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This edition of the Liberal Christian Herald is the one-
hundredth since its first publication in January 1991, when it 
styled itself the Unitarian Christian Herald.  The first page of 
that inaugural edition is reprinted in this issue to serve as a 
reminder of what inspired the creation of a specifically liber-
al Christian journal and to pay tribute to the Unitarian Chris-
tian Association’s founder member and editor, the Rev Dr 
Arthur J. Long.  The past thirty years have seen many chang-
es within the Unitarian and Free Christian movement in the 
United Kingdom and in Ireland.  Much of what fuelled the 
genesis of the Unitarian Christian Association was a feeling 
that the denominational hymnbook, Hymns for Living 
(1985), had marginalised the Christian hymnody within its 
pages to a section labelled, ‘the Judaeo-Christian heritage’, 
and that this represented a general trend within the move-
ment to diminish the liberal Christian witness.  The most 
recent denominational hymnbook, Sing Your Faith (2009), 
generally without controversy, contains a generous number 
of explicitly Christian hymns that represent a wide variety of 
expressions of faith.  The years between those two 

hymnbooks saw the publication of the UCA’s Hymns of Faith 
and Freedom (1991), which continues to be used regularly 
in worship in many churches and chapels in Great Britain 
and on the island of Ireland. 

How things have changed within the span of thirty years. 
Today, few candidates for the ministry need fear elimination 
in the recruitment and selection process for training on the 
grounds that they might be ‘too Christian’ in their sense of 
vocation.  Congregations in search of leadership are far less 
likely to rule out a woman or man on the grounds that a 
Christian orientation is unwelcome.  Relations between the 
UCA and the General Assembly of Unitarian and Free 
Churches are cordial, governed by respect and a true desire 
to collaborate on projects and efforts that acknowledge the 
liberal Christian contribution to the diversity of the move-
ment.  Opportunities for discussing biblical, theological and 
practical spheres of a liberal Christian faith are springing up 
within the movement from individual congregations to 
online forums.  Books and other media are being produced 
that affirm not only the past debt that our congregations 

Front cover: Detail from chancel window ,Ullet Road Church, Liverpool 
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The shepherds visit the holy family after seeing angels in 
the sky and tell Mary the message that a saviour is born 
and will bring great joy. Even in the most dire of times, 
there is always the generosity and kindness of people: just 
as the shepherds gave the message to Mary, we too can 
give words of hope and love to those we meet. 

And finally the Kings come to see the baby, well-educated 
men who have followed the star for many miles, who have 
read the prophecy that says that a special star will guide 
them to a great new king. Once they find the family, they 
warn them of the possibility that they might be in danger 
and the couple are able to protect themselves and bring 
their child up into manhood, eventually to become the 
great prophet and teacher. 

So, as we grow nearer to Christmas, we celebrate the birth-
day of Jesus, our great teacher and guide. He is our exam-
ple of living and loving both God and humanity but I also 
believe that each Christmas gives us an opportunity to find 
that holy child again, just like the shepherd and kings.  Un-
like the characters in the story, we do not literally travel, 
but we search in our hearts and minds for the child, and 
when the baby is found, we have peace and joy, for the 
image of a baby is innocence, beauty, vulnerability and joy. 
When we hold that image, we begin to understand and feel 
compassion when we see suffering and deprivation.  

I truly pray that you will take that holy journey and find the 
Christ child. Hold him in your heart, let his innocence and 
beauty guide you through into the new year. May God bless 
you and keep you safe. 

The Christmas story, which has been shared throughout 
most nations in the world, is as relevant now as it was in 
the early days of Christianity. It is a story of change, fear, 
deprivation, knowledge, generosity, wonder, joy and love. I 
believe that we have been going through some of those 
emotions due to the Covid-19 pandemic and unfortunately 
many of us expect Christmas to be very different from our 
usual celebration.   

Perhaps this year we should look more closely at the Nativi-
ty, for it may give us support during this difficult time. Since 
the pandemic we have all experienced change. We may 
have felt fear and apprehension, as Mary must surely have 
felt when the angel told her that she would have a child. 
Whatever our circumstances, we have all known fear and 
dread at some time in our lives. 

Later on in the story, Mary has to travel with Joseph to 
Bethlehem to register with the census decreed by the gov-
ernment of the time. We too have had our own govern-
mental decree: the stipulation of social distancing, the lack 
of contact with our loved ones, the closing of certain busi-
nesses and even restrictions on travel. With all of this, Mary 
and Joseph have no choice, just as we have no choice.  

To make matters worse, the couple are unable to find a bed 
for the night when they reach Bethlehem. The town is 
crowded as so many other people have arrived to register.  
Mary and Joseph can only find shelter in a stable, where 
the baby is born. 

Many people in our society are having to live in poverty, 
not just for a night, but on a permanent basis, especially 
since the pandemic: with the loss of employment, life can 
be very hard. 

Christmas Message 2020 by Jean Bradley , Chair of the  Officer Group 

owe to the Christian tradition, but serve also to proclaim a contemporary relevance to any persons who join our communities.  
Healing has taken place and the movement as a whole is more receptive to its Christian adherents. 

This publication would not exist without the interest of its readers and the articles that have been contributed over the years.  
Thanks must be given to both supporters and writers.  The list of those who have edited the journal is as follows: 

 
Arthur J. Long, 1991-2003 
Paul Travis, 2003-2005 
Andrew Brown, 2005-2008 
Jim Corrigall, 2009-2012 
Brian Hick, 2013-2016 
2016-2017, Adrian Long 
2017-present, Jeff Gould 
 

In reality, the past three years have been marked by the collaboration of myself, Cathy Fozard, Philip Waldron and Paul Hub-
bard, with each person contributing his or her particular skills to the wider effort of producing this journal.  I cannot claim to be 
an editor, nor do I wish to claim any special entitlement to continue in the role.  This is a publication that seeks to keep the 
members of the UCA informed not only of its own internal activities, but also generate discussion on the wider landscape of 
liberal Christian thought and expression of faith.  Please consider how you might add to this on-going conversation, especially 
with the release of this edition, when we can reflect on thirty years of sustained faith in the midst of a global pandemic. 

Jeff Gould 
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T 
his first number of the Unitarian Christian Herald marks 

the launching of the official newsletter of the new Unitari-

an Christian Association. The reasons why some of us feel 

that the time has come for us to set up such an association 

(following the example of the Christian Unitarians within the Uni-

tarian-Universalist Association of America) are admirably set out 

in the article by the Rev. Vernon Marshall in this issue. 

True voice of Unitarian Christianity 

We would like to make it absolutely clear at the outset that the 

Unitarian Christian Association has nothing whatsoever to do with 

the so-called 'Unitarian Church (Re-Formed) in Britain. 

Like all other responsible Unitarian organisations, we strongly 

urge all those who are concerned with the welfare and future suc-

cess of the Unitarian movement, not to support the so-called 

'Unitarian Church (Reformed) in Britain' or to associate with it in 

any way. This applies especially, and above all, to those Unitari-

ans who are anxious to confirm and strengthen a Christian witness 

within our movement. 

