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From
the
Guest
Editor
What are we? Unitarians? Liberals? Christians? Unitarian Christians?
Liberal Christians?
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August 2017 - No 90

All of the above? None of the above? Do we even need a label?
Preparing my piece for the commemoration of my late father, Rev'd
Dr Arthur Long led to my reviewing a lot of material relating not only
to my father but also my Grandfather Rev'd Walter Long. This took
me on a journey through around 100 years of Unitarian history, and
indeed British social history. It is hard for us to realise just how mainstream Unitarianism was in the early to mid twentieth century.
My grandfather, ministering to the Bell Street Mission in Marylebone,
London, was in effect a social worker in a dog collar, clearly a central
figure in the lives of families in what was then a very poor part of the
capital. The holidays that he organised and led at Bruce Cottage in
Bognor Regis were in those days quite literally a breath of fresh air in
those young lives.
Likewise my father, ministering to a predominantly working class
flock at Unity Church, Bolton, was in effect Parish Priest to a community living and working in the shadow of Lowryesque mills in the
declining years of the Lancashire cotton industry. His church was a
social club as well as a place of worship, with his pantomimes a highlight of the social calendar.
One doubts whether the people of Marylebone or Bolton worried too
much about the nuances of Liberal Christian theology. However, what
they did see was liberal Christianity in action: an open, inclusive,
pragmatic demonstration of the teachings of Jesus of Nazareth.
It was a great pleasure for me to celebrate these lives and good works
at the recent UCA event, and to witness for myself the esteem in
which my father and his work are held.
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STOP PRESS
An account and photographs from this event are included in this edition of the Herald.
Adrian Long

Take a minute to look at the website
http://www.unitarianchristian.org.uk
For further information about the site please
contact the Social Media Officer , Lewis
Rees (contact details opposite)

UNITARIAN CHRISTIAN ASSOCIATION
Registered Charity No 101 777 1
JOIN THE UCA!
RENEW your subscription!
Individual membership £12; Joint membership £18
Concessions £8
Pay by cheque, standing order or bank transfer; for details contact
Catherine Fozard (see opposite page)
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TRIBUTE TO ARTHUR LONG
Rev Jeff Gould UCA Secretary
Friends, family and members of the
Unitarian Christian Association
gathered on Saturday, 15 July at
Luther King House, Manchester in
order to pay tribute to the Rev Dr
Arthur Long, who died in December
2006. It was felt appropriate for the
association that Arthur helped to
found and lead in its formative years
to host an afternoon of worship, personal reminiscences and table fellowship, under the auspices of the Unitarian College, Manchester, where he had
served as Principal.
The Rev Jean Bradley, in her capacity
as current Chair of the Unitarian
Christian Association, led an opening
act of worship that included two of
Arthur’s favourite hymns and was
based on his favourite biblical text,
Paul’s Letter to the Romans, chapter
12. Three presentations of equal
length then followed, offering a
glimpse into different spheres of Arthur’s life and ministry. The Rev Principal Alex Bradley spoke on Arthur’s
legacy within the life of the college
and his untiring service to the Unitarian Christian Association. The Rev
Alan Kennedy spoke from the perspective of a former student, who admired both Arthur’s scholarship and
pastoral skills. It was remarked that
he was respected and held in great affection not only by the students of
UCM, but also by those of the other
colleges that were part of the theological partnership that existed in the time
of his tenure. Arthur’s son, Adrian

