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A pattern of nails? What's this about then?  
(see page 17)  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

More Nativity  
pictures on Page 8 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
A political party has 
recently produced a poster 
featuring a baby. So here's 
our version 
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Nearly half of all men have lied about what they 
have read to try to impress friends or potential 
partners, according to a survey reported by the 
BBC in November last year.* A poll of 1500 
people undertaken on behalf of the National Year 

of Reading Campaign found that they are most likely to lie when it 
makes them appear intellectual or romantic. Women (one third of who 
had lied about their reading habits) thought men should have read 
Nelson Mandela’s autobiography or Shakespeare. Men, on the other 
hand, would be most impressed by women not only reading Shakespeare 
but also news websites and song lyrics. Among teenagers, three quarters 
of those interviewed were prepared to lie about their reading habits, 
particularly about social networking websites and song lyrics. 
 

What would your choice be if, like one in five of those polled you chose 
to read a book whilst waiting for your date to arrive, in the hope of 
impressing him or her? Perhaps it would be a heavy tome on quantum 
physics or a serious work by a prominent political leader. Maybe you 
would be engrossed in the most recent Booker Prize winner or “re-
reading” one of the classics of English literature. Whatever your choice, 
my guess is that unless you know it will go down well with the 
particular person you are meeting you are unlikely to be reading a Bible 
in order to impress. 
 

Wouldn’t it be fun (and possibly instructive) to commission a poll of 
1500 Christians and ask them under what circumstances they have or 
would be prepared to lie about their Bible reading. Would a potential 
partner swoon upon finding that a man was well versed in Lamentations? 
Would you be impressed (or depressed) by discovering a woman well 
acquainted with the letters of St Paul? Can you envisage circumstances 
in which you claim to have read all those Old Testament prophets, even 
the ones whose names you can’t quite remember but think might begin 
with the letter ‘Z’? 
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In conversations held in the three congregations of this pastorate, 
undertaken as an introduction to the URC Vision4life process, many of 
us agreed that we do not know or use the Bible as well as we might. One 
intention for 2009 is that these issues will be addressed during the course 
of the year. Of course the responses of those polled on behalf of the 
National Year of Reading Campaign reflected social pressure to claim to 
have read something they have not. Christians, except in church settings, 
are more likely to be under pressure to deny having read something from 
the Bible, even if they have done so. In either case, however, reading or 
making claims about reading in order to impress others does not do 
justice to a book, biblical or otherwise. It short-changes the author, the 
book’s subject and whatever or whoever inspired it. A book only 
receives full value when we actually read it, open to the possibility that it 
might influence the way we think, change the way we see the world and 
make a difference in our lives. 
Time to curl up with a (the?) good book. Trevor 
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The Revd. Janet Lees, a United Reformed Church minister, was part of a 
group who have produced the study 'Religion, beliefs and parenting 
practices' for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation. Janet was researcher to 
the project in the Department of Sociological Studies at the University of 
Sheffield. 
 

This study considered the role of religious faith and religious practices 
on the parenting of adolescents, which has been a neglected area of 
research. It was based on focus group discussions in schools with young 
people aged 13 to 15 from mainly Muslim and Christian (Catholic and 
Protestant) backgrounds in the City of Bradford, and on separate focus 
groups with (unrelated) parents from mainly Muslim, Hindu or Christian 
backgrounds. 
 
A summary of the report can be viewed online at: 
http://www.jrf.org.uk/knowledge/findings/socialpolicy/2265.asp  
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SUNDAY  1 11.00am All-age Sacrament of Holy 
Communion, led by Revd John 
Hickmore 

Wednesday  4 7.45pm Elders’ Meeting in the Kathleen Martin 
Room 

Thursday  5 11.00am Worship at Hillhouse Court  

Saturday  7 9.15am Prayer Fellowship in the Kathleen 
Martin Room, until 9.45am 

SUNDAY  8 11.00am Morning Worship led by Mrs Beryl 
Hunt 

Thursday 12   2.30pm Fellowship Group meet in the 
Mayflower Hall; Georgina Green to talk 
about Valentines Mansion 

