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FELLOWSHIP MATTERS 
 

There are only a few of us in our little South Devon church, and there is a lot to 
be done.   So, a retired builder looks after the maintenance, a retired nurse makes sure the 
Hall and kitchen are neat and tidy, a retired University professor supervises the lettings, 
and a retired accountant (me!) acts as Treasurer.   We are all retired, and there is no one 
else able and willing to help out. 
  Similarly in our local Club for the Visually Impaired there are a number of jobs 
to be done, and only a few of us to do them.   In this case, most of the members are in 
their 90s (two actually over 100!), and have poor or no sight, so we cannot really expect 
them to help out.   But it is very difficult, even in a moderately-sized town like ours, to 
find willing volunteers. As someone once told me - if people have worked hard for many 
years, they want to spend time travelling, and enjoying themselves with family and friends 
when they retire and can finally do so.   But, when the day comes for them to give up the 
travelling, to stop driving maybe, and they have the time when they might be able to help 
others, they are no longer physically able, and someone else has to look after them. 
  However, there are still people who manage to help when help is needed, as well 
as enjoying their 'golden years'.   The local Rotarians raise money to help fund clubs like 
ours, members of the Women's Institute come and make the tea for us once a month; 
and in another area the ladies of the Methodist Church provide refreshments at the 
monthly Farmers' Market held in the Town Hall.   It's really just a case of finding the 
right person, with time and energy to spare, when the need arises. 
  The NUF is not dissimilar to a congregation.   There are quite a few jobs to be 
done in order to 'keep the show on the road'.   We would love to spread the load more 
widely.   So please let our Acting Secretary know if you have skills such as word 
processing, web management, design of posters  or  other illustration,, or are prepared to 
learn one, and would be willing to be considered for any vacancies that may arise in the 
future.   Your Fellowship needs you! 

Elizabeth Barlow   
A Gaelic Blessing 

May the road rise to meet you, 
May the wind be always at your back, 
May the sun shine warm on your face, 
The rain fall softly on your fields; 

And until we meet again, 
May God hold you in the palm of his hand. 

 
Cover Picture: ‘The Adoration of the Magi’ by Velasquez 
 
 
 
 
 



THE PRESIDENT’S PAGE 
 
 In my last ‘President’s Piece’ I mentioned a local woman who rescued unwanted 
ferrets.   Even as I wrote the word ‘ferrets’ I thought how little I knew about them and 
even wondered if I had ever written the word ‘ferret’ before.   However, the word ‘ferret’ 
lodged itself in my brain and remained there.   About two days later I noticed a 
photograph of our local M.E.P. holding a ferret and a passport and smiling.   It seems he 
had been lobbied and eventually persuaded by other M.E.P.’s to join them in passing a 
law which makes it possible for dogs, cats and ferrets which have been micro-chipped 
and vaccinated for 21 days to be given a ‘Pet’s Passport’ and to travel without other 
documentation to the U.S.A., E.C. countries and Japan.   This from January 2012.   
Whilst we are in the midst of such a severe financial crisis the words Rome and fiddling 
spring to my mind.   However, I am writing about ferrets now. 
  

My next two encounters came within a couple of weeks.   One was with a 
woman who keeps a ferret for a pet and who has had a special harness made so that she 
can take it for walks.   The other a widow whose son had recently married and had flown 
the nest leaving his ferrets behind him.   Reportedly the house is full of ferrets but 
allowance must be made for the fact that with local gossip too many facts are not allowed 
to spoil a good yarn.    
  

Of course, these references to ferrets must have been there all the time but I only 
noticed them when my mind was engaged with ferrets and therefore homed in to all the 
other references.   Ideas are powerful things.   What we think leads to actions and 
consequences.   When we become involved with an idea we are led forward to other ideas 
and s it is important to consider their direction.   Paul, as ever, did a better job in 
expressing this: 
  

Whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are lovely, 
whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue think on these things. 
  
 As for action – Constitution of UNESCO: 
  

Since wars begin in the minds of men it is in the minds of men that peace must be constructed.  
  

Wishing you all a peaceful, thoughtful, merry and happy Christmas 
 

Dorothy Archer 
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THE MINISTER’S MUSINGS 
 I have started work on my preaching plan for next year, 2012.   Last year I took 
services three times each month and for the coming year I am balancing out requests 
from eight different congregations, trying to give my time evenly.    You might be 
thinking that I must be an erudite and persuasive preacher to be so much in demand.   I 
thought so myself for a while until someone from one of these congregations said that 
they had been really struggling to find good worship leaders so they had had to ask me.    
The truth is that there are not enough worship leaders in the Unitarian Movement to 
meet the demand.   Quite often congregations have to take the service themselves 
because they cannot find anyone to ‘fill their pulpit’, as they say.       Unlike other 
Denominations we do not require any training or licence before a person is permitted to 
lead worship. 
 So it is good news in a way that anyone who fancies having a go, can.     I know 
of one couple who take the service together, it gave them confidence at first, now they 
are an established name on people’s lists. 
 I have a stock of sermons in my bag that I take around with me.     It is 
interesting to see how differently they can be received.    Preaching to a large 
congregation is so different to preaching to a small one.     Our leaders complain about 
there being so many small congregations and want them all to be large - but often it is 
with a small group of people that there can be a greater feeling of spirituality, an intimacy 
that reflects the spiritual ethos of the whole group.        We turned up at one place one 
wet winter afternoon and found only one person there.     We abandoned my Order of 
Service, of course, and spent some time after an opening meditation discussing the words 
in two of the hymns we would have sung.     It seemed more worshipful than what I had 
presented a week earlier to a congregation of over fifty. 
 Worship is not about numbers.   It is not always about being in a church and 
saying the words which are so deeply ingrained in our memories.      I feel it is about 
making an emotional connection to a dimension which is transcendent.     Call it God, 
Call it Mary, Call it Christ, call it a Saint’s name - as a way of describing it, if you will.      
And this connection can be made anywhere - the mood and the atmosphere has to be 
right.    It can be found in the greatness of nature, it can be found in the closeness of 
friendship and it can be found amongst a group worshipping together in a chapel.      On 
my preaching travels with a sermon out of my bag, I sometimes find myself within this 
transcendent connection.    It is a good feeling.   It reminds me what a wonderful 
experience worship can be.       It makes me feel that within us we always have a secret 
knowledge of what we call God, we are born with it - and sometimes we come very close 
to it - and that all the theories and all the things we preach about are only gateways and 
doorways beckoning us in. 

