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Dear Friends
We are well aware that the
Christian witness within the
General Assembly of Unitarian
and Free Christian Churches
exists within a state of tension
between opposing forces and
mind sets that, quite frankly, are hostile to the
continuation
of the recognition of our liberal Christian roots.
The letters page of The Inquirer would certainly
seem to support that view.

On the other hand there is much goodwill in our
favour and so we may be justified by saying that
those not against us are for us. The reality today is
that the truly radical voice in the world is the
Christian voice of unconditional love, peace and
real social justice. At best it remains truly
revolutionary because it is love in action, it really is
'the way'.
This month we celebrate the birth of the Christ
child, who showed us the way and became our
servant King. Let us remain strong in our faith and
in our conviction.
May the love of God be with you this Christmas
and always.
All good wishes
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Land of
Sacred Legends

Graham Murphy
Graham Murphy’s new book
Land of Sacred Legends guides us
through the Early Christian sites
in North West Wales.
As a taster, here is Chapter 3
Pale Seiriol—Penmon
The route to Penmon from the south-west of
Anglesey and the Menai bridges is via the
main road through the centre of Beaumaris.
This skirts the castle, follows the shoreline
and then turns due north toward Llangoed.
Before the village, a sign to Penmon, off to
the right, indicates a country lane that
winds like a serpent and eventually runs
along the top of a sea dyke in the general
direction of Penmon Point. Ahead is a low
hill with limestone quarries and the half
ruined buildings of an Augustinian priory.
The original foundation on this site was a
clas monastery on land which had been
given early in the sixth century by the
Venedotian King Einion to his kinsman
Seiriol. There were similar religious communities at Bangor, Caergybi, Llaneilian,
Clynnog Fawr, Beddgelert and Aberdaron.
A clas was a ‘mother church’, usually
administered by the heirs of a single family.
Its monks and clergy were sometimes
married. They and their wives committed
themselves to a life of prayer and, in
addition, they undertook pastoral work for
‘daughter churches’ supported by tithes of
agricultural produce. This spiritual welfare
system was highly successful and operated
throughout Wales until the Normans superseded the clasau with continental religious
orders. At Penmon, the later Augustinian
Rule entailed what had become, by the thirteenth century, an entirely celibate order of
monks.

preserved. Inside, beneath the crossing tower,
the west arch is just one example of the
perfection of detail; re-set in the south
transept there are two rows of colonettes,
handsomely carved with cushioned capitols
and chevrons. Also here, letting in light
through the transept east wall, there is a
small stained glass depiction of St Seiriol and
St Chistopher carrying the Christ child above
an incoming tide. This was once part of the
medieval east window when the saint of
travellers was an object of contemplation for
any one intending to walk across the sands, a
route to the mainland then commonly in use
but potentially treacherous. The two large
stone crosses are from around AD1000 and
were brought in from where they once stood
at the immediate boundary of monastic land.
The wheelcross was desecrated when put to
use as a lintel and ground flat entirely along
the length of one edge; it is still very beautiful.
With their Scandinavian frets (located in the
transept) interlace and Manx ring chain
(located in the nave) these pillars of Celtic art
are a pure delight. Half way down the nave
cross and barely visible, there is a figure of
Anthony, saint of the Egyptian desert, in
torment from demons whispering in his ears.
He was a model of the hermit life who was
much admired by the Celtic monks.

A flight of steps ascends from the road and
into the prior’s courtyard. From here there is
a door to the Victorian chancel of what is, for
the most part, a twelfth century church.
St Seiriol’s has survived considerable restoration with Romanesque features lovingly

Above an ancient south door on the outside of
the nave, the figure of a dragon is cleverly
adapted to creep across the tympanum of a
single stone, biting its tail. The Prior’s house
-4-

