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At Epiphany a close friend of ours died. She had been
ill for some time but never allowed it to stop her
enjoying life to the full. Even in her last few days she
was helping to make the meringues for her own
funeral.
I doubt if any reader will know of her. She was not
famous, she did not draw attention to herself yet her
funeral was packed - packed with people whose lives
she had touched; through the church, as a long time
volunteer at our local hospice, in her music. Until last
summer she walked with us regularly, including many
long distance paths.
What made her special? Why did so many people want
to come to celebrate her life? She had an amazing
ability to listen, to make you feel you really mattered,
as if what you were saying was really important to her.
She wanted to understand, to avoid being superficial.
She always wanted to share her sense of the joy of life.
Death did not hold any particular unease for her. She
said she had had a good innings and when your time
was up, well that was that. She was an inspiration to
all who knew her and I hope we can live up to her
example. She never claimed
to be a great Christian, yet
her life was a constant
reflection of all that is most
important about following
the Way.
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Our Christian Faith
On Monday 30th March we will be launching our latest publication
Our Christian Faith, which draws on the experience of many of our
members, giving us an insight into what it means for them to be
Free Christians as part of the Unitarian Church today.
Below are extracts from some of the contributors
These are the salient points of the Good News. But there’s one more, which Jewish
prophets, and Jesus in his turn, kept emphasizing. And it is this: if we seek first the
Commonwealth of God – if we do ordinary things with extraordinary love – though we
don’t know how we will turn out, we need not worry or be afraid or be disappointed.
Trust, which is a response to mysticism, mends us and makes us stronger - and helps
us all to survive.
Just as well we need not worry or be afraid, because there is risk for us in these
salient points. That is because, in order to accept them, we have to change within
ourselves.
Not for anyone else, not for some extraneous purpose, but for our very selves:
We have to become humble enough and truthful enough to face our private, personal
brokenness. We have to sit quietly enough to allow all of our brokenness to emerge.
We have to sit quietly enough, or have to sufficiently lose our
self-consciousness in ritual, to allow the sense of being loved to emerge, well up,
or come in.
We have to be brave enough to trust we will be supplied with what we need.
We must accept that we do not hold all the truth of ourselves; that others around us
can see things about us we can never discover by ourselves.
We have to come to understand that we are sustained or upset by our relations with
others, and must therefore seek ways to respond in and to these relations.
We must find a way to carry that risk. To go on living, reacting and acting, while at
the same time knowing we must change ourselves but also be open to other change we
cannot, and possibly would not, choose for ourselves. Those who cannot carry that
risk, that jeopardy, cannot make sense of, or make real, the Good News.
Lucy Harris

The pursuit, or indeed the non-pursuit, of a religious path is a question of history,
upbringing, taste and temperament. I have always felt that whilst the agnostic case is
overwhelming, the atheist case is untenable. The case for atheism falls apart in the
face of the everyday need to judge good and bad, right and wrong. It cannot explain
the force of love or value judgements (which are incidentally expressions of worship
or ascribing worth). So far as agnosticism is concerned St Paul readily mentions that
“now we see in part” and “now our knowledge is imperfect”. The Bible reminds its
readers that “no man has seen God at any time”. Agnosticism and Christianity should
go hand in hand. There was no such word as “Christian” or “church” during the
earthly life of Jesus. The Christian faith is not about the biology of Jesus or Mary or
the signing on dotted lines to a set of speculative beliefs, or the adherence to the
dictates and doctrines of this or that church. It is about the pursuit of abiding human
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values, the eternal force of love, the
necessity for forgiveness and the conduct
of our lives. Faith is about acknowledging
the value and worth of all worthy ways of
life of whatever religion or none. And it
behoves us to unite with people of all
religions and none to stand together in
the face of materialism, apathy,
indifference and human wickedness.
Despite the appalling record of the
churches, the symbolism and imagery of
Christianity remains for me powerful and
worthwhile. Yet I would be the last to
force Christianity upon others or think of
it as an exclusive path-and nowhere does
Jesus appear to assert this. Indeed he
speaks of “the way”, and the medium of
any other religion or non religious way of
life is quite compatible with this.