SUNDAY 15 11.00am Sacrament of Holy Communion, led 
by Revd Trevor Jamison 

Sunday 15 5.00pm Afternoon Worship at Brentwood URC, 
to which we are invited – ‘Christianity 
and other religions’ 

Thursday 19 11.00am Worship at Hillhouse Court  

SUNDAY 22 11.00am Morning Worship led by Margaret 
and Robin Derbyshire 

Sunday  22   1.00pm Church Meeting in the Mayflower Hall 
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Peter McIntosh, when he was Moderator of General Assembly at the 
turn of the century, was often imploring us to ‘get real’. I reflected on 
the difficulty of living as a Christian in the ‘real world’ as I read the 
interview with Jeremy Vine that is published in this January’s Reform 
magazine. Whatever you think about Jeremy, we can surely sympathise 
with his dilemma – as a radio interviewer he needs to be seen as 
impartial as possible, and if he declares his faith publicly people will try 
to see bias in his every utterance. 

We all know – albeit in different ways – that living as a Christian in the 
real world poses many dilemmas and challenges. A big plus for me in 
the Vision4Life initiatives – as approved at the 25th January Church 
Meeting - is that there are many opportunities for reflecting on these 
challenges. 

The most obvious Vision4Life proposals that will challenge us on life’s 
realities are the suggestions for small group work. The suggested topics 
are formed around three of the ten commandments. Firstly, in May, 
‘remember to keep the Sabbath day holy’ – all about life priorities. Then 
in July, ‘you must not make a carved image for yourself ‘– attempts we 
make to take control. In October, the subject is ‘do not covet your 
neighbour’s household’ – coveting others’ possessions. 

And there will be other Vision4Life events that will - to a greater or 
lesser extent – encourage us to ‘get real’. 

During Lent, Kate Hackett will lead us in weekly meetings to study 
Hosea. These will stretch over a 5 week period in March. 

Some after-church events are proposed. On 26th April, we have our 
chance to challenge a panel that will include our new Moderator Paul 
Whittle, in a Question Time session. In June we have a fun-run through 
the Bible (well, OK, it’s not all about big challenges!) In October we 
return to our ‘real world’ with a session on what the Bible has to say 
about a topical subject. 
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We hope that a light touch biblical flavour can also be very much part of 
the Pastorate Social Event at the Mayflower Hall in June, and that there 
will be a biblical theme to the Pastorate Quiet Day (although both of 
these depend on agreement by Brentwood and Ingatestone).  

Our Church Weekend (see below) will have a theme of Remembering 
our Story, using Vision4Life material for at least two sessions.  

And does this square with the vision that we approved in November? I 
think it does.  In the real world our church will eventually die without 
growth. Growth in depth of faith as well as numerical growth.  May we 
dare to hope that the broad spectrum of events under the Vision4 Life 
banner will help a large number of people in our congregation and 
beyond? Ken Woods 
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Please make a note in your diary of the weekend 25 – 27 September, the 
date of the next church weekend.  Our Minister, Trevor Jamison, will 
lead us at Debden House, where we have stayed for the last few years.  
The theme of the weekend will be ‘Remembering Our Story’ where we 
will remember the traditions of our church and stories from the Bible, 
including the use of Vision4Life material. You'll be asked to sign up for 
the Weekend later. Meanwhile for any more information please contact 
Ken Woods. 
……………………………………………………………………….. 
 
We were pleased to welcome special visitors to our service on 25 
January as they listened to the worship led by Kate Hackett. They 
included Susan Durber, Principal of Westminster College, Cambridge, 
Sheila Maxey from Brentwood URC, and other friends from Ingatestone 
and Brentwood. Kate took as her theme the subject of vocation, on the 
occasion of Vocation Sunday, teaching us that all work can be a 
vocation. Playing for us at short notice, Simon Houlton enlivened our 
worship with own brand of hymn accompaniments. Afterwards visitors 
and the regular congregation all thanked Kate for her service.  
…………………………………………………………………………. 
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Kate prayed with us a special prayer in solidarity with the people of 
Zimbabwe. At the same time this prayer was being used by Methodist 
and URC churches throughout the country. Please see this prayer in 
'Praying Together' (page 23). The picture on the front cover, which 
comes from Christian Aid, shows a Zimbabwe woman, with the little she 
has for her cooking pot.  
 
