond the dreams of all who 

have gone before…and yet we are facing a major 

catastrophe…because zealots who have not grown 

out of a middle ages mindset are running around 

indiscriminately with weapons provided by an ultra-

modern western alliance. 

It’s difficult to remember that when Islam first 

penetrated into Europe centuries ago, its thinkers 

were pioneers in science, and literature, and 

geography  and medicine….and indeed – if you look 

at the history of medieval Spain, they were pioneers 

in tolerance too. 

But it is a different world now, and we are not really 

used to it…perhaps because it only seems to 

impinge on our lives when we queue at airports to 

have our luggage searched. 

We need to recognise that we are at war. The 

extreme Islamists know that…this is what Jihad 

means: as my reference book defines it: a holy war 

waged on behalf of Islam as a religious duty. 

We western Christians are so blasé in our faith we 

are not sure what our Christian Duties are. Well I 

reckon the first thing we can do is pray….I heard the 

Baghdad Vicar asking for our prayers in a recent 

broadcast. 

Then after that we can give money…..my own 

preferred route is through the Red Cross. But surely 

we can also write to our leaders Archbishop Justin 

and Prime Minister Cameron and say it’s time 

demonstrate that the United Kingdom is indeed a 

Christian Country…. 

 



I don’t want to revisit the debates of the last few 

months…..but we are a nation that is still brimming 

over with charity…..we are still a nation that leads 

the world when we  pronounce not platitudes at the 

United Nations…but a promise of rescue and 

hospitality to those who live in fear of the future. 

I have preached frequently about the fortitude of 

our fellow Christians….who often unlike us -  

because it seems to me that we are born into a 

Christian Society….but they have had to make a 

conscious decision to  put  their faith on the 

line….and at a huge personal cost that many of us 

would probably find unacceptable. We, in our all-

embracing Church of England are the ones who do 

not have our faith tested. We are set in our  age old 

ways…. and there are many of us who pick and 

choose…..we take what we like  or leave it…. 

Yet,  no matter how we treat our relationship with 

God,  we have the real assurance that He is still be 

there to be our strength and hope when we need 

him most.  We know to that he is counting on us in 

the development of the Kingdom. 

Bartholomew knew that….he understood what was 

expected of him.  He was there at the 

Ascension…..Luke tells us that in the first chapter of 

Acts…..and, along with the other disciples, he 

continued to witness to the life and works of God’s 

only son Jesus. 

Our reading from Corinthians suggests how 

desperate the life of those early apostles could be: 

“To the present hour we are hungry and thirsty, we 

are poorly clothed and beaten and homeless, and 

we grow weary from the work of our own hands. 

When reviled, we bless; when persecuted, we 

endure; when slandered, we speak kindly. We have 

become like the rubbish of the world, the dregs of all 

things, to this very day.” 

That’s the sort of world that Bartholomew  

journeyed around. It’s suggested he went to India 

(unlikely), Parthia, Mesopotamia and Ethiopia. Long 

and gruelling expeditions….but all fired by his calling 

from Jesus.   



Scholars tell us that he is the same person who the 

Gospel of John calls Nathaniel. When Jesus calls him 

to be a follower, we find him sitting under a fig tree 

ruminating, I suppose, on the world around him. 

Jesus calls….he says “Can anything good come out of 

Nazareth?”…how laid back is that?....but he gets up 

and becomes a disciple nonetheless. 

And then amongst the lessons he has to learn, as we 

heard in our Gospel, is there is no favouritism in 

God’s Kingdom…..God reciprocates the love of those 

who love and labour for him. 

But then we get to the great problem….which none 

of us can ever answer….including the beleaguered 

Moslems in Gaza…why does God let people suffer? I 

was asked this question when I was being appraised 

as a possible ordinand all those not many years ago. 

I know that St Paul exulted in all that he went 

through…..but 2,000 years on where we live in smug 

centrally heated Britain with instant information 

and transport at our door, we treat minor hiccups to 

our daily routine as major disasters. 

I say this because I want to get back to revulsion. 

Not of St Bartholomew…..no I want to get back to 

the brutal execution this week of an American 

Journalist. I don’t want  ask the whys and whens….I 

want to understand what these Jihadists who are 

apparently believers in the same God who believe 

in…..the God who we are here today to worship…..I 

want to understand what they think they are doing. 

I also want to admire the courage of the victim….the 

man who was so callously beheaded on mainline 

video….which I have to tell you  I have not seen. 

He was James Foley, a 40 year old photo- 

journalist….but this had not been the first time that 

he had been held a hostage. In 2011 in Libya he and 

three other journalists were kidnapped by followers 

– last ditch followers, I should say – of President 

Gadhafi. 

I came across this letter, published in the Milwaukee 

Journal Sentinel where Foley had graduated at 

Marquette University, a Catholic/Jesuit college. 



The letter tells of Foley saying the rosary with a 

fellow prisoner in a Tripoli jail and being allowed to 

make a phone call home while in captivity. His 

mother answered. 

"Oh Jimmy, so many people are praying for you," 

she tells him. "They're having a prayer vigil for you 

at Marquette. Don't you feel our prayers?" 

"I do, Mom, I feel them," he tells her, and then 

adds, "Maybe it was others' prayers strengthening 

me, keeping me afloat." 

The letter ends with Foley describing how, in his last 

day in Tripoli, he was able to watch a former 

classmate Thomas Durkin via the Internet speaking 

about him to a room full of Marquette supporters. 

He wrote, “It showed tremendous heart and was 

just a glimpse of the efforts and prayers people 

were pouring forth. If nothing else, prayer was the 

glue that enabled my freedom, an inner freedom 

first and later the miracle of being released during a 

war in which the regime had no real incentive to 

free us.” 

He concluded:"It didn't make sense, but faith did." 

Sadly this time three years on….nothing has made 

sense. 

None of us here….in this church….when we answer 

God’s call expects us to be called to such a sacrifice. 

But the truth is around the world…..in the Middle 

East, In Africa….the Sudan and Nigeria….in Pakistan 

…in Indonesia there are brave battalions of 

Christians, clinging desperately. to their 

faith……expecting the worst……..and in the face of 

overwhelming odds showing the fortitude and 

conviction that the  early apostles like Bartholomew 

would have been proud of. 

So my final question is this: what can we do to make 

God proud of us as he was undoubtably of his 

Apostles?  How can we help to change the world 

….if   I knew the answers…..I would tell you….but for 

the moment,….in these terrible times….. it’s back to 

basics really……..prayer and our faith in God. 

 



 