With Best Wishes 
Tony McNeile 
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REFLECTIONS  
 

ONLY THE HEART HEARS THE MUSIC 
 

Near a village called Azincourt where once were gathered up 
the bones of the slaughtered nine thousand, there is a peaceful forest. 

Great trees, their massive trunks like carved stone pillars 
raise high their branched arches to the sky, and the leaf dappled 

sun lights up a tranquil space, a vast sylvan cathedral 
whose bosky peal proclaims Sitque Pax non Bellum 

For across these green lands men and horses have trampled; 
around these woods death has come untimely by sword and arrow, 

knife and noose, treachery and bullet, mine and gun. 
The screech owl mimics the cries of the dying, 

and the craters of destruction 
masquerade as pools of sweet white lilies. 

 
In the blackest night only imagination can perceive the light; 

in the deepest silence only the heart hears music; 
God alone can speak with the voice of a man who has no tongue. 

Let your tired eyes embrace the bright darkness, 
your heart rejoice in the outpourings of the passionate nightingale 

and gentle quiet surround your restless soul. 
God is in the darkening light and the muted crescendo; 

his the still voice that echoes far, like thunder 
dancing amongst the jubilant hills. 

By a million years of blood and bone have these sacred fields 
and lonely woods been nourished, and Mary’s Christ Child sleeps 

secure now, in an old stable beneath the sheltering trees. 
The Lord is in this place. 

 
Naomi Linnell 

 
A REASONABLE FAITH? 

 
The number of people who acquire faith by argument is actually rather small,. Rowan 

Williams declared recently in an interview with Sir David Hare.   He continued… I do 
groan in the spirit when I pick another book about why you shouldn’t believe in God…what changes 
people is the extraordinary sense that things come together … the world makes sense…not in a great 
theoretical system, but that you can see the connections somehow – I tend to reach for musical analogies – 
you can hear the harmonics. You may not have everything tied up in every detail, but there’s enough 
available to think  
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‘OK, I can risk aligning myself with this’ Because you’re never going to nail it to the floor and eat your 
heart out, Richard Dawkins !(1) 
  The Archbishop is talking of Christian faith, of course; many members of this 
fellowship will have come to Unitarianism because they have come to the conclusion that 
there are not enough ‘connections’ in their experience for them to line up comfortably  
behind  orthodox Christian faith. 
  Unitarians have always claimed that the exercise of reason is an important 
element in working out a personal faith; their rejection of the doctrine of the Trinity, 
which gives them their denominational name, came initially from their belief that it was 
not only unbiblical but also irrational; how can two utterly distinct  natures exist in one person?   
To this all-important question there has never been a satisfactory answer…it would be difficult to imagine 
a more absurd doctrine, wrote Arthur Long (2). 
  Reading some of the chapter headings of Long’s book – Is God a Person?, The 
Kingdom of God, The Communion of Saints, The Fourth Gospel  - is to realise that in 
the fifty years since its publication, Unitarians have largely left serious theological writing 
to others, like the writers associated with the Sea of Faith.   The GA no longer has a 
theological commission as it once did.   The prevailing ethos of the worship in many 
Unitarian churches (those linked to the Unitarian Christian Association excepted) may be 
best described as an undefined religious humanism.   By contrast the New Atheists – 
Dawkins, Hitchens, et al – subject the doctrines of classical theism to prolonged attack, in 
answer to which there is a growing library of literature by many authors.  (3). 
  One of these, William Lane Craig, a theologically conservative American 
philosopher, has challenged many of the New Atheists to debate these classical doctrines 
in public – some of his previous encounters can be seen on You Tube, and he has a well 
– organised website, entitled ‘Reasonable Faith’,(4) which by the time you read this piece, 
will no doubt have reports of the lecture/debate tour he is making in the UK during 
October.   Craig has repeatedly tried to arrange a debate with Richard Dawkins about his 
book ‘The God Delusion’; the latter has repeatedly declined, bringing accusations of 
‘cowardice’ from a fellow Oxford don, the philosopher Daniel Came.   Efforts to mount 
debates with Polly Toynbee and A. C.Grayling during his latest visit have also proved 
fruitless, although he will debate with Stephen Law of the Royal Institute of Philosophy 
among other academics.  
  It is obvious that intellectual argument alone cannot prove or disprove the 
existence of God; indeed this might be the only point on which Craig and 
Dawkins would agree.   As George Cope, in his generous review of ‘The God Delusion’ 
in edition 395 of this Newsletter, wrote, ‘Dawkins regards the existence of God as being 
very improbable’;Craig, in contrast, claims on the basis of his philosophical reasoning that 
the ‘God thesis’ is extremely probable.  
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As George Cope remarked  further: Our beliefs stem not uniquely from intellectual effort, but also 
from our everyday experiences of life…all the unfathomable and precious moments that we ponder on and 
seek to make sense of .   In that search for meaning it is surely wise to subject our 
experiences to the scrutiny of the thoughts of others who have tussled with these 
fundamental problems throughout history. Bishop Michael Marshall once said : When 
people give up believing in God they don’t believe nothing; they’ll believe anything !  
  An example of how unexamined beliefs can let us down if we have never 
thought them through to the best of our ability is shown in the very public loss of faith 
experienced by the athlete Jonathan Edwards, former world and Olympic triple jump 
champion.   Edwards grew up in a devoutly Christian background and espoused his faith 
publicly by presenting BBC religious programmes.   In 2007 he said My relationship with 
Jesus and with God is fundamental to everything I do.   I have made a commitment and dedication in 
that relationship to serve God in every area of my life.   Later the same year that he said this, he 
reported his faith as being in a ‘state of collapse’ following his making of a documentary 
about St. Paul:  It made me realise that I had taken things for granted that were taught to me as a 
child without subjecting them to any kind of analysis. When you think about it rationally, it does seem 
incredibly improbable that there is a God(5) 
  That others have subjected their beliefs to the kind of ‘rational analysis’ that 
Edwards claims and come to a different conclusion shows that acquiring faith (and losing 
it) is a personal activity.   As Colin Morris has written:  ‘in the religious trade… we cannot pay 
people to discover God on our  behalf – not even if they wear clerical collars…the exploration into God, 
that journey and experience, is our peculiar path however much the sheep dogs of official religion snap at 
our heels and try to drive us along pre-determined routes’. (6) Philosophers, theologians and 
ministers may give us their own maps of the maps of the territory called ‘faith’ but ‘our 
peculiar path’ has to be walked not merely followed on a map.   As another distinguished 
Methodist of an earlier generation wrote: Let us examine the evidence and then in complete loyalty 
to its trend make a leap both of intellect and will,.. acting as if all were established, try out in life the faith 
that carries us on wings after the hard road of fact and reason stops. (7)   
  