Long, spoke on the family life he and
his brother Chris (also present) had
enjoyed under the influence of a father
who was the same in private life as he
was in public. All three presentations
were moving testimonies to a gentleman of great scholarship and ministerial duty who yet remained approachable, humorous and interested in less
lofty concerns, such as popular music.
Just as Arthur was known in his lifetime as a source of many stories, anecdotes and jokes, so too was the afternoon a sharing of ‘bons mots’, inspiring memories and revelatory accounts
of a life that was remarkably lived. In
keeping with Arthur’s fondness for
generous food and fellowship, the
day’s events concluded with a substantial afternoon tea, which was
served in the refectory.
“Blessed are those who die in the
Lord, for they rest from their labours
and their works do follow them.”
Revelation 14:13
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Luke recorded that some 60 years earlier
the birth of a special child in Bethlehem
JESUS - PROPHET
in Palestine was accompanied by an angelic host proclaiming "peace on earth".
OF PEACE
This child was Jesus, born around 4-6 BC
in the reign of Augustus, emperor who esRev Brian Cooper retired Baptist
tablished peace across the Roman Empire
Minister
after a long era of civil wars, and acclaimed by poets and imperial propaganda
as bringer of universal peace. About the
Christians involved in peace activism, same time, the Gospeller Matthew recorded the child had grown up to become a
and many outside the mainstream
radical Jewish rabbi and prophet, who
Church, derive their motivation and
once preached to crowds on a mountaininspiration from the life and teaching
side that peacemakers were so blessed in
of Jesus of Nazareth. I believe peace
God's sight, they would be called His
and non-violence were at the core of
children [Matthew 5.9]. Further, Matthew
his mission and message - and offer
and Luke agreed this same Jesus, even
the following reflections in support of more remarkably, had proclaimed an unprecedented ethical message and radically
this understanding.
new moral demand: "love your enemies,
The Jewish scriptures as known to Jesus do good to those who hate you" [Luke 6:
contained, amid much blood-soaked his- 27 & 35 & Matthew 5. 44].
tory, early prophetic aspirations for universal peace. The writings of the 8th- The Blessedness of Peacemakers
century BC prophet Isaiah contained the
These sayings of Jesus are his foundation
remarkable declaration that God willed a
imperatives for peace: that God's kingdom
world without war, foreseeing nations
here on earth is, at its heart, about creatbeating their "swords into ploughshares
ing and building peace, responding to enand their spears into pruning hooks; namity with love in action, and rejecting vition shall not lift up sword against naolence for the way of non-violence. These
tion, neither shall they learn war anyfoundation sayings have inspired peace
more" [Isaiah 2.4]. This vision was rewitness and non-violence down the ages peated by contemporary fellow-prophet
from Early Church pacifism and St. FranMicah [4. 1-5]. Isaiah further foretold
cis' peace missions to Martin Luther
Israel's future Messianic figure would be
King's anti-racism crusade and antiaccorded title of Prince of Peace [Isaiah
apartheid non- violence - by many both
9.6]. Two centuries later, the prophet
within and outside the Christian Church.
Zechariah would likewise proclaim the
coming Kingship of Peace [see further What was this 'peace' Jesus was talking
in this article], while the Genesis Crea- about? In personal terms, the peace of
tion story, attributed to Moses, with its 'inner calm', a psychic and spiritual realiParadise vision of pre-Fall humanity ty, can be assumed yet is but sparingly
destined to dwell in harmony with God specified in the Gospels [eg. John 14. 27;
and nature, was deeply embedded in 16.33 ; 20. 19]. It is affirmed by Paul in
Jewish religious awareness.
his Letters as a state of reconciliation with
God through Christ [eg.Ephesians 2.14;
In late 1st century AD, the Gospeller
-5-

Colossians 1.20], and consequent upon
justification by faith [Romans 5.1]. In societal terms, Jesus inherited the ancient
Jewish prophetic tradition of Isaiah and
others, in which peace - 'shalom' - meant
negatively the absence of war, violence
and oppression, and positively everything
making for human well-being: right relationships of persons, families, communities, nations ; harmony with nature ; social justice ; general prosperity. 'Shalom'
meant all that. In Matthew's Beatitudes
['Blesseds'][Matthew 5.1-12], the poor,
those who mourn, the meek, those hungry
for righteousness, and others, are all people desperately needing, and/or striving
for that shalom, that wholeness of life.
Accordingly, the 'peacemakers' were the
people doing those things and enabling
that shalom to be realised: Jesus said
they were God's special children. In this
category, too, were included all who
made peace between individuals, within
and between families and communities,
and between those separated by traditional enmities [surely one level of meaning
of the Good Samaritan story]. It is also
fascinating to reflect whether Jesus included among the 'blessed peacemakers',
those in the service of Rome and its
neighbouring states tasked to conduct diplomacy to avoid wars.

