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The last edition of The Liberal Christian Herald 
was posted out to members at the beginning of 
the ‘lockdown’ period, mid-way through the sea-
son of Lent.  This edition arrives at the end of the 
summer season, with the time of Harvest Festival 
not far away.  It has been a challenging time for 
everyone in general, and a particularly poignant 
one for faith communities.  It has been inspiring to 
observe churches, chapels, mosques, synagogues, 
gurdwaras, temples and other types of congrega-
tions offer alternatives to ‘in person’ acts of wor-
ship, and to learn of the great variety of ways by 
which clergy and committed lay persons have pro-
vided practical support for their members and the 
wider community.  As more than one pundit has 
expressed it: ‘The Church did not close, it just left 
the building’. 

The past five months have been rather poignant 
for many of our own Unitarian and Free Christian 
congregations, as a disproportionate number of 
our members have been in the high-risk catego-
ries for contracting and responding badly to the 
Covid-19 virus.  Finances have been put in danger 
and the sense of community has been challenged 
on different fronts.  Whilst the Government’s 
guidelines did allow places of worship to re-open 
for public services on the first Sunday in July, 
many have chosen to remain closed until later in 
the year or until the majority of their members 
feel safe in returning. 

The cover image of this edition is an illustration of 
the raising of Lazarus by Jesus, which is found in 
John’s Gospel in chapter eleven, verses 38 to 44.  
It is a portion of scripture that pre-figures the res-



4 

Taking The First Step 
by Rev Jim Corrigall, August 2020 

urrection of Jesus, and serves to convey many aspects of the grieving process, as it is experienced by a 
community of believers.  It teases out the perfectly natural responses to bereavement: denial; anger; bar-
gaining; depression; acceptance (so eloquently detailed in Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’ seminal study on grief, 
On Death and Dying, first published in 1969).  It provides a textual basis for understanding how one iden-
tifies hope for new life following a period of loss, and it demonstrates how communities have always 
struggled to re-define themselves following a great tragedy.  The articles in this edition provide a variety 
of perspectives on the past, present and future of our liberal faith, and offer ways by which our identity 
can be understood in the light of this recent global pandemic.  I commend it to you.  Jeff Gould, Editor 

good, he seems to say, but what is in your heart? 

If it’s the opposite of what you are proclaiming, 

then something is very wrong.   

And this truth – that the spirit of the law is more 

important than its letter -- remains relevant to-

day, to our lives in these deeply unsettling times 

… as we struggle to do the right thing as we 

emerge from Lockdown – by stops and starts … or 

as we consider how to support campaigns for a 

fairer and more equal world.  

Wouldn’t it be great if our inner and outer lives 

moved in harmony – but they don’t always, do 

they? … certainly mine don’t! We know we 

should follow the promptings of our conscience, 

but so often we don’t … or somehow we can’t. 

Doing the right thing can be the hardest thing of 

all.    

And that’s the focus of a poem by the contempo-

rary English poet David Whyte, his ‘Start Close 

In’ (our second reading today). Do you recall how 

the poem opened, shall we listen again? 

“Start close in, // don’t take the second step // or 

the third, // start with the first// thing  

 // close in, // the step // you don’t want to take.”  

That seems to describe me very well … it’s the 

first step that I always seem to resist taking.  Why 

don’t I take this first step though? … why is it so 

hard? Even when I’m trying to write a sermon, I 

indulge in all kinds of displacement activity … I’m 

struck by the need to complete a load of chores 

I’ve been putting off for weeks … suddenly I find 

myself doing these … rather than getting on with 

writing the sermon. Do you know this behaviour? 

 Why do simple things sometimes prove the most 

difficult?  Jim Corrigall explores an all-too-human 

conundrum, in a sermon this Summer 

In Matthew’s gospel (5: 27-32), we read words of 

Jesus that have been used by mainstream Christi-

anity to justify church prohibitions against di-

vorce -- and against the second marriages that 

may result. Those words from verse 32: ‘And any-

one who marries a divorced woman commits 

adultery.’ 

Well, Jesus said it, so it must be true! But I think 

Unitarians and religious liberals generally would 

interpret this passage differently. Why? Because 

we don’t see the Bible as recording immutable 

truths from God … and nor are Jesus’s sayings a 

set of immutable truths that carry through the 

ages. No, Jesus’ teaching is much more subtle 

than this … he is almost always, it seems to me, 

speaking to particular contexts … his words focus 

on particular situations and individuals, and need 

to be understood in that light. This doesn’t mean 

though that there are no truths in what Jesus 

says.  

So, let’s look at this passage. Jesus is effectively 

saying: it’s not good enough simply to obey the 

commandment you should not commit adultery 

… what is in your heart is equally important … you 

can commit adultery in your heart. Jesus’ take-

away point here seems to be that we should fol-

low the spirit of the law, rather than obeying its 

letter (and feeling virtuous afterwards).  This was 

his continuing conflict with the Jewish religious 

authorities … Yes, your actions and words seem 
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… does this strike a chord with you?  