The true and authentic voice of Unitarian Christianity is the Uni-

tarian Christian Association, founded earlier this year by a group 

of committed and well-established Unitarians. We are convinced 

that such an organisation can fulfil an important function within 

our movement at the present time, and we hope that it will have 

the increasing support and encouragement of all those who are 

committed to a more traditional but still very viable form of Uni-

tarianism. 

Need for a newsletter 

If the Unitarian Christian Association is to flourish and exercise 

some influence, then it is obviously going to need a journal or 

newsletter. There is an interesting and very relevant passage in 

E.M. Wilbur's History of Unitarianism. In a section dealing with 

the setting up in 1806, under the inspired editorship of Robert 

Aspland, of that famous and successfi.11 Unitarian publication 

The Monthly Repository, Wilbur says that one of the things which 

at that time 'most prevented the movement from making rapid 

progress was the fact that it lacked a recognised public medium to 

speak for it and to serve as a means of interchange of thought 

among its members.' Wilbur was speaking, of course, of the Uni-

tarian movement as a whole, but many of us feel that, at the pre-

sent time, his words can be appropriately applied to the communi-

ty of Unitarian Christians that very considerable body of opinion 

within our contemporary British movement which remains con-

vinced that the tradition of radical Christianity is an important and 

very precious part of our Unitarian heritage. 

In the heyday of the Unitarian movement, we had a great variety 

of journals and publications - including the Christian Reformer, 

the Christian Life and the Unitarian Herald. The two latter were 

subsequently incorporated into The Inquirer, but in recent times, 

the distinctive tradition which thev represented seems to have been 

somewhat muted. In the hope that the voice of Unitarian Christian-

ity may once again ring out firm and clear, we have been bold 

enough to resurrect the Unitarian Herald - but in order to make 

our intentions explicit, we have renamed it The Unitarian Chris-

tian Herald. 

Not partisan or bigoted 

So the new Herald will be firmly committed to Unitarian Christi-

anity - which, we are convinced, still reflects the position of the 

large majority of Unitarians within this country. But we shall do 

our best to sec that the Herald is in no sense a partisan or bigoted 

journal. Along with our commitment to Unitarian Christianity, we 

shall endeavour to retain the traditional Unitarian commitment to 

tolerance and comprehensiveness. 

Christian Unitarians do not claim to know all the answers, nor do 

they believe that they alone have the clue to Unitarian advance. 

We would certainly never be so presumptuous as to suggest that 

Unitarian Christianity is the only possible form of Unitarianism, or 

that the honourable traditions of Humanism and Secularism, or the 

All-Faiths approach ( what is usually now incorrectly described as 

Universalism) do  not  also have an important place in our move-

ment. 

But we shall be speaking up first and foremost for Unitarian Chris-

tianity. Though we shall try to see that our newsletter is serious 

and scholarly, we shall also do our best to maintain the popular 

touch, and we shall certainly not forget the lighter side of things. 

We have a feeling that some modern Unitarians (of all varieties) 

are often inclined to take themselves far too seriously. 

Contributions for future issues of the Herald, or comments on its 

format and contents will be very welcome. Please send your article 

or letters direct to the Editor, Arthur Long, at 65 Scholes Lane, 

Prestwich, Manchester, M25 8AW. Following in  the  footsteps  of  

the  Monthly Repository, which  used  to publish articles by main-

stream Christians attacking Unitarianism, we would even be happy 

to accept contributions critical of Unitarian Christianity. Nothing 

but good can come from friendly, fair-minded argument and de-

bate.  In the words of a great Welsh hymn-writer, quoted with 

approval by that indomitable Liberal Christian , the late  

CJ Cadoux. 

 'May the sharpness of the strife  

     Be to God's greatest praise!’ 

ARTHUR LONG 
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What Was, Must Be Tested - Some (Positive) Christian Atheist 

Reflections On The Seasons Of Advent & Christmas  

by Andrew Brown  
One of the things has often stuck me as being odd 
about the season of Advent (a word which simply 
means “to come”) is the fact that the coming for 
which we, and the cast of familiar Christmas charac-
ters are waiting, namely, the birth of Jesus, is now 
two-thousand years behind us. I say that those 
waiting are, to us, familiar characters, but is this 
true anymore? I fear not. So, lest there be any 
doubt, let me list them now. In addition to the baby 
Jesus they are, his step-father Joseph and his moth-
er Mary, Mary’s cousin Elizabeth and her priest hus-
band Zechariah, the so-called “Three Kings” (though 
they are more  properly to be called  Magi, “wise 
men” from the east), assorted shepherds and an-
gels and, of course, the villain of the story, King 
Herod. To this, thanks especially to once traditional 
nativity scenes and plays, we must also add the odd 
ox and donkey. 
It would be unfair and remiss of me here not to 
point out that in orthodox readings of Christianity 
the oddity of which I have just spoken is avoided by 
claiming that, in our own age, rehearsing the an-
cient story of waiting for the coming of Jesus helps 
us better to wait for the second-coming of Jesus, 
that is to say the Christ of Christianity. However, if 
like me, this idea is utterly implausible then we are 
left with the need to do something with the oddity 
that the coming we are waiting for during this sea-
son does, indeed, seem to be a very, very long way 
behind us. 
Given this, if Advent and Christmas is all only about 
a long past, and an almost certainly mythical ac-
count of, waiting for the coming birth of Jesus, then 
why on earth do we keep returning to these ancient 
stories in our post-Christendom age? Of course, 
often the answer is simply that we return to them 
for merely sentimental, psychological reasons 
which, additionally, help us pretend that the festive 
winter season is something more than merely an 
excuse to engage in a period of out of control, self-
medicating consumption, the beginning of which is 
now marked by the relatively new anti-festival 
called “Black Friday.” But might there be another, 
more serious reason to return to these stories? One 
which senses that within them there remains some-