Love your Enemies

Those hearing - and doubtless astonished by - Jesus' radical words would
have interpreted them with respect to
both personal relationships and the prevailing political situation. For the former, Jesus' words recorded in Luke 6.27
-38 make clear his call was to an uncompromising ethic of non-violence and
bountiful generosity. For the latter,
while Jesus did not specify the political
expression of his message, it was
strongly implicit. The Jews in 1stcentury AD Palestine were a people under alien Roman occupation, but Jesus
in no way supported or had sympathy
for those advocating and active for violent resistance to Roman power, such as
the nationalist Zealots. Indeed, Luke
hints Jesus' twelve disciples included at
least one ex-Zealot [Luke 6. 15 "Simon, who was called the Zealot."]
converted to Jesus' way of peace. Jesus'
call to "love your enemies" ruled out
any armed resistance, and was all about
rejecting violence and breaking its cycle
by reconciling actions. When a Roman
centurion, officer of the occupying power, asked Jesus to heal his servant, he
did so readily [Matthew 8. 5-13 & Luke
7. 1-10]. Significantly, when Peter drew
a sword to defend Jesus against his capAll Jesus' own works of love-in-action tors in Gethsemane, Jesus rebuked him,
and compassion were peace-making acts: declaring "Those who live by the sword
feeding the hungry, curing the blind and shall die by the sword."
disabled, healing lepers and mentally disturbed, and generally reaching out with MAJOR INCIDENTS IN JESUS' FIlove to all the marginalised in his society NAL DAYS CLEARLY SHOW HIS
- from prostitutes to hated tax-collectors. REJECTION OF VIOLENCE
All such were the dispossessed of 1st- a/ Jesus entered Jerusalem as the Prince
century AD Jewish society, on its margins of Peace. Jesus deliberately staged the
and social outcasts. By healing, includ- final phase of his march from Jericho to
ing, embracing, and affirming such peo- Jerusalem - his entry into the city - to
ple, thereby according them full human proclaim his peaceful kingship. Having
dignity, Jesus was 'making peace'.
arranged with supporters to have a
young donkey ready, he rode on it into
-6-

Jerusalem in humility, symbolising such
kingship. Matthew records he consciously fulfilled the words of the
prophet Zechariah:
"Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion!
Shout aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem!
Behold, your king comes to you; triumphant
and
victorious
is
he,
Humble and riding on an ass, - on a
colt, the foal of an ass."
[Zechariah
9.9]

"Would that even today you knew the
things that make for peace. But now
they are hid from your eyes. For the
days shall come upon you, when your
enemies will cast up a bank about you
and surround you, and hem you in on
every side, and dash you to the ground,
you and your children, and they will not
leave one stone upon another in Jerusalem - because you did not know the time
of your visitation." [ie not accept his
message of God's peaceful Kingdom].

Significantly, that passage continues Jesus foresaw Jewish nationalists would
with very specific divine rejection of one day rise against the Romans, with
war: [verse 10]:
disastrous results: the Jewish Revolt of
"I will cut off the chariot from Ephraim, 66AD led to the destruction of Jerusaand the horse from Jerusalem; and the lem in 70AD. Jesus knew violence
battle bow will be cut off; he will speak would lead to even worse violence.
peace to the heathen; and his dominion c/ The Last Passover. The Gospels recshall be from sea to sea, and from the ord Jesus gathering his disciples in the
river [Euphrates?] to the ends of the Upper Room for their final Passover
earth."
Meal before his betrayal. Passover was
Jesus staged his entry [celebrated to this no purely religious ceremony. If it had
day as 'Palm Sunday'] in that way be- been, the Romans would not have draftcause he wanted his fellow Jews to be ed in extra troops and put Jerusalem on
absolutely clear about his peace mes- high alert under the governor Pontius
sage and challenge. He appealed to their Pilate. They did so because Passover
knowledge of their scriptures - and to was both religious and political obtheir collective historic memory. For the servance, commemorating the liberation
Jews cheering Jesus and strewing palm of the Jews from bondage in Egypt
branches, would certainly have called to some 1500 years before. It was a liberamind the Jewish hero-leader Judas Mac- tion through violence - the 'divine' decabbeus' triumphant entry into Jerusa- struction of Pharaoh's army in the Red
lem on a white war-horse with a con- Sea, after many plagues and killing of
quering army, cheered by palm-waving Egypt's first-born [Exodus 6 -14].
crowds in 165 BC. Jesus' symbolic ac- At the Passover meal, the senior Jewish
tion made very clear he was a very dif- male in the family would tell the story ferent leader, one who rejected all mili- and proclaim Jewry's coming liberation.
tarism and violence.
In 1st century AD Palestine, that meant
b/ Jesus foresaw the Destruction of Je- throwing off the Roman yoke by some
rusalem. Immediately before entering violent uprising - hence the nervousness
Jerusalem, Jesus paused, looked across of the Roman authorities. Passover exthe city, and wept over it, proclaiming: pressed primitive understanding of the
Israelite deity Yahweh as God of battles
[Luke 19. 41-44]:
- the one who slaughtered the Egyptians
-7-