Our
Christian
Faith

Gavin Lloyd
My first few years as a Unitarian gave me
the space I needed to explore my spiritual
Unitarian Christian Association
journey and I rejoiced in the lack of
Christian trappings (Essex Church at that
time was very much in the humanist
tradition). I no longer had to believe anything and no one spoke about the atonement or
the incarnation! But as time went on and I read the challenging works of people like
Marcus Borg and Bishop John Shelby Spong I realised that I could relate again to Jesus
and his message of reconciliation and inclusion.
I discovered that my Unitarian forebears had had the same struggles I had had about
the incarnation, the atonement and the trinity but they had retained the faith of Jesus
rather than a faith about Jesus.
Paradoxically it was the same age of enlightenment and protestant reformation that
spawned Unitarianism that also turned the poetry of Christian belief into dogmatic
prose, but I believe that as Unitarian Christian I have the freedom to explore that poetry
again and to rejoice that the Christian story can reveal human truths. I am glad that I
belong to a spiritual community both locally and nationally that embraces all people
wherever they are on their spiritual journey and who use whatever spiritual framework
that they find useful, but I am pleased that I also have the fellowship of the Unitarian
Christian Association that provides me with a group of people with whom I can speak
about the faith of Jesus.
David Darling

Our Christian Faith is available now from Larkpress, 146 Sedlescombe Gardens,
St Leonards on Sea, East Sussex, TN38 0YW price £8.50 to include P&P
It will be available post free until Thursday 30th April, after which time postage
will be £1.00 per copy. Cheques payable to Unitarian Christian A ssociation
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Of Sheep & Goats . . .
Peter Bolwell

The title refers to the well-known passage from
Matthew's Gospel Ch25 v31-46 which raises
several interesting questions which I will not
claim to be able to answer but will at least attempt to examine. To begin with, it seems to
say there are basically two kinds of people in
the world: one is either a sheep or a goat. What
makes a person the one or the
other? The answer appears to be clear enough
from the passage. To be a sheep, one must
provide refreshment, shelter, comfort and
support to others as and when needed. Failure
or omission to do so makes one a "goat".
This leads me firstly to contemplate the place
of "good works" in the economy of salvation.
The question of "justification" of course was
one of the key issues in the Protestant
Reformation, one of the central planks of
Martin Luther's stand against the Catholic
Church. His view, distilled mainly from Paul's
epistles to the Romans and to the Galatians,
was that salvation is attainable only through
faith in Jesus Christ, and that doing good or
charitable works was irrelevant since these
would only be due to God's grace working
through the believer in any event, and could
impute no merit to the person doing them.
Even faith itself is a gift freely bestowed by God
which cannot in any way be earned or merited.
Curiously, however, the other main battle-cry
of the Protestant Reformers was the absolute
supremacy of the Bible over any other spiritual
authority. Given that, I am unclear what
Luther made of the passage in Matthew that
we have been considering, since on any
reading of that text it seems clear that
salvation depends on doing charitable works.
The question of the "faith" of the sheep, far
from being decisive, is not even mentioned as a
relevant consideration. Nor is this the only
example. Earlier in Ch7 Jesus says "Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the
kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does
the will of my Father who is in heaven."
Similarly in Ch10.
In the light of these teachings it seems odd - if
not perverse - to dismiss entirely the role of
"good works" in attaining salvation, whatever
Paul may have thought. In that context it is
worth pondering the famous passage in
chapter 13 of Paul's first epistle to the
Corinthians when he declared that Love is