thing undischarged which continues truly to speak, 
albeit in an untraditional way, about a genuinely 
possible better human future which may still be 
coming?  
Something that has long been of great help to me 
in thinking through and tentatively answering these 
questions is a book first published in 1972 by the 
twentieth-century German Marxist philoso-
pher, Ernst Bloch (1885–1977). It’s called “Atheism 
in Christianity” and in it he wrote the following: 
What was, must be tested. It does not hold good of 
itself, however familiar, for it lies behind us. It holds 
good only so far as the Where-to continues to live 
before us in the thing itself. If the link binding back-
wards is false, it must be cut. All the more so if it 
was never true, but simply a shackle (Atheism in 
Christianity, Verso Press, London 2009, original ed. 
1972, pp. 71–72). 
Bloch’s words clearly suggest that when it comes to 
the ancient stories of the Bible, such as the ones we 
tell at Advent and Christmas, one vital thing we 
must ascertain before we are tempted finally to cut 
the links that bind us to them, is to ask what undis-
charged “Where-to” might still be found in them? 
He felt that the Bible contains within it a major 
strand which, again and again, encourages us not to 
go back the way we came but, instead, to follow 
the path of our own free choice. This is, of course to 
become heretics because, remember, the word 
“heresy” (derived from the Greek αἵρεσις, haíresis) 
simply means “choice” or “thing chosen.” Indeed, 
one of the most famous quotes found in the book is 
his claim that “The best thing about religion is that 
it makes for heretics.”   
To illustrate this following the path of our own free 
choice he uses the Old Testament example of Ruth, 
but we can see that the Advent and Christmas sto-
ries do something similar. You will recall that, after 
finding Jesus and giving him their gifts of frankin-
cense, myrrh and gold, the Magi return home by a 
different route. In doing this they freely choose not 
to acquiesce to Herod’s demand to let him know 
where Jesus was to be found so he could kill the 
child whom he believed would become a threat to 
his kingly power. You will also recall that neither do 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Advent
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ernst_Bloch
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2009/jul/25/review-atheism-christianity-ernest-bloch
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2009/jul/25/review-atheism-christianity-ernest-bloch
https://www.versobooks.com/books/378-atheism-in-christianity
https://www.versobooks.com/books/378-atheism-in-christianity
https://www.versobooks.com/books/378-atheism-in-christianity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Ruth
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Mary and Joseph return to their home in Naza-
reth by the same route but, instead, flee with Je-
sus to Egypt as refugees. In both these cases we 
see a free (if always extremely challenging and 
stressful) choice being made by people who wish 
to affirm a way of being in the world which is 
characterised, 
not by the op-
pressive 
strength and 
power wielded 
by Rome, or 
someone like 
King Herod, but 
by what St Paul 
(cf. 2 Corinthi-
ans 12:10, 1 
Corinthians 
1:25), and cer-
tain, much later 
philosophers 
and theologians (like Gianni Vattimo and John 
Caputo) call the “weakness of God”, a type of 
positive and creative weakness, the strength of 
which is, of course, epitomised by both the vul-
nerable, new born Jesus, and the just and loving 
form of life he later encouraged in adulthood. 
Bloch next points to Jesus and suggests that, like 
Ruth, “Jesus’ goodness is [also] closely tied to his 
ability to strike off at a singularly sharp angle, 
away from tradition.” In Jesus’ case this is, of 
course, to strike off heretically from the traditions 
of the orthodox Judaism of his own time. Bloch 
goes on to suggest that, analogously, our own 
goodness is closely tied to our ability to do some-
thing similar and to strike off at a singularly sharp 
and heretical angle, away from the orthodoxies of 
our own present-day religious traditions, which, 
for most of the members of the Cambridge Uni-
tarian Church where I am minister and wider 
British and American culture in general despite its 
secularity, is Christianity. 
That the Bible (and within it, Jesus) may be saying 
something like this may come as a surprise — 
even a shock — to some people but, as Bloch says 
elsewhere in his book: “There is only this point: 
that the Church and the Bible are not one and the 
same. The Bible has always been the Church’s 
bad conscience.” And, although this book has 
often been used as a cattle prod to by the power-
ful, it is vital to recall that “the counter-blow 

against the oppressor is biblical, too, and that is 
why [the Bible] has always been suppressed or 
distorted, from the serpent on” (ibid. p. 13). 
In Bloch’s mind, then, the Bible has always been 
the book in which ordinary people, those who 
throughout history have found themselves op-

pressed by Church or State, have 
been most readily and easily 
been able to hear the call to free-
dom from oppression; a call most 
tersely expressed in Exodus (cf. 
Ex 5:1) when Moses and Aaron 
say to Pharaoh: “Let my people 
go.” Citing the radical, sixteenth-
century German reform-
er, Thomas Müntzer (c. 1489-
1525), Bloch says that this call to 
freedom “Rang out to all the op-
pressed, ‘without difference or 
distinction of race or faith’” (ibid. 
p. 12). 

Thanks to a careful, non-traditional, and atheisti-
cal reader like Bloch, it is possible to begin to 
sense that in the stories we tell each other at Ad-
vent and Christmas we are helped, without differ-
ence or distinction of race or faith, to hear again 
this perennial call to freedom, and to strike off at 
a singularly sharp and heretical angle, away from 
all those aspects of our religious traditions which 
are shackling us to what are now showing up as 
unhelpful and, perhaps also false, beliefs and 
practices. This world of creative, new possibilities 
that beckons is the “Where-to” that Bloch, and 
someone like me, thinks continues to tremble, 
undischarged, in the Advent and Christmas sto-
ries and, indeed, in the Biblical text as a whole. As 
the title of Bloch’s book, “Atheism in Christianity” 
suggests, very importantly — and for many peo-
ple completely counterintuitively — this striking 
off at a singularly sharp, heretical angle from tra-
dition also begins to lead into a way of being in 
the world that no longer requires us to believe 
that we are ruled over by a supernatural (and 
often judgemental and vindictive) God. This is 
why Bloch can say, in the another well-known 
quote taken from the book, that “Only an atheist 
can be a good Christian; only a Christian can be a 
good atheist.” Be that as it may, in the “Where-
to” envisaged here, the word God is understood 
to represent something that can only be known 
by us in the actual, this-worldly acts of genuine 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gianni_Vattimo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_D._Caputo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_D._Caputo
https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/The_Weakness_of_God/fGX-skK9YYYC?hl=en&gbpv=1
https://www.versobooks.com/books/378-atheism-in-christianity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_M%C3%BCntzer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_M%C3%BCntzer
https://www.versobooks.com/books/378-atheism-in-christianity
https://www.versobooks.com/books/378-atheism-in-christianity
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Sir Walter Scott 

 

love and justice we show to those whom we meet, whether neighbour or enemy, on the journey of life. 
As the contemporary French Catholic theologian and philosopher, Emmanuel Falque (b. 1963), wisely re-
minds us all “We have no other experience of God but the human experience.” 
Although it is obvious that any journey towards this kind of “Where-to” is highly likely to take us away 
from our former religious Judaeo-Christian tradition/s at a singularly sharp and heretical angle, at the 
same time, I do not think that this also requires us to throw away the Bible. In fact, far, far from it be-
cause, whenever we take it seriously in the way a thinker like Bloch insists we should, we will always have 
access to a powerful and inspiring, liberating call to a life of radical, ethical action in favour of uplifting 
and honouring the weak, marginalised poor and dispossessed which, in this season, is paradigmatically 
symbolised in the moment the Magi, the so-called Three Kings, with their gifts of gold, frankincense and 
myrrh, bow down to honour the humble, poor and soon to be refugee family of Mary, Joseph and the  
baby Jesus.  
Many of you will recall that this message of a world turned upside down is explicitly found in the Advent 
stories in the words of the Magnificat uttered by Jesus ’mother, Mary, during her visit to Zechariah and 
Elizabeth sometime before Jesus’ birth. In those words Mary insists that, through her still unborn child, 
God, her ultimate concern “has worked power with his arm, he has scattered those who are arrogant in 
the thoughts of their hearts; He has pulled dynasts down from thrones and exalted the humble, He has 
filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away empty” (Luke 1:51-53, trans. David Bentley 
Hart). 
Consequently, I trust that during this Advent season at least some of us will take the time to ponder again 
this ancient yet still modern call and so begin to prepare well for the liberating, democratising and really-
real levelling-up work that is always be done if we are to stand a chance of moving closer to the “Where-
to” that, without difference or distinction of race or faith, will always be trembling, undischarged, in every 
new-born child.  There is a mp3/podcast of this article at the following link:https://footprints.buzzsprout.com (Making Foot-

prints Not Blueprints Podcast)  

Memories of Editing the 

Herald by Jim Corrigall 
My spell as Herald Editor began in the Summer of 

2008, after a gap of almost a year – my predecessor 

Andrew Brown had stepped down the previous year 

after a distinguished editorship.  