next to the church is privately occupied and on
the south side of the courtyard there is the
shell of a three storey building wrecked at the
Reformation. This was cellar, refectory and
dormitory before its roof was stripped, the
usual way of ensuring that a monastery was
no longer viable. In contrast to this ruin, a few
yards to the east stands a seventeenth century
dovecot in robust condition, built in the style of
the French Renaissance.
To one side of the monks’ fish pond a path
rises gently away from the road and enters a
small enclosure. Here the imagination can take
wing and transport the visitor further back in
time. A circle of stones, thought to be those on
the site of Seiriol’s cell, lies close to a restored
well house, St Seiriol’s Well, a source of water
for baptisms and healing.
Of the several hundred holy wells in Wales a
sizeable number have been lost to land
improvement. Seiriol’s has survived. Imperceptibly, the spring, this ffynnon, still rises from
somewhere deep in the carboniferous rock.
Even a hardened sceptic would concede that
this scene is one which evokes a sense of timeless tranquillity. Thirteen miles north-west
there were once two holy wells at the place
called Clorach, but a road has been built
which has effectively destroyed them. Named
after Seiriol and the Celtic monk Cybi, these
are now covered over and almost nothing
remains. Fortunately, St Cybi is better
commemorated on the Llŷn peninsula and
elsewhere on Anglesey, notably at Caergybi
(Holyhead) where the walls and towers of the
Roman fort (caer) given him by the otherwise
maligned King Maelgwn make a rather grand
courtyard for the parish church. But it was at
Clorach, according to legend, that the two
monks used to meet:
From Penmon in the east, Seiriol walked with
his back to the sun and likewise on his return.
Thus was his complexion made pale and he
was known as Seiriol Wyn (white). Cybi from
his monastery in the west faced the sun even as
he set out, and likewise on his return. He is
Cybi Felyn (tawny).
This story has inspired representations in
Christian art at various locations throughout
North Wales. The best known is on a richly
painted icon in the Orthodox church at
Blaenau Ffestiniog where it is not Clorach that
appears but the well house at Penmon – a
bright blue ribbon of water irrigates a land of
gilded mountains blessed with the feet of the
two peaceful saints. Not to be out done, in the
chancel at Penmon there is a modern stained
glass window showing the saints with different
complexions beneath a depiction of ‘Christ
-5-

stilling the Storm’, yet another reminder of
the perilous sea.
The road to Penmon Priory does not end there
but continues beyond a toll gate, over a
rugged wetland full of meadowsweet and
marsh orchid, past a cottage café and its
garden and on to the shore and the sea at
Trwyn Du.
Off the coast is Ynys Seiriol, a wildlife reserve
known by the English as Puffin Island. At its
centre there are the remains of an oval enclosure, cells, a cloister and a somewhat bleak
church tower. This isolated spot was useful
for retreats and eventually became a separate
monastery. In 1188, the medieval topographer, Gerald of Wales, found Ynys Seiriol to
be occupied by monks who were living ‘from
manual labour and serving God’
(Itinerarium Cambriae). Today these ruins are
an untroubled sanctuary for guillemot, shag,
razorbill, kittiwake and the wonderfully dark
and heraldic-looking cormorant.

ISBN 978-1-85058-931-0
Sigma Press, Stobart House, Pontyclerc,
Penybanc Road, Ammanford, Carmarthenshire, SA18 3HP
www.sigmapress.co.uk

Seeking Jesus in Mansfield
Matt Grant

On Saturday I made the journey over the
Pennines from Stockport to Mansfield for the
Unitarian Christian Association’s Autumn
Gathering. I have had a connection with the UCA
for nearly a decade although my involvement has
for the most part been that of a silent member,
picking up the latest edition of The Herald and
keeping in touch with one or two members online
from time to time.
Prior to setting off, I recalled to a friend how the
last time I had visited Mansfield was to run a half
-marathon, during an early summer when
temperatures were hitting 32° celsius.

The lasting memory from that day was how eight
miles in, believing I was approaching the mental
and physical breakthrough of nine miles and being over two thirds of the way to the finish, I
somehow hit another eight mile marker and immediately slowed to a walk, head down
dejected.
It was the sheer heat, I had become dehydrated
and confused. I completed the route that day
with a time of just over two hours dragging myself across the line with a fellow runner who – on
seeing my plight - had put his arm around me at
eight miles and got me running again. We had
ran the last third together, helping one another
overcome points of
difficulty and doubt along the way. Retelling this
to my friend, I rounded the story off with, “…and
I was sick for three days after that, and swore
never to go back to Mansfield again!”
It’s funny, no matter how strongly we say ‘never
again’, it tends to somehow often mean ‘probably
again’. Maybe that’s simply human nature or
maybe that’s an indication of living under a God
of surprises, a God of return. Either way, I
couldn’t help smile at one of the first sights as I
entered Mansfield – the very field in which I lay in
agony after the trials of the previous visit!
The Unitarian Christian Association’s theme for
the day drew on the ‘Embracing an Adult Faith’
course by Progressive Christian
scholar and popular author Marcus Borg, with a