………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Our ARK group again produced a lively and slightly unorthodox 
Nativity Service before Christmas.  A reminder in pictures below: 
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It's over 20 years ago that Southend churches, with the Crowstone 
United Reformed Church taking a lead, opened the Night Shelter in the 
centre of Southend.  Some people said there was no need of it, as nobody 
is homeless in Southend. How wrong they were! Today it has joined with 
the Day Centre in Westcliffe, to provide a comprehensive service for 
those with nowhere to live in the Borough, and to help them with all the 
personal and day to day living problems they experience. We do our bit 
at Christmas by collecting food and clothing for the Shelter, and then 
somebody takes it down...... 
 

I must say when I first heard the word “Harp”, I immediately thought of 
angels! As Robin pulled up his car on a chilly December night in the 
quiet street of square-bayed Victorian terraced houses, neither Angels 
not Harps seemed much in evidence, although we were close to the rear 
of M&S shopping paradise on Southend's main street!  We were 
delivering a carload of tins, packets, clothes and gifts to what we know 
as the Southend Night Shelter. The duty Warden, Neal, a tall capable-
looking young man said 'food, oh good, we're running short of food.' He 
quickly organised three lean lads to help unload and stack our gifts in the 
office, which had once been the house's downstairs front room.  Here 
were noticeboards, cupboards, desks, computers, etc, as well as Neal's 
assistant  a calm slightly older lady, who picked up a box of chocolate 
biscuits from one of then cartons and rewarded our  helpers – all guests 
of the Night Shelter, as it turned out. They went off to make tea for 
themselves and their mates. Neal talked to us about HARP, which I 
learned stood for Homeless Action Resource Project. 
 

The York Street Shelter, where we were, works in conjunction with the 
Drop-In Day Centre in Valkyrie Road, Westcliffe, and also with a 
medium stay hostel/residence in Westcliffe for clients who need 
specialist help.  The Valkyrie Road Day Centre provides up to 50 hot 
meals daily for folk who may not have eaten for several days. At this 
centre are facilities for homeless people to shower and obtain clean 
clothes. Toiletries are available, and also washing machines and 
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washing powder as well as dryers for anyone wishing to use them. In a 
secure segregated area the Centre provides a family crèche for young 
and single parents families.  HARP operates a strict “no drugs” policy 
Last year it provided 1700 food parcels to desperate and hungry 
homeless folk. 
 

Many people become homeless because of family breakdown of one 
kind or another. Those suffering mental illness are very vulnerable on 
the streets and unable to cope in the day to day situations. An alarming 
number of HARP's clients are now in the 16-26 age group.  At the Night 
Shelter clients have to cook and clear up and clean the area\s they use.  
HARP provides the only 24 hour service for the homeless in this part of 
Essex.  In the whole of Essex there are only three organizations 
supplying 53 night service beds – 20 at HARP, 13 at Chelmsford and 20 
at Colchester. It is thought that Southend has the fifth largest 
homelessness problem in the entire UK. Neal told us that one of his tasks 
was helping homeless people to find a more permanent place to live, and 
if possible some work. The Shelter continues to support them after they 
have found somewhere to live, by providing them with food and 
equipment as long as they need it, but of course the aim is to make them 
independent. They are very keen to help clients into training and a 
future. 
 

