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The spiky and jarring Demons’
Chorus in Edward Elgar’s Dream of
Gerontius includes the words: ‘What’s a
saint? One whose breath doth the air
taint before his death!’
What is a Christian saint? We’ve
not long recovered from Christmas which
celebrates the feast of St Nicholas,
Santa Claus in his modern American
makeover, and this month sees St
Valentine’s Day on the 14th. The legend of
St Nicholas, a 4th century bishop of Myra in south west Turkey, has him giving
three bags of gold to three girls for their marriage dowries to save them from
prostitution, while St Valentine was a 3rd century bishop who suffered
martyrdom. What linked him with lovers is obscure, but certainly birds were
believed to pair on the 14th of February, which also marked the Roman feast of
Lupercalia celebrating fertility, when youths ran around striking women with
goat-skin thongs. The 1st of March marks the feast of St David, patron saint of
Wales.
Often how the legends of saints and martyrs developed is obscure, but
such legends are very widespread and powerful. Among other things, they offer
us a sense of identity; and strikingly, as in the great persecutions of Christians
in the 3rd and 4th centuries, they often involve folk from very humble
backgrounds. For example, young girls like the 3rd century North Africans
Perpetua and her slave, Felicity, who showed remarkable courage facing the
cruellest tortures. Violent state persecution certainly left its mark on early
Christians; as an early Christian writer put it: ‘The blood of the martyrs is the
seed of the Church.’
Unfortunately, Christians are still being martyred for their faith, with
the Pope turning contemporary Christian martyrs like Archbishop Oscar Romero
into saints. We may not share that approach in our Protestant, Reformed
tradition, although we can still revere Christians in that tradition who have
made a striking witness to their faith, even to the point of death: people like
Martin Luther, the Wesleys, Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Martin Luther King.
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The urge to have and celebrate heroes is a deep-rooted one, even when
they often turn out to have feet of clay. A striking feature of modern cinema is
the rash of films involving superheroes with superhuman powers, based on
American comic characters: Superman, Batman, Captain America, Wonderwoman
and so on. Perhaps the uncertainty of our times has contributed, but why do we
seem to need such people?
The idea of a superhuman person overcoming the forces of evil, solving all
our problems at a stroke, is undoubtedly attractive. But it’s something of a
copout, admitting that we humans cannot cope on our own. Yet, what is striking
about the stories of superhuman deeds of courage we do encounter is that so
often they are achieved by very ordinary folk who at the moment of disaster
are somehow filled with extraordinary strength. We humans seem to have a
very powerful altruistic streak, a desire to help others in great distress, which
in the moment overcomes our natural instinct of self-preservation, so that we
act without thinking.
St Paul in his letters addresses the very ordinary and mixed groups of
Christians in various places as ‘saints.’ We are all called to be saints (even if not
many are likely to be called to become martyrs), called to love and help our
sisters and brothers without thought of self, called to witness to our faith in
the way we behave, with the example of Jesus, pioneer and perfecter of our
faith, and of the countless saints and martyrs who have gone before us, to
inspire us.

Alastair Logan
Southernhay Flowers for Dec/Jan
December 2nd - Given by Jean Stevenson in memory of
her parents.
9th - Given by Anthea Chapman in memory of Margaret
Down.
16th - Wedding of Laura O'Shea and Sam Plumb.
23rd - Given by Elsie Reynolds in memory of her husband George and sister
Barbara.
30th - Kept from the previous week.
January 6th - Given by Honor & Percy Govier in memory of their daughter
Elizabeth. 13th - Kept from the previous week.
20th - Given by Xanthe Munro in memory of her husband Don.
27th Silk flowers used.

