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Last Wednesday, St Andrew’s Day, Dr John Sentamu was installed amidst the glories of York Minster as the 38th Protestant Archbishop of York. He is living proof that the asylum seeker can have much to contribute to this country.


Sixth child in a family of 13 from near Kampala in Uganda, he was educated by English missionaries. He became a barrister and judge by the age of 25. In 1974 Idi Amin’s hit squads murdered many lawyers, politicians and clergy. Sentamu had quarrelled with Amin, and fled to Britain, where he studied theology at Cambridge.


Ordained in 1979, he worked in Southwark diocese, where he gained a reputation for lively sermons and music. He was made Bishop of Stepney in 1996 and translated to Birmingham in 2002. 


So we wish the admirable Dr Sentamu well in his new post and pray for him. 


Today, however, I would like to honour an Archbishop of York from an earlier dispensation: Nicholas Heath (1501-78), the last Catholic incumbent, in whom terminated the apostolic succession descending from St Paulinus and St Wilfrid. 


Born in London in 1501, son of a cutler, he was educated at Oxford, and Christ’s College, Cambridge. After obtaining his MA, he was elected a fellow of Clare -  my old college, although in six years there I never heard him mentioned. 


Cambridge was the seedbed of English Protestantism, haunt of the Bible translators William Tyndale and Miles Coverdale, the “reformers” Cranmer, Latimer, and Parker. Heath may have known some of this circle. 


In 1535 he successfully defended his Doctorate in Divinity. King Henry sent him with Edward Fox, the most Lutheran of the English bishops, to negotiate joining the Schmalkaldic League of German Protestant princes. However, the political priorities and the negotiations came to nought. 

Heath appears to have lost enthusiasm for Protestant ideas after this German visit. Ordained bishop of Rochester in 1539, he assisted with the introduction of the Six Articles. This Act of Parliament stemmed the advance of Protestant doctrines and reaffirmed transubstantiation, communion under one kind, clerical celibacy and the vows of chastity, the sacrifice of the Mass and private confession.

With Tunstall, Bishop of Durham, Heath oversaw the publication of the King’s Great Bible, an English translation installed in every parish church in the land. 

In 1543 he was translated to Worcester. As a non-Papist Catholic, his faith was not rigid, but he disliked foreign interference, and wanted national unity in matters of faith. 

In 1547 the boy King Edward VI ascended the throne. Protestant nobles now began the “reform” of religion in earnest. Heath was willing to accept the Book of Common Prayer, modified by the House of Lords in a Catholic direction. Outwardly acquiescent, he was secretly in correspondence with Reginald Pole and the Princess Mary about ‘bringing back the Romish influence.’

In 1550 he was asked approve new Protestant Ordination rites. Cranmer had already drafted them along radical lines, excluding any mention of the sacrifice of the Mass. Heath refused to sign them and was committed to the Fleet Prison. 

Arraigned before the Council, he stated that he would never consent to ‘take down altars and to set up tables’ in churches. He was deprived of his see and imprisoned in the house of Ridley, Bishop of London, whose polemic was hardly likely to alter Heath’s convictions:

"The See of Rome is the seat of Satan, and the bishop of the same, that maintained the abominations thereof, is Anti-Christ himself indeed; … this See at this day is ……..spiritual Sodom and Egypt, the mother of fornications and abominations on earth." 

In 1553, upon the accession of Queen Mary, Catholicism swung back into royal favour with a vengeance. Heath returned to Worcester. He became president of the Council for Wales and the Marches. It was Ridley, Latimer and Cranmer who would now suffer prison and the flames.

Heath’s election to the Archdiocese of York was confirmed by Pope Paul IV in 1555. 

In 1530 the diocese had consisted of the counties of York and Nottingham and contained 541 parishes. Henry’s commissioners had destroyed some 120 religious houses, among them St Mary’s York, Whitby, Selby, Bolton Abbey, and the Cistercian monasteries of Fountains, Rievaulx, Jervaulx, Sawley, and Kirkstall.


York’s churches were still remarkable for their beauty and size as were Ripon and Beverley minsters. The previous Archbishop Holgate, a Protestant, had asset-stripped the diocese and sold off the manors. Heath halted this, and tried to recover church property. It is said that the present see of York owes to Queen Mary and Archbishop Heath more than a third of its possessions.