References          Ken Smith 

(1)   Rowan Williams: The Guardian Weekend 9th July 2011 
(2)   Arthur Long:  Faith and Understanding Lindsey Press 1963 
(3)   Dawkins’ views are addressed in various books by Keith Ward  and Alister McGrath 

among others 
(4)   www.reasonablefaith.org 
(5)   Daily Mail: 2 February 2007 and The Times: 27 June 2007 
(6)   Colin Morris: Start your Own Religio :  p.110 BBC Books 1992  
(7)   Leslie Weatherhead: The Christian Agnostic pp 159 –60 : Hodder and Stoughton 1965 
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A RETURN VISIT 
 

 “Have you been to Shapinsay?” 
 “To where?” 
 “SHAPINSAY.   It is one of the Orkney Islands north of mainland Scotland.” 
 Shapinsay is where Lesley Mckeown and her husband Bill managed to buy a 
neglected farm cottage which had been lying empty for years.   That was in 2003 after 
Lesley had completed her training as a Unitarian Lay Pastor.   Lesley had a dream of 
reconstructing the barn and outbuildings into a Unitarian Retreat. 
 Becoming reality doesn’t just happen: it requires a lot of hard work and hard 
work it has been for Lesley and Bill but in 2006 the Retreat was officially opened.   On 
September 11th thy are holding a fifth anniversary celebratory Tea Party. 
 Early in 2006 I was visiting my son, Malcolm, who lives in Orkney so I went 
across to Shapinsay, to Haughland House, to see what progress was being made.   The 
outer walls were ready but the windows were on the ground outside waiting to be fitted 
in.   Inside was empty. 
 This year, 2011, I have just been up there again: this time staying for five days, 
accompanied by daughter Jill and then son Richard as my carers because I am now 
disabled.   What a difference!   The Retreat is completely and comfortably fitted out with 
bed space for eight people (some singles), kitchen, dining room/craft room, two 
lavatory/showers all with mod-cons that electricity allows.   In the garden there is a stable 
made into a miniature chapel with a beautiful stained glass chalice window. 

 
Meals started by singing: 

‘From you I receive 
To you I give 

Together we share 
By this we live.’ 

 
 I thought this a very strange 
grace but then realised that it was 
perfect for the ethos of Shapinsay.   
Folk there give Welcome, Time, 
Help and Surplus.   Bartering 
survives. 
 Lesley, too, gives freely of 

her time in driving guests between the ferry  
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and Haughland House, but things are getting tougher.   Age comes to all of us and to Bill 
there has been the extra difficulty of a damaged back which hasn’t been properly repaired.   
Lesley is now his registered carer.   They could do with some help. 
 Shapinsay offers the chance to value what is really important in living, away from 
the rush and chaos of modern mainland life.   The Retreat offers the opportunity for 
peace and time to meditate.   It would suit anyone aspiring to ministry before they get 
bogged down in the inevitable pressures, as a kind of apprenticeship.   And good for 
anyone seeking a holiday.   It isn’t all that far away.   People travel further to the Algarve, 
Canaries or even America. 
 

Hilda Handoll 

BUDDHISM AND ME 
 

More than two decades ago I worked alongside someone who was a member of a 
Buddhist order and much of what I learned, mostly from the behaviour and integrity of 
this person, has remained with me to this day. 

Before I had contact with my colleague and Buddhist friend, my knowledge and 
experience of Buddhism was very limited – mostly confined to what I saw on the 
Television.   It seemed that Buddhists were mostly male, invariably wore long robes, 
sandals and seemed to spend all their time either meditating or chanting.   My colleague 
was a member of The Friends of Western Buddhism order and wore the same cloths as 
the rest of us.   This order has done much to educate those who are interested in the 
ideals and practices of Buddhism. 

Buddhism is not really a religion as such, or even a philosophy.   In essence it is a 
way of life which is based on higher values.   Buddhism originated in India over 2500 
years ago when Siddhartha Gautama (The Buddha) set out to find some answers to the 
problems of life which to a greater or lesser extent, are part and parcel of all  human 
experience. 

The Buddha teaches us that we are responsible for our own thoughts and actions 
and that we can free ourselves from suffering and develop the positive qualities of 
compassion, wisdom, generosity and love for ourselves and others. 

The Buddha’s teachings, moral principles, meditational practices and ideas on the 
nature of reality are designed to help us overcome our own limitations and act more 
skilfully in the world around us. 

It took me quite a while to appreciate that Buddhism was not a set of beliefs and 
that there was no God to worship.   Instead there was meditation which helps to 
transform unhelpful emotional patterns and other practices which, if followed 
consistently, allow us to make something of ourselves and to fulfil our potential.   
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The Friends of Western Buddhism teach two Meditations:   ‘The Mindfulness of 
Breathing’ which helps us to focus on our breathing with the intention of bringing about 
a calmer and clearer state of mind and ‘The Metta Bhavana’ or development of loving 
kindness meditation which helps us to cultivate a greater awareness and tolerance of 
others. 