greater than either Faith or Hope. Quite what
he meant by this however is not explained.
Paul says here that love is somehow more
important than faith, but important in what
way, and to what end? How does this relate to
the soul's salvation? We do not know. Paul
changes the subject, and says no more about
it.
Of course Paul, unlike Luther, was not aware
of the passage in Matthew's gospel about the
sheep and the goats, which had not even
been written down at the time he wrote his
epistles. In fact for all his lapidary statements
about the Christian Faith, the fact is Paul
had never known or even met Jesus in
person, and curiously never displays any
familiarity with the teachings of Jesus or any
awareness of anything that Jesus ever said or
did prior to His crucifixion. Paul's theology
seems to be based on a totally different point
of departure. It is almost as though he
regarded Jesus more as a concept than as an
actual person. Bearing in mind that Paul was
however the founder of most of the Christian
churches and communities all over the
eastern Mediterranean, it is perhaps no great
surprise that the early Church was very
Pauline in its approach - something which
becomes apparent when one examines the
creeds.
The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines
"Christian" as "believing in or following the
religion of Jesus Christ" or "showing the
qualities associated with Christ's teaching".
So far as the creeds are concerned however
"Christ's teaching" would seem to be pretty
well irrelevant. The only thing that matters
about the life of Jesus is his death, and to be
held in good standing as a Christian it
appears you could pretty well ignore every
thing Jesus ever did or said - the sermon on
the mount, the miracles, everything - though
the creeds insisted you did have to believe a
lot of other stuff that Jesus never even mentioned! It rather brings to mind that revealing
passage in Chapter 6 of Luke's gospel where
in a rare outburst of exasperation Jesus
cried out (and this is my own paraphrase) :
"What's the use of calling me "Lord, Lord"
when you don't take a blind bit of notice of
anything I tell you?!"
Anyway, returning to the text from
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Matthew with which we started, another
question this raises is this: given that in
order to be counted a sheep one must
perform these good and charitable works,
to whom should they be directed? Whom
precisely are we obliged to help in these
ways? Anyone at all who requires it, or is it
more selective than that? The instructions
given by Jesus, as reported by Matthew,
sound quite specific but when examined
closely are not so clear than they might
seem at first glance. The people we should
be helping in these ways, says Jesus, are
"these brothers and sisters of mine". So
who are these "brothers and sisters"? Who
qualifies?
Earlier in chapter 23 Matthew reports
Jesus addressing "the crowds and His
disciples" and saying that " 8 “you are not
to be called ‘Rabbi,’ for you have one
Teacher, and you are all brothers." So that
would have included basically everyone
who was there. There is more light shed on
this question with the incident that is
reported in all three of the synoptic gospels
in very similar terms where Jesus’ family
come looking for him and he says his
brothers & sisters are ‘Whoever does God's
will’.
That seems clear enough. We are not just
talking about the disciples here, or the
people who happened to be listening at
that moment, nor those who would later be
called Christians. "Whoever does God's
will." It is interesting that by this roundabout way we have arrived once more at the
emphasis on good works, and not faith, as
the key!
And so, what of the goats? What becomes
of them? It sounds pretty bad. "You who
are cursed . . . eternal fire … eternal
punishment ..." We all know what he is
talking about: it is what Christians
generally call, Hell.
A while ago I remember reading this
thought-provoking passage in Mark
Twain's "Letters from the Earth"
"Death was sweet, death was gentle, death
was kind; death healed the bruised spirit
and the broken heart, and gave them rest
and forgetfulness; death was Man's best
friend; when Man could endure life no
longer, death came and set him free. In
time the Deity perceived that death was a
mistake; a mistake in that it was
insufficient; insufficient for the reason that
while it was an admirable agent for the
inflicting of misery upon the survivor, it
allowed the dead person himself to escape

