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I am sometimes accused of not believing in
Easter because it does not matter to me whether
Jesus's tomb was actually empty and whether
something utterly miraculous happened to his corpse
- what is commonly called a "physical bodily
resurrection."
For many people, that is what Easter is about
and the meaning of the question, "Did it really
happen?" Some believe it did, some don't, and some
are in a conundrum, uncertain whether things like
that ever happen, even within a Christian
framework. If you are uncertain about or doubt the physical-bodily
resurrection of Jesus, can you be a Christian, a "real" Christian? Can you wholeheartedly embrace Easter?
For me, the answer is "yes." For me, the truth of Easter is grounded in
the religious experience of Jesus's followers and, in a particularly important
instance, in an enemy, namely Paul. I regard it as a fact of history that Jesus
was experienced after his death as a living figure of the present and not just as
a dearly-remembered figure of the past. That is the unanimous testimony of
early Christianity as we know it from the New Testament.
It begins with the earliest documents, the genuine letters of Paul,
written in the 50s. Paul's testimony is especially striking because he had been a
strident opponent of the Jesus movement in the first few years after Jesus's
execution. In his first letter to his Christ-community in Corinth, written about
20 years before the first gospel, Paul tells us that Jesus "appeared" to him and
radically changed his life (15.3-8). In the same passage, he provides a list of
others to whom Jesus "appeared" after his death: Cephas (Peter), the twelve,
500 at one time, James, and all the apostles. Paul's repeated use of the verb
"appeared" for their experience and his suggests a vision. That had been his
experience, as the later book of Acts narrates three times (9, 22, and 26).
But did Paul think of the resurrection of Jesus as physical? That is much
less clear. His experience of Jesus after his death was not only a few years
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after what Acts narrates as the "Ascension" of Jesus but also a "vision." And
near the end of I Corinthians 15, he explicitly says that the resurrection "body"
is not a "physical" body but a "spiritual" body, a "glorified" body. What that
means is not transparently clear, but, as Paul says, it is not a flesh and blood
body.
Easter is about God saying "yes" to Jesus and what he was passionate
about. What Jesus was passionate about was God and the kingdom of God.
God was the central reality of Jesus's life and the kingdom of God was
the centre of his message. The kingdom of God was not about heaven, not about
life after death, but about the transformation of life on earth, as the Lord's
Prayer affirms. It is not about "Take us to heaven when we die," but about
"Your kingdom come on earth" - as already in heaven. The kingdom of God on
earth was about God's passion - and Jesus's passion - for the transformation of
"this world": the humanly created world of injustice and violence into a world of
justice and nonviolence.
That's why the powers that ruled the world of Jesus killed him. They
were not unknowingly doing the will of God by playing their part in God's plan of
salvation to provide a sinless sacrifice to pay for the sins of the world. No.
They killed him because he was a radical critic of the way they had put the
world together and he was attracting a following. So they snuffed him out.
In this context, Easter is about God's "yes" to Jesus and God's "no" to
the powers that killed him. That, I suggest, is the primary meaning not only of
Paul's testimony and affirmation, but also of the Easter stories in the gospels.
The earliest of these is the story of the empty tomb in Mark, written
around 70. Reflect about what the story says, and set aside for a moment
whether it's meant to be read/heard literally and physically. Its meanings are
clear. You won't find Jesus in the land of the dead. Don't look for him in a
tomb. He is not there - "Why do you seek the living among the dead?" Imperial
execution and a rich man's tomb couldn't stop him, couldn't hold him. It's not
over. He's still here, still loose in the world, a figure of the present, continuing
to recruit for the kingdom of God.
What would Christianity be like if Christians took Jesus, Holy Week,
Good Friday and Easter seriously? What if Good Friday isn't about Jesus dying
to pay for our sins? What then is our Holy Week about?
From the late Marcus Borg's blog at Patheos.com
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Southernhay Flowers for March
3rd Silk flowers used.
10th Silk flowers used.
17th From church funds.
24th Silk flowers used.
31st From church funds

Margaret Collman

Pastoral Coordinators:
Dorothy King
01392 250464
Jean Noble jeandnoble@yahoo.co.uk
01392 253606