HARP works closely with the Local Authority, who help with the 
funding, but the Day Centre still relies heavily on the kindness and 
generosity of local churches, schools trusts, grantmakers, businesses and 
individuals. Talking of individuals, one generous person had donated 
Christmas dinner for all the guests at the Day Centre.   Because of the 
cutbacks in the last twelve months HARP has lost 30% of its basic 
funding.  As Robin and I said Goodnight and a Happy Christmas to Neal 
and his assistant, I was acutely aware of how my life along with many 
others I know, has been richly blessed.  As we go into 2009, may we 
remember all those less fortunate than ourselves, as well as those who 
work day in day out for HARP.  
 

It's a much needed and ever expanding service, which the local authority 
puts effort and resources into, but without the initiative of the local 
churches, it wouldn't exist!  
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'Church or chapel?'  It was an 
unconventional question to a young man 
being interviewed for a job in a 
department store, and would not be 
allowed these days, but fortunately Colin 
Hunt gave the right answer. (In fact he 
was to become a Methodist lay preacher 

at the age of 16.)  His intended boss, the department store owner, was 
chapel himself, a Welsh Congregationalist and ' I wouldn't have got the 
job if I'd been "church"' says Colin. It was an anecdote which took Colin 
and Beryl straight back to the early post-war years in the industrial and 
coastal town of Barry, a few miles west of Cardiff. As they leafed 
through a book of pictures of the town as it used to be, they reminisced 
about growing up in Barry, the importance of the churches for them, 
their family fortunes, and their schooldays.  
 

One of Colin's grandfather had been a coal trimmer at the docks, that is 
to say, he descended into the hold of the ships to level out the heaps of 
coal, in order to stabilise the cargo as it was poured in. It was heavy 
work and as unhealthy as mining, as the flying coal dust entered the 
lungs. In retirement he was refused a special Coal Board pension, as the 
content of his lungs was found to be only 73% coal dust, 2% under the 
required 75%.  Beryl's father had wanted to enlist in the RAF for war 
work, but initially was turned down as medically unfit, until his country 
became less picky, when he was accepted for radar work. Colin's father 
served with the navy at Scapa Flow. Afterwards he worked for the GPO 
as a telephone surveyor who planned the location of new lines of 
telegraph poles.  
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Colin passed the 11-plus for Barry Grammar School and duly entered 
what its headmaster regarded as the 'Eton of Wales'. Academically 
highly ambitious, he elevated its A stream pupils to great importance, 
and Colin felt that the others were neglected. It was this feeling together 
with increasing family financial problems which led to his 
determination to leave school at 15 (you could do that in those days, 
provided you had a job to go to). And so began his life in the retail trade. 
It was at the age of 14, whilst still at school, that Colin and Beryl met. 
 

Beryl had also passed the 11-plus for the Girls' Grammar School, almost 
next door to the boys' school.  The boys weren't expected to take any 
notice of the girls as they passed the girl's school, and were given ten 
minutes to walk up the whole of the half mile 'one in ten' hill.  Beryl's 
account of her changing church loyalties paints the picture of a 
determined young lady with strong views on what she expected of a 
church. The Baptists, where she started, spoke of the bible as 'the most 
precious book in the world', and that 'one must be quiet in church'. But 
the preacher inflicted so much damage on the pulpit bible by his 
incessant thumping on it, and raised his voice so loudly in his fits of 
hwyl (a Welsh term for an intense access of rhetorical emotion) that she 
took herself off to the (high) Church in Wales. She was enticed by the 
attendance stamps which in due course earned you a book. She was only 
13 when she was made a class teacher, and must have acquitted herself 
well, as the numbers in her class went up, while those of other classes 
were going down. But it ended in tears. There was an annual Sunday 
School excursion, for which the children paid. This sometimes made a 
profit, and the priest proposed that it should go to church funds. Not so, 
said Beryl, that wasn't fair, it should be used to reduce the cost of next 
year's excursion, but hers was a lone voice. On this issue she departed 
for the safe haven of the Methodist church, where Colin was already a 
member. There was also a lady in the pulpit, which seemed good to her.  
Beryl stayed at school for her A levels, as she wanted to train for social 
work, but she wouldn't have been allowed to start this until she was 21, 
and so had other work experience, including time in a 'children's hotel' in 
the Lake District. Then it was office work, while Colin was gaining 
experience in the carpet department of the store. His manager was strict, 
but gave him a good training (Oh, and he was also a lay preacher, which 
helped). He got an annual rise of five shillings a week, and when they 
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were due to marry, he was awarded an extra two and sixpence with 
which to maintain married life. After eight years he left to work for the 
BMK carpet company (you remember their adverts with the  little lamb 
gambling above the carpet), with responsibility for over 400 retail outlets 
in South Wales and nearby English counties,  which meant much 
travelling. He had to ensure that his company's product was correctly 
displayed, and dealt with complaints and weaving faults. 
 