from all further persecution in the blessed
refuge of the grave.
This was not satisfactory. A way must be
contrived to pursue the dead beyond the
tomb. The Deity pondered this matter
during four thousand years unsuccessfully,
but as soon as He came down to Earth and
became a Christian, His mind cleared and
He knew what to do. He invented Hell and
proclaimed it.
Now here is a curious thing. It is believed by
everybody that while He was in Heaven, He
was stern, hard, resentful, jealous and
cruel, but that when He came down to Earth
and assumed the name Jesus Christ, He
became the opposite of what He was before:
that is to say, He became sweet and gentle,
merciful, forgiving, and all harshness
disappeared from His nature, and a deep
and yearning love for His poor human
children took its place. Whereas it was as
Jesus Christ that He devised Hell and
proclaimed it!"
Mark Twain appears on the face of it to have
a point. There is very little about Heaven or
Hell to be found in the Jewish scriptures of
the Old Testament. The Jews were never so
much concerned as Christians with
speculating on the nature of the afterlife,
preferring to direct their energies to the
question of righteous living during their
earthly life. The idea that the souls of the
dead might experience different kinds of
afterlife, i.e. reward or punishment, was a
later development.
However, by the time of Jesus it is evident
that the notion of "being saved" was familiar
to the Jews - together with its logical
corollary, the possibility of not being saved.
We know this from the way people would
come and ask Jesus about it!
Most graphic of all of course is the parable
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of Dives and Lazarus in Luke Ch16. The
idea of the alternative possibilities of Heaven
or Hell was already well established and was
familiar to the people Jesus was addressing.
We know this even from the fact that there
were still some Jews who were conspicuous
by their refusal to believe it, as when the
Sadducees in Mark Ch12 are people who do
not believe in the resurrection.
There are references to Hell or eternal
damnation in all three of the synoptic
gospels, though noticeably not at all in
John. The one who really goes for the idea
however is Matthew, who mentions it in five
separate chapters in his gospel. He states
twice over - once during the Sermon on the
Mount, and once again after the
Transfiguration - that it is preferable to cut
off your hands and gouge out your eyes if
that is what is needed to avoid the
temptations that would otherwise cause you
to be "cast into the fires of Hell". Luke's
shorter version of the famous sermon does
not mention it at all, but later in Ch12 he
reports Jesus saying “I tell you, my friends,
do not be afraid of those who kill the body
and after that can do no more. But I will
show you whom you should fear: Fear him
who, after your body has been killed, has
authority to throw you into hell."
So what do we make of the idea of Hell?
Christians traditionally conceived of it as a
place of punishment and torture which since the soul is immortal - goes on for all
eternity. More recently theologians have
been at pains to down-play the emphasis on
fire and torture and to interpret Hell as
simply the experience of complete and final
separation from God, and therefore from all
sense of love and goodness. However other
ideas about Hell have also emerged at the
fringes of Christianity: for example that
there the souls of the damned are simply
extinguished and do not enjoy any kind of
existence after death at all. This doctrine of
conditional immortality (or "conditionalism"
as it is sometimes called) which seems to
have found favour with Martin Luther
himself, has been espoused by several of the
sects that arose in the U.S.A. during the
19th century, such as Seventh Day
Adventists, Jehovah's Witnesses, and
Christadelphians. These groups point to
certain references in the Bible that could
indeed support such an interpretation.
Again, the man who accosted asked how he
could "inherit eternal life" - not, you will
note, a place in heaven: simply the gift of an
immortal soul. And in chapter 10 of Matthew's gospel Jesus warns his disciples “ Do

not be afraid of those who kill the body
but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid
of the One who can destroy both soul and
body in hell." Once again, if read literally,
this suggests that the damned souls will
be destroyed rather than sent to eternal
punishment. On the other hand such an
interpretation would be clearly
inconsistent with the various other
scriptural references I have pointed out in
all three synoptic gospels, including of
course the parable of the sheep and the
goats. So what are we to make of this?
However we may wriggle, it seems
impossible to discard the idea of Hell in
one form or another without doing
serious violence to the authority of the
Scriptures, and the directly reported
words of Jesus Himself. Moreover the very
idea of the distinction between sheep and
goats that we have been considering
depends for its validity on the existence of
Hell, since if there is no Hell then
presumably there are no goats, only
sheep! For many people however the
thought that God would first of all create
imperfect children and then punish them
for their imperfection sounds not only
abhorrent but frankly illogical. Such a
concept of God seems primitive - even
barbaric. Neale Donald Walsch asks
whether we have progressed simply from
believing in a number of ill-tempered gods
who have to be propitiated to believing in
one ill-tempered God who needs to be
propitiated. If we believe that the essence
of God is love and that God's love for
every one of us is greater than any love
we experience on earth, how could God
condemn anyone to Hell?
Yet we nevertheless value what the
scriptures tell us about other things
Jesus is supposed to have taught. Are we
entitled to take what we happen to like
from the scriptures and ignore the parts
we do not like, or is this simply being
dishonest with ourselves? Alternatively
however is it possible that we have
missed something, and there is another
way of reading these texts?
To begin with, even if we retain the concept of "Hell" as a possibility, it may not
be what we traditionally think it is. C. S.
Lewis for example in his fantasy "The
Great Divorce" pictured Hell more or less
as a state of mind, in which people are
simply so consumed with their own
concerns that even after death their souls
remain so wrapped up in themselves they
are unable to see the glories of Heaven
-8-

