Lockdown in Spring, 2020
Great Meeting Unitarian Chapel Leicester

During the spring lockdown of 2020 the Chapel
was closed and services were successfully held online, led
by Simon Hall with Gabi Witthaus orchestrating the
online technology.
Our minister, Dr Arthur Stewart, contributed a series of
homilies which were very much appreciated by the online
audience so we have put a selection of them
together here, in place of our usual newsletter.
We hope that you enjoy re-visiting these wise and
insightful messages.

Mothering Sunday
Throughout the year there are opportunities to say a few words during worship about families,
and there are services (such as at Christmas and on occasions such as baptisms) when it seems
appropriate to reinforce family values, and restate our fundamental beliefs in the importance
of families in our efforts to lead a good life.
But there is no other occasion which is more family-orientated than Mothering Sunday.
This year there will be no Mothering Sunday service celebrated at chapel. Alongside our
colleagues in the Church of England and elsewhere, our Vestry has very reluctantly agreed to
suspend services for the time being as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic. This action,
regrettable and unprecedented as it is, will help to safeguard members. As yet it is unclear
when the virus will abate, but as soon as it does, and it is safe to do so, normal services will be
resumed.
Our traditional Mothering Sunday hymn is “Now thank we all our God”. It was written in the
1600’s after a time of war and severe plague, and is surely still most appropriate for us to remember now.
Now thank we all our God,
With heart and hands and voices,
Who wondrous things hath done,
In whom this world rejoices;
Who from our mothers’ arms
Hath blessed us on our way
With countless gifts of love,
And still is ours today.
O may this bounteous God
Through all our life be near us,
With ever-joyful hearts
And blessed peace to cheer us;
And keep us rich in grace,
And guide us when perplexed,
And free us from all ills
In this world and the next.

If we wish to discover the origins of Mothering Sunday, we have to travel back at least as far as
Ancient Greece where the custom of Mother Worship was practiced as part of the ceremonies performed at Harvest festival. With the advent of Christianity these ancient festivals were
adopted and adapted to suit Christian thinking, and Mother Worship became respect and honour shown to the Mother Church. The Mother Church was the largest centre of worship in the
region, and the smaller parish churches were satellites around that central point.
The tradition of Mothering Sunday was expanded from these origins at a period when it was the
normal pattern for children to leave the home, and go to work in the nearby town to become
apprentices in the various trades.

Each year, usually at the middle of Lent, child apprentices (some of them as young as 10 years
old), would be given a day’s leave to walk home and visit their parents and younger siblings.
On the long walk little posies of violets would be picked for mother, and possibly a small simnel
cake might also have been prepared as a gift.
Humanity lives in tribes, clans and families, and each differs from the next. It is worth remembering that the image of the ideal family we often see in advertisements and in promotional
media is often at odds with reality. When groups of us exist in close proximity, as in the clan or
family, stresses and tensions can build up, and difficult and sometimes volatile circumstances can
result.
On occasions such as when we celebrate Mothering Sunday, it is very difficult to resist glossing
over the differences that may exist, and forget that not everybody’s memories of Mum and Dad
and of siblings will be quite so sweet. Notwithstanding, families, as we said, are the commonest
condition for humanity to exist in.
In our Christian-based faith, many of us have been brought up with the biblical principles firmly
in mind. Exodus 20.12: “Honour thy father and thy mother.” Proverbs 23.22: “Do not despise
your mother when she is old.” In his own teaching, Jesus was emphatic to show that the care
and love of people for each other was central to his teaching, and that the dignity of everyone
ought to be respected.

We shall end with a “Prayer for Parents” by Rev Derek Smith:
“Spirit of Love, whom we have come to know through the affections we have for each other, we give
thanks this day for the love of parents. Over the years they have fed and sheltered our bodies, and
encouraged us in our schooling and in our games. They have often understood us when we were hurt
or afraid, and at times been angry or displeased when we did what they thought was wrong,… and yet
they never ceased to care for us. For our parents we give thanks.
We who are mothers and fathers, would learn to distinguish between loving and possessing. May we
free our children to live their own lives, and not burden them with living our lives. May we provide them
with opportunities for fresh explorations, as well as giving them havens of security. May we understand
their sensitivities and fears… May we allow them to discover and hold their own values, and not expect them to adopt ours. For our children we give thanks.
As the children step out to meet life with confidence and joy and excitement, may we all know the true
bond of a mutual love and a mutual caring. For each other we give thanks.
Amen.”

