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Dear Friends 
 

The important thing is that we  
continue with our objective of 

strengthening the Christian 

witness within the General  
Assembly of Unitarian & Free  

Christian Churches. The power of 

Christianity has always been its 

ability to meet change, to be flexible 
under new conditions and to speak 

to people in all places and times. 

Our organisation is an integral part of that  
Christian tradition; we have the same strengths, the 

same potential and in the coming period we are going to 

see the UCA moving forward to meet the challenges of 
the time. 
 

There are currently some exciting developments as we 

continue to explore new ways of publicising our  

Unitarian and Free Christian tradition. For example, 
The Liberal Christian Herald is now in A4 format and 

because of the improved graphics should give us a 

much more attractive publication. At the same time, we 
are currently working to improve our website and are 

considering our options in terms of using the internet to 

facilitate interaction and discussion. 
 

I would like to pay tribute to the Rev. Jim Corrigall who 

has edited The Liberal Christian Herald (formerly The 
Herald) since 2009. Jim brought new energy,  

enthusiasm and his skill as a professional journalist to 
our magazine, I am grateful to him for all that.  

On behalf of the UCA, I am sure that every member 

would wish that our heartfelt thanks be conveyed to him 
for his outstanding work and dedication.  
 

Thanks also to Dr Brian Hick for taking over from Jim 

in the current capacity as acting editor. Brian is also the 

Chairman of Unitarian Meeting Place, Hastings.  
Welcome aboard, Brian! 
 

This Easter, may the story of Christ's death and  

resurrection inspire us to live and to love more deeply. 

Bob 
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Bridport Blossoms 
 

A west Dorset chapel  
seeing a revival 

 
Angelica Kennard 

In our little 18th century 

chapel in Bridport with pulpit 
and obedient box pews, a  

minor revolution is taking 

place; a quiet, tuneful  

flowering akin to spring time; 
an awakening. Erupting from 

the chilly silence of a cold, old 

winter, new life is emerging in 
the most inspiring and  

beautiful way. It started with a 

call from the older, feeling 
colder, congregation which had 

dwindled  through life cycles to 

six kind, devoted, stalwart  
beings who had bravely kept 

up the weekly services and 

welcomed the public to the  

coffee mornings for a decade or 
more.  

“Help!” they called, “Help - or 

what will happen? Will we 
have to sell the church?  

Is there anyone out there to 

help?” 
 

So we joined to help rebuild; to 

help regenerate and to enable 
the chapel to flower again for 

the people for whom it was 

built. 

We started by putting new 
paint on the peeling old school 

walls and we painted the 

school floor to bring in the 
light. Gradually folk have  

filtered in and brought their 

ideas and enthusiasm with 
them. Joyous portrait photo-

graphs of the new extended 

congregation are pinned with 
clothes pegs to the old box pew 

curtain rails; bunting from the 

balcony; prayer flags in the 

porch.  

“85% of our population don’t 

go to church”, say the  
newspapers.  

Well, that’s a lot of people; 

what a marketing opportunity!  

No end of spiritual people in 
this neighbourhood. Candles 

are lit everywhere; wayside 

shrines, crystals, prayers; lots 
of people are practising their 

faith, but with no venue. 

Well. Here is a Unitarian 
chapel, whose very theology is 

inclusive; a chapel which has 

always stood up for freedom of 
thought; which has stuck to 

that uncomfortable space of 

doubt; thoroughly post-

modern in fact. We can be a 
church that welcomes those 

who find it difficult to agree; 

those who doubt.  
So, new people were welcomed 

in: the people who see God in 

nature; the people who see 
God in mankind; the people 

who want to light fires as a 

ceremony; the people who 
want to worship God through 

devotional movements of the 

body. 

“Come, join us for your  
worship and share this 

space”. 

Now this little chapel in 
Bridport is alive with faith; 

an inclusive faith. We don’t 

worry too much about the 
details. At Christmas we put 

up a tender Nativity and at 

Hannukah we light the  
candles on a Hannukiah; 

we dance Jewish dances 

between the box pews and 

play the accordion, guitar, 

harp, ukulele and saxo-
phone. At Diwali we read 

Rabindranath Tagore and at 

Eid we read the Sufi poet, 

Rumi. We invite poets and 
thinkers to read us their 

thoughts; musicians to play 

us their tunes; artists to 
hang up their pictures. 

Is this Christianity I ask?  

To me, it is. It is where 
Christianity meets and talks 

with Humanism and Uni-

versalism; Jesus standing 
alongside the people who 

don’t understand church 

and who are struggling 

along through the difficulties 
of being alive.  

As all Christians know, 

Christ means God with us, 
God alongside us, God  

accessible and loving and in 

close relationship with us 
all.  

Contact: Facebook 

Bridport Unitarians 
07837287366 
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It has been my privilege for almost the entirety 

of my ministry to have served congregations 
that value the Church year, and mark the  

season of Lent/Holy Week/Easter with  

appropriate worship and related events.   
The chapels of Dean Row in Wilmslow and Hale 

Barns, Cheshire routinely mark each of the 

Sundays in Lent by following the themes that 
are suggested by the Churches Together in  

Britain and Ireland study guide, which is  

available online (www.ctbi.org.uk).  Members 
of the two  

congregations can listen to the Sunday morning 

worship service on BBC Radio Four at 8.10 

a.m., and then continue to explore the given 
theme for each Sunday in their own chapel  

service.  This not only provides structure and 

focused content to the worship of Lent, but also 
enables each member to feel connected to a 

wider body of Christian people, beyond their  

immediate congregation. 
 