The good news is there is no news. Perhaps some of the lovely days we
have had and the inspiring sight of the spring flowers and blossom has lifted
everyone’s spirits and we are all feeling a little better as the season progresses.
Friends seem to be carrying on with their lives, with the usual aches and pains,
but we are all smiling and together.
Many were appreciative of the service on Mothering Sunday organised by
the Elders in 'Songs of Praise' style, featuring requested favourite hymns and
Bible/non-Bible readings. Some hymns can resonate powerfully with our
innermost feelings through their poetry and music, which made this Sunday
service extra special.
We send our love and best wishes to those who have not been able to join
us for some time and do hope that circumstances will improve for you all, and
that we will see some long-missed faces before long.
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April, the month for all new miracles, from tiny seeds
which grow into lovely flowers, to the emergence of
baby birds and the unfolding new growth on trees and
bushes. Also, the wonderful displays given by the primroses and daffodils as
they wave their heads in the breeze.
But with all this lovely warm weather we have been having, people have
still been suffering from coughs, colds, flu and tummy upsets and we wish each
of them a speedy recovery.
In recent weeks the Churches together in Heavitree have been holding
their usual Lent Lunches on a Wednesday which have been well attended. The
collections taken are for the Exeter Food Bank.
We had a lovely Service for Mothering Sunday which saw all ladies
present receive posies of flowers as well as a book mark.
It was good to see Elizabeth Willett back with us after her recent injury,
also Kath Heginbottom. We remember in our prayers at this time all who are
unwell or unable to worship with us, especially Heather Yeates as she continues
her treatment, Joan Godbeer, Mavis Batstone after her recent fall and Bryony
Payne from our sister Church at Pinhoe who is awaiting an operation after her
recent heart attack.

HAPPY EASTER, HAPPY SPRING
A beautiful vase of flowers, just like a sunny day,
can brighten up any room in a truly delightful way.
A beautiful field of flowers can create an aura of
calm, soothing all the senses like a natural healing
balm.
A beautiful bouquet of flowers can say so many
things; it can say ‘for someone special’ and can give
your heart its wings.
A beautiful garden of flowers can give endless hours
of so much joy and pleasure… that’s the beauty of
flowers.
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The next Coffee Concert
will take place on
on 13th April
with the return of ‘Quorum’:
Iain McDonald (baritone), Janet MacDonald (soprano),
Phil Bonser (clarinet) and Dorothy Raven (piano).
Their programme will include pieces by Mendelssohn, Vaughan
Williams, Puccini, Madeleine Dring, Eric Coats and Donald Swann.
Usual time l0.30am for coffee; and free admission.

John Scarfe

INSULTS
These glorious insults are from an era before the English language was
reduced to 4-letter words.
An MP to Disraeli: "Sir, you will either die on the gallows or of some unspeakable
disease." Disraeli's reply: "That depends, Sir, on whether I embrace your
policies or your mistress."
"He had delusions of adequacy." - Walter Kerr
"I've never killed a man, but I have read many obituaries with great pleasure." Clarence Darrow
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"Thank you for sending me a copy of your book; I'll waste no time reading it." Moses Hadas
"I didn't attend the funeral, but I sent a nice letter saying I approved of it." Mark Twain
"He has no enemies, but is intensely disliked by his friends." - Oscar Wilde
"I feel so miserable without you; it's almost like having you here."
- Stephen Bishop
"He is a self-made man and worships his creator." - John Bright
"His mother should have thrown him away and kept the stork." - Mae West
"Some cause happiness wherever they go; others, whenever they go."
- Oscar Wilde
"I've had a perfectly wonderful evening. But I'm afraid this wasn't it."
- Groucho Marx
With thanks to Jean Noble