And it’s not just sermon-writing … so often, that 

thing I know I should do, that difficult conversa-

tion I need to have, that change in attitude I need 

to make … oh no, I’d much rather do the second 

and third thing on my list, all the way to the hun-

dredth thing, but not that first thing … oh no, 

that’s too hard, too difficult!  

So why do we do this?  And can we ever over-

come this all-too-human tendency of ours?  Let’s 

consider the rest of this poem …  

The poet suggests we should start where we are 

(with ‘the pale ground’ beneath our feet), and 

listen to our own questions … follow our own 

voice. … then we might be able to take a small 

step we can call our own … as long as we don’t 

allow ourselves to be taken in by other people’s 

heroics.  

And then, when you’re following your own heart, 

the poet suggests, you might just be able to take 

that first step … that one ‘you don’t want to take’.  

Don’t let the noise of others distract you … Do 

what you need to do … what you know you have 

to do.  

But you know what? I still find it very hard to take 

that first step – frustratingly so. Let me share an 

experience with you … 

I have a friend, who I believe wronged me many 

years’ back … and I haven’t been able to forgive 

him. I do see this friend occasionally, at get-

togethers, but I keep rather distant. I still feel 

bitter inside about his behaviour, and my heart is 

quite hardened towards him.   

Sometimes I feel it would be better if I were able 

to forgive, but I don’t seem able to. Of course, 

feeling anger towards someone who has behaved 

badly, is natural and it can be justifiable.  For-

giveness does not mean letting the other person 

‘off the hook’ – or even letting yourself ‘off the 

hook’, if you are also to blame! 

But there comes a point when it’s surely healthier 

to let go, to forgive in fact … even if one does not 

forget the wrongdoing. Such a time has come in 

my relationship with my friend or former friend … 

but I still can’t forgive. I can’t take that first step 

… I just can’t seem to move forward.  

And then, quite by chance, I was given a tip, in a 

book I was looking through, a book about prayer. 

This book made the observation that we humans 

are very limited in our ability to forgive … and 

sometimes we can’t even manage to pray for the 

ability to forgive someone … but there could be 

something else we could do. Like what? Well, it 

was suggested, we could try asking God to forgive 

the person who wronged us, because we our-

selves don’t feel big enough to do it on our own. 

Really? … that won’t work!  

But maybe it’ll be worth a try … and, guess what? 

I’ve started asking God in my morning devotions, 

asking God to do my forgiving for me. And yes, I 

suppose this is easier to do if you believe in God – 

and yes, I suppose I do believe in God, although 

I’ve no idea who or what God is … beyond being 

that ‘Great Mystery’ that passes all understand-

ing.  

But I’ve been praying to this God to forgive … on 

my behalf! … and it has begun to feel strangely 

satisfying. And you know what? … I do feel my 

heart has slightly softened towards my old foe.   

Has God achieved this for me? Well that’s the 

thing about prayer, a wisdom long known by 

those who do pray. Surely we never know wheth-

er our prayers affect or change God, but they cer-

tainly can change us, as time goes on … perhaps 

they can even soften hardened hearts a little? 

So I’ve found a way of taking that first step, even 

if it’s a slightly odd half-step, a vicarious step 

even … but I like to maintain it is my first step …

yes, one that I hope will lead to further steps.   

So I say to you all (and to myself) … Do take that 

first step, the one you find so hard … don’t keep 

ducking it … and if you can find a way of making it 

easier for yourself, why not? It’s the direction of 

travel that counts, surely? … and yes, you’re go-

ing forward! One more step along the world we 

go, as we sung in our hymn today! 

And so may all our journeys take us forward, and 

may they all be blessed. Amen.  
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Christians and the laws of Moses or Should Christians 

keep the Sabbath? by Roger Booth   

Jesus observed the laws of Moses (the Old Testa-

ment laws) - he said “until heaven and earth pass 

away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, will 

pass from the law until all is accom-

plished.” (Matthew 5,18).  Although he disagreed 

with the Pharisees’ interpretation of some of those 

laws, such as the definition of ‘work’ in the Sabbath 

commandment (Mark 2,27-28) and the use of vows 

(Matthew 5,27), he supported the general principles 

of the laws.   But to what extent are his gentile fol-

lowers of to-day obliged to observe these laws?   

For they were originally addressed to the Jewish 

people at Sinai and the gentiles were not a party to 

the covenant then made, that the Jews would be his 

people and he would be their God (Deuteronomy 

19,8). But if gentiles choose to follow the teaching 

of Jesus in their lives does this not involve a com-

mitment on their part to the laws which he 

revered? A distinction should probably be made be-

tween the laws of a ritual nature i.e. non-moral laws 

and the moral laws. The moral laws are subsumed 

in the comprehensive commandment to love God 

with all your strength and your neighbour as your-

self (Matthew 22,37-39, ‘neighbour’ meaning any-

body in need).  But this standard is even heightened 

by the command to turn the other cheek and to re-

sist evil (5,39) This level of conduct is well-nigh im-

possible to achieve but it is nevertheless Jesus’ 

teaching.     