Palm Sunday is marked by the receiving of palm 

fronds, which invite each member of the  
congregation to feel ‘present’ in the events that 

unfold throughout the narrative that is the 

drama of Holy Week.  On Maundy Thursday an 

informal celebration of Holy Communion takes 
place in one of the chapel halls, with people 

seated in a circle round the table.  A bring-and-

share meal is then enjoyed in the same space, 
which mirrors the practice of the early Church.  

A Good Friday devotional service is held at 3 

p.m. and is followed by the sharing of hot-cross 
buns and tea/coffee.  In the years that the  

Jewish festival of Passover falls during Holy 

Week, a Seder meal is often enjoyed on Easter 
Eve.  This reinforces the Jewish cradle of Chris-

tianity and reminds the congregation that the 

sacrament of Holy  
Communion originated in a real meal.  Easter 

Sunday is welcomed through the singing of  

traditional and modern hymns that focus on the 

themes of resurrection, new life and the arrival 
of springtime.  Holy Communion is celebrated in 

both chapels on Easter Day, and the members 

of the Junior Chapel enjoy an Easter Egg Hunt 
on the chapel’s grounds.  The forty days of Lent 

and the celebration of Easter Sunday are valued 

as important signposts through the liturgical 
year, that provide an opportunity for greater  

reflection on the challenge to be both liberal and 

Christian in this generation. 
 
Rev Jeff Gould 
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The Lenten period is different from Advent in that 
we experience Advent through the time that leads 

us further into the depths of winter, through the 

darkest and the longest nights, a time, which  

ultimately brings our thoughts to the light of 
Christ coming into the world. We seek that  

comfort and joy. Lent comes as a different  

experience, a time of reflection, self-denial, and 
preparation, for sure but the newness of the year, 

the promise of Spring, the freshness of it all brings 

an underlying energy driving all things to new life. 
 

In Lent, there is the shedding of the old, there is 

new growth and green shoots so that we are 
buoyed up and carried in the certain knowledge 

that the wilderness days will end and the feeling 

increases as rapidly as the passing days. If we 

care to seek out the spiritual message of Lent, we 
will know that it is suffused with a mystical  

quality. It is a time that leads inexorably to the 

drama of the Easter story an incredible myth of 
sacrificial love and the death of the egoic self  

symbolised through the Cross; for 'it is in dying 

that we are born to eternal life'. 
 
Rev Bob Pounder 

 
 

Celebrating Easter 



Were there really Unitarian 

Catholics in Britain?    
Well yes, there were.    

 

A Society of Free Catholics was 

founded in 1914 by a small 
group of Unitarian and Free 

Christian ministers – it  

attracted support from the 
wider Christian family, yet it 

was only in existence for 14 

years, until 1928.   The Society 
is almost forgotten  today, but it 

served as an early model for the 

ecumenical movements of the 
20th Century, and it influenced 

the worship of our church in 

ways that are still with us.  

The Society of Free Catholics 
was inaugurated at a three-day 

retreat at Flowery Field Church 

in Hyde, just south of  
Manchester, in April 1914.    

 

They affirmed their ‘absolute 
moral and spiritual loyalty to 
Jesus Christ as the Son of God 
and as God’s supreme gift for 
the salvation of the world’.   
They defined their object as ‘to 
unite all Christians in a Free 
Catholic Church which shall ac-
knowledge the ever-present reve-
lation in Christ through the conti-
nuity and solidarity of the Chris-
tian Church’.   They spoke of 

‘ordered worship with the due 
administration of sacraments’, 
and ‘a religion of authority’ with 
voluntary discipline.  

 

We need to see the Free  
Catholic movement within  

Unitarianism as part of a wider 

trend across all denominations.    
There were five founders, two of 

whom are important in this 

story: the Rev John Stone  

Burgess, the Minister at  

Flowery Field in Hyde, and the 

group’s leader, the Rev Joseph 
Morgan Lloyd Thomas,  

Minister at Old Meeting in  

Birmingham.   The other three 

founding ministers were from 
Hyde, Manchester and  

Evesham. 

 
None of their chapels were 

part of the national Unitarian 

association of the time, but 
rather of the rival National 

Conference of Unitarian,  
Liberal Christian, Free  
Christian, Presbyterian and 
other Non-Subscribing and  
Kindred Congregations.   

 
This latter body was inspired 

by theologian James  

Martineau, and was to join 

the Unitarian Association in 

1928 at the formation of the 

General Assembly.   
 

But this union only took place 

after decades of bitter struggle 

within the movement, not over 
whether it was Christian or 

not -- they were almost all 

Christian then -- but between 
Unitarian Christians and Free 

Christians.   Unitarian  

historian Alan Ruston wrote 
that while one side wanted to 

emphasise a distinctive  

theological identity the  
others, the Free Christians, 

rather ‘saw their faith  
tradition as a catholic one in 
the best sense of the word, 
with an aim to encompass as 
many like-minded believers as  
possible.’ 
 
