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In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 

Our readings from the poet and prophet Isaiah, and from the doctor, St 

Luke, remind us how we are people who are being shaped by God. Both writers 

explore how we meet God in our individuality – in our experience of being 

human – and both writers encourage us to see our limitations, to accept our 

humility (that is, our inescapable earthiness), and to trust in God’s compassion 

for us. Individuality, experience, limitations, humility, and trust: all of these are 

especially appropriate when we consider history, and how and why we turn to 

the past. 

This great county town of Warwick comes to the end of its annual 

Warwick Words History Festival. Thank you for inviting me to speak here today. 

It was suggested that I might bring my insights as a Shakespearian to bear on 

those passages we heard, and to do this in light of Shakespeare’s own historical 

project, his history plays. 

Surely our fascination with the past comes from our interest in people: 

their lived-out experiences, motivations, ways of coping, influence. We long to 

know the truth. We look for it in archives, in archaeological remains, and in art 

and literature. Seeking history is part of what makes us human; we long for 

meaning, and to know the true story. Shakespeare himself puts into the mouth of 

the powerful Henry Neville, the Earl of Warwick, another reason for turning to 

the past: 

 
‘There is a history in all men’s lives 
Figuring the natures of the times deceased; 
The which observed, a man may prophesy, 
With a near aim, of the main chance of things 
As yet not come to life.’ (Henry IV Part Two, 3.1.) 

 
Look into the past, says Shakespeare’s Earl of Warwick, in Henry IV Part Two, and 

you will find clues of how the present will turn into the future. I am reminded of 
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the scholarly and spiritual direction of the great St Augustine: to look for the 

New Testament in the Old, and to find the Old Testament in the New. Like 

Shakespeare’s Earl of Warwick, we look to the past to find the present, and in our 

present we can find the past. 

In our first reading, the prophet and poet Isaiah presents the Jewish 

people with a radical remembrance about God’s compassion for them:  

 
‘Sing for joy, O heavens, and exult, O earth; 
break forth , O mountains into singing! 
For the Lord has comforted his people, 
and will have compassion on his suffering ones.’ 

 
It’s worth knowing that the Jewish word for ‘compassion’ is similar to the Jewish 

word for ‘womb’. God is carrying us and caring for us like children who are in the 

process of becoming fully formed humans.  

As readers of history, it is important to understand why we are being 

reminded of the past, who the story-teller is, and the historian’s own cultural 

moment. Whenever we read the Old Testament, we are being invited to seek, 

learn about, and cherish how people through time have responded to God and 

how this has affected their lives. Isaiah wants to explain how God has been 

faithful to Israel, how God will never desert Israel, and how Israel will be brought 

back from exile into its God-given promised land. 

 In a week which has seen the anniversaries of the deposition of Richard II 

and the birthday of Richard III, it is appropriate to remind ourselves of 

Shakespeare’s own reasons for writing historical drama. Primarily, and as always 

with Shakespeare, he was seeking to entertain, and part of my interest as a 

Shakespearian is to understand what his plays meant to the people of his time. 

Shakespeare was a scholarly writer who consulted many books in order to 

research his next play. He read, digested, and re-shaped his source material, and 

brought to it his own creative and political emphases. Shakespeare’s history 

plays account for about a third of his entire output as a dramatist. There are the 

eight plays which chart the beginnings of the civil wars, the Wars of the Roses, 

between the famous aristocratic and royal houses of York and Lancaster; there is 

the play about the troubled reign of King John; and then there is the history play 

closest to Shakespeare’s own time, All is True, about Henry VIII, father of Queen 
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Elizabeth I, and King James I’s great-great-uncle (Henry VIII’s sister was the 

grandmother of Mary Queen of Scots, James’s mother). 