The  ritual laws such as not eating blood (i.e. eating 

a ‘kosher’  diet) and the  Temple sacrificial proce-

dures evolved as tribal regulations according to the 

culture in which the Jewish tribes emerged   - they 

do not affect a neighbour and are observed in order 

to show obedience to Yahweh to whom the com-

mitment was made.   Jesus would not, it is thought, 

have considered these restrictions to affect non-

Jews. The moral laws were also observed by the 

gentile ‘God-fearers’ who attended the synagogue 

in Jesus’ day.  The Gospels report Jesus as acknowl-

edging the faith of several gentiles.  He commended 

the faith of the Canaanite woman whose daughter 

he healed (Matthew 15,28) and said that nowhere 

in Israel had he found such faith as in the Roman 

centurion (Matthew 8,10).   He believed that his Fa-

ther loved the gentiles for he made complimentary 

refences to the healing of  Naaman, the Syrian lep-

er, and to the healing of the son of the widow of 

Zarephath (Luke 4,27) Although he believed that the 

Jews should receive the ‘good news’ before the gen-

tiles (and Samaritans Matthew 10,5) and referred to 

the gentiles as ‘dogs’ (Mark 7,27) his attitude to-

wards them was generally benign.  The distinction 

drawn between ritual laws and moral Mosaic laws 

thus seems valid, and the only aspect where the po-

sition of gentile Christians is ambiguous relates to 

the Sabbath.  For, after finishing the work of crea-

tion on the seventh day God rested and blessed that 

day (Genesis 2,2) and commanded that  the people 

should not do any work on that day, neither the 

people nor the slaves nor the working animals .The  

reason for this command seems to be two-fold;  

Genesis states that God blessed  and hallowed the 

seventh day because on it he rested from all the 

work he had done in creation (2,3),  and in the 

fourth Commandment  it is  said that it is in remem-

brance of the delivery from slavery in Egypt that no 

work should be done on the Sabbath (Deuteronomy 

5,15). It is noteworthy that the blessing of the sev-

enth day took place at creation and therefore bene-

fitted the whole world whereas the ambit of the 

fourth Commandment was confined to the people 

of Israel. Any evidence from Jesus’ near-

contemporaries concerning Jesus’ likely views of the 

obligations of his followers towards the Mosaic laws 

is relevant. The first Jewish followers insisted that 

the gentile followers should be circumcised and 

keep the whole law (Acts 15,1), whereas Paul ar-

gued that every person should remain in that sta-

tion into which he was born (1 Corinthians 7,20,24)                                                                          

The issue was discussed at the Council of Jerusalem 

in 48C.E. where James decided that the gentile 
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should not be troubled by the law except that they should abstain from sacrificed food and from blood 

and strangled meat and from fornication.  Paul did not follow this decision in his churches (e.g. Colos-

sians 2,16) and the dietary restrictions were rejected by orthodox Christianity. The Rabbis produced 

rules attributed to Noah. They were moral laws except for one forbidding meat taken from a live animal, 

but they were only relevant to internal Jewish discussion of the subject.                                                                                                                                   

To summarise, it appears that gentile Christians of to-day should observe the moral laws of the Old Tes-

tament which include keeping the Sabbath day holy. ‘Doing no work’ is probably to be interpreted as 

spending the day in worship and in ways which are a form of relaxation from the working week, but  Je-

sus protested to the Pharisees that work such as helping a neighbour with a fallen animal could appro-

priately  be done on the Sabbath even if it strictly constituted ‘work’. 

Facing Tigers 1 Peter 2:2-10 
by Stephen Crowther 

Lay Pastor, Hastings Unitarian Church 

 

‘[He] called you out of darkness into His marvellous 
light. Once you were not a people, but now you are 
God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but 
now you have received mercy’ 1 Peter 2:9-10. 

I often think of Hyacinth Bucket and the exhausting 
pursuit of Keeping Up Appearances. ‘What would 
the neighbours say?’ was a familiar refrain when I 
was growing up. I suspect this may be familiar to 
others. I’m not interested in blaming anyone for this 
– but only in how worrying about what others think 
of us, plays out in our lives, how it can impact the 
way we show up for one another in the world. Be-
cause, if I’m keeping parts of myself hidden for fear 
of what you may think of me, and you’re keeping 
parts of yourself hidden for the same reason, then 
we do not truly meet each other. Fear of what oth-
ers may think of us can inhibit us from becoming 
our true selves. How can we encounter God in each 
other when we are trying to connect from false ba-
ses – where we are controlled by fear? For myself, 
this fear of disclosure betrays my own experience of 
God’s love for me, just as I am. I struggle to let this 
Love in at times, believing myself not worthy nor 
deserving of it. And yet, in doing so, it seems that I 
am saying what is or is not acceptable or pleasing to 
God – that in allowing others’ opinions of me to 
control me, I am placing them above God’s uncondi-
tional love and acceptance. And I find myself think-
ing – ‘how dare I?’ 

And of course, in preparing this sermon, I notice an 
anxiety in telling my story – wondering how it will  

 

 

 

 

be received. Padraig O’Tuama says that telling our 
stories is ‘the work of the kitchen table’. And Stefan 
Molyneaux has written: ‘Be vulnerable. Be honest. 
Be open and show your heart. That’s the best way 
of telling your heart that the tigers are no longer in 
the grass.’ 

