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| want to tell you a story today. A story about a little known man born in
England in 1609. His name was Gerrard Winstanley and he was a mercer by trade,
which is the fancy way of saying he traded fabrics, who lived in London until the
English Civil War of the 1640s disrupted trade and ruined his business. Like many
Londoners he fled to the countryside looking for safety from the conflict and
found himself working as a cow-herd on family land owned by his wife. He found
himself surrounded by an intense poverty in rural England unlike anything he had
ever known in the great city of London, poverty compounded by the civil war. He
was appalled by the difficulty of the labor performed by these people and their
struggle to earn enough to simply survive touched him deeply. However he was
not a statesman, or a military man, or a priest, or a noble, he was just a
tradesman turned farmer and a rather poor one at that. So what is a man to do?

One day while sitting and resting Winstanley says he entered into a trance-
like state and heard a voice say to him a number of cryptic phrases: "work
together", "eat bread together", "let Israel go free", a few other phrases, and a list
of Biblical verses. Gerrard Winstanley believed he been spoken to by god. From
these few short phrases and Bible verses he would create his first book, entitled
The Mysterie of God, publish in 1649, and in it he laid out his understanding of

that vision and his conclusions.

From his vision Winstanley settled on a few facts. First was that god, who
he called Reason, was a benevolent god filled with compassion for his creations.
So great was that compassion that it was impossible for god to allow any human
being to suffer eternally and that all persons, no matter what, would be
redeemed. While Winstanley lacked a word for this view we would call this
position Universalism and indeed, in 1649, Gerrard Winstanley’s book was the
first native English-language text that espoused what we now call Universalism:
that God saves all people.



Second was that god could not tolerate the suffering in this world and so he
had given Winstanley this vision to help change the corrupt political and
economic systems of his time. For too long the poor of England had struggled to
tend to their most basic needs while the rich and powerful lived off their labors.
In the years during which he was writing much food was being diverted to the
military and the elite to support the war-effort, leaving many thousands hungry
and on the verge of starvation. The all-loving god that spoke to Winstanley
rejected this and called for a world wherein the basic needs of all people were
meet and that all of humankind came together in a great, utopian society which
had no concept of mine or yours, only ours.

And third was a radical reinterpretation of sin. As you may recall, the
traditional telling of the introduction of sin to humankind is that upon eating the
fruit of the Tree of Good and Evil Adam and Eve become aware of good and evil
and the burden of sin is laid on all humankind. In the retelling of the Biblical story
of Adam and Eve that Winstanley presents the Tree of Good and Evil in the
Garden of Eden is unique only because of how Adam and Eve interact with it. For
Winstanley the moment of moral failure is not in eating the fruit but in picking it
from the tree and saying "This fruit is no longer ours, it is mine". To detail this
more, in one of his later works Winstanley answers common questions posed to
him and he is asked, "What is the greatest sin in the world?". He replies with two
sins:

One is for a man to lock up the treasuries of the earth in chests or houses
and suffer it to rust or moulder, while others starve for want... This is the greatest
sin against universal love', the sin covetousness. The second sin is 'for any man or
men first to take the earth by the power of the murdering swords from others and
then by the laws of their own making do hang or put to death any who takes the
fruits of the earth to supply his necessaries from places or persons where there is
more than can be made use of by that particular family where it is hoarded up.

Or in modern words: the greatest sin is to take more than you can use while
others struggle to survive. And two is to take the away access to the resources by
which persons might alleviate their suffering.



This is, of course, a bit of a heterodox understanding of Christianity even
though Winstanley considered himself an Anglican most of his life. It is possible he
later became a Quaker but either way, he had no patience with preachers who
preached salvation for those that suffered in this world and damnation for those
that rebelled against the corrupt order of things. Or for preachers who spoke only
of lofty things and complicated theologies that had no bearing on people's
everyday lives. | suspect that had we met we would get alone quite nicely but |
assure you that the irony of me preaching on a man that hated preachers is not
lost. | just hope he is willing to bear with me.