Margaret Collman
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Pastoral Coordinators:
Dorothy King
01392 250464
Jean Noble jeandnoble@yahoo.co.uk
01392 253606
Congratulations to Darren Marsh, son of David and Christine Marsh, who
has been jointly awarded the prestigious W.G. Hoskins prize for 2018 by the
Devon History Society. Darren recently had his book Exeter’s Royal Clarence
Hotel published. David’s book is available from all good local book shops for
£19.99.
Gwen Couch unfortunately had a fall just before Christmas and broke her
hip. She was firstly in the RD&E, where she had an operation, and then was
transferred to Exmouth Hospital for rehabilitation. This all seems to have gone
well and Gwen is now home again. She would appreciate phone calls/visits in the
afternoons and wants to thank everyone who has shown such kind concern for
her through cards and messages.
A Memorial Service was held on 7th January for Elizabeth Baker,
daughter of Honor and Percy Govier. The church was packed to the rafters and
the opening hymn, Guide Me O Thou Great Jehovah, has never sounded better.
Honor and Percy wish to express their grateful thanks for all the cards and
messages of sympathy they received; and to all those who came and made the
thanksgiving service such a wonderful occasion, the memory of which Honor says
they will treasure for the rest of their lives.
We send our condolences to Ros Sculpher, whose husband Brian passed
away on Boxing Day. The funeral was held on 14th January at the Exeter
Crematorium and was well attended by friends from Exeter’s rowing fraternity,
among others. The Rev Bob Ellis conducted the service.
It's already the second month of the New
Year and seems impossible that it has only been a few
weeks since we were celebrating Christmas.
January was fairly quiet, until the company
engaged to repair our crumbling floor in the Worship
area arrived, after which the following Sundays have
been a revelation as to how the chairs would be arranged. We have all sat on
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one side or centrally in long rows rather like the cinema. Now we have to wait
for things to dry out before we can replace the carpet tiles. It has caused
Tony several headaches, but so far he seems to have come through with flying
colours.
It was good to see Kath Heginbottom in Church last week after her long
absence. Kath is still not well but has moved to Aarron House and seems to have
settled in well.
Brian Sharpe had spent some time in hospital with a racing heart and
when discharged he contracted a chest infection which has laid him low.
Therese Boucier-Mayo asked to be remembered to all at Heavitree and
Pinhoe. She has fond memories of her time here with us.
We remember in our thoughts and prayer all who cannot worship with us
at this time, especially Heather Yeates as she starts a new course of treatment,
Sheena Dick's husband Billy who is recovering from heart surgery, Joan
Godbeer, Mavis Batstone, Angela Vanstone and Zoe Flaska.

The next Coffee Concert
will take place on
Saturday 16th February

Featuring four young musicians who comprise the
Obligato String Quartet and will play Nordic folk tunes
as arranged by the Danish String Quartet.
It promises to be a most interesting programme.
Usual time starting 10.30 am with coffee and free admission.

John Scarfe
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Food and Drink
Ever wondered about people who spend money on those
bottles of Evian water? Try spelling Evian backwards.
Jon Stewart
Training is everything – cauliflower is nothing but
cabbage with a college education. Mark Twain
If your nose hurts after you drink coffee, you have to take the spoon out of the
cup. Norm Crosby
Do illiterate people gain less benefit from alphabet soup? John Mendoza
I got food poisoning today. I don't know when I'll use it. Steven Wright
I don't eat snails. I prefer fast food. Roger Von Oech
A friend of mine drowned in a bowl of muesli. A strong currant pulled him in.
Tommy Cooper
The piece of cod passeth all understanding. Edwin Lutyens

Count Your Blessings – with Christian Aid
Pick up a booklet from the table in the lobby (or see
me) if you would like to take part this year in the daily
journey through Lent (6th March to 21st April), with
opportunities to reflect, give thanks, pray and contribute
using the six- weekly themes of awareness, repentance, forgiveness,
reconciliation, transformation and blessing. We’ll learn more about the impact on
people’s lives of climate change, when they live in precarious circumstances in
coastal areas on remote Philippine islands. At the end of Lent, your total
donation can be put in a Christian Aid Envelope in one of the service collections
around Easter time.
Meanwhile, how about this for a quote: I don’t want money and wealth, I
just want enough for my family – good health and education and to serve the
community. Lope (local fisherman in the Philippines)
At Easter we celebrate that hope from God which overcomes everything.
Let’s be part of that.

