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INTRODUCTION                                                      

We are now on the fourth ar�cle in the series, My Faith as a Unitarian 

and can begin to see how broad a spectrum the term ‘Unitarian’ now is. 

Yet again, the following piece is wri#en by a Unitarian, who has discov-

ered and chosen to be part of this community. 

 

The word community is important for all the four writers, who have so 

far contributed, whether that be in a gathered congrega�on or in the 

postal and internet Na�onal Unitarian Fellowship (NUF). 

 

In the first three writers, we saw the importance of the spiritual and 

numinous, whereas in Simon’s piece we see an emphasis on reason, 

ques�oning, reflec�on and the preparedness to be wrong, whilst recog-

nizing that there is a beauty in the quest and to keep on asking difficult 

ques�ons.  

 

I think we are beginning to gain a sense of Unitarians with very differ-

ent understandings of what faith means to them and yet each in their 

own way demonstrates a breadth of acceptance and apprecia�on of 

being part of this religious community we call Unitarianism as well as 

commi#ed to the well-being of others in the wider community in day to 

day life.  

 

Whilst our first three contributors find that the natural world is integral 

to their religious faith and experience, in spiritual terms, Simon express-

es his understanding of this beau�ful world, scien�fically and with rea-

son. That doesn’t exclude his apprecia�on of the different ways of be-

ing and expression, which is part of an inclusive Unitarianism. This hon-
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esty, self-scru�ny and love of life, in its widest sense, is refreshing.  

 

Members of the NUF, who don’t meet face to face, appreciate ge6ng to 

know other Unitarians through our publica�ons and will enjoy reading 

the following biography as well as the though8ul piece which follows. 

                                                             Joan Wilkinson 

 

Simon’s Personal Profile 

 

In 1941 Simon was born and lived in Trinidad, un�l being sent back to 

England to private school at the age of 10.  His Secondary educa�on, at 

Oundle School, saw him in the same year as Richard Dawkins, who 

strangely he didn't know, in spite of being secretary of the school science 

society. This seems amazing given the personality he now projects. In 

the gap of 8 months before being accepted by Cambridge Simon was for-

tunate to have the opportunity to teach Maths and Physics in a Mission 

school in Tanganyika. Simon hated Biology at Oundle and dropped it as 

soon as he could, but in Cambridge doing Natural Sciences he was per-

suaded to do a Biochemistry course and a door swung open for him. 

 

 Although thoroughly enjoying his undergraduate career he felt that 

Cambridge was a bit smug and self-sa�sfied, and decided to apply to a 

number of US universi�es, finally se#ling on the University of California 

Berkeley. He then made the best decision of his life whilst in New Jersey, 

where he stopped to visit a shirt tail rela�ve (one connected to his family 

through marriage). He would go to California, by train, on which he met 

a young woman who  he married about a year later. They will celebrate 
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their 52nd anniversary in August. Two days later he met his PhD su-

pervisor. Those two people have been the greatest posi�ve influ-

ences in his life, Marta of course more than Chuck. He received his 

PhD from Wisconsin. They returned to England with one son, had an-

other in Leicester then aIer gaining a lectureship at York adopted a 

mixed race daughter followed a few years later by a mixed race son.  

Lecturing at York, in the Biology Department, Simon eventually be-

came senior lecturer in the Biology department for 36 years, where 

he gained a reputa�on as an inspiring teacher, a fulfilling and im-

portant accomplishment.  

 

One other person who has been a major influence is Professor Lin 

Randall, now at the University of Missouri, who was a post graduate 

student in the same lab as Simon in Wisconsin. She is an excellent 

scien�st, a member of the Na�onal Academy of Science and has col-

laborated with Simon since 1974. Knowing what he was working on, 

she sent him a brilliant idea for a clever experiment, which together 

they worked on in Sweden, achieving beau�ful results but clearly 

showing the idea was wrong. They have con�nued to spend a few 

weeks each year, as well as full and half sabba�cals, working togeth-

er, un�l this year when Simon was successfully treated for Prostate 

cancer. Marta and family would accompany Simon although the chil-

dren no longer accompany them as they are now adults. However, 

the travelling con�nues with a visit to Missouri planned for October. 

 

Marta and Simon became Unitarians in 1989 at the same �me as Syd-

ney Knight was building up the York congrega�on.   He was another 

influence on Simon, who feels very lucky to have known him. A most 

impressive man. Simon said: I love being a Unitarian!  
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MY FAITH AS A UNITARIAN 

 

Depending on how I define faith, this essay’s �tle could be an oxymo-

ron. One dic�onary defini�on is ‘belief in the truth of revealed reli-

gion’, so that will not do as Unitarians do not claim to have a revealed 

religion. And a good thing too if the biblical Book of Revela�on is to 

be taken as an example of revealed religion. A be#er defini�on that I 

found in one of the atheist books that I have read recently is ‘belief in 

something for which there is no evidence.’ But I must be careful here, 

because many religious people would claim that they have evidence 

of the internal kind, personal experiences, oIen emo�onal, that have 

convinced them of a deep truth of their religion, for example of the 

existence of God. An instance of this type of experience generated by 

the beauty of organ music in the se6ng of York Minster is described 

in a poem wri#en by the late Brenda Jones, who was a member of 

our congrega�on. The last two verses of the poem are: 

 

Oh God I feel the breath of truth 

I am revived anew 

There is no fear in life or death 

In your great love … I knew. 