Marrying in 1962, by 1966 they registered their wish with the local 
authority to become foster parents. Clearly the authority were 
desperately short of fosterers, as even before they were officially 
accepted Beryl got a phone call asking her immediately to take in three 
young children whose parents were both on hospital. 'We haven't the 
beds' she objected. 'Oh, we can let you have those' was the reply.  And 
so it was that when Colin returned from a long business journey to West 
Wales he found the first three young children already installed in their 
home. It was their introduction to fostering, which brought them several 
short-term stayers, and later one six year old became permanent member 
of the family, living side by side with their own three boys for seventeen 
years. He is still in touch with them and is regarded as a family member.  
 

Recession affected the carpet trade in the seventies, and Colin took the 
step of training in social work at University College, Cardiff. Even in 
training he had memorable experiences, including a placement in St. 
Pauls, Bristol during the riots. And there was another probation work 
placement at Bridgend, dreaded by other trainees, as the supervising 
officer was very strict. However he turned out also to be a Methodist 
Local Preacher, and Colin had no trouble with him! First thing on 
Monday mornings, before discussing work, they talked about the 
previous day's preaching.  Colin decided to apply for the first probation 
post available, which happened to be at Barking and Dagenham. He got 
it, and a woman officer, offered him temporary accommodation in her 
house off Hanging Hill Lane, Brentwood, starting when she returned 
from holiday. She didn't mention that the holiday was her honeymoon, 
so that he spent his first weeks in Essex feeling that he was 'playing 
gooseberry', as he put it.  This same lady and her husband were members 
at Union Church, Hutton Mount, which was where Colin and Beryl soon 
transferred their membership. 
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Colin worked for the probation service until his retirement in 1996.  
Soon after arriving in Dagenham, he was asked to supervise 'lifers' 
(though Home Office guidelines discouraged newly appointed officers 
supervising murders quite so soon), Five years later he became a Court 
Liaison Officer at Snaresbrook Crown Court. And it was as he was at 
this time, travelling home from a meeting at another church, that his 
driver, Revd Michael Powell, himself a non-stipendiary minister, 
enquired 'have you ever thought of training for the Non-Stipendiary 
Ministry?' Colin quickly took up this suggestion 
 

This required academic training concluding with ordination to the full 
status and duties of a minister. Over three years Colin spent one evening 
a week, one weekend a month as well as summer schools, on an 
ecumenical course at Oak Hill College (Anglican), Southgate. The 
atmosphere was very friendly, although as the only URC member on the 
course he felt that URC practices were not taken seriously. For example, 
church history ended with the formation of the Church of England. The 
voice of dissent had not been heard at Oak Hill before.  
 

However on ordination he commenced work as the associate minister at 
Union church, and has now worked there with three ministers, providing 
the pastoral care during two interregnums. When our three pastorates – 
Billericay, Brentwood and Ingatestone - became vacant, Union church 
released him for work with us, and we have had the great benefit of his 
worship leading over a number of years. Colin has also extended his 
ministry to holding services for us at Hillhouse Court and Mountnessing 
Court, and he also takes weekday services at Ardtully Residential Home, 
Ingatestone.   
 

Beryl continued as a very active lay preacher on her arrival in Essex, and 
has subsequently successfully trained and organised lay preachers in the 
former Southend District, and indeed in the Eastern Synod, as well as 
taking many services for us. She is still active, offering support to lay 
preachers over both the South East and South West Essex partnerships.  
 