But, let there be no mistake – it can take enormous 
courage to face the tigers in the grass and tell our 
story. 

In 1984 while living in Manchester and at a particu-
larly dark time in my life, I found myself thinking 
that the only way out of my pain was to commit sui-
cide. I managed to convince myself that I would be 
doing the world a favour. For I had grown up with a 
sense of being deeply flawed – that there was 
something fundamentally wrong with me; a belief 
that was confirmed by decisions and choices I 
made. 

And so, without understanding the consequences 
that such an act might have on those who loved me, 
one day I checked into an hotel where my friend 
Stuart worked and I took an overdose in my room. 
When I awoke in hospital a day or two later, I was 
furious having failed yet again. 

One day, 20 years later, I was walking along Bright-
on seafront where I was then living, when I noticed 
a man walking toward me. He looked familiar. He 
looked a bit like Stuart … It was! And so, I heard the 
story of what had happened. Unable to get a re-
sponse and suspecting something was wrong, he’d  
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Sir Walter Scott 

 

I do not believe:  but do 
thou help my belief. 
by John Bunyan 

 The last words of Jesus on the Cross reported in the 

first two Gospels were from Psalm 22 - “My God, 

my God, why hast forsaken me”.  They may indeed 

reflect a final despair.  After all Jesus has taught 

about trusting in his heavenly Father, he may have 

asked, where is God? - as the authors of Job and of 

Ecclesiastes did long before, and many ask that 

question still. 

Christian beliefs were increasingly debated in the 

19th and 20th centuries, and are much criticised – 

and rejected - today because, for instance, our 

knowledge of the long, long story of the evolution 

of our species and other living things has expanded. 

One major reason for the loss of faith is the realisa-

tion of the immense amount of pain suffered by in-

numerable generations of human beings and by all 

sentient beings. As Tennyson said, nature is indeed 

“red in tooth and claw”. 

One could add, for example, what we are learning 

about our bodies and the on-going story throughout 

our lives of the elements of which our bodies are 

composed, with their ever-changing cells, elements 

within one inter-related reality. David Suzuki, in  

 

 

 

 

 
 

Sacred Balance and Sam Kean in Caesar’s Last 

Breath show us this.   

Such scientific knowledge (no doubt to be enlarged 

in time, with much more to be discovered and some 

knowledge always beyond us) makes it hard for me 

to believe, for example, that somehow we or our 

“souls” can be separated from that inter-related 

universal reality. Our bodies’ tiniest constituents 

over our life-time are not destroyed but are incor-

porated in new and again ever-changing forms – 

and if Jesus were truly human, this was true of also 

of him, when he was alive, and at the hour of his 

death, at the time of his burial, and quickly in the 

grave.   

In view of that knowledge, it is difficult, for exam-

ple, to see as intelligible the idea of a physical resur-

rection or even of an immortal soul although Paul 

Badham defends belief in the latter, for example, in 

his Making Sense of Death and Immortality. Wheth-

er he has proved his case is an open question. (Of 

course, throughout most of the Older Testament 

period, the Hebrews did not believe in any real, sub-

stantial life beyond, only the darkness of death – in 

broken the door down and called an ambulance. At the time I would not have been grateful, but standing 

there that morning by the sea, I was able, wholeheartedly, to thank him for what he’d done. 

I tell my story because it may also be part of your story and so you may find yourself going, ‘me too’. And I 

tell it because I have a bad memory and can forget where I’ve been; sometimes I need reminding. And, of 

course, where I have been has brought me to where I am. So, in telling my story, I offer hope and I offer 

evidence of God’s mercy and grace at work in my life. 

For, I believe that it is by God’s mercy that I am even here to do the telling. It was God’s grace that 

brought Stuart and me together on the beach that day. Grace has spared me when so many friends have 

died along the way. It is Grace that has touched me and changed me into the person I am becoming – the 

person I was always meant to be but didn’t know it. It is Grace that has moulded qualities in me that 

prompt others to invite me to stand here this morning. I am entrusted with this honour. It is Grace that 

brought me into relationship with my partner, where we know that God has gifted us each other when we 

had both given up on romantic love. It is by Grace alone, not my doing … 

I wonder – if you were to look back across your life, would you see times when God’s grace was at work? 

When you were ‘called … out of darkness into His marvellous light’?  
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  Sheol). But there is still a vast amount not known 

about the mind and consciousness despite much 

continuing research and, as Hamlet says, there are 

yet more things in heaven and earth than are 

dreamt of in our philosophy. 

As for a return of Jesus (a hope also derived from 

the fact of his unexpected death), that seems unbe-

lievable if, in the far-off future, our planet will ulti-

mately with its sun burn away and if this whole uni-

verse in the end perhaps cease to be.  Of course 

that is no reason for inaction !  Here and now, and 

for a long time to come, if we do not ourselves de-

stroy human life, there are vital forces for good to 

engage us as well as currents of evil that can threat-

en. 