further focus on how we – as Unitarians, as
Free Christians – understand the place of
Jesus in our lives. The challenge put to us,
during the Taize-infused service, was to answer Jesus’s reported question to his disciples, “Who do you say I am?” which I tend to
read in a more demanding tone, as “WHO do
YOU say I am?” It is, of course, a difficult
question that has challenged - and enriched
- Christians from Paul of Tarsus to the present day.
It is a question, if we are to be frank, which
has in recent years – as British society has
become more of a marketplace of religions
whilst simultaneously more demanding of
hard evidence – resulted in some Unitarians
replying to with ‘pass’ and from there,
proclaiming themselves to be ‘Post-Christian’
and so on.
During the discussion session which
followed worship, it was interesting to sit
and simply listen as fellow UCA members
attempted to explain why and how they
related to Jesus, not in intellectualised,
overly-elaborate language but in simple,
everyday terms. The general feeling was that
for many of us, the ‘Pre-Easter Jesus’ – the
guru Jesus of the Parables, of the Sermon
on the Mount, of the Great Commandment,
of the Healing and the Footwashing as
portrayed in the New Testament alongside
the revolutionary Jesus of Ancient Judea
under the Roman Empire as portrayed by
‘Historical Jesus’ scholars – was perhaps
easier to set our hearts upon and articulate
for than the ‘Post-Easter Jesus’.
By ‘Post-Easter Jesus’, we mean the belief
many Christians hold to – and sometimes
vividly experience - of Jesus as an immanent
deity, literally walking beside them.

As I took part in conversation, what struck
me was the healthy eclecticism at the heart
of the Unitarian Christian Association, the
depth and breadth of Christian understand-

-6-

ing it can draw upon. Sat to my left was a
lady who could trace her Unitarian ancestry
back over 350 years, sat opposite was another
lady who had left her childhood Catholicism
to become a Unitarian during university
whilst to the right side of me sat a longserving Unitarian minister who had
eventually come to serve the Non-Subscribing
Presbyterian Church of Ireland. And there
was I, an Anglican and Methodist by child,
now in my thirties and something of a Quaker
-Unitarian hybrid.
There was no conclusion to the discussions.
The conversations finished distinctly
unfinished. No epiphany or eureka moment.
No ‘great, let’s bottle this up and sell it’
answer. Jesus remains too complicated, too
messy, too paradoxical, too faded around the
edges for that. Yet there was a real sense from
the gathering, huddled together in this
ancient chapel encircled by well-ordered
traffic lanes prescribing one route or another,
car parks with clearly-defined spaces and
shopping centres offering an array of get-nowfeel-goods, that this continued ambiguity does
not render the great archetype of Western
society irrelevant and worthless.
As I drove back through the Hope Valley and
up into the peaks, with the radio deliberately
switched off to allow for a period of silent reflection, my thoughts turned to the famous
Quaker picture ‘The Presence in the Midst’.
The question I always have with this piece of

art is whether the Quakers within it are portrayed as meditating on Jesus’s teaching and
example or somehow being subject to Jesus’s
ethereal presence in the room?
The picture offers no easy reading but it does, I
think, signpost to why Jesus continues to have
a hold on us, even when we feel confused and
doubtful – and perhaps even ready to say
something along the lines of ‘I give up’ and
‘never again’. The idea behind the practice of
stillness amongst Quakers is to allow for the
Holy Spirit to descend, for God to be realised –
but this is quite an abstract concept and
process to get your mind around.
However, as Marcus Borg says, by centring our
focus on Jesus, we often find he acts as a mirror reflecting our deepest dreams - our divine
potential - as human beings, and a glimpse
into the wider, holier realm of that we call God.
With our ever-changing lives, set within everchanging times, what we come to see may well
also change in terms of those things that
emerge to fore and those things that fall into
the background - but the figure of Jesus
remains a gateway to Spirit and Truth; the
figure of Jesus continues to provide a Light
during periods of darkness, the figure of Jesus
continues to map a Way forward for the lost,
the figure of Jesus endures as a Friend on the
long, winding road of life.
We may not be able to fully say who he was or
is - but we can speak fully of what he offers.
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To be human is to
be spiritual
The Editor in conversation
with Rev David Usher

