St ALFEGE, GREENWICH
Sermon for St Alfege Day - Patronal Festival - on 19th April 2026
by the Reverend Mark Hatcher


[T]hose who want to save their life will lose it and
those who lose their life for my sake will find it.[footnoteRef:1] [1:     Matt. 16: 25-26. NRSV.] 


This church stands on ground hallowed over a thousand years ago by St Alfege on 19th April in the year 1012. The saint we celebrate today is the first martyred Archbishop of Canterbury. Shortly before his own martyrdom, St Thomas Becket, another Archbishop of Canterbury, preached a sermon on Christmas Day in 1170 in which he said: ‘You already have a martyr here, Alfege, beloved of God, a true saint.’
Alfege was Becket’s personal patron and it is thought that Becket prayed the psalms from a Psalter used by Alfege. It is quite likely that Thomas Becket held this Psalter and invoked the prayers of St Alfege at his own martyrdom.
While Becket was martyred in his own cathedral, dressed in his robes and at the altar, St Alfege was murdered here in Greenwich, a captive at a drunken feast held by a group of marauding Danes, who pelted him with stones and animal bones, beside a banqueting table.
Why? Who was Alfege? What brought these things to pass? Why do we commemorate his life and death today?
Many of you will already know something about Alfege and your understanding will have been informed no doubt by Osbern’s Life of St Alfege, written in about 1087 and translated from the Latin by a member of our congregation, Frances Shaw.[footnoteRef:2] It is an excellent book which includes a helpful commentary on the historical and literary context of Osbern’s Life. [2:     Shaw, F., Osbern’s Life of Alfege (1999) St Paul’s London. The original text is printed in Wharton’s Anglia Sacra (1691) Vol ii, pp 122-147.] 

Fom several recent conversations it became apparent to me that some members of the congregation might welcome a resume of Alfege’s life. So here is a short biography, bearing in mind that looking at events through the mists of Anglo-Saxon time, before the Norman conquest, is an exercise of looking through a glass darkly.
We do know that Alfege was born in Weston, on the outskirts of Bath, around the year 953. Early in life he became a monk and entered the monastery at Deerhurst in Gloucestershire, before moving to Bath where he became an anchorite. Alfege was noted for his piety and austerity. Indeed he became so thin through prolonged fasts that people said they could see through his hands when he raised them up during the Mass.[footnoteRef:3]     [3:     Butler’s Lives of the Saints, p 130.] 

He quickly became Abbott of Bath Abbey, to which he was elected in about the year 982. Only two years later, when he was 30 years old, Alfege became Bishop of Winchester. There he became known not only for his austere life but also his lavish almsgiving and the support he gave to building and maintaining several churches in the city. It is said that Alfege was largely responsible for an enormous organ in the cathedral, which was audible for over a mile away and required 24 men to operate the bellows. Goodness knows what it must have sounded like if you were in the cathedral.  
In the year 1006, Alfege became Archbishop of Canterbury, aged 53. It was not long afterwards that he had to contend with the Danes who in the year 1011embarked upon one of their periodic raids into south-east England and the north Kent coast. For three weeks in September of that year the Danes besieged Canterbury, setting fire to the Cathedral and massacring the inhabitants of the city. 
Alfege tried to get the raiders to spare the people and urged them to take him instead, which they did. He was held captive for 7 months. He refused to allow a ransom of 3,000 gold marks, a colossal sum, to be paid for his freedom knowing that payment would lead to the starvation of many of his people.
The story of Alfege’s captivity is taken up by Osbern, a Canterbury monk and something of a hagiographer. He was keen to promote the cult of St Alfege when he came to write his Life 80 or more years after the Archbishop’s death, no doubt in support of the efforts of the City fathers and traders to promote Canterbury as a destination of choice for tourists and pilgrims. 
Frances Shaw’s translation of Osbern’s account of Alfege’s captivity conveys the flavour of events leading up to Alfege’s death:
‘He was led [Osbern writes], a hostage for Christ from the City of Canterbury to the Danish fleet and from the fleet to the gaol and …  I speak of the gaol, which the ghastliness of the gloom made foul, the cramped space made foul, the noise of the frogs made foul. There they kept this man of God incarcerated under guard for 7 months, as they thought this man would rob the church of its wealth and give it to them for his freedom. But Alfege clearly never thought of this at all, for it seemed madness for him to enjoy this mortal life, yet be cut off from the eternal presence of God. Therefore he endured all things most patiently. He celebrated Christ’s sufferings as far as he could in that place and he gave thanks to God with a contrite heart.’
Fuelled with Kentish beer and wine the Danes were so enraged by Alfege’s refusal to allow a ransom to be paid for his release that they killed him, pelting him with stones and ox heads. His death was so violent that a man whom Alfege had converted to the Christian faith, Known as Thrum, delivered the butt of an axe to the head of Alfege as an act of kindness.
In a talk given here in on the life of St Alfege,[footnoteRef:4] in March 2012, Dr John Sabapathy suggested that there was some Scandinavian literary evidence that throwing bones at people after dinner was a custom. I have not found any evidence to support this claim. In any event Alfege’s death was utterly brutal. [4:     See: St Alfege Church, Greenwich : March 2012, Talk given by Dr John Sabapathy on life of St Alfege] 