David Hogan
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Sabbatical News
It is the practice of the United Reformed
Church to give ministers a three-month sabbatical
every ten years. Having done my last sabbatical in
2003, I am very overdue for another one! For
various reasons it has not been the right time to
take a sabbatical in the last few years – of course I
was going to take it last year but then having to
have a stent put in my artery intervened. So, as
most of you know, I am off in March-June.
Originally I was thinking of going to Canada, but there are practical
issues which make this a bit difficult at the moment, not least of which is
uncertainly around the currency exchange rate due to Brexit! So, I will be
starting off in London, which gives me the opportunity to meet with my
sabbatical supervisor, Revd David Skitt, a retired URC minister who I got to
know during my time in Southern Synod, and to meet with friends before I head
for the hills of the Lake District.
I will be staying in the town of Keswick, one of my favourite places, where
I have had some lovely holidays, and indeed had a couple of weeks study leave
there a few years ago. It is an ideal place for me to walk and write. Some of
you will be aware that I want to write something based on my experience of
depression. When I have been in the recovery stages of bouts of depression I
have written quite extensively and found it to be a very helpful thing to do.
Hence, I have a folder full of notes that I’ve accumulated over the years, and
want to turn these into something that could be of use to people who have
personal experience of depression or have an interest in the subject. I also
hope that I can put together some sort of workshop that I can perhaps offer to
churches.
What will happen to Foof (my cat) while I’m away? Don’t worry, he will be
looked after by house/cat-sitters Mary and Matthew, a couple from Canada who
have recently retired and are on an extended vacation in the UK. They have lots
of experience with animals. Foof met Mary recently and really liked her, purred
a lot and let her brush him, so hopefully he will be fine.
I will be around until the beginning of March, so please feel free to ask
me anything else you would like to know about my plans.

Amanda
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Lent House Groups 2019
This year the material used by most groups will be that produced by
Churches Together in Britain and Ireland (without the need for a backstop!).
Using the theme 'The Mystery of God,' the course will aim to examine deeply
our experience of that mystery we call God, seeking to rediscover what it is
that draws us into that search for God. Lenten readings will allow us to follow
Jesus in love and wonder in approaching that mystery.
In addition, one group will use some new York Course material entitled
“Dare to see God now,’ which is based on Mark’s gospel and deals with
identifying and facing up to fears in a way which can deepen faith and focus
positive attitudes to the world.
Easter is late this year, with groups starting in the week beginning 11th
March and running through for 5 weeks until the week of the 8th April. Groups
will be available on Monday afternoons and evenings, Tuesday afternoons (York
Course), Wednesday evenings and Thursday afternoons.
The cost of all course material will be £5. Sign-up forms will be available
at church around the time this article appears in People and News, and will be
publicised elsewhere. The themes offer plenty of opportunity for sharing
insights from our various faith experiences, with friends from other city centre
churches. There’s always something new to learn and think about, including for
others from us! See me if you need further information.

David Hogan

We all enjoyed a wonderful afternoon which
included our Christmas Lunch, an amazing Christmas
Draw and Carols, on December 7th. We begin our new
session on February 7th and look forward to seeing
everyone so we can catch up on all the news.
Programme for February
7th
14th
21st
28th

Welcome Back
The Lord Mayoral Year - Norman Sheil
Bring & Buy
Iceland - Dick Gray

Joan Bedford & Ann Richardson
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The Mystery Worshipper
On a recent Sunday I made one of my rare visits to a
URC church as a member of the congregation. Theme of service given as how we
can all learn from the young. Scripture reading: Jesus visits temple as a child.
1) Fifteen minute activity at the beginning in which we all write down on
pieces of paper all the groups we have ever belonged to including things like
Tesco club-card or schools we went to or golf clubs. We then stick them on a
board and no more is said about them. Unclear how the activity (which took as
long as the sermon) related to the theme.
2) Third hymn is R&S 182 'How brightly beams the morning star.'
Organist does not know the tune and cannot play it.
Congregation does not know the hymn and cannot sing it.
By the end of the first verse the minority who are singing differ as to
which line in the verse we are at.
We all give up and hymn is read instead.
3) Sermon announces that the reason his parents do not expect to find
Jesus in the temple is because 12-year-old boys are forbidden to enter the
temple, so he broke all the rules to be there – which is the exact opposite of
the truth. At 12 a Jewish boy becomes bar mitzvah and is expected to go to
the temple and assume his adult responsibilities.
Always interesting to see what Church is like.
Martin Camroux