David Usher published Twelve Steps
to Spiritual Health earlier this year
and we met up briefly to talk about
the book and life in general at
Pissarro’s, the bistro two doors
down from Hastings Unitarian
Church and a regular meeting place
for members.
For those who are not familiar with David’s
background I asked for a brief overview of
his life to date, which readers are welcome
to ignore if they know it already.
DU: After being thrown out of Adelaide
University as a very incompetent student of
architecture, I was at a loose end and
wondering what to do with myself. To the
surprise of everyone, most especially myself as a very green suburban boy, I headed out to the bush and became a jackaroo
on large, remote sheep and cattle stations
in the outback. I ended up doing that for
four years. It was a wonderful experience.
Then at the age of twenty three, I thought I
would go on a brief working holiday in New
Zealand. That was more than thirty years
ago. It was while I was travelling that I
decided I wanted to be a minister, and
upon arrival in Britain, I made contact with
British Unitarians and was offered a
scholarship to study at Oxford University. I
became a minister in 1981. Since then, I
have had ministries in Greater Manchester,
London, New Hampshire, Lancashire and
Sevenoaks. On October 1, 2007 I became
London District Minister, with supervision
responsibilities for congregations throughout the South East, from Reading to Dover,
and Southend to Worthing.

BH: Why this book at this point?
DU: In some ways I was challenged to
write it, but at the same time it came out
of a number of things which are going on
at present and which I felt a need to try
to pin down – not that I have the
answers, but that it might help me and
others to clarify the ways things are and
the way we should, perhaps, be going.
I have to admit the title is a deliberate
reference to both Alcoholics Anonymous
and to Karen Armstrong, but if that
encourages people to read, so much the
better.
The most important thing for me was to
write in a way which would speak to
readers in non-theological language, in a
way they could easily absorb and understand but without ever watering down
the complexities and subtleties of the
argument. These are not simple matters
and it would be an insult to any reader to
pretend that by trying to use straightforward English I was trying to make
complex concepts over-simple.
BH: Is there a problem with Spirituality?

DU: Yes, I think there is. On the one hand
I don’t believe we should let thinkers like
Richard Dawkins hold all the cards and
make the going. A refusal to accept that
spirituality exists on the basis that it is
meaningless or incomprehensible to you,
is simply not good enough. We do not let
the tone deaf decide on the value of a
Mozart piano concerto. Why should those
of us who are aware of the importance of
the spiritual life and its values constantly
have to defend ourselves? The problem
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arises, I suspect, because spirituality has
no product by which it can be judged. A
piece of music or a painting can be
assessed objectively.
A spiritual experience, like love, is deeply
personal and can be shared with the
sympathetic but can never be proved as if
it were a mathematical formula.

which was far beyond the merely
material. Our legends, myths and early
art all point to this, and our continuing
search to improve our spiritual lives is the
modern equivalent of these early
yearnings.

BH: Should we really be unattached to
outcomes?

BH: How important is attending to our
Spirit?

DU: I think we have to aim for specific
outcomes – it would pointless to attempt
anything if we did not have some sense
of vision – but at the same time accept
that the action is worth undertaking in
itself, regardless of the outcome. If we fail
eventually to achieve our ultimate goal,

DU: If we accept that our spiritual lives,
both individually and corporately, are
important, then it is no good simply
ignoring them and hoping that somehow
they will shape themselves and be of
value to us without us taking any action.
None of this implies that there is any one
understanding of the spiritual life, but it
does mean that, whichever way we
approach it, we need to be doing so
rationally, systematically and with a
view to improving both our own understanding and that of our friends and
those close to us in the church. If Sufi
mysticism is the way you feel drawn to,
and this supports your spiritual life, then
nobody within the Unitarian church
should be unhappy. But equally if any of
the forms of Christian mysticism – St
John of the Cross, Meister Eckhardt,
Julian or Norwich – work for you then
they must be equally valued.

most of our Unitarian
churches are far more
comfortable today with
the idea of spiritual
growth than they were
even a few years ago.
we may have realised along the way far
more than we would have done had we
not made the effort, the decision, in the
first place. For example if our aim were to
build our own church community and we
set a goal of say 50 new members, but
we only got 11, we have not failed if the
community is revived, has a renewed
sense of its own worth, a new vision and
way forward. The only failure would
have been to say there are too few of us,
we can’t do anything, we’ll just stay as
we are.