We owe much to this resourceful husband and wife partnership, both in 
worship leading and for their friendly and willing presence. We thank 
God for their ministry to us which we trust will continue well into the 
future.  
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Alf died in November, after a time in hospital. 
This tribute was paid to him at his funeral. 
Alf's experience of serving with the 8th Army 
during the Second World War, in the North 
African Desert, and then in Italy, shaped  the 
rest of his life. He drew on his service 
experience: the hardships, the dangers, the 
discipline and above all the comradeship. He 
would recount his memories to his friends, a 
rich source of conversation and narrative.  

What struck people, listening to him, was Alf's extraordinary recall of  
the names and details of those he served with, comrades who obviously 
remained very vivid memories to him.  
 

After his active service ended, his loyalty and his commitment to 
honouring the sacrifice of those he had served with remained with him. 
He supported the British Legion, and was a familiar figure selling 
poppies at his pitch outside the old post office in the High Street.  He 
would attend Remembrance Parades at the Cenotaph in Whitehall, and in 
later years he  marched with his comrades-in-arms to the Billericay War 
Memorial for the Remembrance Service, proudly wearing his medals, 
until quite recently when he was no longer strong enough to keep pace.  
He was a member of the group of Veterans in the town who meet 
regularly, and who form a guard of honour today.  
 

In civvy street Alf became an engineer, and worked for a firm producing 
agricultural machinery.  He had a quick and capable mind which served 
him well in his work. He married Jessie and they set up home in 
Langham Crescent. They were devoted to each other, and were known as 
a great gardening partnership, growing wonderful vegetables, that took 
prizes at festivals. Between them they knew everything about gardening. 
When finally Jessie fell ill, Alf visited her daily in hospital. Very sadly 
she died there, and was buried at Great Burstead. As Alf had instructed, 
he was laid to rest with her. 
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Alf had met Mary at the bus stop, on his way to the hospital, and in the 
last phase of his life she was his friend and companion. Alf's sight had 
deteriorated. He was treated at Moorfield hospital, but they told him 
there was nothing more they could do. Alf and Mary supported each 
other, and it was Mary who introduced Alf to the fellowship of this 
church, where he became a member by profession of faith in 2000. Alf 
was a very regular attender at Sunday worship, and he would stand 
straight and tall for the hymns, even though sadly he could not read to 
sing the words. He was well loved by all of us in the congregation, a real 
gentleman, as everybody said.  
 

That did not mean he had no voice for singing. In the last months of his 
life he spent much time in hospital. One day, walking up the ward, he 
serenaded the other patients in his beautiful voice. 'What, you can sing as 
well?', his visitor said, in surprise. 'Oh, you don't know everything about 
me' replied Alf, and went on singing. This was a happy moment, as he 
struggled with ill health.  
 

Alf often said that he felt fit enough to live to be a hundred. His smart, 
well groomed appearance and his upright walk spoke of his military 
past, and of his good physical condition. He died in his 90th year.  In his 
final days in hospital he experienced pain and weakness, but we are 
thankful to have known such a brave, gallant and warm person, and a 
sincere friend to all who knew him.   
 

We, here at the church, extend our deep sympathy to his niece Lorraine 
and her son Kevin, his family, who came over from Canada for the 
funeral: and to his special friends, his long-time neighbour Charles 
Pearson and Mary Krengel, who helped to prepare this tribute.  Thank 
you to both of them.  
 
 
 
“I haven’t the heart to 
tell him he’s got the plan 
upside down!” 
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Our New Year's Party.... 
took the form of an old 
fashioned Beetle Drive. Rules 
were followed flexibly (whoever 
heard of six to a table?). This is 
not to say that Valerie Forde 
was not a worthy winner of  the  
prize for the highest score!      
Thanks to Margaret Hatchard 
for organising it 

 
Some of us looked particularly sharp 
Dennis / Maurice 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As a 

little extra, Peter Brierley set us a 
puzzle to build a construction of 
nails which does not fall to pieces.  
While some teams did not get very 
far, one team impressively found an 
answer.  
 