Palm Sunday
“Now this is come to pass, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophet, saying, Tell ye the
daughter of Zion, Behold, thy King cometh unto thee, meek, and riding upon an ass, and upon a colt the
foal of an ass… And the most part of the multitude spread their garments in the way; and others cut
branches from the trees, and spread them in the way. And the multitudes that went before him, and that
followed, cried, saying, Hosanna to the son of David: blessed is he that cometh in the name of the Lord;
Hosanna in the highest.”
Today is Palm Sunday, and we have just read part of the account of Jesus’ triumphal entry into
Jerusalem. The gospel presents this arrival as the fitting manner in which a Messiah ought to be
honoured. And subsequently these events of rejoicing are thrown into dark relief by the awful
circumstances which succeeded them: the cleansing of the temple; the Last Supper; the Garden of
Gethsemane; the apprehension, arrest and trial, the whipping and mocking and crucifixion of Good
Friday…We do not need to search deeply into the events of Jesus’ life to be able to see that his
motivation and inspiration for his ministry did not come from any desire for worldly success: “My
kingdom is not of this
world,” was his reply
to those who were
hoping for a political
messiah. Scholars tell
us that the scriptural
texts which probably
meant most to him
were the Songs of the
Suffering Servant from
the second part of the
book of the prophet
Isaiah:
“He was despised and
rejected of men; a
man of sorrows, and
acquainted with grief;
and as one from whom
men hide their face; he
was despised, and we
esteemed him not…”
Notwithstanding, it was the astonishing perception of Jesus that against all the imperfections and
shortcomings of humanity, within us lay the possibility of salvation.
Theologians and the Church have long identified the human condition as “fallen” and “begotten of
sin”. If that indeed is our nature, it was specifically to the sinners of this world, not to the righteous, that Jesus said he came.
One of the most enlightening things that we can hope to achieve is to recognise our own limitations and shortcomings. Faith is about humility, and each one of us has a lot to be humble about.
In The Mask of Religion Peter Fleck wrote “The story of Jesus’ life was the story of a gigantic
failure… a failure of such dimentions that our western world, spiritually speaking, is still living by
its grace: the grace by which the poor in spirit are blessed, the mourners are comforted, and the
meek shall inherit the earth.”

Many will think: if only Christianity could provide an effective antidote to the pains of living; if only its story was bright and positive and optimistic. But Christianity has this
incredible mystery at it core, which draws everything into focus (as it were) with the
crucfixion of its prophet. As Fleck says, what greater failure than this could there be? And
yet we, and the Church, understand this awful mystery as a victory of the spirit over death.
Struggling and striving after success has been the burden of many a life. We remind
ourselves of what Jesus said: “Come unto me all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I
will give you rest.”
As with many incidents in the life of the founder of this religion, the entry into Jerusalem
on Palm Sunday was an acted parable. Here was one of the wisest and most illuminated of
people apparently embracing his own destruction at the hands of antagonistic authorities.
And by his actions, paradoxically demonstrating to his bewildered followers, the true
nature of our humanity and spirituality.

From a prayer by A Powell Davies:
We are thankful this day, O God, for the beauty of the earth renewed, for the lovliness of life
and its promise, and for everything that brings awakening to the soul.
We are thankful for all lives great and good, the memory of which can never perish, and the
power and influence of which increase as we become more ready to receive them. We are thankful for those who in the mystery of life could find their path: those who in darkness lighted a lamp
for others to see by; those who could bring to utterance the sacred insights of the spirit; those who
have made more plain life’s nobler way.
And we are thankful for those the goodness of whose lives was more than lesser people could
suffer the reproach of,,, Especially we think of Jesus, who walked in Galilee, carrying the radience
of his vision with him and speaking simply to people so that they found new confidence and
hope… Whose mission grew and took him to Jerusalem, where the people who had known and
loved him hailed him as their king… We can hear hosannas still, echoing down to us through the
centuries… We shall never forget him, or all the generations that come after. He laid upon the
ages the touch of his humanity; he has marked a pathway from Nazareth to God.
Amen.