around them. He even suggested that those
who are already in Hell could "escape" to
heaven if they would only "snap out of it".
It is certainly an interesting thought.
Secondly we need to bear in mind, as the
textual scholar Bart Ehrman demonstrated
in "Misquoting Jesus" that what we read in
our Bibles is a translation from a foreign
language of a manuscript that was itself a
hand-made copy of an earlier hand-made
copy of a previous copy, which was itself
just one of a number of alternative versions
of the text in existence at the time, each one
slightly different from the others - due partly
to inevitable copying errors that would occur
in the days before printing, and partly to
deliberate alterations that were sometimes
made by copyists who were occasionally
rather too keen to correct or clarify what
they thought might be ambiguities or errors
in the copies they were working from. Even
the translation we choose to read is only one
of a dozen or so currently available
translations, each one slightly different from
all the others.
It is important therefore not to get too hung
up on the exact words that have come down
to us. Even if one believes that the original
authors were "inspired" (whatever you take
that to mean) the texts may have been so
mangled over time that we would be wise to
approach them with a great deal of cautious
discernment. As Bart Ehrman says, the
Bible is a very human book.
However even allowing for what Matthew's
text appears to say about sheep and goats,
there is still a contradiction at the very heart
of it. As Dennis Linn points out, surely every
one of us has at one time or another helped
a person in need - so that makes us sheep,
doesn't it? But then surely every one of us
has also, at one time or another, failed or
omitted to do so on some occasion when we
might have done. For example if we have
just given money to a street beggar only to
find another one around the next corner, are
we sometimes reluctant to give more money
again so soon? And how many prisoners
have we actually visited recently? So does
this mean that we change and become goats
again whenever this happens? Are we
constantly switching between the two, or are
we simultaneously goats as well as sheep?
The dichotomy between them, which
appeared to be so clear at first sight, now
starts to look rather unreal, and breaks
down. What, then, can we make of this
"hard saying"? What does it actually mean?
Dennis Linn proposes a whole different way

of reading it. We know that Jesus was prone
from time to time to make use of wild
exaggeration when addressing his listeners.
It was one of his teaching methods. You will
recall his railing against "blind guides" who
“strain at a gnat but swallows a camel”
(Matthew Ch23) and the carpenter's joke
about someone fussing over a speck in his
brother's eye while totally unaware (and
here I imagine Jesus breaking out into a big
grin) that he has a big plank of wood in his
own! (Luke Ch6).It is outrageous hyperbole,
obviously, but this was how Jesus would
sometimes speak to emphasise a point.
Everyone understands this; nobody takes it
literally. Could we then apply this same
approach to what feels like the extreme
rhetoric in the parable of the sheep and the
goats about "the eternal fire prepared for the
devil and his angels"? It would seem to solve
a lot of the difficulties and makes a lot more
sense. So, why not?
Peter F. Bolwell is a Quaker and lives in
East Sussex
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We limit not
the truth of God
A reflection by Rev Dr Kirsty Thorpe
Moderator of United Reformed Church
General Assembly 2010-12,
Minister of Wilmslow URC
for the UCA AGM 8th March2015

Churches say a lot about themselves in their
hymn books, especially those Free Churches
which do not have many doctrinal statements. Free thinking, Dissenting, NonConformist Christians prefer to sing their
beliefs rather than writing long theological
statements and creeds. When, in 2011, the
Methodists brought out a new hymn book
they acknowledged this in the title ‘Singing
the Faith’. The United Reformed Church’s
hymn book ‘Rejoice and Sing’ dates back to
1991 but I am still discovering well-loved
hymns that have been left out. One of these,
‘We limit not the truth of God’, is based on
words ascribed to Pastor John Robinson as
he spoke to the departing Pilgrims Fathers
(and mothers!) in 1620. It says some things
that speak to my personal faith and which, I
think, address an important challenge to
contemporary Christians as they grapple
with the big, challenging questions our world
poses for us – the whole list from sexual
identity, gender equality and loss of community to world poverty, the arms race, the rise
of militant Islamism, refugees and economic
migrants and long term environmental sustainability for our planet.
That question, in a nutshell, is ‘Does the
past teaching of the Christian Church say all