The Free Christians wanted 

to build the Church  
Universal, to welcome all  

people of tolerance,  

Unitarians, Trinitarians and 

those rejecting such labels - 
into a non-creedal Christian 

Church.    

 
These Free Catholic founders 

all described themselves as 

Free Christians rather than 

Unitarians. Martineau looked 

back for inspiration to the 

English Presbyterian leader of 
the 17th Century, Richard 

Baxter, who after the Great 

Ejection of 1662, sought to 
reconcile Anglicans,  

Presbyterians and Independ-

ents during the bitter  

religious controversies of his 
day.    

 

Baxter described himself as  
‘a mere Catholic’.  
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Unitarian Catholics ? 
 

Surely not! 
 

Jim Corrigall  

 
 catholic ... in the best sense of the 
 word, with an aim to  
 encompass as many like-minded 
 believers as possible. 



Other influences came from  

F D Maurice, the founder of 
Christian Socialism, born a 

Unitarian, who became a 

Broad Church Anglican.   

The Free Catholics took their  
politics from Maurice rather 

than Martineau, who was a 

High Tory.  Then there were 
the Catholic Modernists – 

who wanted to modernise  

Roman Catholicism.    
 

But from 1907, the Pope  

condemned Modernism, and  
several clergy identifying with 

the Modernists were  

excommunicated.   So some 

liberal Catholics were looking 
for a new home.    

 

Finally, there was a strong  
ecumenical spirit at this time.  

This was the background to 

the Society’s launch.   A key 
aim was to attract Christians 

from other traditions, and the 

Society succeeded in this  
although it was never large.  

 

By 1920, it had over 300 

members, about 90 of whom 
were clergy. 

25 were known to be  

Anglican,  

18 Congregational,  

10 Methodists 
(mostly Wesleyan), 

10 Unitarian and 

Free Christian,  

3 Church of  
Scotland, and 1 from 

the Church of Divine 

Love, the Free  
Catholic monk 

Vernon Herford.   

 
The Society’s  

membership  

included a small 
number of Roman 

Catholics.    

 

Membership rose to 
about 480 in the 

early 1920s, but 

never above this, and 
it disbanded in 1928.     

So clearly the  

Society’s aim of 
building a lasting 

universal church was not 

realised, but they did re-
claim liturgy and sacra-

ments from the pre-

Reformation Church.   

 
These they introduced in 

their own chapels – giving a 

central role to sacraments 
like communion, sometimes 

received kneeling at the altar 

rail.   Liturgies based on the  
Anglican Book of Common 

Prayer and inspired by the 
old Church were introduced.   

Maybe surprisingly,  

Unitarians had used  
liturgies unlike most Free 

Churches.    

 
Meanwhile the Society  

advocated radical social  

policies, calling for a society 

without barriers of class, 
sex, nationality or race.   

Women formed the majority 

of its membership, and the 

first woman ordained as a 

Congregational minister in 
Britain was Constance Todd in 

1917. 

 

The senior Minister at Kings 
Weigh House in London also  

became a Free Catholic leader, 

William Edwin  
Orchard, a Congregationalist.   

He joined the Society in 1916 

because he was keen to bring 
Catholic ritual into  

Non-Conformist worship and  

because he was strongly  
ecumenical.     

 

Orchard brought great energy 

into the Society, but ultimately 
was the person most  

responsible for its collapse.   

 
There was a contradiction at 

its heart, because of the  

differing approaches of the two 
leaders.   While Lloyd Thomas 

stressed the creedless nature 

of the Society, its freedom from 
dogmas and creeds, Orchard 

saw freedom as being able to 

draw on Catholic practices and 

ideals.    
 

Orchard tended to be dog-

matic, describing himself as ‘a  
militant Trinitarian’, and he 

moved closer and closer to the 

Roman Catholic church.  Lloyd 
Thomas described himself as a 

Trinitarian too, but was a 
much milder one.  

 

Orchard and Lloyd Thomas 
were strong individuals –  

charismatic orators and 

preachers, but not practical 
leaders who could sustain an 

ecumenical movement.   

 

Their conflicting views and 
styles eventually became  

uncontainable.  
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  ‘Catholicising’ of Non-Conformist  
   worship was highly  controversial 

a mere catholic 
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This was not helped by hostile 

media interest in Orchard and 

the Society.   This is difficult to 
comprehend now, but Orchard 

was often in the spotlight, with 

his outspoken socialism and his 

central London base.    
The ‘Catholicising’ of Non-

Conformist worship was highly  

controversial, as it had been 
earlier in the Church of  

England, provoking protests 

from groups such as the  
Protestant Truth Society, who 

would disrupt worship. 

 
Orchard eventually joined the 

Roman Catholic church in the 

1930s, but even in the 1920s 

his services were said to be  
almost indistinguishable from 

Roman Catholic ones. He was 

forced to resign as President of 
the Society in 1927.  

 

But by then, the Society had 
been losing members and was 

isolated.  A hostile media didn’t 

help, but the small group of 
Unitarian and Free Christian 

ministers involved were  

isolated within their own  

denomination too. By the mid-
1920s, the atmosphere was 

much less conducive to unity 

and the horrors of the First 

World War had had a  

devastating effect on the 
optimism that underlay 

liberal religion.   