For my first edition, I was merely ‘Guest Editor’ – 

and was only confirmed in post shortly afterwards.  

I did though have a blockbuster article to go in that 

Summer 2008 edition … it was the Lance Garrard 

Memorial Lecture, delivered for the Theophilus 

Lindsey bi-centenial late the previous year, at Essex 

Church in Kensington, West London, by the eminent 

Lindsey scholar Professor Grayson Ditchfield.   

This lecture had (unusually) attracted key leaders of 

our denomination to a UCA event, and Professor 

Ditchfield did not disappoint -- his (long) lecture 

provided a splendid focus.  The cover photo showed 

Jeff Gould and Sarah Tinker, with Grayson Ditch-

field, inside Essex Church, with the church’s colour-

ful mural as backdrop.  But sadly, it was a black-and-

white photo! 

After that, we went for colourful front covers, be-

ginning in Spring 2010 with the rich brightness of 

worship at the Taize community in Burgundy, 

France (for an article by Jeff Gould).   Meanwhile, I 

tried to introduce wider topics, including articles by 

non-Christians, with subjects such as poetry, hu-

manism, and ‘the Goddess’.   

We kept that broad approach thereafter, but it was 

equally important to express our liberal Christian 

values and perspectives, not least in the debates 

taking place in the  denomination, at a time when 

many seemed to want to leave our traditions be-

hind.   So we spoke up strongly whenever we 

thought it mattered.  

I was a student minister during my editorship, and 

felt I could produce only two issues a year … In my 

just over three years as editor, I produced a mere 

seven editions.   After I accepted my first posting as 

full-time minister, I decided to hand the editor job 

on (to Brian Hick).   

One other change of note: the name ‘The Liberal 

Christian Herald’ only replaced the name ‘The 

Herald’, from the Spring 2012 edition – a welcome, 

and perhaps overdue move.  

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emmanuel_Falque
https://brill.com/view/journals/jcpr/2/1/article-p22_3.xml?language=en
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_World_Turned_Upside_Down
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Magnificat
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Bentley_Hart
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Bentley_Hart
https://www.buzzsprout.com/1378024
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Thoughts of a Past Editor of the ‘Herald’ by  Brian Hick 

Jeff’s request for some thoughts on editing the Lib-

eral Christian Herald arrived just as we were told we 

had to go into full lock-down yet again. I’ve been 

fortunate as, although my health has meant I have 

had to isolate virtually all year, the vast majority of 

my work comes as a writer and therefore being 

stuck behind a desk most of the day is not unusual.  

What has changed of course has been the daily real-

ity of what it means to be a Christian in the twenty-

first century when we can’t meet regularly – and I 

suspect that has been a challenge for all of us. I had 

come to the Unitarian movement almost by acci-

dent, having been asked to undertake the renova-

tion of Hastings 1773 Snetzler pipe organ, and be-

come ever more closely involved as a result. I’d 

worked as Deputy Editor for Musical Opinion and 

subsequently Editor of The Organ but was not really 

prepared for the difference which editing LCH was 

to make. It was a real challenge, not only in terms of 

making the content relevant but the real sense that 

the movement as a whole still had a problem with 

those pesky Christians.  Knowing something of the 

history of the movement, and particularly of the 

founding of the Hastings Church, I was surprised by 

the often quite aggressive stance taken by non-

Christians towards those of us who wanted simply 

to be accepted as a way of seeing Unitarianism, not 

of trying to impose a particular view on others. My 

approach to LCH was therefore to try to keep the 

articles as broad as possible, to encourage thought 

and reflection rather than preaching a particular 

line. How successful this was only others can judge 

but I feel that by quietly, gently setting out a case 

for the continuity of Christian thinking we were 

helping to maintain a Christian witness within the 

movement without creating unnecessary tension.  

Today I sense more and more a need to show what 

it means to be Christian by what we do, rather than 

what we say we believe. I am a great believer in 

James ‘if you want to know what I believe, look at 

what I do.’ James  2.14-26 

“There are more questions than answers” sang 

Johnny Nash back in 1972, “and the more I find out, 

the less I know” 

How true! I have always been prone to pondering 

and musing, listening and reading. I have always 

been open to views and approaches different to my 

own, willing to change and adapt how I think and 

what I do in response to changing times and circum-

stances, and therefore hesitant to regard any opin-

ion or attitude as permanent.  

Perhaps that is why, in my early sixties, I am still un-

sure what I believe about some of the biggest ques-

tions in life. Moreover, I am perfectly happy that 

way: I have never found certainty of opinion or stri-

dency of expressing it to be particularly attractive or 

desirable personality traits. 

So in matters of religion, as in other big matters, 

notably politics, I am incurably agnostic. I am re-

signed to, and quite happy with, a lack of certainty.  

This is deeply ingrained in me. Every personality or 

aptitude test that I have ever taken lands me in a 

similar place, sometimes disparagingly described as 

the middle of the road. Even my star sign is the sup-

posedly balanced Libra. As a familiar and rather 

lame joke puts it, “I used to be indecisive, but now 

I'm not so sure”. 

This is at least partly attributable to my upbringing: 

my late father Arthur Long, a former editor of the 

Herald and a founder member of the UCA, was simi-

larly centrist in his approach to all life's big ques-

Where now for Liberal Christianity? by Adrian Long  
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tions and was commendably open to new ideas and 

approaches right up to the end of his life. My late 

mother, whilst less open-minded, was receptive, 

tolerant and understanding. So I learned openness 

of attitude and uncertainty of belief as a child. 

Moreover, as a baby boomer child of the late 50s, 

my childhood and education were played out 

against the contradictory influences of on the one 

hand the lingering and still influential paternalism of 

the early 20th century, and on the other hand the 

winds of change of liberty, meritocracy and social 

change of the later 20th century. I consider myself to 

have been influenced in equal measure by both. 

It is therefore no surprise at all to me that in 

matters of religious belief and practice, I am chris-

tian with a small ‘c’ and unitarian with a small ‘u’. I 

belong fully to neither, yet believe strongly in both.  

My relationship with Christianity and with Unitari-

anism is one of informed scepticism, and has pre-

vented me from ever fully embracing either. I have 

written about this before: I love the established 

Christian Church, especially as found in the higher 

Anglican tradition, for its aesthetics: its buildings, its 

language, its music, its ceremony, its vestments, its 

smells. Yet I find the Church’s stated moral and the-

ological certainty deeply uncomfortable, especially 

as manifested in the cultish recitation of the Creed, 

which is so central to its regular acts of worship. I 

love the Unitarian tradition for its tolerance, its in-

clusiveness and its very lack of certainty, yet I have 

found its growing informality of practice and liturgy, 

its secularity of language and its abandonment of 

liturgical tradition at odds with my wish for some-

thing more mystical in my spiritual life.  