"they utterly destroyed them and their
cities-there was not one survivor
left" [Numbers 21] - to establish a
'Promised Land'.
[The first recorded instance of genocide].

A ROCHA ENVIRONMENTAL
CHARITY
Rev Jean Bradley UCA Chair

The Gospels make clear Jesus did not
endorse that Passover narrative, totally
rejecting its nationalistic remembrance
of violent liberation and vengeful understandings of the God of Israel. Instead,
that Last Passover powerfully symbolised his imminent death and celebrated
his future Kingdom of peace [Matthew
26. 26-29; Mark 14. 22-25; Luke 21. 1420].

The Unitarian Christian Association
chose to support the environmental
charity A Rocha UK this year and
invited a representative to speak at
the AGM at Birmingham New
Meeting Church in March, as well
as using the UCA stall at the General Assembly Meeting to promote
its action in the UK.

Conclusion. Jesus' actions and words
make clear his life was one of peace and
for peace. Down the centuries, Christians and Churches have struggled with
the practical implementation of his
peace challenge. While certainly inspiring many Church leaders, individual
Christians and others, and minority
movements eg. Quakers, to work for
peace, and a constant challenge to limit
violence and war, Jesus' affirmation of
non-violence has not - since the Roman
Empire became officially Christian [late
4th century AD] - been taken absolutely
seriously by the Christian Church generally. The latter has deemed it too idealistic - or for some far-postponed future.
Crusades, religious wars, and World War
One - a civil war within 'Christian Europe' - show the terrible price of this
failure. Jesus still weeps over a world
not knowing what makes for its peace.

A Rocha UK launched an Eco Church
project in 2016 that offers a free
online survey and gives supporting
resources that are designed to equip
our churches and chapels as part of
caring for our world. They offer support in worship and teaching, advice
on how churches may look after their
buildings and land, how they may engage with the local community, participate in global campaigns and how the
personal lifestyles of individual congregational members can be a part of
this process of change.

This is an edited version of a lecture at
the Annual Inter-Faith Peace Occasion,
Edinburgh, June 25 2015]
Brian Cooper is a regular attender at
St Marks Unitarian Church ,Edinburgh
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They will give guidance on choosing
fuel efficient heating, purchasing electricity from 'green' suppliers and creating a Chapel/Church energy policy.
Some churches who have joined A
Rocha have now fitted solar panels to
create hot water and installed more
effective thermal insulation and triple
glazing in their buildings as well as
only using low energy lighting and 'A'
rated appliances. These actions will
not only save money but help to save
the planet too.

We can learn so much from each other
by looking at some of the good practice and green ideas that other faith
communities have done through A
Rocha.

A Rocha suggests that we leave small
areas in our grounds to plant wild
flowers or even fruit trees to encourage wildlife. Many mammals live
within churchyards or visit them for
food including hedgehogs, moles,
badgers, mice, voles, shrews, squirrels, foxes, weasels, stoats, and rabbits. It may also be possible to allow
larger pieces of land to be used for
public use, as a peaceful haven from
the business of everyday life.