Priesthood of all Believers

In our denomination, as you know, there is no official priesthood. We have no hierarchy of bishops and archbishops, and the ministers are not divided up into vicars, curates, rectors, canons,
rural deans &c. Ours is a ministry of ordinary men and women, and indeed a lay-led ministry in
many congregations. Our ministers are not set apart from everyone else. Ours is a ministry that
is a part of ordinary life: a priesthood of all believers (as it has been described).
As a result of the covid 19 lockdown, the Vestry will have to decide whether the minister is on
furlough or not. If I am officially on furlough, and chapel is in receipt of a government furlough
grant, then (like anyone on the dole) I am not permitted to work.*
There are two aspects of ministry or priesthood in its traditional form. Firstly the priest or
minister is part of the community he or she serves, and is involved in it. Secondly, the minister is
representative. He or she articulates the community’s needs, and lifts up the people in prayer.
As you can imagine, it is very hard to draw the lines and make clear-cut distinctions in something like this. Personally I would regard myself as being a member of our congregation whether
I am on furlough or not. And that means like any other member of Great Meeting, I may
contribute to services, and ring someone up to ask how they are getting along.
A distinguished performer once wrote of his art: “It is my duty to stand in all weathers at the
cross-roads of human experience, assimilating all that I can, so that the essence of any emotion
may irradiate my voice as I sing of it. And my listeners may thrill to this, as being an articulation
of something within themselves.”
I personally think this is true of all genuine art. For example, what we appreciate about the
books we really enjoy reading, is what they tell us about ourselves. When we hear a great piece
of music, or stand before a wonderful painting, when we go to the theatre and become absorbed
in the play, what we are hearing and seeing and being delighted by, is the sound of the notes we
cannot sing out loud, but which is the music within us, the emotions in the words of the actors,
the colours and forms the artist has succeeded in creating on his or her canvass, the narrative
which carries us away on the printed page..
The way the distinguished singer understood his own art is not very different from each of our
own vocations, as we practice our skills for the benefit of others. Firstly, to stand at the crossroads of human experience, sensitive to those among whom we live and work, is to enter into
what they are thinking and feeling, and empathizing with them. And secondly, it is to see if we
may perhaps articulate something of their experiences, which will show them we understand
and genuinely
sympathise.
* Vestry has subsequently decided not to place our minister on furlough.

Given a moment’s thought, we can see that the priesthood of all believers extends to every
vocation and occupation, to every condition of life, where people are our real concern, and
where their trials and difficulties matter to us. There is a famous account in the gospels of the
miracle of the feeding of the five thousand. A great multitude had assembled to listen to Jesus
teaching. At one point he asked a disciple, “Whence are we to buy bread, that these may eat?
Another disciple answered, “There is a lad here, which hath five barley loaves, and two fishes;
but what are these among so many?” Jesus therefore took the loaves; and having given thanks,
he distributed them… likewise also of the fishes as much as they would…. And there were
twelve baskets of broken pieces which remained over unto them that had eaten.
Without wondering too much about how this might have been possible, the thing we notice
is that the lad which had the barley loaves and two fishes brought forward what he had in
order that it might be used.There is a priesthood that belongs to every person. None of us
arrives empty-handed. Each of us has a function and a purpose. This goes a good deal deeper
and stretches a good deal further than we might at first imagine. I personally believe it is a
significant part of what brings us to attend chapel in the first place. It is our response to our
call to care for others, and of course to care properly for ourselves.

A prayer by Vivian T Pomeroy, from Unitarian Orders of Worship, ed. Peter B Godfrey 1986:
“O God, we bring before thee the life we have lived in the week that is past. We thank thee for
everything we were able to do and found it good in the doing. We thank thee for duties which were
not so welcome when they appeared, but left us glad that we had done them. We thank thee for the
friends we knew we could trust, … and for all the good workers who maintained the fabric of our
world. We thank thee for the hours when we were very busy, and for the hours of release and quiet.
We thank thee for little victories won over ourselves;for all the words well spoken and for things
wisely left unsaid.
“O God, we bring before thee the week now beginning and our hopes for it. If there are things left
undone which reproach us,may we have a steadfast mind to do them. If there are things we ought
to finish, may we turn to them again gladly. But may we not be downcast because there are some
things we shall never finish, inasmuch as they are so great. May we not become slothful because
time is long; may we not become feverish because time is short. May the past be our benediction
and the future our challenge.
Amen.”