 

By 1928 the Society had 
ceased to function. 1928 

was the year our  

movement became a full 
denomination with the 

coming together of the 

British Unitarian  
Association and the  

National Conference of 

Free Christians.     
 

Some Free Catholics 

strongly opposed this  

union – following  
Martineau, they wanted to 

retain a non-

denominational, open 
church, and they were  

opposed to the name 

‘Unitarian’ being included in 
the title – saying this would 

lead to us being defined by a 

single theological position.   
 

To overcome this criticism, 

the General Assembly was 

named ‘Unitarian and Free 
Christian’, and remains to 

this today.    

 
Flowery Field did join, its 

minister, John Stone  

Burgess, serving at the 
church until his death in 

1948.  Burgess remained true 

to the Free Catholic spirit 

throughout a long and  
successful ministry, in which 

he served as Mayor of Hyde.  

 
 

Flowery Field is almost 

unique, but the Free  
Catholics influenced the 

wider denomination -  

innovations such as robed 
choirs and the singing of the 

Lord’s Prayer, are associated 

with this period  and can still 

be found in some of our 
northern chapels.  

 

Orders of Worship, the last 
liturgical book produced by 

the denomination in 1935, 

was a product of that revival.  

Ecumenically the Society played 

a positive role; the bringing  
together of Roman Catholics 

and Non-Conformists has led to  

Society members being  

described as ‘50 years before 
their time’.   

 

Is there anything we today can 
learn from them?    They are a 

reminder of an ambitious spirit, 

aiming to unite all Christians in 
a creedless church.  Of course 

Unitarianism has broadened 

since then; we now welcome  
people of all faiths and none – 

and we aim to learn from all 

faiths.   

  
It’s worth noting that Lloyd  

Thomas himself wanted to open 

the Society of Free Catholics to 
believers of different faiths.  

And when we talk of learning 

from many different faiths,  
mainstream Christianity, is of 

course one of these faiths.   

And seeing that it is the  
tradition we sprang from,  

perhaps we have a particular 

responsibility to examine it 

anew – and, with our creedless 
traditions, perhaps even to 

‘make it anew’ for our present 

age!      
 

Let us believe our traditions can 

yield treasures, and let us be  
inspired to search them out.  

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
The Rev Jim Corrigall is Minister to  
Ipswich and Framlingham Unitarian  
Meeting Houses, Suffolk 

 

 
 

Rev  W E Orchard 



FOXHILL, Cheshire 
 

Foxhill is a spiritual retreat and conference 

centre that can cater for individuals as well 

as large groups. Its location is near Frod-
sham in Cheshire and is only 2 miles from 

the M56. It is an ideal venue for day or resi-

dential retreats. It has a beautiful rural set-

ting for relaxation and spiritual understand-
ing. For more information 

www.foxhillconferences.co.uk   

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

ABBEY HOUSE, Glastonbury 
 

Abbey House has an interesting programme 
of retreats, quiet days and events through-

out the year as well as space for group or 

individual retreats. They cater for vegetarian, 
vegan, raw, gluten free, wheat free and dairy 

free diets. It is set in the grounds of Glaston-

bury Abbey with the famous Tor just behind. 
The gardens are very special; with an un-

usually wide range of trees and shrubs with 

quiet seating areas. Around the perimeter of 

the garden there is a Prayer walk with a 
largely all-weather path.  

For more information www.abbeyhouse.org 

RETREATS  

As the UCA Retreats Officer I have to admit to a sense of disappointment in my efforts to gather 
members together in an annual retreat. I have always been a hopeless optimist and until  

recently believed that I could collect people together in one place that suited everyone. Well of 

course this is impossible; my chosen retreat venues may have been too far away or difficult to get 
to. Although we have spiritually benefited by our time away, the numbers of participants were 

very small.  

So I have decided to throw in the metaphorical towel and instead of organising a retreat each 
year will offer a variety of quiet places throughout the country which can be used for individual 

retreats or for small groups.  

Also, I am happy to help in any way by supporting a retreat that you may wish to take by helping 

with retreat themes or worship material. If you know of any good venues that others may share, 
please contact me on chattyministerjean@gmail.com 

 

I offer four diverse venues in different parts of the country. I hope they will be helpful to you.  
Rev Jean Bradley  

LAUNDE ABBEY, Leicestershire 
Launde Abbey is set in beautiful parkland of 
450 acres on the border of Leicestershire and 

Rutland. It has a 12th Century Chapel, which 

is all that remains of the Augustinian Priory 
that was founded here in 1119.  