The group’s March programme kicked off with a
talk from Dick Gray who shared his memories and
experiences of his trip to Iceland. While there, he was
fortunate to capture the rare sight of the Northern
Lights, which he was able to include in his talk.
Next on the programme, we welcomed Chris Avis, who took us on a
journey through the decades with his many compilations of music. It was a
relaxing afternoon and I believe it awakened lots of memories of days gone by
for the members.
The group enjoyed an interesting talk from Janet Gray, entitled Long
Distance Walking. Janet took us on criss-cross adventure through the UK and
showed slides of beautiful countryside and lovely towns and villages.
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John Tucker came once more and showed slides of the four seasons.
They included many slides on flora and fauna in and around John’s garden. The
members admired his patience and photography skills, whilst compiling his talk.
We ended our March programme with entertainment from the Heavitree
Strummers. The group again gave us a lovely and lively afternoon, sending us all
home with a spring in our step.
Programme for April
4th
11th
18th
25th

Norman Maudsley - Jordan
Richard Holliday - Retail in Exeter 1880 - 1940
Easter Draw
Outing

Anne Richardson

Southernhay Afternoon Guild
Co-ordinators Anthea Chapman & Michael Goddard

The speaker for the March meeting was Jon Oliverio who described the
work of the charity Youth Genesis and their strength-based approach to Youth
Development. The aim is supporting often disadvantaged young people to
overcome a variety of problems. For example, bullying, low confidence,
unhealthy lifestyles and substance misuse. Youth Genesis aims to transform
lives through a range of activities that challenge and inspire young people.
The idea was started in 2007 in Brixham as an inter-church youth
project. The service is not church based, but has a Christian basis inspired by 1
John 3:16-18.
The charity helps in areas by invitation only and has expanded to include
Paignton, Torquay, Dartmouth and Cranbrook. It is hoped in future to help in
the more rural parts of Devon where facilities to support young people are
lacking.

Michael Goddard
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Who was Charles Lewis? – a family mystery (continued)

Photo: Pinterest; Workhouse women
Leeds c1900

Dickens shows that the administration
of workhouses was often run by selfsatisfied and heartless men. This is
something Dickens knew about because when
he was a child, his own family had been
imprisoned in a debtors' prison. However
terrible that experience was for him – and it
marked him for life – he knew it was
actually preferable to being incarcerated in
a workhouse. In a debtors' prison, the
family was at least allowed to remain
together.

The Dickens family had also twice lived only doors from a major London
workhouse so they had most likely seen and heard of many sorrowful things.
The family's lodgings were above a food shop, and it is quite possible that young
Dickens felt deeply sensitive about the suffering he knew was going on inside
the institution close by. As an adult, Dickens knew that he himself had been
fortunate to avoid a fate like Oliver Twist's.
It is true that the workhouse system was patchy: in some places –
especially in parts of the North of England – more charitable notions among the
'guardians' of the poor meant that management could be kinder. In general,
though, the system was harsh and austere. The poor – even if sick, old or dying
– were treated punitively, as if their predicament was entirely of their own
making and they were deserving of punishment. This was at a time when there
was no National Health Service to help the sick get well, no pension scheme to
help the elderly remain at home, no unemployment pay for people with no work,
no social services at all for those in need.
Whilst the overseers may have been brutal, what is more shocking is that
when Parliament established the workhouses, they specified that their official
purpose (or Mission Statement in modern business speak) was for them to be “A
place of hardship, of coarse fare, of degradation and humility…it should be as
repulsive as is consistent with humanity”. Perhaps, rather than being cruel
people, the staff concerned were merely doing what was required of them!
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What is even more shocking now is that the recent report by Philip
Alston, the UN’s rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, stated
that 14 million people in the UK are living in poverty, with 1.5 million classed as
destitute and unable to afford basic essentials; this in a country with the fifth
largest economy in the world.
My particular interest in this area was occasioned when I discovered that
Robert Beavis, one of my wife’s ancestors, was sentenced to death on 12th
March 1830 at the Dorset Assizes for stealing a sheep, presumably to help feed
his family.
Increasing rural poverty was one of the reasons why the parishes were
overwhelmed. In 1830 the wage of an agricultural labourer was nine shillings.
In the following years the wage was reduced to eight shillings, and then to seven
and in 1834 to six shillings. Land enclosures meant peasants no longer had plots
to grow vegetables nor open commons for grazing their cow, sheep and pig. Low
wages, appalling conditions and unemployment, bad winters and poor harvests in
1829 and 1830 fuelled a great explosion of anger and riots. Indeed, in 1834 the
Tolpuddle Martyrs, farm workers in west Dorset, formed a trade union. Unions
were lawful and growing fast but six leaders of the union were arrested and
sentenced to seven years’ transportation to Australia for taking an oath of
secrecy.
Robert’s sentence was commuted to transportation to New South Wales.
After surviving some months on the notorious disease-ridden prison hulks, he
went to Australia in July aboard the SS Burrell. He was pardoned on the 1st
July 1846, got married, had 9 children, set up his own business and was so
successful that his nephew and family joined him in 1854. In retrospect his
theft probably resulted in a better life than what he would have experienced in
poverty-stricken Dorset but he could well have ended up on the end of a rope!