My colleague often spoke of ‘skilful actions, the ‘skills’ he had in mind were 
neither intellectual nor physical.   Skilful actions are actions which are motivated by 
kindness, generosity and awareness of others.   Whilst unskilful actions are self-centred 
acts which arise from cravings for material possessions or personal positions, delusions 
and aversion which are the roots of all unskilful acts.   What is skilful is not imposed on 
us from outside.   Buddhist ethics are based on the principle that as we choose to act, so 
we become. Skilful actions, by their nature lead to happier, brighter states, while unskilful 
actions, lead to the opposite.   The more we act out of generosity, kindness and 
awareness, the more these qualities become part of what we are.   Clearly we are 
frequently presented with choices between skilful or unskilful courses of action.   There is 
no simple list of skilful or unskilful actions; we need to be aware of our underlying 
motivations. 

There are five precepts which are the basis of Buddhist ethical practice.   Each of 
these precepts has two aspects: one activity that is to be developed and one that is to be 
avoided. 
 The Five precepts are: 
Avoid any injury to living beings – Develop kindness. 
Avoid taking that which is not given – Develop generosity 
Avoid sexual misconduct – Develop contentment 
Avoid untruthful speech – Develop truthfulness 
Avoid intoxicants – Develop mindfulness 

All of this made absolute sense to me but, of course, is not always as easy to 
follow through.   In Unitarian services there are often quotations which emanate from 
Buddhist sources which indicate to me that Unitarians are interested in Buddhism.   One 
certainly does not have to be a practicing Buddhist to benefit from Buddhist practices, 
after all, we Unitarians have no creed or uppermost set of beliefs, our movement too is 
much more about what you do than what you believe. 

Finally a quotation from Dhammapada: 
‘What we are today comes from our thoughts of yesterday, and our present 

thoughts build our life of tomorrow; our life is the creation of our mind.   If someone 
speaks or acts with an impure mind, suffering follows him as the wheel of the cart follows 
the beast that draws the cart.   What we are today comes from our thoughts of yesterday, 
and our present thoughts build our life of tomorrow; our life is the creation of our mind.   
If a person speaks or acts with a pure mind, joy follows him as his shadow.’ 

Ella Lewis-Jones 
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NEW FREE CHRISTIAN WEBSITE 
 

Dr. Tim Powell – who is Treasurer of Bath Unitarians and a UCA member, as 
well as an editor of the former Free Christian journal, The Christian Compass – has set up a 
Free Christian website known as ‘Wayfarers’.   It describes itself thus: 
 ‘Wayfarers is a website in the Free Christian tradition . . .    Free Christianity is 
not a denomination, more a state of mind.   Its essence is to be found in the two traits 
implied by the very term.   The first trait is independence of mind . . .    The second is a 
belief that doctrinal differences should not hinder common worship. 
 This attitude means that while Free Christians may not agree with each other on 
matters of theology, they are seeking an inclusive Christianity that transcends 
denominational differences and divisive theological arguments of bygone years.   The aim 
is to encompass within one Christian fellowship all who wish to worship God and try to 
follow the teaching of Jesus of Nazareth.’  
 
The new website includes worship material and much else. 
It is at: www.way-farers.org.uk 
Dr. T. Powell, 14a Russell Street, Bath, BA1 28F  Tel: 01225 780096 

 
Ross Howard (GA Lay Preacher and Guest Contributor) 

 

REMNANT AND RENEWAL 
PAUL’S LETTER TO ROMAN CHRISTIANS 

 

Abraham had lived in faith, not law bound. 
His offspring failed, but for one man in place 
At that time.  The Christ, faithful Israel 
in person, consecrated by God’s grace. 

Paul writes.   They, the Christians are the remnant 
As with the Exodus people from the Nile, 
And Elijah who thought none left but he. 
Prophesying Isaiah in exile 
Told them how God retained the faithful few, 
Carrying the word. 

May we, remnant now, 
Be renewing as You would have us do. 
Each and together listen. 
Teach us how. 

 
Jenny Wightman 
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SEARCHING FOR THE HISTORICAL JESUS 
 