The Abbey offers various retreats for private 

individuals, helping to enrich the spirituality 
of people at all stages on their spiritual jour-

ney. The daily liturgies in the chapel form a 

gentle underpinning to all the activities at 
Launde, but there is no pressure to be in-

volved – freedom is an essential part of the 

retreat experience. For more information 

www.laundeabbey.org.uk 

 
LADYWELL RETREAT AND  

SPIRITUALITY CENTRE, Surrey 

 
Ladywell, is the Motherhouse of an Interna-

tional Catholic Religious Congregation. People 
of all faiths and none are welcome to come as 

individuals or as part of a group to use the 

facilities or to join a programmed event. Lady-
well with its beautiful grounds is an ideal 

place for anyone wishing to make a private 

retreat or a reflective day of prayer. In line 
with the Franciscan tradition, wholesome, 

home cooked food is offered and can cater for 

all dietary needs. For more information 

www.ladywellretreat.org.uk 
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James - 
The Brother of the Lord 
 

Brian Hick considers the value of the Letter of James 

Though we may be sceptical 

about the identity of the writer 
of the letter of James, it has a 

lot to say to us today and comes 

with a unique understanding of 

what it means to be Christian. 
 

The letter is obviously early as 

readers are still expecting the 
second coming. They are very 

new Christians but notice one 

essential thing here. This letter 
is full of practical advice on  

being a Christian but there is 

nothing, I repeat nothing, in it 
about belief. It talks a lot about 

having faith but makes no  

attempt to define that faith, it 

never mentions what that faith 
consists of, it never tries to pin 

down that faith to anything we 

might expect to be creedal or 
objective.  

 

This is important for us if we 
agree that creeds and dogma 

are not a necessary basis for 

faith. Faith can exist, and  
obviously does exist, outside of 

creedal statements. James  

presents us with a church 

which is free of heresy, free of 
structure, free of dogma. Almost 

it seems, as long as you are  

doing what other Christians do 
you are Christian! Conversely, 

there is no point in saying that 

you are a Christian if it is  
obvious by your acts that you 

are not. 

 
To take another brief quotation  

Luke 9 v 49-50  Jesus accepts 

that those who do what he  

requires, are on his side. It is 
interesting that this is linked in 

the gospel to the story of the 

disciples arguing over who is 
the greatest and the anecdote of 

the little child. Jesus is saying 

that service is what counts,  
service is what makes you a  

follower and a model for what a 

good Christian should be. And I 

have to ask, when you consider 
the people you know who form 

part of your church, who does 

not live a life that is based on 
these precepts, who spends 

their time selfishly and  

acquisitively?  
 

But I am aware that calling  

ourselves Christian is a very 
different thing from living the 

life of a Christian. Which is why 

I am linking the letter of James 

to the idea of Christian atheism 
– not that I want anyone to  

follow that specific path but I 

hope that the idea of the  
possibility of Christian atheism 

will open up some of the  

nuances in between.  
 

In education, we speak of the 

dyslexic spectrum and the  
autistic spectrum – the point 

being that there is no simple 

diagnosis of either and that 

most students with a diagnosis 
of dyslexia or autism are  

individuals who display vaguely 

similar symptoms which can be 
usefully put under one umbrella 

but are in no sense the same.  

 
It seems to me that being  

Christian ranges from the  

fundamentalist within the  
Protestant camp, the  

sacramental Roman Catholic, to 

the sceptical Christian atheists 

of either Brian Mountford’s  
following in Oxford or the earlier 

movements led by John  

Robinson or Don Cupitt, and so 
to the vast number of  

individuals who simply go to 

church in whatever denomina-
tion from one week to the next 

and – understandably – spend 

very little time thinking about 

their faith but a vast amount 
of time doing things because of 

what they believe.  

And where does that leave us?   
 

There is no place here for a 

history of the development of 
the Unitarian and Free  

Christian movement. However, 

whatever it stands for today, 
the history of the Unitarian 

movement is Christian. Liberal 

Christian of course, but  

essentially Christian rather 
than anything else. It has  

always been open to other  

beliefs and none. Nobody will 
ever be turned away on the 

basis that they do not believe 

what others believe.  
 

My concern is to try to be as 

open as possible about the  
reality of Christian beliefs  

today and the very broad 

church  - if you will forgive the 

expression – within which they 
exist.  

 

Any serious contemplation of 
what is, must inevitably, lead 

to the contemplation of how 
shall I live, what meaning does 
all of this have for me? 
 
Philosophical schools from 
Egypt and Greece onwards 

have addressed these  

questions, and we are right to 

consider these various  
approaches, but we live in 

England (if I may be allowed to 

be somewhat non-PC), we were 
brought up here and most of 
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us think in English and use 

English patterns of thought 
when trying to make sense of 

the world. We are the product of 

our education, whether we like 

it or not. Much as I might be 
drawn to Chinese philosophy it 

would take an enormous effort 

and considerable study for me 
to get into the mind-set which 

exists within Mandarin – or for 

that matter to understand what 
the Koran means in Arabic to a 

Moslem. 

 
Let us come back to what we 

know and were brought up 

with. Whether we went to 

church as children, our  
education, our social and  

ethical ethos, the very world we 

have inhabited for the last half 
century or so has been  

dominated by the assumptions 

of Christianity. If we have 
dumped over the years – as I 

certainly have –the particular 

demands of particular  
denominations, I doubt if there 

are many, if any, who have 

equally dumped the core  

precepts of Christianity in  
favour of an alternative legal 

system, an alternative approach 

to the assumptions which  
underpin our day to day  

expectations within the UK. 