There are many Christians and others, of course, 

who deeply treasure the hope of heaven, not least 

at times of bereavement, and to whom as a matter 

of pastoral care and sensitivity I should never raise 

any of these issues. However, evangelists often do 

not realise that heavenly “salvation” is of little or no 

concern now for many other people, inside as well 

as outside the Church. Not least in the light of the 

science to which I have referred, a life beyond is not 

something which easily makes any sense.  It is not, 

at least at present, a major concern of mine and I 

would not change the way I live if there were noth-

ing more. We should by God’s grace do good for its 

own sake, as S.Francis Xavier put it, not for the sake 

of gaining heaven nor of escaping hell.   

The matters mentioned have long led many to lose 

their faith, scientist Charles Darwin, for example, or 

Biblical scholar Bart Ehrman, and to a belief that 

they cannot know the ultimate reason why anything 

exists (although some do not deny that there may 

or must be such a reason).  Unlike those two, some 

atheists are aggressive and “evangelistic” in their 

rejection of religious belief, among them Richard 

Dawkins (although as a “cultural Anglican” he has 

some “love for the Anglican tradition” and rightly 

would have us all familiar with the best in the Au-

thorised Version).  Their dogmatic atheist attacks on 

religious belief are still found in trendy book-shops 

although usually few of the recent, feisty responses 

to them, Christopher Hitchens, for example, but not 

The Rage Against God by his brother Peter now con-

verted to Christianity, nor the stories of others who 

have regained faith, ranging from C.E.M.Joad long 

ago to A.N.Wilson more recently. 

I myself think there are no grounds for atheism if it 

means being certain that there is no other reality 

behind this world nor any ultimate explanation for 

its existence. But without taking such an unprovable 

position, I think there are grounds for “Christian ag-

nosticism” when there are such strong grounds for 

not believing and when, unless one thinks that “the 

Bible” is God’s inerrant revelation, we cannot say 

why there anything exists. However, believing that 

there is an ultimate explanation, beyond our com-

prehending, is surely more likely than there being 

no such explanation.  Even atheists see but “through 

a glass darkly” and, as S.Paul says, all of us know on-

ly “in part”. To that extent, we are all agnostics, alt-

hough, unlike S.Paul, I am agnostic in a stronger 

sense, finding those grounds for not believing.  

Yet here is where I become “contrary” and say that 

while I firmly cannot believe in much of orthodoxy 

nor even in “God” yet, however illogically, nonethe-

less in some manner, “I believe and truly” (although 

not all of what John Newman affirmed in the cheery 

hymn from which those words are taken !)..   

When I first came to that conclusion, I thought that 

this was an unusual position to be in, but I have dis-

covered it is not at all uncommon. David Hay in his 

research has encountered many others like myself.  

And, for example, in the 2017 Christmas edition of 

the Church Times, railway signalman and former 

monk, Thomas Ward, speaks of his rational side 

“drifting into agnosticism” while his “imaginative 

and emotional side” remaining attached “to the sto-

ries and ceremonies of Christ and Church”. Such 

“cognitive dissonance” does not bother me and de-

spite what I have said above, I also do believe in 

God, however inadequate the grounds for my belief, 

or perhaps rather, I sense, often although not al-

ways, a personal, interpenetrating, airy Reality, be-

yond all our understanding, not quite a “ Kalka-

esque” God involved in the universe but in “an im-

penetrable way” as some have suggested, and not a 

God identified with all that is, but the Eternal Spirit 
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whom I think can only move in an illogical or, as 

William Cowper put it, “in a mysterious way”.  

I hope that can make some sense ! 

I encounter that Reality in the grace and good-

ness of Christians of all kinds, including many 

whose Church links are loose, and some of other 

faiths or none, and in courtesy and caring of eve-

ry kind, and in the experience of human love. I 

sense something of that Reality in some ordinary 

conversations with extraordinary patients in hos-

pital, and in times of corporate silence, in the 

words of prayers and hymns known since child-

hood, and in the unending riches (amidst any 

cross) within the Scriptures, in the fellowship of 

family and friends, but also in the best of imagi-

native poetry and enticing prose, and in harmoni-

ous music, the cleanest of sport, and simple hap-

piness, in beneficial creativity, and when there is 

wisdom in the words of parsons and prophets.  

Again, like so many others if blessed with clear 

eyes, I have particularly glimpsed God in the nat-

ural world, under vast skies or among the moun-

tains or upon the sea, in “the flowers of the field” 

and in autumn foliage, and where art and archi-

tecture reflect the good and the grace and the 

beautiful in nature (despite all that, as we have 

noted, is - in nature’s evolving - the cause of pain 

and seeming indifference to any particular form 

of life, and despite all times of despair and pain 

when God is silent). God appreciated in all that 

goodness and beauty by some faculty that sci-

ence has yet not fully explained and where at 

least for a time one can walk on the Delectable 

Mountains, “Immanuel’s Land …within sight of 

his City”.   

That belief and trust is there because not least I 

was blessed with a rich if reserved old –fashioned 

Book of Common Prayer, Church of England up-

bringing, and because I have sensed providence 

throughout my life (not knowing why so many 

others in similar circumstances have not.)  