Clive Yeates
Continued next month.

Unused ink cartridges for Canon printer models
ip7250, iX6850, MG5450, MG5550, MG5650,
MG6450, MG6650, MX725, MX925
Freely available from Jane Thurgood 01392 662372
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Advance Notice
Christian Aid Week this year is
12-18th May.
There has been the offer of free concerts in Devon in May to support
Christian Aid by singer/song-writer Martin Nicholls. We had offered the free
use of Southernhay Church for the evening of Saturday 11th May, but at the
time of writing we are not sure whether Martin is available that evening. If not,
we might be able to find an alternative date, or you may be able to catch him
somewhere else locally. Given his talents in music and story-telling, one would
imagine him being snapped up at short notice. We'll keep you posted.
What will definitely take place is a coffee morning for Christian Aid at
the Hogans on Saturday 11th May. More details in the May P&N, but do make a
note of the date.
For those using the 'Count Your Blessings' material for Lent, any money
raised can be placed in a Christian Aid envelope in the offertory on Easter
Sunday or as soon as possible afterwards.

A prayer for healing the divisions and wounds of Brexit:
We give thanks for our freedom and democracy despite our divisions in society;
under Quaker’s Advices and Queries No. 22, we read:
Respect the wide diversity among us in our lives and relationships.
Refrain from making prejudiced judgements
about the life journeys of others.
Do you foster the spirit of mutual understanding and forgiveness
which our discipleship asks of us?
Remember that each one of us is unique, precious, a child of God.

David Hogan
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Bangladesh
Sponsored by Heavitree

Rohingya Refugees Denied Schooling

Kefayat Ullah walked to
school in southern Bangladesh in
late January, only to find to his
dismay that he’d been expelled
despite being a top student in his
class.

AkshayaPatra Foundation
Pixabay copyright free

A government investigation had outed him, along with dozens of his
classmates, as a Rohingya refugee. “Our headmaster told us that Rohingya
students have no rights to study here… We went back home crying.”
For years, Bangladeshi schools have quietly admitted some of the
Rohingya. But the new influx has tested the hospitality of the Bangladeshi
government. The recent expulsions highlight the struggle of hundreds of
thousands of children desperate to study in the world’s largest refugee
settlement.
More than 730,000 Rohingya fled Myanmar after a military campaign in
late 2017 that the United Nations has said was executed with “genocidal
intent”. Thousands more, like Kefayat, were born in Bangladesh after their
parents fled earlier waves of violence.
Though Myanmar says it is ready to welcome back the refugees, northern
Rakhine state, from where they fled, is still riven by ethnic tensions and
violence, and the U.N. has said conditions are not right for them to return.
In the camps, many children study by themselves from tatty textbooks,
often carried from Myanmar. A temporary school in the Nayapara camp is
staffed with Rohingya volunteer teachers. The head teacher said they had no
official permission to operate.
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At the camp, expelled students share their stories of studying at
Bangladeshi schools. Some of their classmates were cruel, said Kefayat. “They
used the word ‘Rohingya’ to tease us,” he said. “Nevertheless, we were happy.
We need education.”
Kefayat Ullah has dreams of becoming a journalist. “We feel sad when we
see the local students studying in a nice place,” he said. “Now we are always
worried and thinking – what will we do?”