 
Jesus, after all, is against the 

petty bureaucracy of tithing 

mint, dill and cumin while  
ignoring justice, mercy and 

faith. And what does that lead 

us to do? To promote justice, 

mercy and faith – within  
Christian terms, because these 

are the ones we know and have 

lived with, and know work for 
us.  

 

So what of the church in  
England? Brian Mountford 

points out the danger of a 

church which puts creeds over 
action. Words over doing – 

which is a bit odd given that I 

am writing this, but it was 

Francis of Assisi who said 
‘Preach the gospel everywhere;  
if necessary use words.’  
 

We are used in this country to 

giving with no thought of  
return. The idea of the gift  

relationship – like giving blood – 

where we expect nothing in  

return. We don’t sell our blood, 
we don’t know who will benefit.  

This is a basic Christian act.  

 
Those who would polarise  

science and religion can easily 

become unstuck when things 
get practical. Many of the truths 

that science offers us are very 

hard to incorporate into every-
day life, (how often do you think 

– oh I really need gravity today) 

whereas the truths of literature 

are more often to do with how 
we must live together – how we 

are selfish and kind, cooperative 

and stupid, clever and mad and 
funny.  And the Bible is in  

essence part of that literature. 

Believing in it as literature is far 
more important than dismissing 

it as historical bunk. 

 
Compare the creeds across the 

churches to the simple state-

ment in James of Love thy 
neighbour as thyself. James has 
had time to reflect on the life 

and death of Jesus, I am sure 

that creedal statements were 
beginning to creep in during his 

lifetime, but he has no interest 

in that. All that matters is how 
we love each other.  Even the 

A recent TV programme gave us 

an insight into the life of Sister 
Wendy. For her the silence of 

God is possibly the most  

important aspect of the divine. 

Even on the cross Jesus seems 
to have been deserted because 

at this moment of crisis he gets 

no answer. How often have we  
dismissed the concept of God 

simply because we threw out a 

demand and got no answer 
back? Perhaps we need the Zen 

proverb ‘ Great doubt; great 
enlightenment: little doubt, little 
enlightenment’. 
So what am I asking? I’m not 

totally sure, which is probably a 

good thing as it means I don’t 
have an answer I want you to 

arrive at.  

 
I think it is that I am more and 

more convinced that we should 

be aware of and draw more 
heavily on the Christian  

heritage which is so abundant 

in this country without getting 
over worried by the slings and 

arrows of outrageous denomina-

tionalism which will constantly 

want to tell us we are wrong. 
Jesus, remember, told off the 

disciples who wanted to stop 

others following him in their 
own way. Let us find out way 

without putting stumbling 

blocks in the way of others.  
 
This is an edited version of the address 
given as part of the Shaping the Future  
series in Hastings. 
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A New Christianity? 
 
Bruce S Bebington 

One of the leading figures in the 'Emerging 
Church' movement in America, Brian McLaren, 

spoke to a large audience at St Paul's Cathedral 
in London recently. What he said seemed both 

relevant and challenging for our Unitarian and 

Free Christian denomination today, as well as for 
the wider Church. 

 

The Emerging Church attracts large numbers of 
people who want to 'do church' quite differently 

from the traditional ways. It attracts evangelical  

Christians as well as more radical elements, and 

seems to have a magnetic pull for younger people 
in particular. 

 

He told us that he left a US university and his 
teaching career there to help to form Cedar Ridge 

Community Church, an innovative non-

denominational church to which he was pastor 
for 20 years.  In the nineties he suffered a crisis 

of faith. He found out that it was time to ask 

questions as radical as the ones Luther nailed to 
the church at Wittenberg and which exploded 

into the Reformation. 

 

Brian McLaren sees God as a developing concept 
rather than a fixed entity. He feels that any belief 

has to be critiqued. He recalled going through a 

crisis of faith in the 90s as his fundamentalist 
upbringing and his actual beliefs came more into 

conflict with each other. 

 
 

At the time he was a pastor of an ecumenical 

church. The congregation came to him with  
questions and often he felt that their  

questions were better than his answers.  

He came up with the ten questions given  

below. 
 

He proposed only to offer thoughts on the first  

question. He said that we, depending on our 
denomination, would derive our thinking from 

Augustine or Luther or Calvin or another 

great thinker, but all Western Christianity 
had a common model which was like a line. 

The line began at the top of the hypothetical 

page with humanity in perfection in the  
Garden of Eden. Then the line took a  

perpendicular drop to near the bottom of the 

page, as humanity experienced the fall. After 

that it became wavy as humans lived in sin 
but continued horizontally onwards. Then at 

Judgment Day the line went perpendicularly 

up to heaven or down perpendicularly, going 
off the page to hell. 

 

According to Brian McLaren, Jesus had no 
such conception of human life throughout the 

ages but this view was developed by church 

leaders in the West later with the Eastern 
Christians somewhat differently orientated.  

 

 

 
 

1.  What is the big story that Jesus is trying to tell? 

2.  From where does the Christian faith derive authority? 

3.  Is God violent? 

4.  Who is Jesus? Why is he important? 

5.  What is the basic Christian gospel? 

6.  What is the church for? 

7.  How does gender/sexuality relate to Christian faith? 

8.  What is the Christian vision for the future? 

9.  Is it possible to have a passionate faith  

   and still live in peace with non-violence? 