 In shaping history for the stage, Shakespeare is able to look at the past 

with a God’s-eye view. He peers into people’s lives – kings, queens, dukes, earls, 

soldiers and yeomen, families, tradesmen, servants and peasants – and casts 

them onto his own re-telling of historical events. If we go seeking an overall 

pattern to Shakespeare’s historical project, then we might notice that, when the 

plays are arranged in chronological order of the monarchs’ reigns, we begin and 

end with histories cast in the form of tragedies: from Richard II through to 

Richard III. In both these plays, Shakespeare wants to body forth on stage the fall 

of men for whom power was everything. He strips them bare, and reveals to 

them the humanity which they have been concealing from themselves and 

others. ‘I wasted time, and now doth time waste me’, laments Richard II in prison 

a few moments before he is murdered. ‘A horse, a horse, my kingdom for a horse’ 

is the famous cry of Richard III – famous because, as a plea, it is absurd and 

surreal. Shakespeare’s audience also knew, from Psalm 33, that ‘a horse is 

counted but a vain thing to save a man.’ But in presenting the death of Richard 

III, Shakespeare is also presenting the triumph of Henry Richmond who became 

Henry VII, Elizabeth I’s grandfather. In shaping the past, Shakespeare is seeking 

to show the present where it came from. 

 But I want to return to the Earl of Warwick and to those words of Jesus 

we heard as recorded by St Luke. Jesus is warning against the hypocrisy of the 

Pharisees who make ceremony and rules more important than love. Hypocrisy 

can often be quietly corrosive. It takes many guises and is always about our 

giving in to the temptation to ignore our humanity, to ignore our own earthiness, 

our humility, before God. In other words, hypocrisy is manifest in all those things 

we do to make it seem that we are better than we really are. Every aspect of our 

world encourages us to do this (and always has done): our celebrity culture, our 

acquisition of wealth and status and objects, and all forms of prejudice against 

our fellow humans. This lived-out, taken-for-granted hypocrisy, is exhausting, 

and Jesus is offering us a new way of living instead. ‘Nothing is covered up that 

will not be uncovered, and nothing secret that will not become known’, says 

Jesus in our gospel reading, ‘Therefore whatever you have said in the dark will 
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be heard in the light, and what you have whispered behind closed doors will be 

proclaimed from the housetops.’ He’s inviting us to recognise our own intimate 

histories in the sight of God. 

This is the kind of history that resonates significantly with Shakespeare’s 

own dramatic writing: the secrets whispered in the corridors and chambers of 

power, the particular, private confidences of a king or queen, or a courtier, and 

moments of profound insight. Richard II comes to understand his own humanity 

while he is in prison; Henry V submits himself and his army to God when he 

prays on the night before the Battle of Agincourt; and Henry VI meditates about 

time and existence while the civil war rages around him. And, to go back to the 

Earl of Warwick, his famous words about there being a history in all of our lives 

are spoken just after he has entered Henry IV’s private bedchamber, in which we 

the audience have heard and seen the king being unable to sleep: ‘uneasy lies the 

head that wears a crown.’ Shakespeare’s historical interest was one of intimacy, 

of bringing vividly to life the characters of the people who are named, and indeed 

many characters who are not named in the history books: a people and a history 

for Shakespeare’s and our own possession. ‘Therefore whatever you have said in 

the dark will be heard in the light, and what you have whispered behind closed 

doors will be proclaimed from the housetops.’ Or, one might add, as far as 

Shakespeare is concerned, nothing that might be imagined behind closed doors 

that will not be proclaimed from the theatrical platforms of his own time and 

through into our own. 

 I salute the Warwick Words History Festival; I salute the effort that has 

produced these 62,000 poppies – your own radical remembrance - because 

history always invites us to consider how we shape our own lives and culture. 

Our readings this morning remind us that we are part of God’s story and Jewish 

and Christian history. The task before us as people of faith is to be open to God’s 

story about us, and for us. ‘There is a history in all men’s lives’ says Shakespeare 

– himself a poet and prophet of our own time. In truly realising that story, we 

shall, God willing, find ourselves, our humanity, our humility, and our freedom. 

 

Amen. 