An Invitation
The Exeter Forum is a friendly
social group for retired people which has been presenting interesting and
entertaining talks by leading local figures, experts and enthusiasts almost every
week for nearly 50 years. We also have walks, visits and book and music groups.
We would like to invite you to meet us and come to any of our talks you
may be interested in. They are held most Wednesday mornings at the Mint
Methodist Church, Fore Street, Exeter. Tea or coffee can be had from 10.00
while the talks run from 10.45 to 12.00.
The programme for April 2019 is:
3rd Mike Rendall, Author, Robinson Crusoe & the Story Behind the Story;
10th Dr Clare Maudling, Historian & Librarian, Devon & Exeter Institution
Phoenix Rising: The Rebuilding of Exeter After the Blitz.
17th and 24th No meetings.
May 1st Dan Eatherley, Author, Hunting behind the Snake: The Story of
Bushmaster
Admission is £3 per talk, free for members. Membership from AprilSeptember 2019 is £25. You will be very welcome. All enquiries to
exeterforum@btinternet.com or 01392 273732.
Our website is: www.exeterforum.org
David Oates, Chairman
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Bridge or Barrier?
Is Holy Communion (Mass, Eucharist, Lord's
Supper) a bridge or a barrier to spiritual growth,
to Christian faith, to God? Southernhay member
and ordained minister Edward Hulme reflects…
A hallowed bridge
The great majority of the worldwide
Christian family, I surmise, view the occasion as a
hallowed bridge over which God's 'holy energy'
may pass to nurture the innermost self, or soul, of
communicants. In the Eastern Orthodox Church,
it is deemed so special that much of its observation takes place beyond an icon
screen dividing ‘earth’ where the congregation gathers and ‘heaven’ which only
priests may enter.
For Roman Catholics, Mass is pre-eminent among their seven sacraments
and central to church life. It is celebrated wherever priests are available and is
the climax to great gatherings, such as those that take place on international
papal visits. Across the Anglican spectrum, the Eucharist is the central
sacrament and widely believed to be a superior means of spiritual nurture to the
Ministry of the Word. Practice varies widely in Free Churches. In some, the
service is barely distinguishable from mainstream Anglican practice with
participants going up to the ‘altar’ rail. In others, conduct of ‘The Lord's Supper’
is simple and brief with stewards, deacons or elders taking the elements to the
seated congregation.
So, for most of Christendom celebration of Communion is a crucial
feature of Church life, if not its apex, and regarded as a 'holy bridge' conveying
the Grace of God to those sharing in the rite. Generally, the flow of divine
power is supervised by an ordained or appointed officiant. For Roman Catholics,
the supreme bridge is the Pope, appropriately named Pontiff. What's more,
many, if not most communicants, find the celebration uplifting and enriching.
They like the poetry and beauty of the language, the colourful vestments and
graceful rituals, the mystique and mystery evoked by the ‘bells and smells’, the
ceremony’s witness to the suffering and self-giving of Jesus, and its
befriending power expressed in the sharing of The Peace.
But is it really vital to discipleship?
Two numerically small yet disproportionately influential Christian
‘churches’, the Salvation Army and Society of Friends, don't observe Communion
at all. Yet who would deny the profound godliness of their members and the
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Christ-like work they do? Salvationists take the teaching and example of Jesus
with the utmost seriousness, serving the marginalized of society with a passion.
Quakers apply Jesus’ message of reconciliation to a degree greater than any
communion-practising church. Both are strong and wide bridges of the
transforming goodness and love we identify as God.
I am also reassured by the major shift in the BBC Radio 4 Sunday morning
worship pattern. In contrast to previous practice, services which include
Communion have become the exception. Recognizing that its celebration limits
the opportunity to explore important worship themes adequately, the fortyminute slot now provides time for relatively in-depth exploration and reflection.
As exemplified by a service in 2016 from Manchester's Roman Catholic Church
of the Holy Name which, containing not even a hint of Mass, nevertheless
facilitated a ‘surge of grace’ as it unpicked and applied the Pope's momentous
Encyclical Letter ‘Laudato Si’ on care for our ‘Common Home’, planet Earth. I
feel that this urgent message to all humanity is far more Kingdom-building than
any Communion ritual.