 From the 18th century onwards there have been many thinkers and philosophers 
who have questioned the Biblical account of the life of Jesus.    
 In his book, A Search for the Historical Jesus, Prof. Hassnain, a former 
Director of the Kashmir State Archives, assembles much evidence to show that Jesus 
lived for some time in India, of which six years were spent with Buddhists.   This would 
account for the 18 years of Jesus’ life missing from the Gospels.   The Christian Church 
has always sought to present Jesus as a unique figure in his own right, uninfluenced by 
other religions, and has, therefore, been ready to destroy any evidence which would 
present a contrary view.   (The philosopher Schopenhauer, 1788-1869, stated that 
‘Christianity has had Indian blood in its veins’.)   We are told of a Russian journalist and 
author, Nicholas Notovich (born 1858 in the Crimea) who discovered Jesus scrolls in 
Hemas Monastery in Ladakh, and the book includes a colour illustration of the tomb of 
St. Issa (Jesus).   This is quite an interesting book and nicely written. 
  Another book on the same lines, The Original Jesus by Elmar R. Gruber and 
Holger Kersten, has a similar theme – in fact, one chapter is entitled ‘Jesus – the 
Buddhist’.   That Buddhist ideas of reincarnation were around in the time of Jesus seems 
attested to in John 9:2 where Jesus heals the man born blind from birth.   Jesus is asked 
by one of his disciples if the man’s blindness could have been caused by the man having 
sinned, or his parents having sinned.   If the former, then this sin must have occurred in a 
previous life.   The early followers of Jesus, the Jesus people, did not see themselves as 
Christians, nor did they see Jesus as the Messiah, nor as having risen from the dead; all 
these ideas were added later.   The Jesus people circulated a ‘Sayings of Jesus’ text (Q) 
which has been brought to light by Bible scholars and received some confirmation by the 
discovery, in the 1940’s, at Nag Hammadi, of a similar script – the Gospel according to 
Thomas*.   These Jesus people were more interested in the sayings of Jesus than in 
elevating him to some iconic figure.   The book shows many parallels between the 
teaching and lives of Buddha and Jesus. 
 While the two books reviewed above are of some considerable interest, does it 
matter all that much if Jesus did incorporate Buddhist ideas into his teachings?   
Documentary evidence is sparse, and the growing Christian movement would have an 
interest in destroying or suppressing any evidence that there was. 
 A different route is followed in Honest to Jesus by Robert Funk.   Robert Funk 
founded the Jesus Seminar which gathered together many scholars to seriously investigate 
the life and teachings of Jesus in order to try to find the authentic person.   An early part 
of the book deals with the methods of production of documents in those far-off days, 
and with the problems of translation.   The author is interested in finding out just exactly 
what Jesus said, and in separating this from later accretions.   The Jesus Seminar 
concluded that Jesus spoke less than 20% of the words attributed to him in the Gospels.    
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They relied heavily on the Q document (mentioned above) and on the Gospel of 
Thomas, neither of which have anything to say about the arrest, trial or crucifixion of 
Jesus.   In the author’s opinion, had Jesus predicted his own death and resurrection (as in 
Mark), then his death would have been no sacrifice.   Neither can he see Jesus saying such 
things as ‘I am the light of the world’, nor ‘I am the way, the truth . . .’.   Since miracle-
workers were commonplace in Jesus’ time, there was no point in depicting Jesus as one – 
this only risked turning attention away from the vision which Jesus was trying to 
communicate.   The author contends that Jesus was ‘irreligious, irreverent and impious – 
a social deviant’, since he did all the wrong things, mixed with the ‘wrong’ people, ate 
anything offered to him instead of abiding by kosher rules, contravened accepted customs 
regarding the Sabbath, and went into the wrong part of the Temple.   Jesus used 
aphorisms – sayings that questioned the established wisdom, sayings which made people 
think.   Rather than laying down ‘in concrete’ rules to be followed, his was a more fluid 
approach.   The kingdom he had in mind was present now, just below the surface of 
everyday life, and it included all, however lowly and despised they may have been by the 
society of his time.   He did not ask his disciples to establish any church; he saw temples 
and priests as an irrelevance. 
 The author goes into a lot of detail over some of the parables, such as the 
Prodigal Son, and the Good Samaritan, and also looks at various sayings of Jesus which 
have been altered from what seems to have been the original version.   For instance, Jesus 
had such trust in the Father that he only asked for bread sufficient for that day, whereas 
in Luke this has been weakened to ask for bread we need day by day.   It is contended 
that Jesus would not have predicted some future divine intervention to establish ‘heaven’ 
on earth.   Jesus had a vision of God’s kingdom which was here and now – we often miss 
this important message, and only see the figure of Jesus.   Yet, I suppose this vision is 
true, for if only we had the faith to act on this vision, then greed and enmity would be 
rolled back – the potential is there all the time, waiting for us to act – and :Love would 
shine through.   God’s kingdom would have been established! 
 The Jesus who emerges from this book is a most remarkable human being, a 
great sage, and altogether a much more wonderful figure, in my view, than that portrayed 
in the Gospels. 

George Cope 
*Beyond Belief: the Secret Gospel of Thomas by Elaine Pagels pb. Amazon £5.48 
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UNITARIAN PEACE FELLOWSHIP SUPPORTS ‘WOMANKIND’ 
 

Not having a specific NUF charity members may like to know more about what 
other Unitarian Societies and organisations are doing in the coming year and what they as 
individuals may like to support. 

Womankind was founded in 1989 and now operates in 13 developing nations.  
Janet Swinney, speaking at the Peace Fellowship at this year’s GA meetings, pointed to 
the lack of education, violence and rape leading to health challenges, and lack of 
participation in civil society.   Womankind works with women’s groups trying to enable 
them in any way that increases their individual, community and global opportunities.   
Education, raising public awareness and health provision are key elements in achieving 
these aims.  
 

Further information can be found at: www.womankind.org.uk . 
 

Contributions to this appeal can be sent to Mike Tomlin, The Oval, Brookfield, 
Middlesbrough TS5 8ET with cheques being made out to the Unitarian Peace Fellowship 
and ‘Womankind Appeal’ written on the reverse of the cheque. 
http://www.ukunitarians.org.uk/peace/ 

Joan Wilkinson  
 

FOOD FOR THE GODS 
 

 
 

One of the festivals I look forward to is the Vegetarian Festival in Thailand 
where I live.  It begins in the ninth month of the Chinese lunar calendar and lasts for nine 
days.   This year the festival started on September 27th and along with many others I 
celebrated it by going to the Chinese temples.   These are colourful places with Buddha 
images and statues of Kuan Yin. 
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The Chinese believe that nine gods come down to earth to inspect peoples’ 
behaviour.   One of the ways to obtain moral virtue is to eat vegetarian food.   
Chinese vegetarian food excludes strong vegetables such as onions and garlic.   At the 
temples and other places special dining halls are set up to provide vegetarian food for the 
adherents.   Dressed in white, the colour that people wear who celebrate the festival, I 
went to a famous temple in Rachaburi not far from Bangkok dedicated to Kuan Yin the 
Chinese goddess  of compassion. 

On my return to Bangkok I could see banners spread above the road which 
advertised the presence of nearby vegetarian dining halls.   At one I stopped to eat, the 
food included well known papaya salad without the shrimps of course! 

Phuket, in southern Thailand, is where the festival is international famous.   
There vegetarian food is available at various shrines.   Phuket is famous for its 
processions where the images of the Taoist gods are carried and among the processions 
are those who are spiritually possessed with various metal pins and other objects piecing 
their bodies.   They feel no pain. 

 

 
 

The festival is not only celebrated in Phuket but all over Thailand by those of 
Chinese descent as I have described.   Vegetarian food is sold  at food stalls and 
restaurants which display yellow triangular flags. 

For those who love vegetarian food Thailand truly becomes a paradise at this 
time of year.  

Ian Martin 
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THE HOME WE BUILD TOGETHER  
By Jonathan Sacks 

  
How can a society composed of many groups holding differing beliefs be held 

together?   Is only one of the belief systems the truth?   If not are they all equally valid or 
is this position meaningless since it is not possible for two or more contradictory answers 
to a question both or all to be right?   These are some of the paradoxes facing society 
today in a way which may have never been more pressing.   Jonathan Sacks does not 
waste his words in the 240 pages of this book which addresses the problems raised by 
multiculturalism and a possible solution to them.  

