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St.John of Bridlington 2016 

The Blessing of the statue of St.John 

(2 Kings 5: 1 – 3, 7 – 15; Luke 17: 11 - 19) 

 

We’re gathering this morning in order to celebrate 

St.John of Bridlington:  his Saint’s Day is tomorrow, 

10th October; and in a moment, after the prayers of 

intercession, the Bishop will bless and dedicate a new 

statue of St.John in the chapel.  That will be the final 

activity of Priory900.  Now, anybody here who has 

never been to Bridlington Priory before may well be 

wondering what on earth all this stuff is about.  

Anybody who has been worshipping here for 20 years 

will think it’s all old hat.  So just let me, in the space of 

about five sentences, do a quick résumé of what it’s all 

about. 

 

This place was founded in the year 1113 as an 

Augustinian monastery.  The members, of whose 

community this was the monastery, were not called 

monks:  they were called canons.  And the head of 

house was not called an Abbot:  he was called the 

Prior. 

 

In 1362 the canon who was made Prior was John who 

came from Thwing, a village in-land from Bridlington, 

on the Wolds.  He was a holy and prayerful man.  He 

always lived very simply and had an extraordinary care 

for the poor.  Even when he became Prior he refused to 

live in the Prior’s sumptuous lodgings the other side of 

that blank wall above the gift shop, but continued to 

sleep in the cell of an ordinary canon, in the dormitory 

that ran just about on the line of the Rectory garden 

back wall. 

 

People flocked to John for spiritual advice and to ask 

him to pray for them.  Because when Prior John 

prayed, miracles happened and people were healed.  In 

other words, just as Elisha, of whom we heard in our 

first Bible reading, was a type of the person Jesus was 

– he healed the army commander; and in the Gospel 

reading Jesus healed the then lepers – so John was a 



The Revd Matthew Pollard, Rector of Bridlington Priory 
 

type of the person Jesus was.  And that’s as near as 

this sermon’s going to get to being remotely Biblical:  a 

rather contrived association between the activity of 

Jesus in the reading and the life of John.  We’ve heard 

the Word of God proclaimed and we trust it will 

operate on our hearts.  But this sermon has got to 

work through how we wrestle with the legacy of this 

man, Prior John. 

 

It’s a tricky legacy to wrestle with because of what 

happened after John died in 1379.  People continued 

to ask the dead Prior John to pray for them, to send 

prayers to God through him.  And they believed that 

their prayers were more likely to be answered and that 

miracles happened when they prayed through the 

intercession of John.    In fact there were so many 

reports of miracles and healings that in 1401 the Pope 

made Prior John a Saint.  He was the last Englishman 

to be made a Saint before the Reformation. 

 

After that things took off like wild fire.  Within three 

years his body had been translated from the 

churchyard of his native Thwing and placed in a shrine 

in a chapel beyond the High Altar which was way over 

there because in those days the church was more than 

twice as big as it is today.  (This is the church John 

worshipped in, but only one bit of it.) 

 

And in the 1400s this monastery became famous and 

very rich because people, including the Kings of 

England, came here on pilgrimage to pay for St.John 

to pray for them, no doubt often believing that they 

would be let off divine judgment because God would 

indulge them through St.John’s prayer. 

 

And that’s why it’s all tricky.  This outrageous sale of 

indulgences was one of the things that motivated the 

Protestant reforms that Henry VIII allied to his 

ambition for divorce and caused the break with Rome, 

the dissolution of the monasteries and the demolition 

of the other half of this church, along with all its other 
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buildings.  The sale of indulgences was associated with 

corrupt superstition.  I’m sure I’m safe to guess that 

most of us here find it difficult to reconcile with our 

own spirituality. 

 

And yet that is our heritage.  We can’t alter it.  But we 

can recover it and rehabilitate St.John.  Later in this 

service the Bishop will preside as we celebrate Holy 

Communion.  And as we do so we shall tell God that 

we are raising our voices with angels and archangels 

and all who have served him on earth 

and worship him now in heaven.  That’s what we 

believe happens when we worship.   

 

The sale of indulgences may be offensive, the 

veneration of saints may be alien, but we believe that 

when we worship the space/time continuum in which 

we live intersects with the eternity God inhabits.  All 

time and every time is with us.  The time Jesus broke 

bread with his friends in an upper room is here and 

now.  The time Jesus died and rose again for us is here 

and now.  The time Prior John worshipped in this 

building and led and cared for this community is here 

and now.  So why wouldn’t we ask him to pray for us, 

here and now, just as people who came here in the 

1360s and 1370s asked him? 

 

This church is open every day of the year.  People 

come in and they pray.  There’s something about the 

way these walls are saturated with 900 years of prayer 

that makes people feel permitted to pray.  As they do 

so, they often light a candle and they often commit 

their prayer to writing and put it on a board in the 

chapel.  There’s a service in that chapel every day, 

Monday to Saturday at 8.30am.  It’s a public service:  

everybody’s welcome.  And at that service the small 

group of us that gathers offers to God afresh all the 

prayers that have been left.  Yesterday morning, when 

it came to the prayers of intercession, I got up out of 

my stall, went to the board and read out loud the 

prayers that had been left.  I interceded.  And it 

seemed the most natural and contemporary thing to 
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do in the world.  And in the same way, there’s no 

reason why it shouldn’t be the most natural and 

contemporary thing to ask St.John to intercede for us 

as well. 

 

The legacy of St.John of Bridlington is an invitation to 

recognise the power of prayer and our need to be 

supported in prayer.  It’s an invitation to appreciate 

the mystical connections that are made in worship.  

And it’s an invitation to make our lives correspond 

more closely to Christ’s as his did by his simplicity of 

living and concern for others.  And the statue the 

Bishop blesses today is an inspiration to embrace that 

legacy. 

 

Amen. 

 

 