Southernhay Afternoon Guild
Co-ordinators Anthea Chapman & Michael Goddard

France 2015
Part 2: Chateaux, Flamingos and Seafood.
Our speaker for the January Meeting was Clive Yeates, who had already
spoken to the Guild with stories from Part One of his journey from Plymouth to
Roscoff and travelling to the South of France, leaving us at the Roman town of
Arles in Provence. This is where our return journey and Part 2 began.
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Clive titled his talk to reflect on the sights of his travels and his love of
seafood which was enjoyed whenever possible. Clive and his wife Heather
stayed in accommodation away from the main areas, allowing the opportunity to
explore the sights of the Regions as much as possible.
An addition to the title should have been the Wild Bulls of the Camargue
(from a distance!). A surprising fact is that rice is also grown in the area. The
artist Vincent Van Gogh lived in Arles in 1888 for a year and some of the scenes
captured in his paintings have changed little over the years.
The return journey through the Loire and its famous Chateaux was to end
at Roscoff but, instead of just passing through to the ferry terminal, Clive and
Heather stayed to explore further before returning to Plymouth.
Another interesting talk about some of the scenery, history and culture
of our near neighbour.

Michael Goddard

World Day of Prayer
This year, the World Day of Prayer is on
Friday 1 March at Southernhay URC.
Coffee will be served
in the foyer from 10.30
and the service will commence at 11.00.
The service has been prepared by the women of Slovenia.
All are welcome.
There will be no evening service this year.

Sandra Hogan
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Out of Time

Southernhay Church recently
participated in the annual Pulpit
Exchange Sunday, when our service
was led by the Revd Stephen Santry
from the Exeter Mint Methodist
Church. There were some minor
worship differences, of course, but
generally it was a good service with a thoughtful, challenging and non-sleepinducing sermon, well delivered. Then, very near the end of the service, the
mood was disrupted by a visit from Dr Who and the Tardis, when we were
transported back to the fourth century by an invitation to a communal reciting
of the Nicene Creed.
This early statement of Christian belief (also called the NicenoConstantinopolitan Creed, but you don't need to know that) is supposed to be
the only ecumenical creed because it is accepted as authoritative by the Roman
Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Anglican, and major Protestant churches, including
the URC (which I hadn't realised).
Until the early 20th century it was universally assumed that the NicenoConstantinopolitan Creed (the more accurate term) was an enlarged version of
the Creed of Nicaea. Additional discoveries of documents in the 20th century,
however, indicated that the situation was more complex and the actual
development of this creed has been the subject of much scholarly debate.
The so-called 'Filioque Clause' (Latin filioque, “and the son”), inserted
after the words “the Holy Spirit,…who proceeds from the Father,” was gradually
introduced as part of the creed in the Western church, beginning in the 6th
century. It was probably finally accepted by the papacy in the 11th century and
has been retained by the Roman Catholic, Anglican, and Protestant churches.
The Eastern churches have always rejected it because they consider it to be a
theological error and an unauthorized addition to a venerable document.
Now, nearly 1700 years after its protracted and contentious origins, here
we have a statement of orthodox beliefs which, according to some church
authorities, have to be ascribed to by all Christians who desire to be seen and
accepted as 'true believers'.
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So, what does this creed have to say about Jesus? Does it mention his
wisdom teaching? His practicing of the Golden Rule? His leading by example?
His call to follow him? No, this very man-made document is full of often
bewildering theological jargon concerning Jesus, his relationship to God, his
descent from heaven, his virgin birth, his crucifixion, resurrection, ascension
and anticipated eventual return 'to judge the living and the dead.' Not much
good news for the poor there, then.
O well, never mind, at the end of the service we were treated to some
spiritual restoration when Andrew our duty pianist (the organ was temporarily
out of breath) played us out beautifully with Scott Joplin's 'Maple Leaf Rag',
published in 1899. As well as being considerably younger than the Nicene Creed,
this and other such examples of musical artistry always lift my own particular
heart way above mere clumsy words.