He was buried in the Churchyard of Old St Paul’s where he remained for 11 years before being translated in 1023 to Canterbury, as a gesture of reconciliation by Cnut, the Danish King of England who wished to bring an end to the enmity between the Danes and Anglo-Saxons.
Lanfranc, the Archbishop of Canterbury in 1070, was not convinced of Alfege’s saintliness but he was persuaded by Abbot Anselm (as he was then) who pointed out that ‘He who dies for justice dies for Christ’, words that are inscribed on the memorial tablet here below the altar. To die for justice was tantamount to martyrdom.
Alfege was canonised in the year 1078 and throughout the Middle Ages he Alfege was venerated nationally as a saint. But his shrine at Canterbury was destroyed, as with so much else, in the Reformation. However there is a statue of St Alfege in a niche on the south front Of the Cathedral and there is some medieval stained glass depicting his martyrdom. The cult of St Alfege became somewhat eclipsed by that of Thomas Becket but his relics are to be found in Bath Abbey, Durham Cathedral, York Minster and Westminster Abbey and during the medieval period several churches in the City of London were dedicated to St Alfege. Today the church of St Alfege Cripplegate is a ruin and sadly St Alfege Southwark in King’s Bench Street is closed for worship.
There are a number of Anglican churches elsewhere dedicated to St Alfege, in Canterbury (now a redundant church), Edmonton, Seasalter, Solihull, and Whitstable and there is a Roman Catholic Church dedicated to St Alfege in Bath, Our Lady and St Alphege.
Why do we commemorate Alfege’s life and death today?
Alfege’s martyrdom stands out as a powerful witness of Christian love. It demonstrates his willingness to place the well-being of others before his own, trusting in God’s providence. In the words of the psalmist, his faith in God provided a shield around him.[footnoteRef:5] [5:     Ps.3: 3.] 

During a period of considerable turmoil and turbulence, as well as fear and anxiety about the future that context has close parallels in many respects in our fractured world today as the conduct of war and accompanying acts of appalling violence and brutality appear to have become the dominant instrument of policy in international relations, in flagrant breaches of international law and heedless of the terrible consequences suffered in particular by innocent victims, the aged, the little children, the poor and the homeless.	
Alfege’s life testifies to his faith in Christ. He denied himself and took up his cross, at great personal cost on behalf of those he was called to reflect God’s love, care and compassion. Alfege’s life reminds us of the power of faith, compassion and courage in the face of daunting circumstances. It should inspire us to be generous in sacrifice and to serve others with love and humility. 
This discipleship will almost certainly come with a cost and involve suffering and struggle. Perhaps the Church does not address this sufficiently today. Denying oneself is not about exercising a degree of mild asceticism in our life. It is about renouncing living for ourselves. It is about making a conscious decision to live the life that we were always meant to live, by God’s grace.
Those who want to save their life will lose it. Those who lose their life for Christ’s sake will find it.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:     Matt. 16: 25-26.] 
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