I have experienced occasional amazing coinci-

dences and serendipities and have had just one 

quite inexplicable and never-forgotten experi-

ence – one enough for a life-time, where least 

expected.  In 1969 on an ordinary grey day in an or-

dinary, grey London suburban street I stood for ten 

or so minutes, as people passed by, seeing that 

world transformed with light as if revealing the un-

derlying reality. Sir Alister Hardy, and Dr David Hay 

to whom I have referred, have recorded accounts 

not unlike this one in their many studies of religious 

experience.  And some visions of Jesus himself of 

which I have only read, most notably those to which 

two converts, Sadhu Sundar Singh and Bishop Hugh 

Montefiore have testified, speak to me as forcefully 

as even the Gospel resurrection narratives them-

selves – and how providential the Gospels them-

selves can be found to be ! 

So in the end I cannot believe literally in narrow 

doctrines of the Incarnation, Atonement, Resurrec-

tion, and Trinity, nor in the Scriptural books as “the 

Word of God”. More fundamentally, when it comes 

to our knowledge, very limited, of the universe, and 

of the long story of living beings, I do not believe in 

God nor in immortality. I cannot understand why 

there is anything at all, although I do not deny there 

can be an answer.  Yet, at the same time, equally or 

more than equally, I do believe, and not only in Don 

Cupitt’s dry “non realist” way, in one objective, en-

compassing Reality, Spirit of goodness and truth, 

moving and working indeed in those mysterious 

ways, a belief that is not obligatory for all but a 

blessing for so many, my indeed coming to under-

stand only now something of what it means to say 

that in this sense one “loves God”. 

E.M.Forster’s Mr Emerson (in A Room with a View) 

says that “we know that we come from the winds, 

and that we shall return to them; that all life is per-

haps a knot, a tangle, a blemish in the eternal 

smoothness. But why should this make us unhap-

py ?  Let us rather love one another, and work and 

rejoice… by the side of the . Why there is a Yes – a 

transitory Yes if you like, but a Yes.”  Or I say, per-

haps more than transitory.  But the important thing 

for me is to care for a “God” whom I love, and to 

seek by God’s grace to follow simply what is of abid-

ing relevance in the inexhaustible riches of the 

teaching and the deeply challenging way of God’s 

dear son, the prophet Jesus, shown sufficiently 
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clearly in the Gospels.  

 

The Revd Dr John Bunyan, MA, DMin, STh, DipEd, DipRE, DipBibStud, FAHS, 

is a deacon and priest of the Diocese of Sydney, his final post before retirement 

Rector of Chester Hill with Sefton, and at 84, since 1998, Hon.C.of E. Chaplain of Bankstown-Lidcombe 

Hospital, Hon. Chaplain of the Australian Intelligence Corps Association and of 

the Macarthur/Ingleburn National Servicemen, member of various church, historical and 

conservation societies, a parishioner of St John the Baptist’s, Canberra, belonging also to King’s Chapel, 

Boston, MA. 

 
1 At Bankstown Hospital as a volunteer chaplain meeting perhaps over 24,000 patients, I have noted only two or three patients 

identifying as “atheist”.  “No religion”, however, can mean many things. 

 

2 My one valuable encounter with an atheist was with the teacher who helpfully introduced me to formal logic and to the So-

cratic Dialogues at Sydney University in 1953, the ex-evangelical John Mackie, although in class he never spoke of his own 

views.  His own book was not prescribed !     

 

3 Something There : The Biology of the Human Spirit  ; see also Sir Alister Hardy, The Divine Flame, and David Hay, God’s Biolo-

gist : A Life of Sir Alister Hardy. 

 

4 Joel Marcus, Jesus and the Holocaust : reflections on suffering and hope, 1997, p.xv.  

 

5 The Gospels about which I have learnt so much, for example, from the Jewish scholar, Geza Vermes, and the historian, for-

merly Christian, Maurice Casey, and a Christian faith about which so many different writers have provided illumination, ranging 

from Ian Bradley and Alan Billings to Bart Ehrmann and Dave Tomlinson to the great Biblical scholar, John Barton.  This article 

has been abstracted and much revised from John’s two essays, entitled The End of the Journeying : Sydney Anglican Valedictory 

Essays : ce.au 

               A poem by John Bunyan inspired by Mark 9.24 

 

I put my trust in one who lived and died, 

not in the numbering dogmas of a creed ; 

the One who far beyond our minds doth hide  

remains an obscure Providence indeed. 

I can believe in goodness, beauty, truth, 

but not in power that would condemn all men, 

at birth, in God’s created world, to death      

if they not to a Sultan say Amen. 

And I can think or partly think that one 

once by God’s Spirit in a life revealed 

God’s plainest word, death but new life begun, 

yet age-old pain and loss remain – unhealed.   

For answer-ing this frame is all too brief. 