He does not question the purpose of multiculturalism but defines the concept in 
a particular way, comparing it to a hotel which has supplanted what went before, which 
he compares to a country house.   In the ‘Country House’ people from foreign countries 
were assimilated into British society but at the price of conforming to its ways.   In the 
‘Hotel’ they are permitted to retain their cultures so long as they do not cause problems 
to those of other cultures. Unfortunately, what was supposed to put differing ethnic 
groups on a level playing field has often resulted in areas of segregation not the 
integration it was supposed to facilitate.   Added to this globalisation and the internet 
have actually fragmented countries further and polarised groups within them.  

Alongside this he describes what may be an even bigger clash between secular 
society and those belonging to diverse faiths.   He blames much on the breakdown of 
morality and the family.   All these issues have allowed us to sleepwalk into a brave new 
world of political correctness in which serious debate has become impossible alongside 
increasing control from the government.   It is not working.   Crime rates are very high.   
He gives many statistics showing the association between unmarried and single parent 
families coupled with massive divorce rates and poor outcomes for both children and 
their parents on a range of measures.  
You might expect at this point for him to propose an authoritarian religious form of 
government to tackle the problem.   But what he proposes is neither of these things.   In 
contrast to the ‘Country House’ and the ‘Hotel’, he proposes what he calls ‘The Home 
We Build Together’.   He fleshes out a picture of British civil society becoming 
empowered by co-operative work with agreed aims.   He defends Liberal Democracy as 
being our best chance for a benign political system.   He draws a clear distinction between 
the political sphere and civil society and ascribes different values to each.   He justifies 
this because they serve two very distinct functions, but the two begin to become 
confused when there is a direct contractual relationship between the government and 
groups.   He believes that extending the social contract beyond binding the individual and 
the state is a step backwards.   This goes hand in hand with the separation of the moral 
and religious spheres from the political.   He contends that the former are not the 
business of power, of the social contract, but of civil society and a social covenant.   A covenant is 
not a written agreement between two parties for mutual self-interest but a set of  
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principles ingrained in the heart which promote co-operation.  This is a system of political 
tolerance.   When political ‘toleration’ originated it applied only to religion but in the 1960s 
‘tolerance’ emerged which included moral issues.   While still regarding certain actions as 
immoral the state began to come not to view them as its business.   The first of these was 
suicide and this was followed by abortion and homosexuality, all of these being 
decriminalised.   But he draws the line at the point where what is regarded as immoral but 
not the business of the law becomes regarded as right.   He describes a scenario where a 
complete breakdown of morality takes place, there is no consensus and thus no common 
language about what is right or wrong and the weakness inherent in this lets the door 
open to extreme religious or other political groups to take over.   At the present time he 
sees the new taboos of political correctness precluding sensible debate and this is the very 
climate in which he believes the totalitarians could get a hold. 

This is a deceptively complex book, written very clearly.   He believes complexity 
should be embraced, not reduced in the vain belief that this makes matters easier.   He 
takes his cues from the Bible, that is the Old Testament, which is part of Judaism.   As 
the Chief Rabbi it would be unreasonable to suppose he would propose that which was 
inconsistent with this.   But he treats it for the purpose of this work as a political rather 
than a religious text. Nonetheless, the Covenant of Mount Sinai and the building of the 
Tabernacle are crucial to his argument.   Without going into the specifics of the Covenant 
he draws attention to the way this and the actual process of building the Tabernacle 
brought together a set of very disparate tribes, the Israelites. Through these acts they 
created a society before they had any land and a state. Jonathan Sacks believes that in this 
there are timeless truths about shared values and co-operation.  

He is not asking for people to give up their beliefs or even to discuss them 
particularly, but to focus on practical problems which can be solved together but which 
individual groups cannot solve alone.   Rather than try to sort out their differences 
through conversation he proposes common purposes.   As to how they communicate 
across their cultural divisions he proposes civility, a code of manners and diplomacy, 
which is another thing that has been threatened by the modern world.  
But how can any of this really come to be when people seem to want to stay with their 
groups?   He proposes that there is a narrative about what it is to be British, a shared 
history which is part of each individual, which is taught and celebrated publicly from time 
to time.   From this proceeds a covenant entered into by choice and cutting across 
cultural and religious differences.   I am not sure that he can map the way Moses brought 
the tribes of Israel together on to the present situation easily.   An important difference is 
that Moses was the charismatic leader of a relatively small population who were far more 
isolated from the rest of the world than are present day Britons. That was at the 
formative time.   However, the Jews have remained as a people for thousands of years 
and through centuries of Diaspora.   But their beliefs are more all-embracing than the 
covenant for civil society which Sacks is proposing.   Can actual religions share such a 
covenant while retaining their differences?   He believes they can. 
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There is much which is very attractive about his vision.   It is a strengthening of 
Liberal Democracy rather than a totalitarian solution.   Thus it is very much more 
complicated and finely balanced.   There is a great deal in this writing worthy of 
consideration.   He defends non-idealism and less government but is very strong on the 
idea that civil society has to have some common values which are voluntarily accepted if 
it is to survive.   This he sees as entirely distinct from political correctness which is not a 
liberating force but something by which we have become hemmed in.   Tolerance, civility, 
co-operation and benefiting from difference form the bedrock of his proposals. This is in 
contrast to the culture of blame, antisocial behaviour, competitiveness and xenophobia of 
which we see too much.  