BH: You note in the book that To be
human is to be spiritual. How important
is this to your own approach to
spirituality?
DU: I believe it is impossible to deny that
we are spiritual beings. The very fact that
we are able to think, to ponder, to rationalise, to consider abstract and deeper
meanings within life, all point to a
realisation that there is more to life than
basic materialism. Our awareness of
abstract values – love, anger, honour,
altruism – point to an approach to life
which is more than getting by from day to
day. Even at what many may think of as
our most primitive state, human beings
seem to have been aware of their
relationship to the universe in a way

BH: What is the importance of the
Spiritual community as opposed to a
social community?
DU: I think most of our Unitarian
churches are far more comfortable today
with the idea of spiritual growth than
they were even a few years ago. We are
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able to discuss our spiritual lives, to run
seminars and retreats, without howls of
protest that this is not Unitarian. Our
social action will and should grow out of
our spiritual commitment. As we grow
together spiritually we will increasingly
see the needs of the world around us a
react to them. This way our congregations
will grow both personally and physically.

Because above all else, the church is a
place which we feel drawn to because of
what we believe. It is not a tennis club or
a coffee shop which we drop into to meet
friends. It is a dynamic living spiritual
community which means there will be
tensions, arguments even, but if it were
only endless niceness, it would not be
church, and we would not be fulfilling our
spiritual destinies.

BH: Do we really face the death of
congregations?

Rev David Usher
Twelve Steps to Spiritual Health
Lindsey Press
ISBN 978-0-85319-083-7

DU: I hope not but there is a real
possibility where individual congregations, and they are not necessarily the
smallest that we have, do not see the
need for vision and personal growth.
The mind-set which assumes we simply
have to go on doing what we have
always done and eventually something
will happen is a death wish. We must not
allow tiny minorities to hold a veto to
communities which, given the freedom to
do so, could blossom and grown
individually and collectively.

The book is available from Essex Hall for
£8 plus postage and packaging by telephoning Audrey Longhurst on 0207240
2384.

BH: You have always very carefully
positioned yourself outside of the liberal
Christian / atheist Unitarian camp but
may I ask if you have any thoughts on
the Kingdom of God?

DU: I see you kept the easy ones till to
end! I certainly don’t view the Kingdom of
God in any sense as something that is
going to happen, some immense second
coming with trumpets and judgement.
But I am not complacent or dismissive of
the ideas – particularly those we see in
John’s Gospel – of a Kingdom which is
within us, among us, bounded by the
ideas of love and justice which are
inherent in the New Testament, and
support in so many of the world’s major
religions. If I am at peace with myself
and with those around me, which does
not mean we don’t disagree or argue at
times, but we all want what is best for all
of us, then I can see this as being in line
with liberal Christian ideas of the
Kingdom of God.

It is also available from major online
booksellers in many parts of the world.
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Simple gifts
Rob Gregson
It is a pleasure to be able to introduce
readers of the UCH to a new justice initiative,
SimpleGifts: Unitarian Centre for Social
Action. I've been thinking about how best to
convey the kinds of things we have been
doing here in East London over the past 18
months. A “Day in the Life Of...” format
came to mind; it has the advantage of
painting a more lively picture than the more
standard laundry list of activities and goals
most charities rattle off without too much
effort (or creativity) on our parts. How to
relate this work to the Unitarian Christian
community's hopes and dreams remained a
bit vague but I decided to forge ahead in the
hope that that part would emerge in the
telling.
Then I happened to hear the Archbishop of
Canterbury Justin Welby speak about the
Church's role in social justice work at the
recent Church Urban Fund's conference,
“Tackling Poverty Together.” The two
seemingly disparate pieces now fit together.
Here is a snapshot of SimpleGifts' story and,
it turns out, a snapshot of our larger
Unitarian story as well.
Thursday 7 November
9 a.m. Stella (a Unitarian volunteer from the
same chapel I attend) and I arrive at the
church hall a little after 10. My colleague
and fellow part-time SimpleGifts staffer, Ann
Howell, is already there with one of our
newer volunteers, Rippin, an AngloBangladeshi mum who lives in the
neighbourhood. Mushrooms are chopped up
for soup, cheese grated for macaroni and
cheese, coffee made for the four other
volunteers who begin trickling in. We always
ensure that one of the hot dishes is halal—
following Islamic dietary laws. A high percentage of our clients and our volunteers at
the New Neighbour/Old Neighbour weekly
lunch is Muslim.
Noon Our older pensioners (nearly all longtime residents and native English speakers)
arrive and are offered coffee or tea. Barbara
is there, gives us all kisses. So is her new
friend, Elizabeth, and 89 year old Dolly sat
alongside Maureen and her husband,
Norman (they've both been in pictures we
learn today—great hams the two of them so