The western society of my adult life has rapidly lost 

its faith in faith, and the Christian Church has not 

helped itself by being so slow to embrace social 

change and liberalisation of attitudes. Its obsession 

with what people do in the privacy of their bed-

rooms has made it a laughing stock, particularly giv-

en the Roman Catholic Church's unwillingness to 

recognise that human sexual activity can be recrea-

tional as well as reproductive, and the associated 

reality that Priests are human beings, invested with 

the same diverse and variable physical desires as 

any others, which if not allowed an outlet in sexual 

relationships are all too easily misdirected into illicit 

and exploitative avenues.  

In particular, it seems to me to be the most unfortu-

nate of own goals to have sought to drive under-

ground, or to shame and exclude, homosexuals, 

who for complex but very real reasons are so often 

disproportionately invested with the very qualities 

of reflectiveness, empathy and love which are the 

province of Christian teaching and the essential pre-

requisites of the priestly vocation. The overdue but 

very welcome rise to prominence in public life of 

members of the gay community has reminded us all 

of society’s deeply regrettable historical failure to 

recognise the enormous contribution of those peo-

ple to the collective good, or indeed of the even 

more regrettable history of requiring it to be cov-

ered up in shame. It seems to me laughable that 

one of the country's best-known and well-loved An-

glican clergymen, Richard Coles, is openly gay yet 

(before the recent tragic death of his partner David) 

he had to publicly state their relationship to be celi-

bate in order not to fall foul of the Church's rules on 

Priestly behaviour. 

Homosexuality is no longer perceived to be abnor-

mal or subversive; indeed many of Middle England’s 

so-called “national treasures” are openly gay: Ste-

phen Fry, Sandi Toksvig, Ian McKellan, Claire Bald-

ing, Robbie Rinder, Nicola Adams, Alan Bennett, Sue 

Perkins, Derek Jacobi, Susan Calman, Elton John, 

Mary Portas, Bruno Tonioli – the list is endless, and 

hardly constitutes a group regarded as a threat to 

the nation’s morality, but rather a group which epit-

omises so much that we collectively love and cher-

ish. 

So where does all this lead? And what is it to do 

with Unitarian Christianity? Well for me, there IS 

cause for optimism about the future of Christianity, 

even in the secular, rational world of western as 
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democracy, as long as those who lead it can be a 

little more humble, a lot less dogmatic and a lot 

more tolerant. Sadly, I sense that many rank and file 

Christians have already reached that point, and are 

waiting for their leaders to catch up. Do I have evi-

dence for this? Yes. 

I live in a small rural community in the North of Eng-

land, where I attend a small town Anglican Parish 

Church with 1400 years of history behind it. The 

community is conservative with a small ‘c’ and - if 

the size of its regular parliamentary majority is any-

thing to go by - with a large ‘C’ too. Yet when an ex-

tensive “Parish Survey” of attitudes was conducted 

in recent months as part of the process for re-

cruiting a new Vicar, the respondents, who included 

many elderly men and women of traditional values 

and habits, demonstrated an unsurprising prefer-

ence for tradition on many issues, yet showed near 

unanimity on their support for their church’s mem-

bership of an informal grouping known as “inclusive 

church”. People whose values are guided by the 

likes of the Mother’s Union and Rotary are clearly 

perfectly happy for their church, with all its moral 

authority in their lives, to welcome people “just as 

they are”. 

I genuinely feel that Liberalism is more widespread 

in the established churches than many outside them 

would perhaps believe, and I feel that this extends 

to theology as well as social attitudes. Again, I 

would draw from my own experience: for many 

years, I have taken my turn at leading intercessions 

at my Parish Church, which encourages and allows 

those doing so to use words and resources of their 

own choice, and I have always used prayers and 

wording from my father’s “Orders of Worship” Uni-

tarian prayer book. Not only has nobody ever com-

plained, but every time I do it, the proverbial little 

old ladies of the congregation have passed com-

ment to me on my “lovely choice of words” I have 

never let on… 

Perhaps more significantly, whenever called upon to 

explain to friends and acquaintances what Unitari-

anism is (a common experience), I invariably simpli-

fy it to some central facts by saying that we believe 

that Jesus Christ was an exceptionally good man, 

but not the son of God born to a virgin mother, and 

that he died not to “save us from our sins”, but 

simply because he was a troublemaker to a tyranni-

cal occupying power. The most common response is 

for people to say, in somewhat puzzled tones, “but 

that’s more or less what I believe”. And a response 

of this kind is common even from people who pro-

fess and practise a Trinitarian faith. 

It is clear that social and theological attitudes in the 

UK are liberalising, both outside and to a good ex-

tent within the established churches. We in the UK 

are famously and wonderfully averse to extremes 

(with some regrettable exceptions), and in many 

ways today’s social, moral and theological attitudes 

are light years away from where they were only a 

generation ago: when my wife and I got married 40 

years ago, we still regarded it prudent to allow the 

Vicar who married us, or the one whose church we 

subsequently attended, to remain unaware that I 

didn’t believe in the Virgin Birth, original sin or sal-

vation through Jesus’s Crucifixion, and had they 

known, I doubt that they would have welcomed me 

as warmly as he did. 

Likewise in social matters, implicit or explicit toler-

ance of opinions and lifestyles that were once 

frowned upon have become the norm: these days, I 

doubt if any clergy seriously fool themselves that 

couples getting married in church are not already co

-habiting, indeed many now already have children. 

Meanwhile, even supposedly conservative Pope 

Francis has recently made noises very close to ac-

knowledging the reality and desirability of homo-

sexual relationships. 

Much of the established Church is Liberal in atti-

tude, if not in name, and Unitarian in spirit, if not in 

stated creed. It is for this reason that I have long felt 

that as a Unitarian Christian, my time and efforts 

are better spent persuading Christians that they are 

Unitarians, rather than persuading Unitarians that 
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they are Christians. It is my considered view that the Unitarian movement has declined in size and influ-

ence over my lifetime not because of irrelevance and unimportance, but because the established church 

has to a considerable extent stolen its clothes. From within that established church, there are factions pur-

suing a more fundamentalist and evangelical agenda, and whilst this may appeal to those attracted by 

some of the more charismatic, often American-influenced sects, it risks pulling the church further away 

from an increasingly secular society, or indeed leaving the Church at the mercy of fundamentalist zealots. 

In my view, a theologically liberal church, which does not require its members to believe too literally in a 

2000 year old book, but which provides a space for mindful reflection in buildings whose aesthetics and 

atmosphere differ from the everyday world, has a lasting place at the heart of our society. The (pre-

pandemic) boom in attendance at services like Evensong at our great cathedrals stands as powerful evi-

dence to support this view.  

So where should the Liberal or Unitarian Christian movement be directing its efforts as we celebrate the 

100th edition of the Herald? In my view, perhaps by fully embracing the more easily understood Liberal 

Christian label rather than the more obscure Unitarian label, and by re-joining the mainstream church 

from which our forefathers were excluded, notably in 1662, to take up the cause of Liberalism from with-

in? 

I have already done so. 