It would be helpful to the Officer
Group of the UCA for anyone who
attended the GA meetings and contacted A Rocha concerning their own
congregation to contact us to gauge
how helpful our GA stall and AGM
presentation were in encouraging
them to think about these issues.
Please email me on chattyministerjean@gmail.com

Small groups might be formed within
congregations to discuss environmental issues, perhaps to create a survey of
the wild life with in the grounds of the
Church/Chapel or to link up with any
local green group in the area.,
Finally, A Rocha offers guidance
aimed at encouraging faith communities to invest in an ethical manner. The
Charity Commission has produced a
document to guide charities and their
trustees in making decisions about investments that comply with their duties. It may be prudent for church
treasurers to ask for a breakdown of
ethical investment portfolios in order
to review them in greater detail.

There are prestigious Eco Church
Awards, in bronze, silver and gold,
available for congregations who wish
to work with A Rocha UK and these
will sometimes enable congregations
to work with other environmental
agencies. The publicity from such
awards might also give the congregations a higher public profile in their
area.
For those who have not heard of the
charity before and may wish to look at
case studies of faith communities
please look at their website,
www.arocha.org.uk

UCA Member Chris Pilkington at the UCA stall
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BAPTISM–
A fluidity of meaning

little or no interface with church activity, has
been something that has intrigued me ever .
Since the year 2000.

Rev Richard Bunday , Vicar of
St Michaels Church, Kirkham

In 2010, I commenced a doctoral and empirical piece of research that took place at the
Anglican Parish Church of Kirkham, Lancashire, where I am the Vicar. This piece of
research concerned fifty families who
brought their infant child to be baptised between August 2010 and April 2011 at Kirkham Parish Church. Using qualitative research techniques I sought to answer the
question ‘Why do people bring their infant
child to baptism when they do not attend
church?’ I wish to offer, in this short article, a brief overview of my professional experience and interest in this subject. The
research questions of this project were formulated through my professional experience
as an Anglican minister and a small scale
research project concerning those who
brought their infant child to baptism at the
Anglican Parish Church of Marton, Blackpool in 2004, where I was the Curate from
2001-2004. This research was submitted for
an MA at Lancaster University. These two
experiences are the bedrock of my interest
in the issues surrounding infant baptism and
have become the key drivers that have
forged my working questions and hypotheses.

Why do people bring their infant child to
baptism when they do not attend church?
This question, for me, has emerged over
seventeen years’ experience as an ordained
Anglican minister. During those seventeen
years, I have conducted over one thousand
infant baptisms in four very different contexts. I spent my first year of ordained ministry at Redcar Parish Church, Teeside before moving to Marton Parish Church,
Blackpool where I served for three years. In
both places I worked as an Assistant Curate
and did not have sole responsibility for the
respective parishes. In 2004, I became the
Vicar of Ashton-on-Ribble, Preston and
from 2010, I have been the Vicar of Kirkham. The phenomenon of parents bringing
their infant child to baptism, yet having
- 10 -

St Mishaels Church , Kirkham

Over the last seventeen years I have observed people bringing their infant child to
baptism in four distinctive social settings:
Post-industrial Teeside, sub-urban Blackpool, inner city Preston and in the rural Market Town of Kirkham. Whilst working in
these places I have noticed a common pattern of behaviour across the four parochial
areas: a significant number of families, who
have no interaction with church, still seeking
infant baptism for the newly born members
of their family. It was during my time at
Marton that I began to take an academic interest in the issues surrounding infant baptism and particularly what motivates people
to bring their infant child to baptism without
this overt or covert engagement with church
life. The thesis was entitled ‘The Persistence
of Religion in a Secular Society’. This small
scale empirical study at Marton was based
on qualitative methodology and sought to
address the question: ‘Why do people bring
their infant child to baptism in a time of no
religion?’ This is a different question to the
one I am seeking to explore in my doctoral
research, though it embodied some relevant
experiences, not least the skill of listening to
people articulate how and why they use
church ritual, when having little or no contact with the church.