10.  How do we talk about these 9 questions without  

   blowing each other up? 
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Jesus came out of the Judaic tradition 

which one can read in what we call the 
Old Testament.  

 

First in Genesis God is seen as the  

creator. Then in Exodus, God is seen as 
the liberator of the slaves, the Jews in 

Egypt. This liberating essence in God was 

revolutionary when the Judaic faith  
proclaimed it as, before that  

proclamation, God had always been on 

the side of the powerful.  
 

Finally, especially in Micah and Isaiah, 

God is proclaimed as the reconciler, as it 
is promised that all will live under the 

vine tree in peace. 

This was the message that Jesus was 

proclaiming i.e. of a three dimensional 
God: a creator, a reconciler and a libera-

tor. 

 
The church needed to proclaim as its 

central message the attributes of this 

three dimensional God. A God that cried 
out for justice for the oppressed. A God 

at the centre of all creation. A God that in 

essence was non-violent.  
 

This was the main purpose of the 

church, rather than as  it saw itself as a 

wharehouser of souls awaiting  
judgment readying the souls for heaven 

and not for hell. 

 
Brian McLaren was speaking, of course, 

to an all Christian audience but his  

central message has a universal  
relevance.   His concept of God and how 

God is manifest is a common one for the 

teachings of all faith, and the actions of 
all true believers of such faiths.  

 

So it is also Baba’u’llah who writes :  

“The Bahá'í belief in one God means that 
the universe and all creatures and forces 

within it have been created by a single 

supernatural Being”.   
 
God is equally manifesting itself when  
Muslim women campaign against female 
circumcision in the Sudan as these 
women are so fighting an oppression in 
their society. 

Julian’s Sparrow 
 
 
Little birdy in the tree 
Do you see what I can see, 
Or is your untroubled sight 
Oblivious to the coming night? 
 
 
While you’re perched there in the sun 
Chirping out to everyone 
Does that distant cloud not warn 
Of the swift advancing storm? 
 
 
Are you not afraid that soon 
Wrapped in cataclysmic gloom 
You may suffer, you may die, 
Blighted, though you know not why? 
 
 
Still you sing on, while I fret 
Over things not happened yet, 
Over things that may not be 
And my mind is never free 
 
 
From the weight of what I’ve done 
What has been and what’s to come, 
And while I regurgitate 
All the awfulness of fate 
 
 
Little birdy in the tree 
You sing on so prettily 
Knowing there’s no need to dwell 
When God has said all will be well. 
 
BH 
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Speaking Christian 

MARCUS BORG 

SPCK 

ISBN 978-0-281-06508-0 
ebooks ISBN 978-0-281-06687-2 

£ 6.89 

 

In this very accessible book,  

Marcus Borg explains how  

Christian language has evolved 
over the centuries. He claims that 

today we are left with an ex-

tremely different understanding of 

many keywords in our Christian 

vocabulary from the original 
meanings. These differences from 

the original meanings are the 

cause of much conflict and mis-

understanding. 

The book examines the original 

usage and meaning of words such 
as salvation, redemption, forgive-
ness, God, Jesus, The Bible, The 
Creeds and the Trinity etc. Each 

word or group of words is  

examined in a separate chapter 

enabling the reader to assimilate 
the detailed analysis that Marcus 

Borg coherently brings into his 

explanation. In his first chapter he 

examines the word ‘Salvation’. 

Does this word mean we will be 

saved and go to heaven?   
He considers the Biblical meaning 

of ‘salvation’ and discusses the 

Old Testament ideas of salvation: 

liberation from bondage, exile and 

peril, that continue through into 
the New Testament as ideas of 

rescue, deliverance into a new life 

now. And in this new life we will 

be changed, transformed.  

Deliverance and transformation in 

this life, not the afterlife, is this 
the true meaning of the word 

‘salvation’? 

A really worth-while and thought 

provoking book. CF      

Books 
 
 

 

 
Christian Atheism 

Brian Mountford 

Faber & Faber  

ISBN 978-0-571-22521-7 
£12.99   

 
I chanced across this last  
summer while staying in Oxford 

and it immediately struck me 

how useful it was in coming to 

terms with the current situation 

within Unitarianism. I have 
added it to the reading list for 

our own church in Hastings, and 

used it as a basis for discussion. 

Brian Mountford has collated 

here not only his own thoughts 

on Christianity today but has 
interviewed a wide number of 

people who wish to remain true 

to Christian values and beliefs 

while being sceptical about the 

specifics both of religious texts 

and the doctrine that flows from 
them. 

One of Brian Mountford’s  

interviewees named Bella said 

‘I’m a Christian atheist, not 
through any residual allegiance to 
God, but because everything I 
know about God culturally is 
seen from a Christian point of 
view.’ 
An easily accessible and  

thoroughly worthwhile addition 
to the current debate. BH 
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No More Hangovers 
Free yourself from the alcohol trap 

Allen Carr 
Arcturus Publishiing 2009 

128 pages £3.99 

ISBN 978-1-84837-932-9 

 

We live in a society in which 
ninety percent of its population 

consume alcohol. The drinks  

industry has an interest in  

ensuring the continuity of this 

particular culture and the  

propagation of dangerous myths 
surrounding the benefits of  

alcohol consumption. 