Adrian Long 

Retired Schoolteacher 
Son of the late Rev’d Dr Arthur Long 
Grandson of Rev’d Walter Long 

All Shall Be Well  by Kate Brady McKenna  

You are probably familiar with the words 
above:  they are by far the best-known words by 
Julian of Norwich.  Julian is a hero of mine, (and for 
twenty years I could see the site of her house from 
my kitchen window).  Comforting (and surprisingly 
challenging) though these particular words are, she 
said much, much more.  But this address is about 
the words All shall be well.   
  
Right now, I think we really need to hear them.  I 
know that some of us are finding this second lock-
down easier than the first, but I also know that 
many of us are struggling more than we did the first 
time round.  Maybe it’s because we now know it 
won’t be over in a couple of weeks (and we did 
think that was possible, back in March).  Maybe it’s 
because it’s colder and darker.  Maybe it’s because 
Christmas isn’t many weeks away and we’re under-
standably anxious about the impact all this will 
have.  Maybe we’re all just exhausted by being part 
of a major historical event.  Whatever the reason, I 
think we need to know that all shall be well.   

 What I particularly love about these words, though, 
is something that’s often missed.  It’s that Julian is-
n’t saying “everything is okay,” or “cheer up,” or 
“look on the bright side”.  She isn’t saying that eve-
rything is well.  She isn’t saying that things are fi-
ne.  She’s saying that everything will be well.   
  
She is calling on us to have faith, and hope, and 
courage.  And all those sound like really old-
fashioned virtues, but I think they are exactly what 
we need right now.  We have to live in the day we 
have now, of course, and there genuinely is joy to 
be found even amongst the gloom, but I think what 
we really need is that reassurance of what we do 
know deep down:  that things aren’t okay just now, 
but they will be.  We don’t know when, but our 
knowledge of history and of human nature and of 
the way the world works does let us know that all 
will be well.  
  
We just have to trust it to happen.   
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Many years ago I was going through a rough time, and everything felt awful.   I can’t actually remember 
what it was about now, but I remember things were horrid, and I also remember a friend saying to me 
“things aren’t okay, and that’s okay”.  That’s one of those pieces of wisdom that’s stuck with me, and it’s 
proving useful right now.  Because things aren’t great at the moment.  And that’s okay.  Things don’t have 
to be great all the time.  We weren’t promised a life of ease. We never had a right to expect that we 
wouldn’t be a generation who’d live through a pandemic.  Things are as they are and we can’t change 
that.  We can’t change it, but we’re allowed to mind.  We’re allowed to be sad and depressed and to wish 
things were different and to yearn to know more about the immediate future, but we can’t actually 
change it.   
  
We just need to have faith that Julian was right.  All shall be well.  One day, and somehow, all shall be 
well.  It isn’t given to us to know when, or how, but we do need to have faith.   
  
And until things are well, we can make life easier for each other.  We can support each other and love 
each other and encourage each other.  We can tell each other, whenever we need to hear it ourselves, 
that all shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.   
  
 Prayer:   

 Let us join together in a time of prayer and reflection.   
  

Let us acknowledge something:  let us acknowledge that right now all is not 
well.  The world is not as it was even ten months ago, and we are living in a 

time of uncertainty, anxiety, and sadness.   
  

All is not well.  And increasingly, we know that it will not be well for some 
time.  And it is right, and healthy, and acceptable to mourn that. Let us know 

that there are those who can listen, those who can help us through, those 
who can support us, and that there are those who need our listening, our 

help, our support too.   
  

All is not well.  And yet . . .  
  

Let us know that all shall be well.  Everything is temporary, everything  
changes.  Let us listen to what Julian told us:  all shall be well, and all shall be 
well, and all manner of thing shall be well.  We know, as Julian knew, that all 

is not always well, and we need to hold on to Julian’s faith that all shall be 
well until her faith is ours too.   

  
Let us be real with our feelings, with our experiences, with our acknowledge-

ment that the world is not, now, as we would wish it to be.  But let us be 
brave in our knowledge that one day, a day we can look to, all shall be 

well.  For it is promised to us. 
Amen 

                                                        

    UNITARIAN CHRISTIAN ASSOCIATION 
NOTICE OF AGM 2021 

The AGM will be held on Saturday 13 March 2021 at Dean Row Chapel, Wilmslow 

if circumstances allow. The meeting can be accessed by a Zoom link for members 

unable to attend personally. Timings and arrangements will be confirmed by email 

nearer the time or by post for those members unable to receive emails. 
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And let us consider how we may spur one another on 

toward love and good deeds, not giving up meeting 

together, as some are in the habit of doing, but en-

couraging one another—and all the more as you see 

the Day approaching. (Hebrews 10:24-25] 

In March, the government shut places of worship to 

respond to the soaring infections from coronavirus.  

They allowed them to reopen two months later but 

subject to restrictions on the mode of worship. 

Churches are not allowed to sing hymns as a congre-

gation. Refreshments are not permitted after the ser-

vice. People must sit two metres apart, unless they 

come from the same household, greatly reducing the 

capacity of the seating in the building.  Some churches 

have reopened subject to these restrictions but others 

remain shut. Many shut churches have substituted on-

line services. Some, while open for physical presence 

at worship, also stream a service on-line. It has been 

suggested that, for many, the virtual services are as 

good as the physical ones. This article examines 

whether this contention is viable or whether such vir-

tual services are even an alternative to physical ones. 

There are issues around health and safety. Some 

churchgoers may have a health vulnerability and fear 

leaving their home to go to church while the pandem-

ic is still widespread. They may even be advised by 

government or health professionals not to go. Others 

may simply take a decision that the journey to church 

is a health risk that they are unwilling to take. For 

them, an on-line service will be a substitute to the ser-

vice which they are not attending in person and they 

will want a service which is sympathetic to their ap-

proach to religion. Alternatively they may turn to ser-

vices broadcast on television or radio networks. 

There remains a central issue whether the on-line ser-

vices are really services at all, whatever the needs of 

individual churchgoers, or flawed events. This issue is 

addressed in a play called “Cold Lazarus” by the late 

Dennis Potter. Potter imagines a Britain in the 24th 

century which is governed by American commercial 

conglomerates. These conglomerates make profits by 

selling substitutes for items which people want to buy 

such as coffee and cigarettes and keep power by mo-

nopolising the market for these manufactured re-

placements. These substituted items actually are 

called coffee and cigarettes and made to look like the 

real things. The rulers are challenged by a guerrilla 

group who perform acts of violence to disrupt this 

trade. The group is called “RON” which stands for real-

ity or nothing. So, as arguably, the on-line services are 

not the real product, should we, like RON, advocate 

physical services or nothing? 

As to on-line services, the first observation is that they 

open up possibilities for a more photogenic and dy-

namic background to parts of the service. For exam-

ple, readings no longer have to be by a person stand-

ing at the front of the congregation. The reader can 

stand in a beautiful park or on a historic monument. 

