Sermon for the Centenary of the Downside Fisher Club, Bermondsey - by

Dom Aidan Bellenger

The Club’s name gives lustre to my community at Downside and renews the Benedictine connection with Bermondsey, once the seat of a great monastery, dissolved at the Reformation and now only remembered in street names.

The Club began as a response to the late Victorian and Edwardian outrage at urban deprivation most graphically voiced in the deeply influential pamphlet of 1883, The Bitter Cry of Outcast London.  Catholic social teaching, given new impetus by Pope Leo XIII, suggested radical action and the English cardinals Manning, Newman and Vaughan were all fired with a deep social conscience.  A Catholic settlement, Newman House, was opened as early as 1891 and the support of the bishops, north and south of the river, has been a constant factor in the present Club’s life and success. Bishop Butt in the beginning, Archbishop Bowen more recently, were particularly supportive of its work.  

Norman Potter, a great benefactor of the Southwark diocese, began the Fisher Club in 1908, in honour of the great bishop of Rochester, cardinal and martyr, St John Fisher, whose vision of a Christian society led to his death.  Downside Abbey and School, in its most expansive period, took over responsibility for the Club in 1912 in the person of the formidable Dom Stephen Rawlinson who was later to become the principal Roman Catholic Chaplin on the Western Front.  The annual camp at Downside, the continuing support of the school and the selfless dedication of many Old Gregorians, which continues to this day, all reflect the enduring partnership between the Somerset Downside and the London Downside.  

The Downside settlement has never been primarily about enhancing Downside School’s reputation or evangelising the locality  but always about the care of the young people of the area, what is now called ‘public benefit’.  The positive effect on the work of generations of Gregorians has been a wonderful bonus.  Even when Downside School’s sporting reputation has been in doubt – which is not very often – we have rejoiced in the string of world champions in the boxing ring produced by the London Downside.

It is important on such a night as this to think about the past and to give thanks for all the work done by the friends and benefactors of the Club as well as the inspirational work of Club workers and leaders over the century.  It is important, too, to pray for all those who have gone before us and this Mass provides the perfect opportunity.  It is essential, too, to look to the future and to pray that the great work that has been done already will be continued in the centuries to come

The work at the Downside Fisher Club is important for many reasons, al of them about community building.  ‘Fair play’ may seem an old fashioned virtue and ‘muscular Christianity’ may now appear outdated but the ideals of collaboration and personal fitness are crucial building blocks of a society where selfless service is cherished.  Downside stands for a community which takes pride in sporting prowess, the improvement of the lives of all who live near here and a real pride in working together.  It encourages a community which has no time for barriers of class and race. What gives the Downside Club its inspiration are the same values which inspire Downside Abbey and School.

As Abbot of Downside and a Benedictine monk I congratulate the Club on its clear mission and sense of purpose – rejoicing in its rich tradition and present vitality which takes much from the monastic Catholic tradition of shared work and values.  In unity, distinguished by diversity and joyfulness, we give thanks for the Downside Club of Bermondsey as it enters its second century.

Dom Aidan Bellenger

Dockland Church, Bermondsey

5 November 2008