My lukewarm attitude to Communion goes back to childhood when I
attended a Baptist church. Apart from the odd Children's Address, the main
service was one to be endured rather than enjoyed. But the Lord's Supper
which followed, one morning a month, was the last straw, with its interminable
extempore prayer of thanksgiving that habitually became a prayer for
everything under the sun. Though I was bemused by the clinking that
reverberated round the church when communicants returned the little glasses
to their holes in the shelf in front. When I went away to school and attended
the 8.00am Church of England Communion service I felt very virtuous, but I'm
not sure whether it really helped me be a better disciple. And, to this day, I
remain unconvinced that the ritual is the vital and incomparable bridge of grace
many claim it is.
What did Jesus intend?
My overriding concern stems from the story which gave rise to the ritual
– about what happened in that upstairs room shortly before Jesus's arrest and
execution, and what Jesus intended by his words and actions. The short answer
is we cannot be certain, for the Gospel writers were more interested in meaning
than historicity. The words we use in Communion today are the result of a
hazardous process involving memory, oral tradition, written reports, editing and
translation. However, in spite of hindsight and interpretation, the story we
have is extremely likely to have a factual core for it centres on a searingly
memorable experience.
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Aware that the authorities were closing in and that it would be the last
chance for them to sup together, Jesus took the opportunity to invite the
Twelve, whenever they met to eat and drink in the future, to let the bread and
wine be reminders of his life, ministry and imminent self-giving. Such
remembering would be important for his immediate, as well as subsequent,
disciples.
And yet, put in the context of Jesus’ entire ministry of between two and
three years, the ‘last supper’ was but a brief moment, its essence described in
just four verses in Mark and Matthew, seven in Luke, and only three in Paul's
first letter to Corinth. So, has the Church I wonder, got an originally brief and
simple act – a tiny fragment of Jesus's ministry - out of all proportion?
The Church's focus on the death of Jesus, through its various
forms of Communion, is further emphasized in its historic declarations of faith.
The Apostle’s Creed, for instance, jumps from Jesus being ‘born of the Virgin
Mary’ straight to his suffering ‘under Pontius Pilate’ and subsequent crucifixion,
death and burial. There is no mention whatsoever of his ministry with its
transforming teaching, all-embracing compassion and vital commitment to
building the ‘Kingdom of God’. In contrast to the Sermon on the Mount
anthology which is all about conduct and life-style, most Church liturgies elevate
belief and doctrine. Surely, exposition of Jesus’ life and ministry – through
Bible reading and sermons, for instance - is at least an equal ‘bridge of grace’!
A barrier to faith?
Another feature of the Gospel story that bugs me centres on the imagery
Jesus used, and whether he wanted it to be taken literally. Since so much of his
teaching and conversation engaged poetry and parable, isn’t it reasonable to
believe his association of bread with his flesh and wine with his blood was purely
metaphorical? I hope I’m right for I find, in the light of science (a vital avenue
of truth about the nature of reality), the claim that the Communion elements
really do become the body and blood of Jesus, as the ‘high Church’ doctrine of
transubstantiation affirms, totally unbelievable. What’s more, I find a literal
application of the imagery aesthetically repugnant with its ‘overtones of
cannibalism’, as someone put it to me after a service in which I had used the
traditional words. For those brought up in a secular and science-orientated
environment - now the majority of British citizens – I suspect that too much of
what goes on in church worship, not least Communion, could appear to be mumbojumbo, a barrier rather than a bridge to faith.
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Whatever our personal thoughts, feelings and preferences, I believe the
time has come to take a long and hard look at all our liturgies and in particular
the place and nature of Communion. We should rigorously re-assess its Biblical
status, its contemporary value, its form and frequency, and be prepared to
change our priorities and practices accordingly. We need to try and read the
minds of the sceptical multitudes and ensure all our worship is a bridge, not a
barrier, to the energizing mystery we call God.