there is to say about and from God?’ or – referring to an advertising campaign of one
major American Protestant denomination,
the United Church of Christ, in recent years
– ‘Is God still speaking’? Where you stand in
answer to this probably indicates whether
you agree with Pastor Robinson that ‘The
Lord hath yet more light and truth to break
forth from his word’. If so, then a number of
things follow. You are likely to be open to the
possibility of following a ‘God of Surprises’,
to quote the title of one of my favourite spiritual guides, by Jesuit priest Gerard Hughes.
If you do not agree with this proposition you
may well cross swords in debate with those
who do, and struggle to discern the presence
of Jesus in that interaction. You might well
also be someone of clear, firm answers with
plenty of quotations and texts to back up
your assertion that this is how things are,
have been, shall be and will remain, thanks
be to God.
Personal stories often help to place these
things in context. My training for ministry
was in South Wales during the 1990s. During my first year I was lucky enough to be
part of the life of a large, suburban church
in north Cardiff with a very experienced minister and plenty of stimulating people around
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me. In Lent bible study there, one morning,
I encountered head on for the first time the
possibility that Jesus may not have begun
his ministry with an entirely secure sense of
his own identity as the Son of God, a clearly
mapped out programme of how he would
carry out his mission, a firm timetable for
spreading the good news, or even a totally
sound understanding of what God wanted
from him. It dawned on me that Jesus was,
in some ways, experiencing a progressive or
continuing revelation from God about his
identity and vocation. This all came into
sharp focus when our discussion group focused one morning on the story of Jesus in
dialogue with the Syro Phoenician woman,
Mark chapter 7 verse 24:
‘He moved on from there into the territory of
Tyre. He found a house to stay in and would
have liked to remain unrecognised, but that
was impossible. Almost at once a woman
whose small daughter was possessed by an
unclean spirit heard of him and came and
fell at his feet. (The woman was a Gentile, a
Phoenician of Syria by nationality). She
begged him to drive the demon out of her
daughter. He said to her, ‘Let the children
be satisfied first; it is not right to take the
children’s bread and throw it to the dogs.’
‘Sir,’ she replied, ‘even the dogs under the
table eat the children’s scraps.’ He said to
her ‘For saying that, go, and you will find
the demon has left your daughter.’ And
when she returned home, she found the
child lying in bed; the demon had left her.’

That day I realised that Jesus had to find
out as he went along. ‘One more step along
the world I go’ was being enacted by God’s
own son. I realised that a woman, a foreigner, taught him something he had not known
or understood before. I saw that I could also
be on a journey of continuing revelation and
that ‘finding out as you go along’ is the best
way to be a pilgrim.
I cannot remember hearing about
‘continuing’ or ‘progressive revelation’ until
my first ministry in a large Cheshire village.
We knew of an evangelical group meeting in
local homes and praying for the community.
They did not relate to the church where I
was because our understanding of continuing revelation made us suspect theologically. I felt sad that we were unable even to
talk to one another. I wondered what the
view of God was within this group, what was
their idea of Jesus, and what they made of
the story of Jesus with the Syro Phoenician
woman.
Another experience of the Lord having yet
more light and truth to break forth from his
word came through a Catholic friend, who
was a member of the Institute of the Blessed
Virgin Mary, (the female equivalent of the
Jesuits) at the time. She encouraged me to
step outside my ecclesial comfort zone and
study at Heythrop, a Jesuit college in the
University of London. There I encountered
Ignatian spirituality, which encourages people to engage with their feelings and imagination to discern the presence of God. It
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My answer to these arguments, based on
Paul’s teaching, is that we test whether
something comes from God by the fruit it
bears. If the fruit is good then God is very
likely to be
present. Ignatian thinking on discernment of
the spirits refines this further, causing us to
ask in each experience of consolation or
desolation in relation to God, ‘where is this
coming from and leading me to?’
The fact that continuing revelation is clearly
part of the United Reformed Church’s DNA is
obvious, for me, in our statement of ‘Nature,
Faith and Order’. This is used at all major
services such as ordinations and inductions.
A few quotations should make this point:
‘The life of faith to which we are called is the
Spirit’s gift, continually received through the
Word, the Sacraments and our Christian life
together….
The highest authority for what we believe
and do is God’s Word in the Bible, alive for
his people today through the help of the
Spirit….
We conduct our life together according to the
Basis of Union in which we give expression
to our faith in forms which we believe
contain the essential elements of the
Church’s life, both catholic and reformed;
but we affirm our right and readiness, if the
need arises, to change the Basis of Union
and to make new statements of faith in ever
new obedience to the Living Christ.’
I remain unclear as to whether ‘We limit not
the truth of God’ was omitted from ‘Rejoice
and Sing’ by mistake or due to a mistrust of
continuing revelation. Whatever happened,
I shall still go on singing the hymn.