 

In a crushing refutation of such 

mythology, Allen Carr's No More 
Hangovers disavails the reader of 
any notions of alcohol's benign 

qualities. Alcohol quite simply, is 

a poisonous drug. The more  

alcohol there is in the drink the 

harder it is to get down. Our  

bodies reject poison that is why 
alcohol and vomiting go together. 

The benefits of drinking that 

might lead to longevity come only 

from the antioxidant qualities of 

the ingredients that alcohol is 
wrapped up in not the alcohol 

itself. You can get the same  

benefits from unfermented grape 

juice. 

 

Alan Carr brings out some pretty 
compelling statistics about the 

downside of this culture and its 

costs to society. Alcohol is  

responsible for: 

 
44% of all violent crime 

42% of all domestic violence 
70% of men imprisoned for rape 
20% of all murders 
70% of all cases reporting to A&E 
departments on a Saturday night 

 

Carr says that those who refuse 

to drink alcohol are seen as 

'freaks', and indeed the social 

pressure to imbibe can be  
tremendous.  

Every Christian who is concerned 

about the inner life and the social 

gospel should read this small 

book. In the past two centuries, 
strong voices were raised against 

the evils of alcohol, as now.  Allen 

Carr clarifies the problem and 

provides the solution: Abstention. 

He writes, "Alcohol doesn't make 

a difficult world bearable, it turns 
an intensely beautiful world into 

a living hell."  BP 



 
Leaving Alexandria 

A memoir of faith and doubt 

Richard Holloway, 2012,  

ISBN 978 0 85786 073 6 
 

It is rare that a national religious 

leader ends a lifetime’s career in the 

Church admitting his doubts and his 

sense of failure as candidly as has 

done Richard Holloway in this  
memoir.  From his childhood in the 

title’s Scottish town of Alexandria, 

through his varied experiences of 

education and ordained ministry, up 

to his role as Primus of the Scottish 
Episcopal Church, the author  

reveals the many questions that his 

faith and vocation have posed him, 

not always having easy answers to 

offer the reader.  It is an engaging 

book, if for no other reason than that 
Holloway does not seek to provide a 

gloss to his journey of faith, but 

rather shares his deepest anguish 

and struggles to accommodate  

himself to the circumstances in 

which he serves.   
It must be said that a certain degree 

of naiveté surfaces in Holloway’s  

self-revelations, especially when he 

finds himself ministering to a 

wealthy congregation in Boston, 
Massachusetts, and does not fully 

grasp what the congregation expects 

of him.  Religious liberals will be  

inspired by his pastoral responses to 

the poverty he encounters, the lack 

of judgments made, and his selfless-
ness in the face of AIDS.  This is a 

book to be savoured by anyone who 

respects weakness, vulnerability and 

integrity in people who are in  

positions of influence and authority.  
JG 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Quarantine 
Jim Crace 

Penguin 

ISBN 978- 0- 783-80113-1  

also ebooks  

£ 7.99 or less 
  
The story takes us into the  

wilderness where Jesus commits 

himself to forty days and forty 
nights of ‘quarantine’. But he is not 

alone; there are others who also 

have their own reasons for being in 

such a cruel and punishing place. 

 
The scene is set when we meet 

Musa, a most cruel and unpleasant 

man who is dying. His wife Miri is 

busy digging a grave for him,  

possibly looking forward to his  

demise! Jesus comes along and 
heals the man.  

 

This miracle is rather disturbing to 

the reader as it seems to go  

contrary to the general response to 

such a miracle. Musa seems  
unaffected by his extended life and 

continues to be as crass as before. 

 

There are many disturbing issues 

in the book which run contrary to 
the traditional image of the  

beautiful and powerful Jesus.  

Jim Crace depicts him as a very  

insecure person: he knows what is  

expected of him, but seems in con-

stant dread and doubt of his  
future.  

 

Yet throughout all the pessimism, 

Jim Crace may seem to offer a  

glimmer of divine hope to us but 

through a most surprising source. 
That is for the reader to decide. JB 
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Genesis 

Stephen Cottrell 

SPCK 
ISBN 978-0-232-52805-3  

ebooks available 

£ 6.89 

 
I discovered this pocket sized book 

in a bargain book shop and was 

immediately captured by Steven 

Cottrell’s amusing and succinct 

introduction. The translation of 
Genesis comes from The New  

Jerusalem Bible. Cottrell  

considers this to be the most  

accurate and clear of all the  

modern versions. 

 
The introduction takes the reader 

into Genesis, almost as if it was 

The Big Book of Fantastic Stories! 

All the big names and events are 

mentioned, the creation stories, 

Noah, Joseph (made famous by 
Andrew Lloyd Webber) and many 

other larger than life characters.  

 

Cottrell might be considered as 

sounding quite flippant in  
describing Genesis; he clearly 

wants to instil enthusiasm and  

interest into making the reader 

look again at the book with fresh 

eyes as we can learn of the human  

condition and our need to find 
God. 

 

This is a little book, with a tiny  

introduction, but it has given me 

a huge interest in learning more 

about Genesis. JB 

http://www.abebooks.co.uk/products/isbn/9780232528053



