
SERMON FOR THE YORK MINSTER SERVICE 

FOR THE KNIGHTS OF THE RED CROSS OF CONSTANTINE AND THEIR FAMILIES 

Perhaps the most significant event in world history to have taken place in York was the 
proclamation by the Roman soldiers of Constantine as Augustus of the Roman Empire in 306 AD. 
So began his career that would eventually see him the universal Emperor of Rome. That his 
proclamation definitely took place in the hall of the Roman HQ whose remains lie under the 
Minster we cannot be sure. But the place is a prime candidate for it, and the association with 
Constantine is very strong. In 2006 we celebrated the 17th centenary by a special service to 
which we invited representatives of the main Christian traditions, and I had the pleasure of 
seeing the Archbishop of York with the Archbishop of the Greek Orthodox Church (for whom 
Constantine is the Thirteenth Apostle) stand together under the tower of the Minster while 
Archbishop Grigorios read the text of the Nicene Creed in the original Greek of the Council: a 
celebration of Constantine's own contribution to the work of bringing peace and order to the 
Christian Church of which he had become patron. It was a moving and joyful day. Beneath the 
floor are still the remains of the Roman building; we made a procession down the very street of 
the city that tracks the main street of ancient Eboracum, passing the church dedicated to St. 
Helen, Constantine's mother - as we like to believe, a good Yorkshire woman. Rarely can we 
have had the opportunity to mark such a continuity. 

Mind you, the coming of a Roman Emperor under whom Christianity became the religion of the 
Roman Empire has never ceased to be controversial. An Empire, especially one as military and 
embattled as the Roman, is not an organisation that accommodates with ease the Christian 
Church with its dedication to peace and the love of God and neighbour. Ever since the days of 
Constantine, Christians have divided over whether the Church should be primarily dedicated to 
the scale of family and personal values in small communities, or to holding the ethos of the great 
organisation needed to run a world: can Christ be commended by the sword? Surely the emblem 
of the new faith and the converted Empire should be the Cross: a symbol of suffering and 
endurance? 

What happened as a result of Constantine's conversion is that the Christian insight into the value 
of the human being - as a place where God's life and the life of his creation come into close 
contact - has become an idea that has gone on transforming the way people live. The 
responsibility of earthly rule has become a responsibility to see that human beings should 
flourish in a way that is worthy of them. And rule, wherever it is exercised, has come to be seen 
as an example of Christian sacrifice, and humble service. It is hard for human beings to live 
together in peace. The sword cannot do it. Only humble and suffering love for one another has a 
hope. 

And that is where you and your Order come in. The great expansion of Masonic lodges took 
place, I suppose, in the 18th century. In large towns and small, up and down the country, in a 
century when we were largely at peace at home, men gathered to create societies; and the mark 
of those societies was mutual care and recognition. In those lodges, the rigid marks of rank and 
the barriers of religion were at least much reduced. Brotherhood was a captivating ideal. We 
ought to recognize that this was a nation that had in the previous century fought a nasty civil 
war, and come near to collective nervous breakdown; but now had learnt a new language of 
humanity, which made possible a high idealism for a state of the world in - to quote a famous 
document from the infant United States of America - impregnated with Masonic ideals: "all men 
are created equal". 



This insight was gained through much of Europe as well as the new United States of America; 
and, as incarnated in the lodges which became so numerous, has had a strong and gratifying 
influence. In the eighteenth century they would have said it caused an increase in benevolence. 
But that seems a rather stiff word. It was an understanding of the neighbour, rooted in the 
Christian Gospel, made actual in the communities of the present day. It encouraged generosity 
of spirit not only to the particular people with whom each had to do, but with generous living 
towards all. And so, over the years, your Order has been marked by generous support towards 
charitable work of all kinds. Charity and generosity are not extras to what makes a human being. 
They are of the essence of a true humanity, in private and in public life. 

You do not have to walk far around York Minster to find that Freemasons have contributed 
much towards the maintenance of this place, a place that exists for all people. In recent years 
you have enabled, for example, the restoration of the St. William window, one of our glories 
here, and enabled us in the process to learn much about the repair of stained glass; and that 
stands us in good stead with the present and enormous programmes of work on the east 
window of the Minster. 

There is, then, a real connection between the arrival of Constantine the Great and the hope for a 
human society which we work to build today. Today, your coming together in York Minster 
affirms that the good spirit that inspires us all is indeed that of God the Holy Spirit, who will not 
cease to work upon the world until human life as a whole reflects the character, dedication and 
love of Jesus Christ. That work requires now as it has always required, the cross: the end of 
pride, the primacy of suffering service. The quickest look at the world today will show how far 
we have to go and across such a range of human activities. But in fulfilling what God wants we 
are fellow-workers and share a common hope. May God bless you in your generous service of 
one another and the world, for this is a world that remains in great need of that service. 

The Very Reverend Keith Jones, Dean of York 

York, 16 October 2010 