While in London, Mary I and Bishop Bonner were trying to extirpate heresy by consigning simple Protestants to the fires of Smithfield, there occurred not a single execution in the Archdiocese of York, which says much for Heath’s moderation and good sense. 


In 1556 he became Lord Chancellor and Keeper of the Great Seal. Upon Mary’s untimely death in November 1558, it was he who led the recognition of Elizabeth I as her legitimate successor. Of course, at this point, it was not known which way the new Queen would move in matters of religion, for she was a master of ambiguity.

Nevertheless the Catholic bishops soon had cause to fear. Imprisoned heretics were set free. Attacks on Catholic images and churches increased, and blasphemous plays in London went unpunished. The Queen forbade the elevation of the Host at the Consecration.  It was the astrologer Dr Dee that she consulted to decide an auspicious date for her coronation.  He named Sunday, January 15, 1559.

The Archbishop of Canterbury, Cardinal Pole, had died, leaving Archbishop Heath as the realm’s most senior churchman. When he saw Elizabeth’s alterations to the coronation service, he declined to officiate. It was left to Bishop Oglethorpe of Carlisle to oblige. He complied reluctantly, fearing otherwise to provoke the Queen’s anger against Catholics.


Elizabeth had now got what she wanted from the Catholic bishops: coronation ceremonial. Parliament reassembled in February 1559, and introduced a bill to repudiate papal authority, establish the Queen's supremacy and replace the Latin Mass with an English communion service.

This was Archbishop Heath’s finest hour. Although he had acquiesced in Henry and Edward’s separation from Rome as a fait accompli, he opposed this new schism. His speech in the House of Lords is a classic of Catholic apologetics: 


“By the relinquishing and forsaking of the see of Rome, we must forsake and flee from these four things. First, we must forsake and flee from all general councils. Secondly, we must flee from all canonical and ecclesiastical laws of the Church of Christ. Third, from the judgment of all other Christian princes. Fourth and last, we must forsake and flee from the unity of Christ's Church, and by leaping out of Peter's ship, hazard ourselves to be overwhelmed and drowned in the waters of schism, sects, and divisions.”


From where did the Parliament obtain any authority, Heath asked, to bestow upon Queen Elizabeth power over the Church? Christ gave this power to Peter. How did the Lords and Commons come by it?

Spiritual government involves pasturing and feeding the flock. A woman cannot do this, nor can she administer the sacraments, for the Apostle says “I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man, but to be in silence.”  So how can she become supreme governor of the Church of Christ? Ironically, both John Knox and Calvin were of the same opinion. 

Three Catholic bishops had been arrested and the Benedictine Abbot of Westminster waylaid, so the Act scraped through. The Bishops were summoned to take the Oath of Supremacy to Elizabeth. Bonner of London was deprived of his see on 2nd of June. On 26th, seven bishops refused the oath, and were dismissed: Chester, Carlisle, Lichfield, Worcester, Llandaff, Winchester and Lincoln.

Archbishop Heath reminded Elizabeth of her solemn promise to Queen Mary, to be faithful to the Holy See and ward off heresy. It made no difference. For the second time in his life, he was deprived of his bishopric and sent to the Tower on 7th July.

Goldwell of St Asaph was deprived on 15th July, Exeter and St Davids were deposed on 10th August. Tunstall of Durham, 84 years old, struggled to London to protest against the changes and refuse the oath. He was deprived and gaoled in Matthew Parker’s house. Finally Bath & Wells and Peterborough were deprived. By December, the entire Catholic episcopate were either dead, in gaol or exile, with the exception of Llandaff who recanted and was restored to his see 

Later Heath was allowed to live under house arrest at his property in Chobham, Surrey, promising ‘not to interrupt the laws of church and state or to meddle with affairs of the realm’. He was closely watched, prevented from performing any Episcopal functions. It is reported that Queen Elizabeth ‘more than once paid him a visit at his house at Chobham and was loyally welcomed.’  He died of old age in 1578, and lies buried beneath a plain black stone in the chancel of Chobham Church – the last incumbent of 1250 years of the Catholic archdiocese of York.

His Protestant replacement, Thomas Young (1561-69), replaced the mitre on the York’s coat of arms with the crown – a prophetic sign indeed, of apostolic succession superseded by orders derived from the English Crown in Parliament!