 

Chris Barchard (Guest Reviewer)  

JAINISM 
Part 1 

 The number of Jains world-wide is estimated at between five and seven million.   
In India there are about three million and they have been active there since their 
emergence in Bihar around the eighth or seventh centuries B.C.   Although their numbers 
are relatively small, their influence on Indian culture is such that Jainism is rightly 
regarded as one of the country’s indigenous traditions. 
 Jain and Buddhist philosophies have their origins in the religion which came out 
of India during the Vedic period.   There are four Vedas which are collections of ancient 
Hindu hymns and chants written in the old form of Sanskrit.   The word ‘Veda’ means 
knowledge and these scriptures were, at first, transmitted by word of mouth.   The belief 
is that they had no human origin.          
 Hinduism uses the word Sankhya which is the analytical discrimination between 
‘spirit’ and ‘matter’.   Jains believe in these factors as being the two forms of existence.   
‘Matter’ (ajiva) is the non-sentient, which refers to all material things and ‘spirit’ (jiva) is 
the sentient, which refers to the soul. 
 
The jiva originally possessed bliss but is now held down by the weight of karma in the 
cycle of repeated births and deaths (samsara).   However, this is not the karma which is 
the law of consequence, as accepted generally throughout India, but the weight of 
wrongdoing only. 
 Jainism teaches the way of escape, of losing the weight of karma and points to 
the example of those who have achieved liberation (moksha). 

These individuals are the Jinas, from which the word Jain is derived.   Jina means 
‘conqueror’ and there are twenty four such men who are looked upon as great religious 
teachers.   They are also known as Tirthankaras (ford-makers) meaning those who have 
shown the way to cross the gulf which separates samsara, with all its karmic 
entanglements, from the attainment of understanding which leads to bliss. 
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 The example of these teachers proves that all humans are capable of conquering 
the continuous round of existence – without supernatural aid. 
 The Jains’ background lies in those who rejected the immorality and injustice of 
the social structure in which they lived.   They withdrew to the forest to pursue 
enlightenment and became known as samsaras – ‘those who make an effort’.   The Hindu 
Brahmans (priests) at the time, considered that the samsaras were outside the mainstream 
of society.   This belief fuelled many subsequent conflicts between Hindus on one side 
and Jains and Buddhists on the other.   Both Jains and Buddhists had found Hinduism 
lacking in their quest for enlightenment. 
 For Jains, the universe is eternal and uncreated.   They conceive of time in vast 
cyclic terms.   A full cycle consists of two main periods of some 600 million years, each 
one divided into six parts.   One of these main periods is of ascent whereby conditions 
for humanity improve.   The other period is of descent when all things, knowledge, 
behaviour and human stature decline.   In each main half-cycle, the twenty four great 
teachers appear.   In the current time-cycle, which is one of decline, the teachers are 
believed to have lived, the last of whom was Mahavira who is considered to be the 
founder of Jainism. 
 Mahavira means ‘great hero’ and something is known of him and of the age in 
which he lived.   He was the last of the Jinas and his dates are traditionally 599-527 B.C. 
although they could have been a century later.   He lived around the same time as the 
Buddha and their lives followed a very similar pattern.  
  Mahavia was the son of a king and dissatisfied with what he saw around him, he 
renounced the world and became a samsara.   For thirty years he pursued the life of a 
wandering ascetic and founded the Jain community of monks, nuns and laity.   During a 
rainy season Mahavira went on retreat with his first disciples, rid himself of karma and 
attained liberation.  In this state the soul reaches its highest point, totally free from the 
material world.   He died at Parva.   In the third century B.C.E. the Jain community 
migrated to Gujarat and Rajastan, the teachings of the Tirthankaras being transmitted 
orally.   About 1000 years after Mahavira’s death they were written down in the early 
Indian language of Prakrit and in Sanskrit.   The writings were compiled to form the Jain 
scriptures known as the Agams.   They include accounts of early Jain monastic discipline 
and sermons and dialogues of Mahavira.   Later writings from the fourth century onwards 
contain commentaries on older texts, philosophical writings and matters which deal with 
the lay community.   There is a view of world history and of the origins of basic human 
institutions.   Material of a later date is written in modern languages and contemporary 
problems are highlighted.   More recent Jain writings are in English and aimed at 
audiences in the West. 

Jains believe that divinity is in every soul and that ‘perfect’ souls should be 
worshipped as the ‘Supreme Spirit’.   There is, therefore, no place for conventional belief 
in God.   The most that can be said is that the ‘Supreme Spirit’ is a compound of all 
perfect souls. 
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 The spiritual quest is focussed on liberation which is gained by: right belief, right 
knowledge, right action and by various forms of asceticism such as retreat, meditation 
and fasting.   Here are differences of opinion about how far to carry asceticism and it 
causes divisions within the communities.   Some believe it wrong that monks, having 
renounced the world should even wear clothes.   The ascetics who go naked, therefore, 
are known as ‘sky-clad’ though they have, in recent times, taken to wearing clothes in 
public.   This sect does not admit women to full monastic vows.   Monks and nuns who 
wear clothes are known as ‘white-clad’ because of their white garments. 
  This split in the community occurred around the fifth century A.D. when some 
members moved to the south of the country during a famine and began clothing 
themselves.   Each group developed its own literature which was mainly concerned with 
commentaries on the concept of karma.   The two sects share many beliefs but differ as 
to which texts should be considered, with authority, as sacred.   They are also divided as 
to whether or not women must first be reborn as men before they are able to attain 
liberation.   Disputes between the two sides have, at times, been bitter. 
 Both sects agree on the sutra (statement) written by the second century monk, 
Umasvati.   It is entitled ‘A Manual for the Understanding of all that is’ and is central to 
Jain philosophy.   The text is concerned with the importance of non-violence, the 
unimportance of possessions and how subjects may be variously interpreted.   This stated 
validity of different viewpoints has caused differences of opinion and practice amongst 
Jains.   There have been questions as to the importance of temples, ritual and worship of 
images.   Some Jains do not consider it necessary to withdraw from the world but rather 
that they should use the life that they have as an opportunity to make progress.                                                                         
(To be continued)               Michael Ablett 

 
MORE BOOKS FROM THE NUF COLLECTION 

 