Zoom Room
have a friend who is the landlady of a pub in the village, and she regularly takes in lodgers.
These are usually men, aged between youth and middle age, and in return for a modest rent,
they have a room, clean linen, and plenty of wholesome food. Often they live at the pub for
weeks and months, and occasionally years.
“They come here to be healed,” is what the landlady says. “They come to be looked after and to
become well again.”
Often an individual on his own like her lodgers are people who are getting over some sort of
crisis in their lives, a divorce, or loss of home, and at the pub they find a refuge, a haven,
somewhere where they can rest and recover themselves..
Chapel is also a home of rest and recovery. We do not provide a bed and meals, but the
purpose of our existence is also to be a place of healing, where broken lives can be made whole
again. People come to stay with us for weeks or months, and sometimes even years. Our need
for this spiritual hospitality is literally life-long, and I know that many of us experience this need
throughout our days. Being part of the GM Zoom Room experience has brought with it two or
three real surprises for me. I have to confess that I didn’t think an online Sunday service would
be anything but a pale imitation of our regular chapel services. I didn’t think it could be spiritual
or moving – and I was completely wrong about that. From your comments alone I have realised
how important our hour online together can be, how meaningful it is, and how warmly
anticipated. And from my own experience of participating with you, I fully understand and feel
how moving it can be.
I

We all recognise the need for a holy space, where (as one minister has expressed it) the
fragmented parts of ourselves can be brought together. Now, the extraordinary thing about our
online service for me, is that as we all link together on our computers, tablets and phones,
we begin to occupy the same space. It’s not just some random room in our house. It is as much
a place of worship as our pew at Great Meeting.
As we congregate online, we demonstrate our need to come together, because in doing so we
are strengthened, we are reaching out for healing, and in terms of our congregation we are
made meaningful again. Our words of worship which we hear, expressed in our own voices, are
like an audible binding, holding us. And they are very affecting, -- perhaps more so than usual,
because they reflect our courage and our hope in challenging circumstances.
Each of us recognises within ourselves that we are in adversity, and one very usual reason for
attending worship (in church, chapel, or online), is our admission that we are broken or
damaged by circumstances, and that we seek to be made whole.
Although there are many reasons for attending worship: celebration, thanksgiving, and contrition;
behind them all lies this greater purpose of being healed, --just as our local landlady recognised,
and in her own equally important way, provided.
Again, it is extraordinary and surprising to me, that as we congregate separately and together
online like this, the feelings we begin to experience and share, are those of calm, stillness, and
peace; an atmosphere different, and yet recognisable, as the one we know from chapel. It is
what it is because quite simply we have come together as a worshipping community.
Why we feel like this in chapel and online is ultimately a mystery, but it is a part of that feeling
of being “at home” and feeling “at one”. Our need is to be held together by the words we sing
and share, But we also want to hear what other people are thinking and feeling. That is why I
have been surprised by yet another element of our online worship, -- and that is the
effectiveness of our “Joys and Concerns”.

Simon, our worship leader, calls upon us to express our “Joys and Concerns”, and to do so online is paradoxically much more intimate and personal than it might be in the larger context of
chapel. Again, we live in interesting times (as the Chinese say), hard and very challenging times,
and our need to express those emotions which either sustain us, or trouble us, is immense.
The expression of our “Joys and Concerns” can be very moving indeed, and we need to hear
our own voices saying those things which many of us share and can understand. Although I am
still functioning in the age of the fountain pen, and am computer illiterate, I am very grateful
indeed to have been invited by those who know what they are doing, to join in these online
Sunday services. They have certainly made a difference for me, as I know from your comments
they have for you. Like you I have been inspired by the meaningfulness of our worship and this
hospitality, and I am truly grateful for it.

A prayer by Richard S Gilbert, from his book In The Holy Quiet Of This Hour
We meet on holy ground,
For that place is holy
Where lives touch, love moves, hope stirs.
How much we need these moments before the eternal,
The time to be in reverence before the ultimate,
The pause that renews,
The interlude that refreshes,
The space that gives us room to be.
We meet on holy ground,
Brought into being as life encounters life,
As personal histories merge into the communal story,
As we take on the pride and pain of our companions,
As separate selves become community.
How profound is our need for one another:
Our silent beckoning to our neighbours,
Our invitations to share life together,
Our welcome into the lives of those we meet,
And their welcome into our own.
May our souls capture this treasured time.
May our spirits celebrate our coming together
In this hour and in this space,
For we meet on holy ground.
Amen.