Throughout the years I have been ordained, I
have always visited families before and after
the baptism of their infant child. I have also
had privileged access, in my role as a minister, to listen carefully to people’s life journey
at transitional points in their lives such as
birth, death and marriage. Therefore, the richness of my pastoral experience will no doubt
inform my thesis. In the course of my work as
a minister, I have visited families after the
baptism service, not to encourage them to
come along to church in the future or hand
them literature concerning what is required
from a Christian life. On the contrary, I have
met with families to ask them what their experience of church was like and specifically
how they felt on the day of the baptism. This
has been done in order to enlighten my professional practice and to ensure that what I am
offering has some degree of resonance. Over
the years the responses have been varied,
largely informed by social context and the
difference in local church practices. Nevertheless, one observable shift in thinking from
those with whom I have spoken has been a
gradual movement away from a notional
recognition of baptism as a rite of initiation,
based upon a nominal belief in an external
deity, to a more subjectivised and subtle explanation. For example, in 2006 a professional single mother in Ashton said to me at a post
-baptism visit:
‘A christening is like laying down a marker
for your child’s spiritual life. Wherever that
journey takes Charles, he will know that
there is a spiritual side to life. I’m not talking about magical pixies in a three tier
This attitudinal change, which I have observed in my professional capacity, is captured in a slow, subtle and gentle movement
away from nominally held theistic beliefs of
infant baptism towards a more subjectivised
understanding.
My research is built upon the subjectivisation
thesis. The subjectivisation thesis explores
and explains why it is that people no longer
conform to an external form of authority in
order to plough their own spiritual path. Furthermore, the subjectivisation thesis underpins
the Durkheimian principle that people will be
involved with forms of the sacred which ac- 11 -

the Durkheimian principle that people
will be involved with forms of the sacred
which according to Tamney are
‘consistent with their on-going values
and beliefs’ (2002:227). From my professional experience the individual who
seeks infant baptism for their child is developing a complex yet highly individualised understanding of the sacrament,
nevertheless fused together with significant value and meaning. I have observed
this sense of individualism in my professional capacity and can be seen by the
way in which parents construct their own
understanding of what baptism means for
them with no reference to the church’s
narrative. For example, during interview
seven at Kirkham the father said
‘it’s a real buzz getting your kid christened as it makes you feel good. I felt so
proud, last time, when we got the lad
done because it celebrates life and my
family being one’.
The observations made through my
working practice suggest that there is
little or no corporate identification of
what the Church of England teaches
about baptism. The nominal relationship
with church is often on their terms because it possesses something they want
and in many respects church and the sacrament of baptism becomes a utility. The
decision to have one’s infant child baptised is often a small, but significant, segment of an individual’s or family’s spiritual landscape. This landscape is often
made up of a variety of different theistic
and non-theistic worldviews that help
make them feel, in some way, whole and
complete. For example , a women during
the Kirkham research ,who brought her
two year old child to be baptised said
‘baptism is a spiritual thing to do, but
then again, so is my head massage and
meditation class that I go to every week.
Anything that makes you feel good
about yourself and makes you inwardly
glow has to be a good thing to do. It was
such a special moment when Arthur
was baptised’.

Woodhead and Heelas (2004) in their book
The Spiritual Revolution put forward the
notion of subjective-life-spirituality. This
is primarily concerned with the celebration
of life as an end in itself and what feels
right for the individual as an autonomous
being. Indeed, Roof (1999) in the book
Spiritual Marketplace argues that the
search for spirituality within the modern
world is a longing to re-engage and rebuild our inner self. From my professional
experience, this form of subjective-lifespirituality is clearly seen when speaking
with people who have had their infant
child baptised. The essence of subjectivelife-spirituality is concerned with the
whole person: mind, body and spirit and its
full integration in relationship with one
another.
The construction of one’s own spirituality
based upon the integration of various ideologies, theologies, spiritualities, experiences and secular choices may at first appear
conflicting, yet infant baptism, as a rite of
passage, is a feature of the religious landscape. It would be a mistake, therefore, to
assume that those who have their infant
child baptised, with an apparent absence of
interaction with church, are doing so without personal intrinsic meaning.

Baptismal Font at St Michaels Church ,Kirkham

And the people brought unto Jesus little
children, that he should touch them;
and the disciples rebuked them. But
when Jesus saw it he was moved with
indignation, and said unto them,
‘Suffer the little children to come unto
me; forbid them not, for of such is the
Kingdom of God. Verily I say unto you,
Whosoever shall not receive the Kingdom of God as a little child, he shall in
no wise enter therein.’ And he took
them in his arms, and laid his hands
upon them, and blessed them.
Mark 10.13-16 (KJV)

I am keenly aware that this is a very
brief snapshot of the research conducted at Kirkham, but I hope it gives you
a flavour of the religious landscape I
have observed during my time as both
an Anglican Minister and sociological
researcher. I am thankful to Mr Adrian Long, a dear friend, who invited me
to share some of my work with those of
you who take The Liberal Christian
Herald. Please do not think for a moment that I am a theologian, but merely a fellow traveller along the way, who
is seeking to understand contemporary
religion and spirituality in society today.