“Lord, I believe. Help thou mine unbelief.” 
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Charity Commitment Update  

by Cathy Fozard 

 

At the AGM in March of this year, a decision was taken to support the charity MaaChild which is based in 

Kenya.  A commitment was taken to raise £1500 to support the education of a Maasai child through sec-

ondary school. An article in the Easter Herald asked members to arrange fund raising activities and send 

donations. Well, I wrote that article in early March before the days of lockdown. How life has changed for 

all of us since then. Obviously, we have not been able to hold any fundraising events although I have re-

ceived some donations for the charity. The officers have agreed that all donations that the UCA receives 

in this financial year are given to MaaChild. For information, members often send small donations with 

their membership subscriptions and we do receive larger amounts as well. In 2019 donations amounted 

to over £500. I have received an email from Therese Green the founder of MaaChild updating us on the 

situation in Kenya. Therese writes: 

‘Sadly, all our secondary aged students, Kenyan MaaChild volunteers, primary and nursery children have 

been at home since the middle of March. The government has just announced this school year is “lost” 

with no exams taking place. The plan is for all students nationwide to repeat the year starting in January 

2021. We pay the whole years fees in advance for our Secondary students and will only get credit for 2 

terms lost in 2020 which means we need to repeat payment for Term 1 next year, while this was outside of 

our financial plans we are able to do this, but it has had a significant negative impact on our cash re-

serves.’ 

It seems even more important that we support this charity as much as possible now.  

Some of our long-standing members will recall that in October 2009, the Lance Garrard lecture was given 

by Su Mclellan from BibleLands. We agreed to sponsor the last year of secondary education for George, a 

14 year old Palestinian boy who lived near Bethlehem. In 2012 the charity’s name was changed to Em-

brace the Middle East. The UCA has continued to support EmbraceME by sending small donations every 

year. Recently we sent £130 to support a mobile medical clinic in Gaza. The story below is an example of 

what the donation we sent was used for. 

‘Maryam from Gaza was suffering from a number of health issues, including vitamin D deficiency, which 

was causing her legs to bow. Maryam’s mother took her to an Embrace funded mobile medical clinic in 

Gaza where Maryam was given the appropriate treatment. She responded well to the treatment and has 

now taken her first steps. Her mum is thrilled and grateful for Embrace’s support as she now has a happy 

and healthy little girl.’  

(This information was taken from the message of the Chief Executive of Embrace ME, Tim Livesey and 

was published in the June 2020 edition of Embrace.)   

For more information about the work of MaaChild and EmbraceME visit their websites listed below. 

www.maachild.com  

www.embraceme.org 

http://www.maachild.com
http://www.embraceme.org
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Stephen Lingwood, Seeking Paradise: A Unitarian 
Mission For Our Times, Lindsey Press, London 2020, 
pp 142, ISBN 978-085319-094-3, £10.00 pbk.   

This important new book of theology should be wel-
comed by liberal Christians in our denomination, as 
it validates many positions we’ve advocated over 
the years.  Yet the book poses sharp challenges to 
all Unitarians and Free Christians.   It provides a 
thorough-going critique of modern British Unitarian 
thought, while pointing to a future we could aspire 
to and begin to realise (the ‘Paradise’ of the title).  

In a strange way, the book’s launch in early April 
could be seen as fortuitous.   Why so?   Well in one 
sense, it was not fortuitous at all … the UK-wide 
Coronavirus Lockdown that came into effect in late 
March, prevented a physical book launch at the GA 
Annual Meetings, and sales have been disappointing 
so far.       

But the Lockdown has forced our denomination into 
a serious re-think: about how and why we hold ser-
vices of worship … what our chapels are for .. 
whether they are going to survive … all the while 
forcing us to consider how we must change  

And it is fundamental questions about the essence 
of faith that Stephen Lingwood explores in his book: 
Seeking Paradise: A Unitarian Mission For Our 
Times. Lingwood's key argument is that our denomi-
nation needs to recover key elements of 'classical 
Unitarianism' if it is to move forward -- and he 
makes clear this classical Unitarianism is rooted in 
the liberal Christian tradition.  

Yet it is not simply traditional Unitarian Christianity 
that Lingwood wants us to revive.  Rather, he sug-
gests, we need to reclaim not Enlightenment indi-
vidualism but Anabaptist radicalism, with its com-
mitments to community.  Unitarians of 16th century 
Poland were rooted in Anabaptist radicalism -- they 
were biblical, communitarian and socialist (and they 
were destroyed because of their challenge).  

Lingwood points out that the Polish Unitarian com-
munity required considerable commitment from its 
members … they embraced pacifism and some 
wealthy members gave nearly all their riches to the 
poor.    

“Faith in paradise requires such radical, counter-
cultural values if it is to challenge Empire.  If it is tru-
ly rooted in the teachings of Jesus, it requires com-
munities living by values of simplicity, humility, 
compassion, hospitality, justice, equality, love and 
non-violence.”   Stephen Lingwood does not suggest 
we dispense with the entire Enlightenment tradi-
tion, but he argues for a change of emphasis as we 
learn from our radical roots.     

Of course, the idea we should recover key parts of 
our Christian tradition remains controversial in our 
denomination today – as it regards itself as having 
moved ‘beyond Christianity’.  Why does Lingwood 
think elements of the Christian  tradition need to be 
recovered?    

Well, the book begins by recalling events of 15 years 
ago when ‘promoting numerical growth’ became 
the key mantra for the denomination.   Yet despite 
all the talk about growth, he points out, there was 
little examination of why growth might be a good 
thing (other than for self-preservation).    The au-
thor asks: if we Unitarians do want to grow, surely 
we need an understanding of why? ... in fact an un-
derstanding of mission, a theology of mission?    