we believe them.) A good turn out so far: 8-9
all told. We serve homemade soup, pasta
and salad and chat away. Half an hour later
15 members of a local English language class
join us—now the sounds of Bengali, Sylheti,
Polish, Portuguese and Spanish mingle with
East Londoner English. During dessert we
welcome them all formally to “New/Old” as
we call it, inviting them to get to know one
another across boundaries of age, language
and culture--”We're all East Londoners now”
we say. We go around the table, saying
where we grew up and where we live now.
We ask both groups to switch tables, to
actually talk to each other—and they do. In
fact, we have to kick them out at 1:30; they
show no signs of leaving. One of the social
workers from the school across the street
comes near the end to see her Aunt Dolly.
She and I chat briefly about the hold up on
the Teen Girls' Support Group we had
thought would be running by now; a bureaucratic problem with the volunteer therapist's
address has caused the 6-12 week
programme to be pushed back a few weeks.
Our “Youth Can Lead!” teen mentoring
initiative—bringing in secondary students to
assist with the Homework Help Club--is similarly delayed...but that's because I've
managed to mislay the 20 teen names we
gathered at the Year 9 assembly last week.
(NB. I found them a week later...in the backpack I had already searched twice. Phew.)
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2:00 p.m. We reconfigure the room for the
afternoon Homework Help Club. Three
morning volunteers leave; the rest of us sit
down and chat for a bit, waiting for the 5
more who have promised to come in time for
the 3:30 club opening.

St.), and sleepover arrangements.
Working with teens is a balancing act
between youth empowerment and adult
leadership. Maurice Glasman--well known
Labour activist and Anglican academic-emphasised a similar idea in his speech,
following Archbishop Welby. “We must never
speak for the poor—they must speak and,
whenever possible, do for themselves. We
should never take away from poor people
their own agency for change.” I think about
this as SimpleGifts develops its own outreach
to youth and the marginal. I am also struck
by the theological implications the two
speakers seem to have missed: are we not to
accept peoples' spiritual and moral agency as
well? When asked about his stance towards
interfaith work on justice issues, Archbishop
Welby said, “It has to begin with Jesus.
Jesus Christ is the only way to know the
fullness of God.” To be fair, he also acknowledged our common ground on justice issues
but still I am left dumbstruck. In our evershrinking, ever-more-diverse world, can this
really be the best, most faithful way forward?
We Unitarians and Free Christians do not
think so, and SimpleGifts work and witness in
East London only reaffirms that same deeply
open-hearted, broad-minded principle. If we
reach out for God at all—for some sense of
Ultimate Goodness and Pattern—then by
necessity we do so only dimly, through our
own lenses of culture, language, tradition and
personal experience. Humility, it seems to me,
is the order of the day, both in matters of
social justice work and in speaking about
ultimate truth. But of course, that is why I
have chosen the Unitarian path as my own.

Archbishop Welby said in his speech that
God's love was boundless and overflowing
but then went on to add something to the
effect that that love is only brought to its full
fruition with Jesus' death on the cross, that
moment when God took on all injustice and
despair and redeemed all of humanity for all
time. “It begins and ends on the cross” he
says, “and the only thing that matters is love
for Jesus.” I don't see it that way. I see
redemption not in that one historical moment
of torture and debasement reworked later into
myth and symbol (however powerful that
story might be for some); I see it at work here,
in everyday life. I see it at SimpleGifts as the
tables are set out and volunteers and guests
jostle and mix—when Barbara's kiss on my
cheek makes me beam with pleasure. I see it
every time people come together for the common good. Some of us in the room are atheist,
some theists; some orthodox and secular
Muslims; some Christian or agnostic
Unitarians. Our gathering as spiritual equals,
as co-workers in a wider community, is not a
denial of the cross, or a wilful ignorance of
Jesus' power. It is just one more piece in the
great effort required to save what is most
precious to us: dignity, friendship, hope,
culture, communion. So we tuck in where we
are, responding to the universal, timeless cry
for real human connection, for good, nourishing food and for the slow, halting, neverfinished, human-handled redemption of the
world.