A grace for use at home or at church meals
Mindful of aspiring disciples past and present, near and far,
we eat and drink in thankful remembrance of the love, wisdom
and self-giving of Jesus, the Bread of Life.

Edward Hulme
"Easter is…
Joining in a birdsong,
Eying an early sunrise,
Smelling yellow daffodils,
Unbolting windows and doors,
Skipping through meadows,
Cuddling new-borns,
Hoping, believing,
Reviving spent life,
Inhaling fresh air,
Sprinkling seeds along furrows,
Tracking in the mud.
Easter is the soul’s first taste of spring.”
Richelle E. Goodrich, Making Wishes
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This light which bathes the world,
pours from a source so close, so near
and yet we cannot touch it
or fence it in that it not be lost.
This light which shatters darkness
is pierced together, flame by flame,
shining from a thousand sources
but is diminished by the loss of one.
This light which fills the furthest corner
brings with it warmth
to fill billions of hearts
and bind them with its common truth.
This light which pulls us toward tomorrow
is carried deep within each of our hearts
and lit by you and me and him and her
and all who live upon this earth.
This light which is yours and mine to carry
burns only in the hope-filled heart,
the source of all our inspiration
and all the beauty that will ever come to be.
Let it shine.
Rev Gretta Vosper
From We All Breathe, poems and prayers

Any Questions? With the Rev Roger Wolsey
A question from 'Laura'
Recently my grandmother passed away very suddenly from
an illness. I cared for her as she died, and my doctor now
thinks I have PTSD. I’ve been experiencing crippling panic
attacks about dying. I wish that I could say that I am a
person of faith. I was raised in the Church but I don’t
know what proof there is to believe. I guess I was just
hoping that you had something comforting to tell me.
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Dear Laura
As a progressive Christian, I tend to have a view on these matters that is
close to that of many of our Jewish friends, i.e., that the main focus of faith is
on the here and now – and it’s okay to be agnostic about whatever may happen
next (heaven, the afterlife, etc). I don’t follow Jesus in order to go to Heaven
later, I do it for the sake of experiencing wholeness/healing/well-being here
and now, trusting that whatever happens when I die will take care of itself.
According to the Gospels, Jesus believed in an afterlife, along with the
Pharisees – as opposed to the Sadducees. He conveyed teachings about it to
provide comfort and assurance to his disciples. To be honest, I’m often unsure
about the existence of Heaven - it’s not been central to my faith at any rate but I recently had the privilege of conducting a memorial service for a trans
person who had taken his life. This fellow’s mother had a hard time with his
transition from being her daughter to being her son. Two days after his death,
she went to visit her very aged mother in an Alzheimer’s unit at a nursing home
where she had been residing for the past 5 years and had deteriorated to the
point where she was not able to interact well with family members who visited
her – rarely even recognizing them. When his mother told her mother about her
“daughter’s” death she was expecting to pretty much be talking to herself. But
soon after she started talking, her aged mother exclaimed in a burst of lucidity,
“He visited me last night! He came to me and he’s beautiful! I mean really
beautiful! He wants us all to know that he’s okay, he’s doing well, and he’ll be
waiting for us!” And then, just like that, she fell back into her default mode of
not being present or responsive.
Laura, all I can say is that I felt goose bumps as I heard this. I felt the
truth of it – in my bones. Even though I’m a pastor, I have times of doubt and
uncertainty, even about the existence of God – “God, are you really there or am
I just talking to myself?” Hearing this story bolstered both my faith in God (in
the panentheistic way that I see that) – and in the reality of
life/something/presence beyond what we know here and now. I was also
reminded of how, when I was younger, I “felt” my grandfather visit me one night
a few weeks after he died.
I can’t explain it. And that’s okay. Unlike the liberal Christianity that
progressive Christianity evolved from, there’s less of a need for us to be able to
“explain” things. We can just hear them, feel them, and know. I realize that
this may seem subjective and capricious but I pray that somehow even some
portion of the essence of what that grieving mother shared with me might be
sensed by you.
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April
Unless otherwise stated, all services begin at 10.30am
Southernhay

April

7th
14th
21st
28th

Revd Sabrina Groeschel Communion
Stephen Lea
Susan Jones
Revd Edward Hulme

Heavitree

April

May

7th
14th
21st
28th
5th
12th

Revd Roz Harrison
Ms Lorna Lewis
Revd Dick Gray
Ms Lorna Lewis
Revd Iain McDonald
Revd Peter Brain
Pinhoe

April

7th
14th
21st
28th

Iain MacDonald
Bob Ellis
Joint service at Heavitree
Roz Harrison

Deadline for May P&N is Sunday 28th April
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