Stephen Lingwood turns back to the history of Uni-
tarian mission work – which ran from the early 19th 
to the early 20th Centuries, starting with Richard 
Wright, who travelled the country preaching a sim-
ple Unitarian Christianity. The author makes clear all 
those pursuing this work saw themselves as part of 
the liberal Christian tradition, albeit a distinctive 
part of it.  But this was the theology (and vitally, the 
stories and scripture) they promoted.   

And then we come to the modern period … and the 
question is posed once again … if British Unitarians 
want to grow, why? … what is our greater purpose? 
… what good news do we bring?   What philosophy 
of life, what theology, lies behind our desire?   Yet, 
Stephen Lingwood states, as modern Unitarianism 
has distanced itself from Christianity, it has been 
left with no language through which to promote its 
faith.  

But do we need faith at all?   Well firstly, faith is es-
sential for living … we all need it.   As Emerson said, 

Book Review by Jim Corrigall  
A vision that challenges us all 
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'have no doubt humans will always worship some-
thing', and above all perhaps, we humans need 
hope and meaning in order to live.  So can Unitari-
ans offer meaning and purpose to people’s lives?  

 The author attempts to construct a theological ra-
tionale for why our faith might be worth promoting 
today.  The rationale for faith (not necessarily Chris-
tian) can be two-fold: that it promotes truth and 
that it offers a way of salvation. Could our Unitarian 
and Free Christian faith ground us in these? Well, 
yes, Lingwood argues, it could, despite the ques-
tioning nature of our tradition. While the truth 
claims we make are likely to be provisional, never-
theless we can affirm provisional truths.    

Second, the author situates salvation in this-world 
terms. But do we need saving in this world? … 
aren’t we ‘naturally good’ already? But the fact is, 
the author argues, we humans are alienated from 
each other, from the Earth our home, and from the 
Divine, from God.   And this alienation is not some-
thing that can be simply solved by political or social 
change.   No, our alienation runs deeper … we need 
deep spiritual renewal, spiritual healing, to be re-
born in the spirit.  

In developing these points, the author is forced to 
confront a series of modern Unitarian ‘orthodoxies’: 
for example, belief in the innate goodness of hu-
manity; the idea that truth can be arrived at outside 
of a tradition; and in Unitarian ‘pluralism’ – the view 
that we now have no common beliefs, only com-
mon values. He argues these views are all unsatis-
factory.  

And he considers 'Unbelief' among modern Unitari-
ans, quite widespread despite the Object expressing 
our denominational purpose as: 'the worship of God 
… the celebration of life … and the upholding of the 
liberal Christian tradition'.  

Yet, the author asserts, the issue of God cannot be 
avoided. While Unitarians are always likely to be 
agnostic to a degree, we surely need a faith in 
something beyond ourselves.   The author quotes 
the Quaker Derek Guiton, who proposed that mem-
bers of his faith community should at least be 'open 
to the possibility of transcendence' (or of a trans-
cendent reality). Lingwood goes on to suggest, 
again citing Guiton, that if we understand God as 
Love, we need also to at least be 'open to the possi-
bility of a personal God'.   

 

The author suggests churches that are growing are 
those that tell people God loves them, while those 
that are declining, do not (and he cites evidence for 
this).  

This should be a very valuable book for Unitarians, 
Quakers and religious liberals generally.    It will re-
pay serious study, by individuals and groups. Each 
chapter ends with questions to consider, making it 
ideal for group discussion. Why not order copies for 
discussion in your congregation?  

'Seeking Paradise' can be ordered from Unitarian 
headquarters in London by phoning (UK office 
hours): + 44 (0) 20 7240 2384 (there’s a switch-
through during Lockdown).   Card payments can be 
made.  

Stephen Lingwood is Pioneer Minister at  
Cardiff Unitarians / Undodiaid Caerdydd 

UNITARIAN CHRISTIAN 

ASSOCIATION 
Registered Charity No 101 777 1 

JOIN THE UCA! 

RENEW your subscription! 

Individual membership £12; Joint member-

ship £18; Concessions £8 

Pay by cheque, standing order or bank 

transfer; for details contact Cathy Fozard 

Email: cathy@fozard.com 

Tel: 01625 533110 
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Seeking Paradise: A Unitarian Mission for our Times 

by Stephen Lingwood 

£10.00 plus p+p 

 

What might the future of the Unitarian movement look like? That 

will depend, this book argues, on how we envision – and enact 

– its mission. Unitarians can evangelise, with a message of 

hope for a “beloved community” in this world:  the Paradise of the 

title. Stephen Lingwood presents new ways of thinking about 

the Kingdom (or “Kindom”) of God, based on his practical 

experience as a Unitarian minister. Each chapter ends with 

questions for reflection by individual readers and discussion by 

small congregational groups. 

Stephen Lingwood is a Pioneer Minister in Cardiff and serves as the Minister of Cardiff Uni-
tarians /Undodiaid Caerdydd. 

 

To buy this book from the Unitarian Head Office at Essex Hall  

tel. 020 7240 2384 (diverted during lockdown). Pay with a debit/credit card  

or order from your usual Online Booksellers 
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