3:30 p.m. The smallest reception and
nursery children begin to arrive and things
get busy. Mums in traditional hejab (Islamic
head covering) herd their kids before them,
sign off on the roster and then head to their
favourite areas: to the “Healthy Snacks”
buffet or homework corner; to the big art
table where Ahmet, our terrific new volunteer
and Steering Committee member, is already
covering balloons in papier-mache to
decorate a future Xmas tree; or over to the
small kiddie table with matching tiny chairs.
6-7 older kids crowd around the two table
tennis tables in the far back, and eventually
the parents/carers collapse around the

3:20 p.m. Two girls interested in the “Youth
Can Lead!” mentoring project walk in wondering why they haven't heard from us. (I
blush, apologise and take down their information once again with a promise to be in
touch. Being shown up by teenagers is a
good lesson in humility.) Before the kids and
parents arrive en masse, Ann and I quickly
discuss plans for the Jan. 18 Unitarian
youth sleepover and Circus Skills Day:
setting up, coordinating with the Chalice
Foundation (who, along with the LDPA,
generously support our work in Mansford
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cafe-style tables set up in the middle of the
hall. Roughly 97% of our Homework Help
users are of Bangladeshi or Bengali Muslim
extraction, but there is also a well-loved
African-Caribbean family and for the second
time running a new single Turkish mum and
her son appear. The mum tells volunteer,
Ahmet, (also Turkish) that, ever since they
moved to the UK 3 months ago her son has
stayed at home every day after school. He
has been bored and lonely. Now we have
him hitting a table tennis ball up in the air,
and cheer him raucously when he makes it
to 6 hits in a row. His smile lights up the
room. 45 we counted today—our average
now for Thursdays; Tuesdays we usually get
between 60 and 70. People begin leaving
around 4:30 and by 5 pm we are again
having to gently show people the door. A
good day, and we'll do it all over again next
week. Our sixth form volunteers, Thamina
and Rohima smile as they wave goodbye—the
next wave of born n' bred East Londoners, in
hejab but also designer glasses and leather
jackets. A nice metaphor for what happens
in our big cities and across the country: new
combinations and new communities—and we
Unitarians are a part of all that.
The bottom line, for me, is that we
Unitarians till have a vital role to play and a
voice to get out into the public forum. We
can do something like Simple Gifts in a way
that I can't see the C of E (at least the institutional church) doing. We have no desire
nor compulsion to convert
our guests to our way of seeing the world. We can respect the bedrock values at
the heart of Islam, though
we won't always agree with
the particulars. We accept
our families for who and
what they are: we affirm
their spiritual agency, as well
as their economic and moral
agency.

everywhere. We will be at GA again this year
to highlight a pilot project, The Road Ahead,
whereby we will build
long-term relationships with individual
congregations in order to help them evaluate
and build on their sense of mission in the
world and social justice commitments in
their own localities. We have always seen
ourselves as offering something greater than
“just” after school clubs, hot lunches for
elders, teen mentoring groups and support
for teenage girls straddling multiple cultures.
Unitarian and Free Christian faith and action
are still relevant in this world, though many
of us agree we will need to “work differently”
if we are going to do more than simply
survive.
God's love is overflowing...a basic truth for
some, a powerful symbol for others. There is
an outpouring happening here in Bethnal
Green, no doubt about it: of effort, of tea and
coffee, of volunteerism and of grateful and
energetic response from the community
itself. I hope some of you will help support
our efforts and feel proud, in turn, of what
we are doing in the name of our shared faith.
To see a video clip of SimpleGifts and learn more
about the programme, visit our website,
www.simplegiftsucsa.org.uk. We would welcome
whatever level donation you could make to support
our work; send a donation to: SimpleGifts, 117
Mansford St. London E2 6LX (make cheque out to
SimpleGifts-LDPA) Many thanks for your good
thoughts, prayers and support!

We're busy busy down here
in London but please don't
think this is simply a London-based venture. We are
doing this in our corporate
name—in the name of Unitarians and Free Christians
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ONE DAY CHRISTMAS RETREAT
prophecy or spiritual insight
to maintain our faith?
Invite the group to share
their thoughts on the guiding
star as well as any times in
their life that they thought a
sign was given to them.

This one day retreat would be suitable for
a small group, using a quiet space and
having organised refreshment breaks so
that the continuity is not broken through
the day.
Before the arranged day, the group must
decide who is to facilitate and who will read
each passage in the Christmas retreat. Food
and drink must be planned, so that food can
be shared in silence. Suggest that no more
than 6 people take part.