Chris Avis

Christoph Neumann
Some readers will remember Pastor Christoph
Neumann of our former partner church in Kalbe in
the former East Germany. Sadly, Christoph died on
15 December 2018 at the age of 68, after a long
battle with lung cancer.
He first visited Southernhay in 1990, shortly
after the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989
and just before German unification in October 1990. Christoph was a lively and
colourful character, being a much-loved pastor in his church, but also very
involved in the complicated political scene after unification. His joy at being
‘released’ to visit a foreign country was evident to see. The Hogan family
returned the visit later that year, when the signs of communist rule were still
very evident. Later, when it became apparent that unification between hearts
and minds as well as with the law and politics would take longer than a few
years, Christoph continued to work with that aim in mind.
It was a time of great change and uncertainty and I was privileged to be
there and witness the effects on my friends in the small town of Kalbe.

Sandra Hogan
12

13

Who was Charles Lewis? – a family mystery
When I was clearing out my father’s belongings
after his death in the 1970s I discovered a medal with
6 battle bars from the Peninsular campaign (when the
Duke of Wellington chased Napoleon’s and allied troops
around Spain & Portugal). The medal was inscribed
Sergeant Charles Lewis 66th Foot. Family history was
not a subject much discussed back then and no one had
ever mentioned a Charles Lewis nor shown the medal to
my brother or myself. We put the medal to one side,
deciding it would be a retirement job.
After much research I discovered that Charles was
one of my great, great grandfathers and that a copy of
the parish records shows that he was baptised in the
Long Wittenham parish church, Berkshire on April 20th 1783. He was a career
soldier who joined the 2nd Battalion of the 66th 2nd (Berkshire) on 8th August
1802, became a Colour Sergeant and was discharged on 24th June 1817.
The rank of Colour Sergeant was introduced into the British Army during
the Napoleonic wars to reward long-serving sergeants. Historically, Colour
Sergeants were tasked with protecting Ensigns, the most junior officers who
were responsible for carrying their battalions' colours (flag or insignia) to rally
troops in battles. For this reason the Colour Sergeant rank was considered a
prestigious one given normally to courageous Sergeants who had attained
accomplishments in battles. This tradition continues today as Colour Sergeants
form part of a Colour Party in military parades.
He fought in the Peninsular
campaign (1807-1814) and the
battle bars are for Toulouse
(April 1814), Pyrenees (July
1813), Vittoria (June 1813),
Albuhera (May 1811), Busaco Sep
1810), and Talavera (July 1809).
At Albuhera, the 2nd 66th
were all but cut to pieces by the
French Cavalry, holding on until
relieved with only 52 men of the
original 400 still standing when
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the battle ended. Given that the regimental colours were lost during the battle,
that, according to the muster book & pay lists, he was in hospital in May 1811
and that his discharge papers record that he was wounded twice, Charles was a
very lucky man to survive given the very basic pre-Florence Nightingale medical
aid for wounded soldiers. Charles died on the 26th September 1848, aged 65,
at home in Oxford.
Amazingly, I obtained from the Kew National
Archives a copy of Charles’ discharge papers from
1815 and a charcoal and pastel drawing of him which
was drawn by his commanding officer and entitled “21
engagements.” So not only do I know who Charles
was, I know what he looked like!

Clive Yeates
Continued next month.