 

My soul does magnify the Lord 

My spirit refreshed and true, 

The wonder of both God and Man 

In this great church … I knew. 

 

In spite of once, for several years, considering myself a Chris�an, I 

have not had a religious experience of  this kind, and given the all too 

human facility for self decep�on it is hard to accept the tes�mony of 

others. Why doesn’t God send ME a burning bush experience? Proba-

bly my nearest brush with one occurred when I was eighteen and 

taught maths and science for six months in a mission school in Tangan-

yika. What a wonderful interlude in my life! The se6ng was  
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extraordinarily beau�ful, the people I worked with, staff and stu-

dents alike, were apprecia�ve, the very high church services with in-

cense and bells and plainsong were enchan�ng, totally different  

from the muscular Chris�anity I was used to. Above all I felt that I 

was becoming a good teacher and thus achieving something posi�ve. 

So ‘To be young (there) was very heaven’. For the three following 

years as an undergraduate I considered myself a Chris�an and even 

became the sacristan of my college chapel, but thereaIer my Chris�-

anity drained slowly away and eventually became a general hos�lity 

towards all religion because of the stupidity, cruelty and power of 

fundamentalist belief that is responsible for so much human misery. 

Through the 1980s I was saying that I would never go to a church 

again, but then a beloved friend died, and we (my wife and I) organ-

ised his funeral in the local parish church. The vicar, in his sermon to 

a packed congrega�on, told Derek’s three non-religious teenagers 

that they could not grieve properly for their father unless Jesus was 

the centre of their lives. I accept that he was only telling his truth, 

but to us it seemed cruel, so my wise wife started looking for a more 

compassionate source for Rites of Passage, and thus we became Uni-

tarians, agnos�c Unitarians. 

But why agnos�c (We cannot know) rather than atheist (It does not 

exist)? First, because absence of evidence is not evidence of absence; 

second, because if there is a sen�ent power that created everything 

there is, how could our small intellects encompass It in any meaning-

ful way, given how much we really do not understand (I am thinking 

here, as a scien�st, of dark ma#er, dark energy, the counter intui�ve 

findings of quantum mechanics, human consciousness and behav-

iour) and presumably also how much we have no inkling of?; third, 

how can anyone be so certain that there is no such power?   

As an agnos�c then I do oIen wonder if there is a Supreme Being. If 

there is, then using the evidence we can gain from our limited obser-

va�ons of the world that It created, we can deduce something about 

Its nature. I am with Darwin in seeing It as neither  



Page 7 

compassionate, nor merciful, nor fair. The triumphs and tragedies 

are dealt out seemingly at random. Within my extended family we 

have one person suffering from an almost Job-like series of disasters 

while others of us are virtually untouched.   Surely a supreme loving 

power would at least be fair. So when I am in theis�c mood I try to 

salvage some of the loving proper�es of the Jewish, Chris�an, Mus-

lim God by imagining It as a kind of behavioural scien�st with enor-

mous crea�ve power, supremely clever and well inten�oned, but not 

omniscient, so that It doesn’t actually know how the experiment of 

crea�on is going to turn out and can’t control it, though It has laid 

down the laws that do control it. It is fascinated by life, par�cularly 

intelligent life, just because that is so unpredictable. It chuckles ap-

provingly when astonished by the ingenuity of Its creatures. “Just 

look at what My people have got up to now. They are such smart 

li#le things. My idea of allowing them to evolve was brilliant. They 

have outstripped My wildest expecta�on”.  But It is horrified by the 

violence and cruelty that selfish compe��on for survival has generat-

ed, “Allowing them to evolve was a disaster. And they do those terri-

ble acts in My Name!  Why did I not foresee this?”  But here I go ar-

rogantly assuming, as all scriptures also do, that the Supreme Being’s 

main focus is on humans rather than barnacles or earth worms. 

Probably this arrogance is inevitable. Other forms of life do not seem 

to indulge in religion. We are probably the only animals in our patch 

of the universe that know they are going to die and that are self-

conscious. I believe that these two quali�es, two of many unique to 

Homo sapiens (I wish we were labelled without the sapiens), are re-

sponsible for the universal presence of religion throughout the spe-

cies. Our self consciousness makes us feel that our essen�al personal-

ity is somehow independent of our bodies and we find it difficult to 

believe that we will simply cease to exist when our bodies die.  And 

generally we fear death not only because it is oIen a painful experi-

ence but also because of this prospect of non-existence. Ra�onally 

this does seem a bit strange since before we actually existed it didn’t 

seem so bad.  But most religions that I know about  
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provide hope that death is not the end of our individual existences 

and some have added descrip�ons, oIen derived from revela�ons of 

‘holy’ men and women, of what awaits us beyond death. These de-

scrip�ons can be either comfor�ng or terrifying and tend to involve 

God or gods made in our image.  If, as I believe somewhat sadly, 

there is no aIerlife, it is irrita�ng to think that I will not find out that I 

was right, but worse much worse than that is that those people who 

commit ghastly atroci�es in the name of their God and in the certain-

ty of paradise, will never find out that they were terribly wrong. 