PART FOUR – HEROD
The facilitator/ reader reads Mathew 2 verses 1 – 14
Hold a silence for 15 minutes, asking the group to
reflect on the notion of treachery or deceit. How do we
see power or the establishment and fear that there
may be a hidden agenda. Or have any members of
the group felt an instinctive fear or hint of dishonesty
when meeting a stranger?
Invite the group to share their reflections.

Equipment needed, chairs, table, food that is
easily available, (kept hot in slow cooker or
cold food already prepared), also drinks readily accessible. The group need to eat in as
much silence as possible, so not to drift away
from the theme of the retreat.
Try to allow each speaker no more than ten
minutes in which to share their thoughts on
each subject.

TIME FOR MEAL BREAK
PART FIVE - FEAR AND RAGE
The facilitator/ reader, reads Mathew 2 verses 16 –
18
Hold a silence for 15 minutes, asking the group to
reflect on the notion of violence and fear. How do we
feel about the idea that Herod’s killing of the children
was an inevitable event predicted by the prophet Jeremiah? Or is the prophecy a coincidence?
After the silent reflection, invite the group to share
their views.

PART ONE - THE JOURNEY
The facilitator/ reader, reads from Luke 2:1-7
(whichever version of the Bible is preferred), then
asks the group to reflect or meditate on a journey
they have taken, or changes in their lives.
Hold a silence of 15 minutes, followed by the facilitator inviting each member of the group to share
their reflective thoughts. They may consider the
biblical story, or they may wish to share their own
journey to a strange or new place. (Approximately
for 10 minutes for each person.)

PART SIX – POTENTIAL
The facilitator / reader, reads Luke Chapter 2, 41 52
Hold a silence for 15 minutes, asking the group to
consider the spiritual potential that we have as children or adolescents. In Jesus’s time attending the
temple would be part of their culture: what spiritual
or religious back grounds did member of the group
have: was faith encouraged or rejected? Have those
childhood experiences remained part of their faith?
After the silent reflection, invite the group to share
their views.

When each member including the facilitator has
spoken, the facilitator asks for 15 minutes silence
to consider all the thoughts that have been shared
gathered.
PART TWO – THE SHEPHERDS
The facilitator/ reader reads Luke 2verses 8 – 19
Ask the group to consider the Shepherds’ amazement at the news of the birth of a saviour. How
would we feel? Has any members of the group had
good news, who did it affect them?
15 minutes silence, followed by time for each
person to share their thoughts.

COFFEE OR TEA BREAK
PART SEVEN - CONCLUSION
Have each person in turn share their thoughts on the
Christmas story and which part of the story is the
most powerful.
Hold a silence for 15 minutes, reflecting on personal
hopes and realisations on what they can do to be part
of the promise of ‘peace on earth, goodwill to all people’.
Invite the group to share their thoughts, and finally
end in a prayer for peace.

COFFEE OR TEA BREAK – as quietly as possible
PART THREE – THE STAR
The facilitator/ reader reads from Matthew 2 verses
1 – 12
Hold a silence of 15 minutes, asking the group to
reflect on the concept of the star. How the Magi
saw the star as part of the prophecy as well as a
guide. Do we need to hold on to the idea of
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Gift Aid
Recently, a gift aid claim to Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs has been completed.
The amount claimed was over £400 which is a huge boost to our income towards the end of our
financial year.
The UCA has experienced increased expenditure this year. We have published four editions of
the Liberal Christian Herald and changed it to an A4 format. We have also invested in a new
website. These changes have been well received but have increased our costs.

Our membership is 165 of which 62 members have gift aided their subscription.
PLEASE CONSIDER GIFT AIDING YOUR SUBSCRIPTION
IF YOU ARE A UK TAXPAYER.
I will be able to claim back 25% from the government. Your £12.00 subscription will become
£15.00, £8.00 becomes £10.00 and £18.00 becomes £22.50.

If you decide to gift aid your subscription I will be able to make a claim retrospectively for the
time you have been a member (up to four years)
It is easy to do — download a form from the website membership page,
www.unitarianchristian.org.uk
email cathy@fozard.com,
phone 01625533110 or write to 20 Handforth Road,Wilmslow,SK9 2LU
and I will send you a form.
Thank you to all members for your support. We are continuing to travel around the country and
hope to meet some more new faces in 2014. Cathy Fozard
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