As I write this, we have just
passed the shortest day and
therefore the longest night, so the
hours of darkness are shortening
and the hours of light are lengthening. It is ever thus, and will always be. Day
follows night and night follows day. Light and dark go together. We can’t have
one without the other. Life isn’t all darkness, just as our lives are not
one continuous “eternal" light.
Perhaps we can look forward to 2019 in this spirit - light and darkness are
partners. Maybe our job is to make the best of both.
Brexit, poverty, loneliness, Trump, wars and personal strife are all dark.
But that isn’t everything. There is also hope, unselfishness, compassion, the
giving away of time and money. We have the power to vote, record our protests
and work for the greater good. Richard Rohr said, “The best criticism of the
bad is the practice of the better.“
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So, may 2019 be good for you and your loved ones - may it grow with the
spring, blossom in the light of summer and bring forth good fruit. To
paraphrase a well-known text, “Unless a seed dies (in the dark) it cannot see the
light".
Love, peace and joy,
Tony Rutherford

Bangladesh
Sponsored by Heavitree
Christian Aid Bangladesh’s development portfolio includes climate change
adaptation and resilient livelihoods, inclusive market development, gender and
inclusion, environmental sustainability, disaster risk reduction and emergency
response.
Christian Aid promotes inclusion, intersectionality and equality as crosscutting themes across all its development and humanitarian programming and
firmly believes in working with the government, private sector and civil societies
to unpack the scandal of poverty.
Last year, the Christian Aid programme supported 356,335 individuals
through 41 projects implemented by 22 partner organizations in 19 of the most
vulnerable districts of Bangladesh. This was across the southern coastal region,
north-west, and central flood and 'haor' (wetland) areas.

Rohingya Crisis
In September
2017, Christian Aid
Bangladesh scaled up
its operation in Cox’s
Bazar to address the
humanitarian needs of
the world fastest
Photo: Community of Sant'Egidio
growing refugee
crisis. In partnership
with IOM, Christian Aid is managing one of the new settlements – Camp 15
(Jamtoli), home to more than 11,000 families (over 50,000 people).
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As part of the wider Rohingya humanitarian response, Christian Aid is
operating in camps 12, 13, 15, 16 and 19 focusing on Health, Site Management,
WASH, Shelter/NFI, Energy & Environment, Food Security & Livelihood (FSL),
Communication with Communities (CwC) and Protection.
With 17 projects on Rohingya response implemented both directly and
through local partners targeting the most vulnerable and Persons with Specific
Needs (PWSN), Christian Aid is well positioned to capitalize on its inclusive
approach to bring social cohesion among host and Rohingya communities.

Another Prophet for Today
We often hear it asked, ‘What would Jesus
do?' Ai Weiwei, the Chinese artist, activist and
political reform advocate asks what does it mean to
be human? (Human Dignity is in Danger: Guardian
Journal, 1 January 2019).
He argues that what gives humanity its
special meaning is human self-awareness and the
consequent actions taken to uphold human dignity.
This determines the way that our thoughts and
language mesh with and influence wider society to
Photo: wmagazine
deliver things like economic security and free education,
and to enable free thinking to happen.
He suggests that upholding human dignity is the essential requirement
and responsibility of being human. When we fail to uphold the principles of
human rights, what follows is corruption and tyranny, leading to the endless
humanitarian crises that we see in the news today.
I’m sure Jesus would say ‘amen’ to that, in his own language, of course.

David Hogan
Freedom is the open window through which pours the sunlight of the human
spirit and human dignity. Herbert Hoover
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Michelle Obama's memoir 'Becoming' includes the concept of 'swerving',
which is about being open to life’s journey, and at times merely living in the
question about what to do in your life.
“You’re not supposed to know at 20 what you’ll be for the rest of your
life," she writes: we have many lives and chapters in our lifetime because we’re
always discovering, evolving, and journeying into “becoming.”
As an example, she says that in her late teens and 20s she had mapped
out a straight and perceived unerring path for her life – college, law school, job
– to achieve happiness and success. She discloses, however, that she abhorred
being a lawyer, albeit it was one of the many checkboxes on her achievement
list, all the while remaining quite miserable.
The memoir takes the reader into the interior of her life - from a happy
working-class childhood growing up in a multicultural community on the South
Side of Chicago, through her ivy league education, a plum job at a corporate law
firm and to the White House. The book dispenses advice and inspirational selfhelp.
Several biographies have been written about
Michelle Obama, all by white men and women
authors, except for two, including 'Becoming'. The
other depictions of Michelle Obama, while not
intended to be damaging, are, nonetheless,
stereotypes.
During the early years of her tenure in the
White House as well as her time on the campaign
trail she was typecast as an “angry black woman,” a
racial trope for any coloured sister who speaks
truth to power.
In reflecting on how her image was
misconstrued at best, or intentionally maligned at
worst, Michelle responded, “I was female, black and strong, which to certain
people translated only to ‘angry.’ It is another damaging cliché, one that’s been
forever used to sweep minority women to the perimeter of every room.”
18