Rev Lewis Rees

seems to me that though, in its official
statements, the Roman Catholic Church
does not approve of continuing revelation in
actual fact it experiences this through the
presence of different ecclesial movements.
Learning to use the Examen prayer of
Ignatius, a nightly review of the events and
feelings you have encountered, means
meeting God in and through the surprises of
each new day and being challenged to work
out what God is saying.
Even so, I know that for those who fear the
power of continuing revelation, very little can
be said to reassure them. It sounds to them
like adding dangerously to the word of God.
Talk of learning to gauge your feelings or
intuition also seems distinctly unsafe.
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ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING
Dean Row Chapel, Wilmslow, Cheshire was once again the setting for the Annual General Meeting of the Unitarian Christian Association. The weather was unseasonably warm and sunny for 7 March, and this 'balmy' atmosphere lent a
tranquil and uplifting air to the afternoon's proceedings. The key presentation
of the day was made by the Reverend Doctor Kirsty Thorpe, who currently
serves one of the largest congregations within the United Reformed Church, in
Wilmslow. From 2010 until 2012, Kirsty held the role of Moderator of the national body of the United Reformed Church, which is roughly equivalent to our
own General Assembly's Presidency. In the course of that tenure, she coofficiated with the then Archbishop of Canterbury, Doctor Rowan Williams, in a
service that was held in Westminster Abbey to commemorate the passage of the
Act of Uniformity in 1662, which Dissenters refer to as 'The Great Ejection'. Kirsty spoke on the theme, 'We Limit Not the Truth of God', which makes
reference to a hymn that is beloved by Unitarians and Free Christians and
members of the United Reformed Churches. Her message was an affirmation of
the concept of ongoing revelation, so it was unsurprising that she found a receptive audience in the UCA membership. A service of Holy Communion was
celebrated in the 17th-century meetinghouse of Dean Row Chapel, in which the
Reverend Lewis Rees offered a meditation on a passage from Paul's letter to the
Galatians, chapter three, verse 26: 'You are all children of God through faith in
Christ Jesus'. The business of the Annual General Meeting was conducted under the Moderatorship of the Reverend Jean Bradley, whom the meeting authorised to continue in her role after her first term of two years ends next year, in
order to ensure that the Officer Group of the UCA maintains a healthy continuity of leadership. The day's events began with a buffet luncheon and ended with
afternoon tea. It was a fitting gathering in which to give thanks for the many
accomplishments of the past year, and an opportunity in which to anticipate the
year to come.

DATES OF FUTURE GATHERINGS
Saturday, 18 July 2015, Hastings Unitarian Church, East Sussex
Saturday, 10 October 2015, Saint Mark's Unitarian Church, Edinburgh
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Thy Kingdom Come . . .
Roger Booth