Also, the words can appear on the screen as the text is 

read. Such readings require much more than the tradi-

tional skill of sensitivity and audibility. Indeed, be-

cause one can tune in to services across the globe, 

churches are vying to buy the equipment to make the 

service better to view and hear as far as they can 

afford it. In the blog site “Recode”, Rebecca Heilweil 

calls these efforts to make the on-line services more 

attractive in that the preachers become content crea-

tors.  However, one doubts that such creation of an 

attractive medium of delivery might make the under-

lying message less thought out. In raising this doubt, 

the writer is not advocating dry services. Nevertheless 

on-line services are more in competition than face to 

face services ever could be because one can easily 

move from one computer download to another and it 

is less easy to go to a different building to try another 

physical service there. So the temptation remains to 

concentrate on making the content of maximum en-

tertainment to retain any viewer. 

Next the actual locus of any service is very important. 

Indeed in the Armenian church, the ground of the 

church is considered sacred so that the writer was 

asked to remove his bag from it during a service. 

Reality or Nothing?   by Bruce Bebington 
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Without adopting the Armenian approach, buildings 

are considered as consecrated places in general terms 

so that there is a sacredness in the ground there for a 

service. There is a unique feeling on being present in a 

church for many people. [One knows that some Chris-

tians hold that a permanent building is an impediment 

to their mission and hold services in cinema screen 

auditoriums, school assembly rooms etc. but these are 

not the venues favoured by most worshippers]. In on-

line services, the venue will be the participant’s home 

usually. John Bryson takes up the significance of home

-based worship on the internet in his book: “Virtual 

church services and new temporary geography of 

home”. He argues correctly that the home reception 

of the service gives the worshipper more choice over 

what s/he views; the hymns can be fast forwarded, 

the sermons stopped halfway and the readings re-

peated all at the click of a computer mouse. However, 

and equally, the viewer can give less attention to the 

service. The hymns and holy texts could just become a 

soothing background while the viewer cooks a meal or 

irons clothes. 

Part of church life is acting as a community. This ac-

tion could be social in nature such as helping a food 

bank or planting a tree locally but it is also about a 

worshipping community. In his book, “Seeking Para-

dise”, Stephen Lingwood speaks of establishing a com-

munity with faith …invited into communal and person-

al practices that enable each person to experience 

God for themselves”. It will be extremely difficult to 

create this community with faith in a service on Zoom 

or some other internet conference provider. The rest 

of the congregation become little more than faces on 

a computer screen. Another problem is that this con-

gregation may come from far and wide as one can 

tune in by downloading a virtual service from the en-

tire world. Some of such a congregation cannot pro-

ceed from viewing the service to any communal action 

such as planting a tree or even socialising because 

they have too much distance to travel before these 

joint activities can be done.  

Further there is a unique experience of sitting among 

people of different class, ethnicity and age who all 

worshiping in community. The experience is one of 

solidarity. This experience is very difficult to replicate 

on a Zoom service when other worshippers are a se-

ries of photographed heads. 

Before concluding, one mentions that some religious 

groups cannot participate in internet services for the-

ological reasons.  Two examples suffice. Orthodox 

Jews cannot participate on the Sabbath because they 

cannot use electricity on that day. Roman Catholics 

hold that the mass evokes a divine presence in its cel-

ebration and so any mass on the internet will not con-

vey that divine presence to the viewer and thus be 

defective. These views though are not held by the 

writer. 

When St Paul urges the Hebrews as above to meet 

together, he envisaged a physical meeting of Christian 

Hebrews acting as a mutual encouragement in the 

faith.  Is any meeting together on the internet not the 

type of meeting that St Paul would have urged even if 

he was able to conceive of the technological possibil-

ity?  Or is such a meeting a “nothing” as the rebel 

group RON believed in “Cold Lazarus”? Plainly such a 

meeting isn’t a nothing. For some people it is the only 

meeting which they can get involved with for health 

reasons. Further there may be other causes why indi-

viduals would only have the option of the virtual ser-

vice on some Sundays and surely they should not be 

deprived of a service on-line. Additionally the virtual 

service may provide a taster of worship which sparks 

some viewers to come to a church to experience the 

full service of which they saw bits or a version on the 

web. 

Yet the virtual service is not total reality either. It is 

delivered to an environment where the recipient can-

not feel the full impact in his/her home. There will 

probably be an emphasis on making the product 

attractive rather than ensuring the underlying mes-

sage is conveyed. Above all, there may be no chance 

for the viewer to join a physical spiritual community or 

no great encouragement to do so with the ready pro-

vision on-line of the event. In short, the on-line service 

is a second-rate substitute for a face to face service 

and churches should view these services in that light. 
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Charity Update  by Cathy Fozard 

As I explained in my last update in the Summer Herald, the UCA officers agreed to send all the donations 

received this year to our charity MaaChild. In October I sent a cheque for £860 and I will send another 

cheque at the end of the financial year. Below is the letter sent  to us by Therese Green, founder of 

MaaChild on receipt of the cheque. 

 

 

 

Dear Cathy and friends,                                                                                                     13th October 2020 

I am writing on behalf of all at MaaChild to express our deepest thanks for your amazing fundraising efforts and 
your willingness to help towards our mission 

Your donation of £860 came at a very crucial time to help towards provide one more deserving Maasai child the 
chance of a brighter future. We at MaaChild are continually inspired by the dedication and generosity of fundraisers 
like yourselves.  

Now thanks to you on the day this will become a reality! 

Small gestures, which seem like tiny droplets when originating here in the green hills of Lancashire, create    

ripples which become mighty waves of opportunity when they reach the plains of Southern Kenya. 

On behalf of all the children we support and our Maasai representatives, thank you once again for all your kindness 

and your continuing support for our work. We very much value your participation and look forward to working with 

you again in the future. Please let me know if there is anything further I can do for you. 

With sincere thanks, 

Therese and the MaaChild Team 

 

The situation in Kenya is improving and all the children should be returning to school in January 2021 to 
repeat the year. The exceptions are the oldest students who retuned to school in October and will now sit 
their exams in April. James, MaaChild’s representative in Kenya reported that all six Form 4 students (final 
year) were safely back at school and settling down to preparation for their final exams in April. James has 
been keeping in touch with all the students and families as much as possible during the last months. 
MaaChild has supported him by providing him with a new engine for his trail bike so that he could        
continue to travel around the area.  

For more news about MaaChild, visit the UCA website www.unitarianchristian.org.uk and go to the chari-
ties page where you will find the MaaChild November newsletter.   

Registered Charity 1152932 

Providing sustainable secondary educational support 
For Maasai students in Southern Kenya 

http://www.unitarianchristian.org.uk
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What Can Liberal Christians 

Say About Islamist Terror?  

by Francis Elliot-Wright 

When the UK threat level was recently raised to se-

vere it was as much as we could do to note that an-

other UK attack was considered ‘highly likely’. We are 

too familiar with Islamist terror, and too used to hear-

ing that yet another plot has been foiled. At the last 

count, 25 UK attacks have been thwarted since the 

Manchester Arena attack in 2017. 

Another reason for our muted response is that we 

struggle to find a coherent response that recognises 

reality without stoking community tensions and en-

couraging the far-right. This can be illustrated by the 

social media response of some of my liberal friends 

and acquaintances to the Manchester Arena bombing.  