The book introduces Michelle to us as a private citizen. She wrote it to
start a conversation with America about empowerment and healing, hoping the
message in her book may resonate with some unlikely people.
Michael Cohen, Trump’s former personal attorney who stated his boss
repeatedly used racist and divisive language, has said he hopes Michelle’s book
will help unify America.
I think it has the potential to do so.
Rev. Irene Monroe [adapted]
"You may not always have a comfortable life and you will not always be able to
solve all of the world’s problems at once but don’t ever underestimate the
importance you can have, because history has shown us that courage can be
contagious and hope can take on a life of its own.” – Michelle Obama

Throwing Stones
I have designed a new course entitled
Learning the Art of Midrash (biblical
interpretation), using the Gospel of John. I’m a
recent convert to the power of that Gospel, which
previously never made much sense to me, and I
wanted to use the many stories in John (none of
which is literally true) to teach people how to use
Picture: Google Images
midrash to dig into a story and find the underlying truth
often hidden in the details.
We gentiles tend to forget some important facts: Jesus was born and
died a Jew; the Bible was written mostly by Jews; we read the Bible literally but
it was written metaphorically; we try to put a Christian spin on it and often miss
the punchline.
Here is an example of midrash. John 8:1–11 tells the story of a woman
accused of adultery, some religious leaders who were ready to stone her (her
lover is mysteriously absent), and Jesus. The Pharisees bring the woman before
Jesus and ask what they should do with her.
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This is an entrapment story in which the Pharisees present Jesus with a
dilemma designed so that no matter how he responds, he will be wrong. If he
states that the adulteress should be forgiven and let go, he will defy the Jewish
laws. If Jesus opts for stoning the woman, people will perceive him as cruel.
This story is easy to envision in my mind. A terrified woman faces Jesus
as the priests wait in the background. The silence is deafening. Jesus looks at
the woman, then at the self-righteous Pharisees. He says nothing. Then he
kneels in front of the woman (a very humble position) and doodles with his index
finger in the sand.
Jesus could have pointed that finger at the woman (“Bad girl!”) or the
priests (“Bad boys!”), but instead he puts it in the dirt—the dirt from which we
came and to which we shall return. Suspense reigns.
Without looking up, he states, “Let anyone among you who is without sin
be the first to throw a stone at her” (John 8:7).
Finally, Jesus stands. The religious leaders have disappeared. He looks
the woman in the eye and, in a stern but loving voice, says, “Woman, where are
they? Has no one condemned you? . . . Neither do I condemn you. Go your way,
and from now on do not sin again” (John 8:10–11).
Can you imagine the relief in the woman’s eyes as she realizes her life has
been spared (a metaphorical Good Friday), and she has been given a new
beginning (her Easter)?
What a lesson! This is midrash. Although John 8:1–11 is not a true story
about a woman escaping death, it illustrates a great truth about the power of
agape, the highest form of love (unconditional), which forgives, accepts people
as they are, and always cares for the “least of these” (Matthew 25:40).
Jesus’s great words remind us that agape always supersedes the rules,
the self-righteous and the judgmental. I want to tattoo these words on my
heart: “Let anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone.”
Imagine if everyone who called themselves Christian put these powerful
words into action—how different the world would be!
Bil Aulenbach

http://peacelovejoyhope.com
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A Radical Triumph
The 2018 Free to Believe National Conference on
'Radical Faith' came up trumps with some enthralling,
entertaining speakers and a general agreement that
this was one of the best ever.
Topics included 'Radical God' (Martin Camroux);
'Radical Jesus' (John Churcher);'Radical
Communities' (Kate Gray); and 'The Bible can be
Bad/Sad/Funny' (Trevor Dennis).
All talks are now available on a set of four DVD videos plus one CD audio disc for
£15.00* including packing and postage.
Orders can be placed via Paypal, paying to chris.avis2@hotmail.com or by a
posted cheque payable to Chris Avis at 37 Clifton Road, Exeter, EX1 2BN.
Please remember to include your name and address!