What I have wri#en above could mean that I would be be#er as a 

Humanist than a Unitarian.  And maybe I am a Humanist. When for 

example we begin a prayer with ‘Spirit of Life and Love’ my interpre-

ta�on is that we are addressing the abstract Spirit of human life and 

human love rather than some independent sen�ent Being.  And I do 

occasionally a#end Humanist mee�ngs. Those are oIen interes�ng 

but always seem to me to be smug in a disturbingly superior, we have 

put away those childish things, kind of way. They seem so certain that 

their atheism is correct and consequently are dismissive of any form 

of religion. Probably all groups are smug in some way. For Unitarians 

it is a, we welcome everyone with well-inten�oned beliefs, faiths and 

lifestyles here, kind of way, that does not disturb me at all.  In fact I 

am very smug about it. I love being a Unitarian, so much so, that I do 

not like to miss a Sunday service. I even occasionally lead one. Unitar-

ians have been described as ‘noisy Quakers’ but I like the noise. I like 

the services to be led and to have a theme. 

My reasons for going to services are: first, that I like to spend an hour 

a week pondering the unanswerable ques�ons in a beau�ful historic 

building where those ques�ons have been pondered for three centu-

ries; second, that I really like, even love, the people who worship with 

me and the diversity of their beliefs (Chris�an, agnos�c, atheist, Bud-

dhist, Pagan) and skills (poetry, art, music, science, history,  philoso-

phy); third, that I am oIen fascinated by the content and ideas in the 

services taken by a variety of other leaders; fourth, that even though 

rather neutral about music generally I like roaring out the hymns  
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 (tunelessly my wife says but we sit at the front so that no-one bears 

the full brunt of my a#ack) some of which are glorious poems, others 

too Chris�an for me, but I am happy to be hypocri�cal and sing them 

anyway; fiIh, that we have a very good piano and some wonderful 

pianists whose voluntaries are oIen enthralling; sixth, that I enjoy 

welcoming people to the services and talking with them over coffee 

and cake aIer the services; seventh, that as treasurer I enjoy looking 

aIer the money; eighth, that a#ending services just makes me hap-

py for reasons I do not understand, so that when I leave the chapel I 

feel a slightly be#er person for all of fiIeen minutes.    

Our congrega�on is diverse in the beliefs held. It contains Chris�ans, 

agnos�cs, atheists, Buddhists, maybe a Pagan or two and once we 

had a Wiccan wedding.    

I am not sure that my Unitarian prac�ce has influenced my social re-

sponsibility. I do try to be socially responsible but I think I would 

have tried if I was a member of any other faith community or none. 

It was because we were Unitarians, that we heard, of a charity, 

Shared Interest, in which we invested some inherited money, and 

much later of a family of refugees who subsequently lived upstairs in 

our house for three months, but the other chari�es we support 

(except of course the chapel and the General Assembly), our rather 

limited volunteering in the community (I enjoyed being a Samaritan 

for ten years un�l I was fired) and our solar panels, have nothing to 

do with being Unitarian. Oh, I forgot one other thing I do, during 

market shopping on a Saturday. I take a few pounds worth of fruit 

into Carecent because I am so thankful to have a home and I would 

probably not have known about Carecent if I were not a Unitarian. 

In conclusion if I have any spirituality (I do not really know what the 

word means) it is based on a sense of wonder and a feeling of gra�-

tude that I have been so fortunate. The wonder is concerned with ex-

istence. It seems amazingly improbable that the total mass of the uni-

verse should suddenly appear at a point and expand to become what 

we now perceive, and I am overwhelmed by the cleverness of  
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evolu�on in building such intricate living systems. Sydney Knight’s 

lovely hymn World of Wonder (247 Hymns for Living) sums it up for 

me.  

The second source of any faith that I have, thankfulness, is difficult, 

since for me there is nothing to thank. Some�mes I get the spooky 

feeling that I have a Guardian Angel. How else can I ra�onalise the 

random decisions and errors that led to mee�ng my future wife on a 

transcon�nental train. Moreover an addi�onal special skill of my GA 

seems to be the allevia�on of the possible consequences of my stu-

pid errors and bad deeds. The most recent example was the terrible 

mistake when I allowed our car to run over the foot of an old friend 

and it was only BRUISED! Thank you, thank you GA.  Maybe aIer all I 

do have a sma#ering of Faith. 

Simon Hardy 
 2015  
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