Rick Bunday

Vicar of St Michaels .Kirkham
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DOB LANE CHAPEL
A legacy of dissent
Rev Andrew Parker
The anniversary service held at Dob Lane Chapel
on 19th May 2017 was a bitter-sweet occasion for
the congregation. We were happy and proud to be
able to give thanks for three hundred and nineteen
years of witness since the building of the first
chapel in 1698 but that was tempered by the
knowledge that this would be the last such occasion. A few weeks earlier, changing times and a
deteriorating building had forced the small but
devoted congregation to make the very difficult
decision to bring this chapter in the history of nonconformity in the north west of England to a close
at the end of the year.
The origins of nonconformity in the area go back
over a century before the first chapel was built.
There was a migratory Puritan printing press in the
area before 1589 when it was finally stopped by
the authorities. Then during the religious controversies of the mid seventeenth century the area
around what is now Newton Heath and Failsworth
was aggressively Puritan and the community
which founded the chapel was central to this. No
detailed records of this early period have survived,
but it is known that services, conducted by visiting
preachers, were held in private houses and later in
a barn.
The baptismal register at Dob Lane begins in 1691
but it was not until 1698 that the first chapel was
built and people from quite some distance around
made up the first congregation. The Presbyterian
congregation that built the first chapel held trinitarian beliefs not unitarian, it would be another
century before the transition to a unitarian view of
the person of Christ was completed.
The congregation was rarely free from persecution
in those early years. Following the death of
Queen Anne in 1714 the Presbyterians were
staunch supporters of the Hanoverian succession
and the new (Protestant) King, George I. In the
surrounding area however there were many who
supported the claims of Anne's half -brother, the
Roman Catholic James Edward Stuart whose supporters recognised as James III but is known to
history as the Old Pretender. His birthday on 10 th
June 1715 saw the beginning of several weeks of
rioting in the area, much of it aimed at the Presbyterians. On 10th June 1715 a mob wrecked Cross
Street Chapel and then moved on to Monton. On
20th June Blackley Chapel was pulled down and
on the 21st Monton was again attacked and chapels
at Stand and elsewhere were damaged. Dob Lane

Dob Lane Chapel built 1698 with schoolhouse
added between 1738-1750
escaped the initial onslaught but on 25th July the
mobs turned on the chapel. The Treasurer’s account
records that the chapel was attacked at about 11pm
that evening and that the doors were ripped from
their hinges and the pulpit, seats and windows were
smashed. Despite this persecution, once order was
restored the congregation continued to flourish and
by 1718 there were 375 members of whom 23 were
county voters, a sign that gentry were being attracted to the chapel.
Three of Dob Lane's ministers have earned a place
in The Dictionary of National Biography, one of
these, Robert Robinson who was minister from
1756-1777 is described as an "eccentric divine."
His outlook remained trinitarian at a time when the
outlook of the congregation was changing and he
was eventually dismissed but he refused to go. The
congregation tried to buy him out but even that did
not work. He held the trust deeds and the keys of
the chapel and for three years kept the doors and
gate locked until he finally gave way. He then
bought the estate of Barrack Hill near Romiley and
following his death in 1791 at the age of 65 his remains were deposited in a simple square, brick
building built on the estate. A moveable glass pane
was inserted in the coffin and the mausoleum was
visited regularly by a watchman whose job was to
check if there were any signs of breathing on the
glass. I can remember seeing this building in a field
adjoining the road from Hyde to Romiley without
knowing what it was. It was only when the field
was sold to a property developer in the 1980s that
his remains were removed and the building demolished. This was reported in the local newspaper but
with no mention of Dob Lane. It was only many
years later when I was reading Alexander Gordon's
1903 history of Dob Lane Chapel (upon which this
account is largely based) that I realised the connection.
A description of the chapel from the 1790s says that
it was "only reached by a bridle path through the
fields, the Chapel itself lying secluded among the
trees, and the lane, a very narrow one between
hedges, continued up to Watchcote, Failsworth.
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Another minister to gain an entry in the Dictionary of
National Biography is William Stevenson (1792-1796).
Today, he is perhaps only remembered as being the father of Elizabeth Gaskell. During his ministry the Chapel suffered again from civil unrest during the war with
France which began in 1792. Petitions in favour of the
war were signed by the heads of all but twenty Failsworth families, most of them belonging to Dob Lane.
Members of the congregation would meet after the service on Sundays to discuss current affairs and their
stand against the war led to another persecution of the
chapel members which included attacks on some of their
homes. Many years later, one of the offenders told a
member of the chapel "You were fifty years ahead of us
in knowledge at your little chapel in Dob Lane."