*SPECIAL OFFER
Collect a set from Chris Avis at Southernhay Church for just £10!

Any Questions?
With the Revd Gretta Vosper
Why won’t intelligent clergy step up to the pulpit
and tell the truth, at least about the many Biblical
things that can be explained with mechanisms
known in the last 2000 years?
There is no single answer to this question. Every clergy person has a
different reason for not always sharing what they know with their congregation:
“My role is not to trouble people’s faith; it is to support their beliefs,” or “They
know what I mean; I don’t have to say it outright,” or “I don’t ‘tell’ the people
anything; I let them discover the meaning of God’s word for themselves,” or, as
one colleague confided, “I’m an economic coward,” a confession that broke my
heart.
The late Marcus Borg and I had very different opinions about the use of
Christian language. While he felt that it was crucial to maintain language
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exclusive to Christianity, both for nostalgic reasons and to reinforce the
Christian community around its common language, such encouraging of the clergy
to continue to use it provided the smoke screen they needed to limit demands
for their true beliefs.
The process theologians have used is “stipulative redefinition”: taking the
old words and s-t-r-e-t-c-h-i-n-g them over new definitions. So, the Holy
Trinity, for example, doesn’t have to mean God is god, Jesus is god, and the Holy
Spirit is god and all of them are the same god, in the way the church fathers
hashed it out in the fourth century. It is now seen as a metaphor and may bring
us to understand that god is the communal struggling necessary to articulate
our highest ideals for our own time (or anything else, for that matter). Marcus
believed that we needed to teach our new, metaphorical understandings to our
congregants so that we could continue to use language like “Holy Trinity” in our
gatherings and be understood. I disagreed. In my opinion, to do so simply
closed the door to those not initiated into the secret code shared by clergy
within a congregation through bible classes, sermons, or over Saturday morning
coffee.
In my own experience as a clergy person I have been belittled for my
“infantile” beliefs or my use of “straw man”, “simplistic” descriptions of the god
called God to make my arguments, when god is really so much deeper and richer
than that. Those who make such accusations have clearly not been interested in
understanding what it is I am saying (which stands regardless of what
definitions one uses); they seem more interested in proving how much more
highly evolved their own definitions are and, by extrapolation, how much
smarter they are than I.
I suspect they have similar attitudes toward members of their
congregations, deigning only to be honest about their beliefs to those they know
can “handle the truth”. It is as though congregants won’t be able to stand it if
we’re honest with them about what we really believe.
The truth is, many, maybe even the majority, won’t be able to stand the
loss of the truths they thought we still held. But that is okay. We cannot shirk
the responsibility of honesty simply because it is onerous or its repercussions
may be catastrophic. Indeed, the decline of liberal Christian denominations
across the board may be the catastrophic result of not telling the truth, or to
be more polite, the result of “stipulative redefinition”, which, even as it
maintains the use of language that comforts those in the pews, protects those
in the pulpit.
Gretta Vosper
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February
Unless otherwise stated, all services begin at 10.30am

Southernhay
Feb

3rd
10th
17th
24th

Revd Amanda Harper Communion
Revd Amanda Harper (Exeter Half Marathon)
Revd Amanda Harper
Revd Amanda Harper

Heavitree
Feb

Mar

3rd
10th
17th
24th
3rd
10th

Revd Iain McDonald
Revd Dick Gray
Revd Ruth Whitehead
Revd Roz Harrison
Revd Dick Gray
Revd Roz Harrison
Pinhoe

Feb

3rd
10th
17th
24th

Revd Bob Ellis
Revd Roz Harrison
Revd Iain McDonald
Revd Dick Gray

Deadline for March P&N is Sunday 24th February 2019
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