Regardless his vision of an all-loving god never departed and his theology
continually inspired him to write tracts and pamphlets about how we could live in
a fairer world, how god called humans to be accountable to each other and how
peace, love, and justice would someday overcome all the wickedness of the
world. He even went so far as to write letters of appeal to the victorious parties of
the English Civil War, Lord Oliver Cromwell among them, congratulating them on
freeing England from the dreadful Norman tyrant Charles the First and pointing
out that they now had a great chance to recreate England as a democratic, just,
and communitarian society. Unfortunately, Cromwell did not agree.

And here is where the rub began. Gerrard Winstanley was that rare sort of
person who was not content to sit with a vision but who felt compelled to act
upon it. There in the midst of the suffering of the common folk of England and the
rejection of the leaders he decided he must act.

So in late 1649 on Saint George's Hill in Surrey something unusual
happened. A group of about thirty persons, largely farmers, day laborers, and
other impoverished country folk came together on the public greens took out
spade and hoe, wheelbarrow and shovel, and began to plant the unused land with
parsnips, carrots, and beans. They gathered wood from the nearby forest and
built small huts and declared that the land they were planting was to be, and |
quote, "a common treasury for all"; the land on which they worked and the trees
which they cut down had belonged to landed gentry, nobles, and other elite was
to be shared by the poor who could not afford to buy food or housing.



They called themselves the True Levellers, in that they wanted to level the
unfair economic playing field of the time, but became more commonly known as
The Diggers because, well, they dug. And there at the head of this movement was
Gerrard Winstanley. A failed merchant, turned failed farmer, turned Universalist
prophet, social reformer, and activist.

The moment the first spade broke the ground The Diggers were born.
Working from the writing and beliefs of Gerrard Winstanley they planted the land
and built a few simple huts nearby, the exact size of the space they took over is
not recorded but it could not have been too large. They settled in and began to
grow their simple food, build simple homes, and shared all things in common.
Food and tools and anything else that one needed was to be shared. In the
commune there was no concept of mine or yours, only Winstanley's sought after
"ours".

In the commune Winstanley gathered around him other like-minded
people, mostly farmers and peasants, but also a retired military captain. Worn out
by a long and difficult civil war, William Everard became Winstanley's right hand
man and provided the needed starting equipment for their little venture when
they marched to Saint George's Hill. He became a close friend and great advocate
of Winstanley’s writing. It was Everard’s passion that spread the message of
peaceful revolution to other parts of England and through his efforts he helped
publish Winstanley's pamphlets far and wide.

And so the commune stood, though not without comment or curious
visitors. The local lords, on whose land they resided, sent officials to request they
leave. When they did not the officials instead toured the small camp and asked
questions of Winstanley and his followers which they reported back. The local
people responded with a mixture of support, confusion, and distrust. The
landowners however were not so dismissive and filed numerous lawsuits against
The Diggers and both Winstanley and Everard. To make matters worse, by the



end of the first year three more communes had sprung up, the message of The
Diggers carried by rumor, Winstanley's prolific pamphlet writing, and the
advocacy of Everard.

As worry began to grow that the movement was building towards a peasant
revolt, Lord Oliver Cromwell gave the order to destroy the communes, arrest
Winstanley and Everard, and end The Diggers once and for all. Backed up a force
of soldiers the encampment at Surrey was burned to the ground, The Diggers who
resisted beaten, Winstanley and Everard arrested, and the rest scattered to the
winds. Saint George's Hill again was owned by the nobles.

The trial of Winstanley and Everard was short. Everard plead insanity, his
argument presumably little more than “clearly | was mad, your honor, why else
would someone go about claiming they talked to God and taking government
land?”, the courts agreed that the whole matter did seem rather daft and
Everard's case was dismissed and he was turned over into the care of his family.
Everard had lost his faith and in turn abandoned Winstanley to face the courts
alone.

The courts then turned their attention to the ringleader of The Diggers,
Gerrard Winstanley. The song that our choir sung earlier called “The Diggers’
Song” was composed by Winstanley and sung by his supporters outside the
courthouse during the trial. During the trial Winstanley refused to hire a lawyer
(and unlike today, none was provided for him) and he also refused to remove his
cap in the presence of the judge, a sign of disrespect. He rejected the authority of
the court on the grounds he was obeying a higher power and, as you can imagine,
Winstanley was summarily found guilty and imprisoned.