Easter Sunday
The seventeenth century French philosopher Blaise Pascal solved for himself some of the major
questions of faith by a means which has come to be known as Pascal’s Wager.
For example: is it better to believe in God, or not? Pascal’s Wager contends that it is better to
believe, because if we believe and are proved right, then we have everything to gain, but if we do
not believe and are proved wrong, we have everything to lose.
Pascal might have employed the same approach to the issue of the resurrection. Easter Sunday is
about this one thing only: do we believe in the resurrection of Jesus? If we do not believe it
(and I know many Unitarians find it hard to believe) then Pascal would say: At least learn of your
inability to believe.”
Here in our Easter Sunday service we are inescapably saying something about the resurrection.
We realise that we are affirming the resurrection of new life and growth with the coming of
Springtime. We also know that we are reaffirming the resurrection of new life and energy within
ourselves. But these two affirmations do not go far enough.
Resurrection theology seems to demand that we actually decide whether or not we believe:
believe that the founder of the religion out of which we have grown, whose teaching and
example we adopt as the basis of our own belief and morality, was somehow brought back to
life again after he had been killed.

This issue is so central to us because of what depends upon it. To put it in the form of a
question: do we have to believe that Jesus was resurrected if we want to go on to believe that
we too may have some hope of immortality? In other words, does our hope of immortality rest
on a belief in the resurrection of Jesus? May I read to you from a poem entitled “Friends
Departed” by Henry Vaughan (1621-1695), a Welsh metaphysical poet, translator and physician,
educated at Jesus College, Oxford.
They are all gone into the world of light!
And I alone sit ling’ring here;
Their very memory is fair and bright,
And my sad thoughts doth clear.
It glows and glitters in my cloudy breast,
Like stars upon some gloomy grove,
Or those faint beams in which this hill is drest,
After the sun’s remove.
I see them walking in an air of glory,
Whose light doth trample on my days:
My days, which are at best but dull and hoary,
Mere glimmering and decays.
O holy Hope! and high Humility,
High as the heavens above!
These are your walks, and you have show’d them me
To kindle my cold love.
……
O Father of eternal life, and all
Created glories under thee!
Resume thy spirit from this world of thrall
Into true liberty.
Amen.

There can be little doubt about the author’s belief in spiritual immortality. Vaughan is sitting
on a hill in the evening, looking out over the countryside, lingering (as he says), and thinking of
those whom he has loved and who have gone before. Their memory cheers him and chases away
gloomy thoughts: “I see them walking in an air of glory…”
Vaughan refers to his thoughts of immortality as a “holy hope”, and asks what mysteries lie
beyond death if only people could see that far. But it is all unknown, yet in our dreams and
contemplation it is almost as though we can gain a glimpse of glory.
And the poem ends with his prayer to the “Father of eternal life” to admit him finally “Into true
liberty.”
In the end, as with so much in our Unitarian theology, it comes down to what we individually
believe about the issues before us. I cannot answer honestly that I believe in these ideas or do
not believe. If I have the choice, then I choose to believe, not because of Pascal’s Wager, but
because I prefer to believe, rather than not.

EASTER PRAYER by A Powell Davies.
As the earth, O God, is resurrected into life, and we see once more its beauty, so may it be with our
souls. Let the wintertime of doubt dissolve, and all the frozenness of our refusals melt within us. Deepen
our faith that evil shall be vanquished, that good
at last shall be triumphant…
We thank thee, O God, for all the stirring of life renewed, for the warm winds and the whispering of
leaves on trees, for the sweet new fragrance, for the brave colours of life’s streaming banners, carried
once to victory over death; and for the soul’s triumph, and the transmuting of tragedy, and for the true
and the good which are crucified, but never die.