 
 

Looking very professorial, 
Alan Lough inspects his own winning 
solution.  
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This Calendar is issued jointly each year by the Baptist Union, the 
Methodist Church and the United Reformed Church and focuses on 
issues of social justice, with web links that can offer worship and other 
resources. The Joint Public Issues Team hope that people will use the 
Calendar to make a connection with their faith and focus on particular 
issues as they feel is appropriate. 
1-8 Feb. Poverty and Homelessness Action Week 
www.homelessness-Sunday.org.uk;  www.church-poverty.org.uk  
8 Feb. Education Sunday  www.educationsunday.org 
23 Feb- 8 Mar Fair Trade Fortnight  www.fairtrade.org.uk 
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To mark the week of prayer for Christian unity, Churches together in 
Billericay held a united service in Christ Church on 18th January, 
attended by almost 150 people.  Church leaders and members from 
various churches in our town all shared in the message of coming 
together to share the Christian Gospel not only through working more 
closely with one another but taking up the challenges of discipleship and 
mission outreach in our town. Rev. Paul Carr, team vicar at Emmanuel 
Church, outlined some ways in which St. Mary's Church in the High 
Street might be a focus for churches combining their resources of 
mission together.  
 

Rev. Warner Pidgeon, though still not fully recovered in health, was able 
to lead the service. William Ruddle, one of the hospital chaplains at 
Basildon Hospital, talked of the care that Christians can give in being 
able to listen to people in hospital; a ten week training course is available 
for anyone interested in joining in this work.  Prayers were led by Fr. 
Stan Swift from St Mary’s Great Burstead, Father John McGrath from 
the Church of the Holy Redeemer and Robin Derbyshire from our own 
church.  There was a sense of warmth and commitment to the ongoing 
work of understanding and outreach.  We pray that the coming year will 
see this develop grow.    
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Since our last magazine was issued, we've held a number of special 
church services.  On 30th November, Advent Sunday, Linda Mead from 
the URC's 'Commitment for Life' told us how CfL works with Christian 
Aid on projects.  CfL has partners in Jamaica, Zimbabwe, Bangladesh 
and the Palestinian Territories (PARC).  A short clip from the DVD 
'Bethlehem – Hidden from View' was shown.  
 

Our former minister, John Hickmore, often brings an unusual bit of 
information to share with us.  On 7th December he explained how 
seditious was the following sentence when it was written: “The 
beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ the son of God.” (Mark 1.1.) 
Gospel was a Roman imperial proclamation and son of God was the 
emperor's title.  But this was a different gospel – one that stood up for 
truth and justice and love.  
On the following Sunday, the young people from ARK brought a great 
variety of candlesticks from home.  Our minister Trevor shared with 
them the words of the first chapter of John about the light of Jesus 
Christ, saying that – like the different candleholders – those who 
followed this light come in all shapes and sizes... 
 

���$ ���	���	1�+#�#��	
The desperate plight of the people of Zimbabwe was the theme of a 
special prayer offered in Methodist and UR churches, including our own, 
on 25 January. It was prefaced by a reading from Isaiah 58:6-9. 
 

God of power and truth 
May your peace rest with the restless of Zimbamwe 
May your love inspire the hearts of all those who long and work 
for justice. 
May your healing touch the wounds of those suffering and 
bereaved 
May your truth be spoken in dangerous places 
May we not be idle in worship,  
Praying, longing and searching for your Kingdom 
In this broken world. 

 Amen 
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We are indebted to all those who led our services, both in worship and 
music during the Christmas period.  Carols were sung at Mountnessing 
Court, Hillhouse and Abbeyfield – a sharing with older friends of the 
message and the music of Christmas.  Our church was full of families for 
the Christmas Eve 'Christingle' service.  There was a special moment 
when the overhead lights were dimmed and the church was lit up by all 
the candles, held by young people and adults standing round in a circle.   
 