The great experiment that was The Diggers came to an end in just over a
year's time. The remaining communes were destroyed and Winstanley disappears
from the history books. A few years later a man of the same name is recorded to
have moved to Southern England, associated with the Quakers, and worked as a
corn chandler (a corn salesman) and died without further event. It is possible that
was the same Gerrard Winstanley broken by his experience but it is just as likely
that it was not; political prisoners rarely fared well in the prisons of the time and



it seems unlikely he would have been released. We may never know for sure what
happened to him.

But there are some things that we can know for sure about Gerrard
Winstanley and his little movement The Diggers. We know for sure that they
touched on a social issue that was as relevant in the 1600s as it is today, that
resources are not fairly distributed. In Winstanley's time the crisis was access to
land to grow food, in the modern day we have plenty of food but a crisis of
economics that prevent it from getting to those in need. There is something
telling that over 400 years later the message of a merchant from London is still
true.

But even more important than his economics is his drive. Perhaps it comes
with the territory of receiving a message directly from god but | am always
amazed at what he accomplished, in so little time, and why he did it. Gerrard
Winstanley was no armchair activist, or as the modern-term teases a "slacktivist",
he was no ivory tower theologian, and he was no dreamer but he was a doer. And
a doer who was guided by his beliefs.

| believe that religion is something to be lived and by that | mean it should
something that affects our daily lives. What we believe no matter if we call it
theology, values, ethics, or what have you, should be something that guides our
daily lives and our daily interactions. This can take many forms that range from
The Golden Rule: "treat others as you would like to be treated" to deep and
radical activism. But religion that never moves beyond pleasant thoughts and
worship services is hollow, it is the sort of religion that Winstanley dismissed of
the preachers of his time as well.

Gerrard Winstanley believed with all his heart in a god that so loved his
creations that he would not tolerate those beloved creatures to suffer. He
believed in a god that was so merciful and so compassionate that eternal torment
was unacceptable and just as unacceptable was suffering in this world. Gerrard
Winstanley did not believe he could do anything about suffering in the next life



but he did believe that he could do something about this life and even though his
great experiment only lasted one year, it was a year of belief truly lived.

And what more can be asked of anyone than that? To live what we believe
so that the world might become a little better place, we might become a little
better people, and who knows! We might be so fortunate as to leave a little ripple
behind that inspires others to carry on what we started and to love what we have
loved. And even though Winstanley is an obscure historical figure his one year
revolution was not in vain.

In fact on the 300th anniversary of the taking of St. George's Hill in 1949 a
small group assembled on the same plot of land and planted the grounds with
crops once more. The land which was once owned by the government in 1649
was... well still owned by the government. And the troops that came in 1649
well... they were replaced in 1949 with police officers and the encampment again
overturned. The little demonstration, which knew this would happen, did so to
raise up awareness of this forgotten man and his message.

And in the 1960's during the height of the Hippie movement in the United
States a group formed at the Mecca of hippie-dom, Haight-Ashbury district in San
Francisco that called themselves The New Diggers. They opened cooperative
medical centers, grocery stores, apartment buildings, and craft shops. They
petitioned the city of San Francisco to open public parks to community gardening
and dreamed of a society built on the very familiar principles of a long dead
English Universalist. While the Hippies of The New Diggers did not consider
themselves Christians or Universalists as Winstanley did, they did believe that the
world was too bountiful and good a place to allow others to suffer and so they
too tried to envision a better world and a society, not dissimilar to the one of
Winstanley's vision.

It is a bit much to ask of us to emulate Gerrard Winstanley, there is an
intensity and certainty that comes with having spoken to god that | doubt we can
claim as our own. But it is not too much to ask that we be inspired by people that



embrace what they believe, what gives them faith and hope, and that they work
their hardest to live it out. Gerrard Winstanley believed that suffering was wrong
in both this life and whatever comes next, so wrong that it warranted working to
try to fix it. This was true in 1649 and it is true in 2013. The love that Winstanley
felt was just as true in 1649 as in 2013 and the hope that he had that the world
could be made a better place for all is also just as true.