We pray that God’s kingdom should
come, but how soon do we expect it to
come? God’s kingdom means God’s
rule over the earth, as is indicated by the
words that follow in the Lord’s Prayer,
“……thy will be done on earth as it is in
heaven.”
Matthew reports that Jesus told his
disciples when he was sending them out
on an evangelistic mission, “…..when
they persecute you in one town, flee to
the next…….for you will not have gone
through all the towns of Israel, before the
Son of man comes.”(10,23). (The Son of
man would be coming as the Messiah or
agent of God, to bring in the kingdom).
Jesus here expressed his belief that the
kingdom would come very soon indeed, his earliest preaching in Galilee
proclaimed the nearness of the kingdom
(Mark,1,15).
He slightly extended the time when he
later told his audience “……there are
some standing here who will not taste
death before they see the kingdom of
God come with power.”(Mark 9,1 ;
cf..13,30).
Consequently, the first followers of Jesus
expected God’s rule to arrive very soon,
as is shown by Paul’s second letter to the
Thessalonians written about A.D.50
where he urges his readers not to be
deceived into thinking that the ‘Day of
the Lord’(the arrival of the kingdom) had
already come ! (2,1-3). Mark reports
that in his later teaching Jesus taught
that wars and earthquakes and famines
together with the darkening of the sun
and moon would precede the coming of
the kingdom (13,6-8; 24-27). Jesus and
the people generally thought that these
End Days, predicted by the prophets
(e.g. Joel 2,30-32), were about to start.

There were certainly wars in Jesus’ time,
but there was no universal suffering nor
did the cosmic changes appear.
Jesus finally decided that he would have
to suffer in place of people generally in
order to bring in the kingdom and he
said, speaking metaphorically, “I have a
baptism to be baptized with, and how I
am constrained until it is
accomplished!” (Luke 12,50).
He also said that the Son of man
(meaning himself) came to give his life as
a ransom for many (Mark 10,45). At the
time of the Last Supper he thought the
kingdom was very near, for he said, “I
shall not drink again of the fruit of the
vine until that day when I drink it new
in the kingdom of God.” (Mark 14,25;
cf. Luke 22,18)
His own prophesied suffering (on the
cross) did take place, but the cosmic
changes and the arrival of the Son of
man to institute the kingdom, did not
happen. Jesus was apparently
mistaken in his prediction of the timing
of these events. We could accept Jesus’
misapprehension if he was thoroughly
human, because fallibility is a recognised
element of the human condition. Since
the delay in Jesus’ second coming as
Son of Man to inaugurate the kingdom,
there has been a succession of dates
fixed by subsequent prophets as the true
date for these events to take place.
Martin Luther claimed that the world
would end no later than 1600. Michael
Servetus believed that the Devil’s reign
had begun in 325 A.D. with the
Trinitarian Council of Nicea and would
end in 1585. John Wesley prophesied
that the millennium would begin in
1836. But the failure of the various
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expectations of the kingdom to be
realised, has caused some doubt as to
whether God’s kingdom will be fulfilled
in this external. worldly way..
It is thus possible that people have
been praying and waiting for the arrival
of the wrong kind of kingdom.

Summer Meeting
Saturday 18 July
Hastings Unitarian Church
South Terrace, Hastings

For Jesus preached that the kingdom
of God “is within you” (Luke 17,21) and
on this definition the kingdom of God
increases wherever a person accepts
Jesus’ teaching as the arbiter of
conduct and of attitude to life. The
progress of such a kingdom is gradual
and piecemeal as it enters individual
hearts.

Come and join us for a
day by the sea
1.30pm
Lunch

Jesus told a scribe who agreed that to
love God and one’s neighbour was
more than sacrifices, that he was not
far from the kingdom of God. The
difficulty of this internal interpretation
of the kingdom is that it conflicts with
Jesus’ other presentation of the
kingdom as involving natural disasters
and instigation by a judgmental Son of
man.

2.30pm
Worship

3.00pm

If Music be the
Food of Love Stephen Page and
Brian Hick consider
the place of music in
our lives

Perhaps the internal kingdom, the rule
of God in the hearts of people, prevails
in this fragmentary way until the total
cataclysmic change occurs in the End
Days. Some scientists predict that in
the End Days the universe will
contract in size and fall into a ‘black
hole’. It seems logical that the universe
should perish in accordance with the
same physical laws as were established
at its creation.

4.30pm

Afternoon Tea

But such a final destructive event
hardly seems the sort of kingdom for
whose coming we should be
encouraged to petition in the Lord’s
Prayer!

Come early to enjoy a stroll
along the front
stay late for fish & chips.
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