Presents and giving were themes on the young people's minds during 
December.  At home and at school they were thinking about how to 
respond.  'What do you think Christmas is about? Is it right for us to give 
presents and spend lots of money at Christmas, when there are people 
living in poverty elsewhere in the world? What do you think about all 
the waste that is produced over the Christmas period? What is the best 
kind of gift for you to give and receive at Christmas?  The questions 
above were posed in the 'Buttsbury Bulletin' produced by Buttsbury 
Junior School, which some of our children attend.  In our church, we all 
shared in the greatest gift of all – Jesus Christ.   
 

Christmas giving to help others included donations in kind to the HARP 
shelter in Southend and Mountnessing Court. Special collections for the 
Children's Society at the Christingle Service raised £236. Special 
offertories at other services were divided between Christian Aid and 
Shelter, who will each receive £220. 
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This year two anniversaries will be marked for Charles Darwin, the 200th 
anniversary of his birth and the 150th anniversary of his book 'On the 
Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection'. All these years later, it 
seems that there is an irreconcilable divide between the origins of life as 
described in the Book of Genesis and the scientific understanding of the 
universe.  People must choose – to take the way of faith or the way of 
rational and scientifically based reasoning.  Or so the fundamentalists on 
both sides would have us believe. 

 
So where does that put Christian believers who find themselves in the 
middle of this debate? Firstly, we should remember that the insights we 
call 'truth', whether they are faith-based or scientific, are rarely absolute 
ones.  In the two centuries since Darwin was born, science has brought 
great benefits of technology and of medicine and of historic 
interpretation about our planet.  For some people, like ourselves, science 
has also brought great material benefits, unknown to our grandparents – 
whose lives were often harsh.  Few people would want to undo the gifts 
of scientific knowledge that have come, even though we may feel great 
concern about its application.   
 

The young people in our church have grown up with science, and as 
many of us are aware, with very sophisticated technology.  More than 
one generation has been fascinated by dinosaurs and their fantastic 
shapes and fascinating names.  Ask a young child if they know what a 
'tyrannosaurus' was and many would be able to give you an answer. But 
this kind of evolutionary understanding appears at odds with the belief 
that everything that exists had its origin in special acts of creation by 
God (or 'creationism'), as narrated so beautifully in the Book of Genesis.   
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Perhaps the clue to a different approach lies in Genesis itself, with its 
two different accounts of creation.  If one believes every word of the 
first chapter of Genesis and God's creation purposes being fulfilled in 
seven days, then the historically earlier account in the second chapter 
does not match this in all its details.  For many people, the creation story 
in Genesis determines how they read the rest of the Bible. It also looks to 
outsiders and nonbelievers that people of faith are prepared to believe 
nonsense – irrational rubbish, some of them would claim. 
 

I believe that the Bible is a wonderful book, but a mixed and often 
contradictory one. Jews, Christians and Muslims, 'the children of 
Abraham', have drawn on some of the same Bible words for their faith 
traditions, seeing it as a Book in which the search for God has enhanced 
human understanding. The Bible contains the fundamental questions that 
people for thousands of years have asked in their very different societies 
and are still asking today.  Who are we as human beings and what is the 
purpose of our existence here on earth?  How do we live together and 
create a society that is wholesome?  What is our destination at the end of 
our lives? Where do we find the hope and solace for our journey of 
living? 
 

Science cannot give us answers to these questions. For those who 
journey in faith, the Bible can still be a 'living book'. For the Bible does 
not give a scientifically 'historical' account, but an interpretative one.  
The message of Genesis is that God is a creating force in his universe 
among his people on earth. Evolution takes place as each generation of 
believers finds the truth of that for themselves.  We are not 'fossilised' in 
the past, but striving in an age of scientific challenge to fulfil our 
potential as people of faith in our own community. One undisputed fact 
is that sometimes the 'miracles of modern science' in the hands of people 
of faith can join hands in helping and healing people and in the pursuit 
of justice.   
 