In the hours and days after the attack they hit Face-

book with a flurry of posts disassociating the attack 

from the British Muslim community, and launching 

pre-emptive attacks on anyone thinking of taking this 

out on British Muslims. They also issued warnings 

about what ‘the right wing press’ would do in the 

coming days. They were right to do this, but this was 

the entire theme of their response. It gave the impres-

sion that they were more angry with Rupert Murdoch 

and the Daily Mail than with the man who set the 

bomb off.  

In 2005 many of us responded to Islamist terror by 

referring to the sense of grievance in Muslim commu-

nities over British foreign policy, particularly the Iraq 

war, but also with the legacy of empire, through which 

the UK entwined itself with millions of Muslims.  

These considerations do not disappear with time but 

fifteen years on they cannot be the whole of our re-

sponse.  

We should respond to terrorism from Christian re-

sources, but not by going through the Bible looking for 

proof texts for an already worked out geopolitical 

view. Scripture, like prayer, should surprise and chal-

lenge us.  

There’s a verse in John’s gospel that speaks to us in a 

surprising, and unsettling way. Before being taken 

away for torture and execution, Jesus talks at length 

to his disciples. In 16:2-3 he says: 

...Indeed, an hour is coming when those who kill you 

will think that by doing so they are offering worship to 

God. And they will do this because they have not 

known the Father or me.  

Before linking these verses with current events, let’s 

remember that this prophecy was addressed to Je-

sus’s disciples, and was fulfilled within a very short 

space of time. It has, therefore, an immediate context. 

John’s gospel was written between CE 90 and 100. So 

these words were written looking back on what had 

already happened to the disciples.  By then most of 

them had already been martyred, Paul had been be-

headed in Rome, and many other Christians were be-

ing martyred in worse ways.  

So Jesus’s words will have had immense resonance in 

the early church. 

But the immediate context does not exhaust this 

verse. Jesus frequently linked his ministry with pro-

phetic words from the Hebrew Bible, and quoted 

scripture in situations very different from their original 

context. So we should not be afraid to do the same as 

we read his words. 

These prophetic words may apply primarily to the im-

mediate historical context, but they apply also to all of 

history ever since, because for two thousand years 

Christians have been killed by people who believe 

they are carrying out God’s will.  

From the fourth to the eighteenth century, Christians 

were killed by other Christians, so we are in no posi-

tion to throw stones at Islam. From the moment the 

church made its pact with Emperor Constantine, Chris-

tians persecuted other Christians, and members of 

other religions. In doing this, they believed they were 

offering worship to God. Had we been born three hun-

dred years ago we might have wondered whether this 

appetite for persecuting heretics would be a perma-

nent part of Christianity.  

Christianity has finally shed its urge to kill non-

believers, but Christians continue to be persecuted for 

their faith. This isn’t just in Muslim majority countries, 

but targeted attacks on Christians now come almost 

exclusively from extremist Muslim attackers. And we 

are afraid to say so. 

Jesus’s prophetic words are prescient, or at least rele-

vant, to the threat Christians face in Nigeria from Boko 

Haram. They will resonate, too, throughout the Islam-

ic world, where ISIS, Al Qaeda, Al-Shabab and Boko 

Haram kill more Muslims than they do anyone else.  
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But for those of us without connections to these 

lands, Jesus’s words bring to mind the recent attacks 

in France. 

The UK and France have both suffered indiscriminate 

slaughter, but the French attacks have included spe-

cifically religious targets.  Let’s be clear: there is a 

problem with far-right terrorism as well as with Islam-

ist terrorism. But when it comes to the religiously mo-

tivated murder of Christians, we know, even if we 

dare not say, which direction the threat is currently 

coming from. 

The vast majority of Muslims are peaceful and toler-

ant, so after each attack politicians say ‘This has noth-

ing to do with Islam.’ Such beliefs and actions are, we 

are told, a perversion of Islam. Progressive Muslims 

explain that violence goes against the values of Islam, 

and contradicts certain Qur’anic verses and Hadith. 

Jihad, we are reminded,  is peaceful struggle for Islam, 

except in extreme circumstances in which there is no 

alternative to violence. 

But we also know that each attacker believes that 

their actions have everything to do with Islam. And 

they too have Qur’anic verses and Hadith that they 

quote to support their actions.  

It confuses much of the non-Muslim population to be 

told that these attacks have ‘nothing to do with Islam’.  

It creates the impression, particularly among those 

the far-right wish to recruit from, that liberals are in 

denial, and frightened to report what is happening 

accurately. It is said with the best intentions, but it 

fuels the far-right - the very thing that the statement 

is meant to avoid. 

And if these attacks have absolutely nothing to do 

with Islam, do we then say that the Inquisition, the 

Crusades, and centuries of violent persecution by 

Christians, often of Christians, had absolutely nothing 

to with Christianity?  

Christians justified the judicial murder of so-called 

heretics from our scripture, our institutions, and our 

history. They got the essence of the gospel wrong, but 

it’s easy to see how medieval Christians drew the con-

clusions that they did. Because our religion contains 

verses that are easily used to justify not just the killing 

of heretics, but countless other forms of oppression. 

We can’t just walk away from all this saying it has 

nothing to do with us. 

Islam and Christianity need not have anything to do 

with terror. But we cannot say that either religion has 

nothing to do with terror. 

Many people express frustration that Islam has not 

shed its intolerance in the same way that Christianity 

has. Is this a fair comparison? Islamic persecution of 

Christians, and other non-Muslims dates from the sev-

enth century to the present, so is a similar period of 

time to Christianity’s centuries of violent intolerance.  

Many people, including most Muslims, hope and be-

lieve that Islam will follow a similar trajectory towards 

tolerance as Christianity. But many in the Islamic 

world also see the last three hundred years of Chris-

tian history as a story of inexorable decline, loss of 

faith and power, and increasing irrelevance. They see 

nothing in this to envy or emulate. 

Christianity has become more tolerant as it has lost 

power. Can Islam follow the same path without expe-

riencing the same collapse in adherence? We just 

don’t know. 

We cannot claim that Christianity would not have the 

same problems as Islam if our faith had not collapsed 

so spectacularly.  And were Christianity to undergo 

significant revival, we cannot say that we wouldn’t 

once again persecute non-Christians.   It’s too easy to 

boast how tolerant you are when you have no means 

with which to oppress non-believers. 

To know whether Christianity can be powerful without 

being dangerous, we should look to where it is thriv-

ing - in Africa, South America, and particularly East 

Asia. Churches in South Korea are overflowing, and 

China now has more Christians than members of the 

Communist Party. 

Maybe it is in China that Christianity can one day suc-

cessfully balance power with ethics. If this happens, 

future generations will wonder why Western Chris-

tians failed so spectacularly to achieve this, prior to 

their decline.  China, under the control of its Com-

munist Party, frightens me. But there is a different, 

Christian China that may replace it. Perhaps then, Chi-

nese Christians, untainted by our colonial past, will 

forge a better relationship with the world’s Muslims. 

This may be a Utopian hope. It’s certainly nowhere 

near a present-day reality. For now, it behoves all faith 

communities, in fact anyone with any sort of creed, 

whether religious or secular, to look for the root of 

evil within their own tradition, whether it is a true re-

flection of their faith or not.  

Full version published online, Friday 6th November 2020 at freechristianthoughts.blogspot.com 
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