Daoism and Ecology – Ways Within a Landscape edited by N.J. Girardot, James 
Miller and Liu Xiaogan, (2001) is just one of the several books published as the outcome 
of a series on ‘Religions of the World and Ecology’.   These events took place at Harvard 
having taken three years to organise, involving some 600 scholars, graduate students, 
religious leaders and environmental activists.   This was always intended to be a 
collaborative project, that maximised the opportunity of dialogical reflection, on the 
diversity of local and religious manifestations and perspectives on ecological matters.   It 
is a weighty book in all senses of the word.    Yet for those interested in understanding 
better both Daoism in its traditional setting and locality as well as the Western 
understanding and expression of it, time given to reading this book will prove to have 
been worth the effort.   It is not a quick or easy read.   However, the range of lectures is 
divers with some being easier than others.   The sections covered are: ‘Framing the 
Issues’, ‘Ecological Readings of Daoist Texts’, ‘Daoism and Ecology in a Cultural 
Context’, ‘Toward a Daoist Environmental Philosophy’,  and finally ‘Practical Ecological 
Concerns in Contemporary Daoism’ 
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The Integrity of Creation – The 1996 Essex Hall Lecture, by Kathy Galloway, 
continues the above subject.   However, the approach, language and length is quite 
different yet also a valuable addition for the Collection.   (Don’t forget that the NUF 
Book Collection includes virtually all of the Essex Hall Lectures.)   This is not an 
academic approach, although drawing on both our rich poetic and scientific tradition.   It 
is very much a personal and experiential encounter which draws the reader in.   This is 
something all members would be able to appreciate and read easily in one sitting.   That 
doesn’t mean that it won’t make an impact on the reader. 
 
1662-1962 The Ejection and its Consequences, a reprint from the ‘Hibbert Journal, 
April 1962, is a collection of essays written in 1962 to celebrate the tercentenary of this 
significant event.   Professor L A Garrard begins by giving the reader an over all idea of 
what is to be included in this short booklet of only 39 pages.   Although each of the 
essays are relatively brief in length, that doesn’t mean that they are light on content, quite 
the opposite.   These essays demand close reading, otherwise significant events and 
interpretations will be missed.   The booklet is ordered well, Rev C Gordon Bolam 
writing, The Ejection of 1662 and its Consequences for the Presbyterians in England.   The 
significance of the preceding century when the Reformation was playing itself out within 
the British Christian tradition gives us a better understanding of the historical working 
out of ongoing developments in a time of religious turmoil.  
 
The Rev Roger Thomas goes on to look at Presbyterians in Transition, which demonstrates 
the complexities of theology and organisation/structure within and between Anglicanism, 
Non-conformity and Scottish Presbyterianism.   It helps the reader to have a better idea 
of the messiness out of which Unitarianism emerged.   Rev Jeremy Goring goes on to 
write of Calvinism in Decline, showing the influence of philosophers like Locke, the 
beginning of science as we now understand it and the development of Dissenting 
Academies; how both these impacted on religious understanding, particularly as it 
pertained to biblical interpretation and shaping of creeds and catechisms.   Finally, Rev H 
L Short discusses Priestley and Martineau, their different histories and their differences.   
The whole booklet is well-worth reading for anyone who wishes to be more aware of the 
complex development and present positioning of our present Unitarianism, with the final 
essay demonstrating well the contrast between the rationalist/scientific approach of 
Priestley and the broader more intuitive and inclusiveness of Martineau.   There must 
have been further interpretations of this subject area written since, yet for me this stands 
the test of time well and is well worthy of recommending to members. 

 
Joan Wilkinson 
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THERE ARE NO DEAD 
 

There is no death!   The stars go down 
To rise upon some fairer shore: 

And bright in heaven’s jewelled crown 
They shine for evermore. 

 

There is no death!   The dust we tread 
Shall change beneath the summer showers 

To golden grain or mellowed fruit, 
Or rainbow-tinted flowers. 

 

There is no death!   The leaves may fall, 
And flowers may fade and pass away; 
They only wait, through wintry hours, 

The coming of the May. 
 

And even near us, though unseen, 
The dear immortal spirits tread; 
For all the boundless universe 
Is life – there are no dead. 

 

J. L. McCreery 
(Contributed by Ross Howard) 

WEB NEWS 
For an objective account of the conflict in the Middle East visit Christian Friends of 
Israel – UK    www.cfi.org.uk/ 
For information about Julian Meetings visit www.julianmeetings.org 
A database may be accessed from Anne Stamper  gbdata@julianmeetings.org   or The 
Firs, Lewes Rd., Ringmer, Lewes, E. Sussex.   She provides details on individual Julian 
Meetings.   All the Julian Meetings work is done by volunteers and replies may take up to 
3-4 weeks.   It is definitely ecumenical and the meetings have included people of other 
faiths though CofE Christians predominate. 

DIARY DATES 
A full list of Unitarian events is always posted at  
http://www.unitarian.org.uk/info/events.shtml 
12th Nov 1pm - 4pm   Social Justice Fair - New Unity, Islington, London 
The aim of the fair is to bring together a variety of groups involved with social justice and 
social activism in order to ‘Enlighten, Engage and Encourage to Act’.   The event is 
sponsored by 100 Acts of Unity (www.100actsofunity.org), who are delighted to present 
several engaging speakers and multi-media presentations throughout the day.   Entry fee: 
£3 (suggested donation), 
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7th Dec 6:30pm  ‘The Core of Religion’ - lecture by Karen Armstrong, London.   
Karen Armstrong is the internationally celebrated commentator on contemporary religion 
and author of numerous books.   Her most recent book, Twelve Steps to a Compassionate 
Life, has led to the founding of the Charter for Compassion, for which the London 
District has endorsed its official support.  Entry by ticket only, available from WCF at 
125 Salisbury Road, London NW6 6RG.  Tel: 020 8959 3129 or online at 
www.worldfaiths.org £5 for members of WCF, £10 for non-members.  The lecture will 
be at The Liberal Jewish Synagogue, 28 St John's Wood, London NW8 7HA. 
  

 

NEXT ISSUE 
The deadline for the next issue is Friday 16th December 2011.  Contributions on any 

theme and responses to any item in the newsletter are always welcome.   All contributions 
are acknowledged. 

 

The views expressed in the newsletter are those of the contributors and do not 
necessarily represent those of the NUF or of the wider Unitarian movement.   All 

contributors are members of the NUF except where otherwise indicated. 