there was a strong Unitarian involvement but the
school was always undenominational and children
of any faith could attend. It was closed by the local
authority in the early 1960s and a few years later
the building and site were sold to a local timber
firm. Strangely, the site has never been developed
and it is now a vacant plot of land between the present chapel and the Drive-thru McDonalds.
The chapel building of the 1870s survived until the
1970s when it too came to the end of its useful life.
The congregation took the brave decision to demolish it and the former chapel parlour was beautifully
adapted by members of the congregation to serve as
a chapel. A modern extension containing meeting
rooms and toilets was built on part of the site of the
old chapel. These changes have served the congregation well, particularly the new chapel but once
again the ravages of time have taken their toll and it
has become an onerous task for the officers to keep
up with repairs and maintenance.

The original chapel of 1698 was renovated in 1864 at a
cost of £140. The gilded chandelier was removed to
make way for gas lighting and new pews were installed.
However, by the late 1870s its condition had deteriorated so much that the decision was taken to rebuild. The
new building was built upon the foundations of the old
to avoid disturbing the graves and a new chapel in the
13th century geometric pointed style was opened in
1879. It had a canopied pulpit, stained glass windows
and a bell. Both the closing service in the old chapel
and the opening service in the new one were conducted
by Rev William Gaskell of Cross Street Chapel

Dob Lane Chapel built 1879 with school building of 1887
The Sunday School at Dob Lane was founded in 1812
and met initially above a grocer's shop. In 1846 the first
schoolroom was built behind the chapel and this building was enlarged and adapted over the years. In 1875 a
day school was established and from 1888 evening classes in science and art as well as technical, commercial
and domestic economy were offered. A new school
building was built in 1887 to house the growing day
school on what had been the garden of the old parsonage. In its early years the day school teachers were all
Dob Lane people and throughout its existence there

The Dob Lane after which the chapel is
named has long since disappeared and now
sadly, the chapel itself is about to pass into
history. Much has been achieved here over the
last three hundred and nineteen years in terms
of faith, education, music, fellowship and
friendship. Dob Lane Chapel has played an
important part in the history of Failsworth and
Failsworth folk and also in the history of nonconformity in this part of the country.
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ARTHUR LONG TRIBUTE
Luther King House Saturday July 15 2017

UCA Members and friends pictured in the Chapel at Luther King House following the presentations paying tribute to the late Reverend Doctor Arthur Long

WORDS FROM ARTHUR LONG
‘Look unto the rock from whence ye were hewn!'(Isiah51.1)
Let us not be afraid to affirm our Christian roots. Many of us are fond of claiming
nowadays that we are outside the mainstream - and with that I certainly have no
quarrel. The Christianity which we affirm is not mainstream Christianity. It is Radical
Christianity. But may I remind you of something which is often over looked?
The radical is, by definition, one who looks to the roots of his own tradition.
I remember a science lesson in my far-off school days, when the chemistry master,
seeking to enliven a dissertation on the scientific use of the term radical, asked: What
is connexion between a radical and a radish? The answer is that both come from the
Latin RADIX!

(Radical - radix - root)
( an

extract from the anniversary sermon to the GA meetings 1982)

Photos on back
Top Left: Communion Table. Top Right: Arthur Long Mementos
Middle Left: Walter Long and Arthur Long with Family. Middle Right: Adrian Long and family
Bottom: Adrian Long, Alex Bradley and Alan Kennedy
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