What is it about Hymns?
It is well known that the poet Philip Larkin used to refer to himself as an agnostic, and then add,
“an Anglican agnostic, of course!” Yet, as an agnostic, it was Larkin who used to cycle out to visit
churches in the countryside, who found cemeteries to be sympathetic places for contemplation,
and who wrote some of the finest poetry in English about the significance of the church, its
architecture and traditions. On one occasion while travelling in the car together with his longtime partner Monica Jones, Monica started to sing the hymn “The Day Thou Gavest, Lord, Is
Ended,” and glancing over at Larkin saw the tears rolling down his cheeks.
I learn that he bought himself an expensive bible, and apparently read the entire book as he was
shaving in the mornings. He later described it as beautiful, but complete nonsense, - although
that wasn’t the word he used. It is perhaps a final irony in the life of this very religiously-minded
agnostic that Monica Jones, who inherited the bulk of Larkin’s estate, herself bequeathed one
million pounds to be shared among St Paul’s Cathedral, Durham Cathedral, and Hexham Abbey
in Northumberland.
The starting-point of faith for many sincere and well-meaning people is the bible. Many believers
have a psychological need to pin their faith on something absolute, and for a substantial majority
this concrete “something” is going to be a holy book.
For some this is going to be a bible, but for many it is going to be a hymnal. Not a specific
volume of hymns perhaps, but a remembered selection of the most enduring sort.
The big difference between the scriptures and a hymnbook is that the hymnbook doesn’t tell
you how to behave, it doesn’t lecture you, admonish or threaten you in the way biblical lessons
can. That may be the reason why we do not have any great affection for
large chunks of scripture (with exceptions of course), in the way we love old hymns.
Hymns are poems of praise set to easy memorable tunes, and it is much more in the nature of
humanity to acknowledge the goodness and beauty of the divine as expressed by hymns, than to
accept a moral code and behave well, as the bible requires. Naturally there are exceptions on
both sides.
Who isn’t moved by I Corinthians chapter 13: “If I speak with the tongues of men and of angels,
but have not love…” ?
But who finds it palatable to accept the gloomy atonement theology of “There Is A Green Hill
Far Away”? I believe there is a powerful residue of spirituality within us all. I think I can say this
with confidence about my own generation, and
all those of us brought up in an environment touched by religious observances.
One friend habitually listens to the Sunday Service on the wireless when she is busy in her restaurant kitchen: “The familiar hymns and prayers have struck several chords from long ago, back
to childhood and boarding school days. Indeed when Daniel was a baby, the only songs I sang
to him in the silent watches of the night, or watching the January sun rise, were hymns, because
they were the only songs I knew the words to…”

The enduring popularity of programmes such as Songs Of Praise also attest to this feeling. The
comedian and football fan Frank Skinner mentions the emotional impact of “Abide With Me”
as a prelude to our FA Cup Final matches. And I have written before of how hymns are often
requested by families arranging ostensibly non-religious services.
Truth is never settled once and for all. We are ever being shown new things and our attention
drawn to vaster implications every day. Hymns are non-dogmatic and flexible enough to not
wholly desert us as our ideas develop and change. Hymns speak to us in a personal and
immediate way. Even hymns on sad themes cheer us. And in a strange way, many of the best
bits of the bible have been re-expressed for us in the form of hymns, “The Lord’s My Shepherd”
being perhaps the best-known example.

I have often bemoaned the fact that so few younger people know many hymns today. Ask
a couple which hymns they would like at their wedding and frequently the choice is “All
Things Bright And Beautiful”, and often it is the same choice for a funeral too.
If, like my friend, the only songs you know the words to are a handful of hymns, I would
say you are well enough equipped both
musically and theologically to be able to appreciate what religious life is about, and why it
is of such enduring importance to people like Larkin and Monica Jones, and all of us.
God moves in a mysterious way
His wonders to perform;
He plants his footsteps in the sea,
And rides upon the storm…
Blind unbelief is sure to err,
And scan his work in vain;
God is his own interpreter,
And he will make it plain.
W Cowper.

A prayer for the times from Harry Lismer Short* (1906-1975)
“O God, life would be easier for us and for all men and women if only the issues were more
plain, and the solutions to our problems more obvious. We do not know what is best for us to
do, either in our personal relationships or in the problems of our society and civilisation. We
grope after solutions and are wise after the event. The world is a complex puzzle, and so is our
human nature. Both this world and our individual humanity are streaked … with a mixture of
form and chaos, with new things coming to birth and old things dying. We can only take one
step at a time, and do not know how even our best endeavours will turn out…
Why should we agonize about doing good when even our best so often turns out wrongly? Why
should we try to achieve better human relationships, when one problem solved only gives rise to
another? But that is not the true way of life. We are called to do good… in faith that no honest
endeavour is ever lost. We are called on to take truth and goodness seriously, even in a world of
imperfection…Out of the loose ends of this life we must make a coherent plan of living. We
must purify our hearts and simplify our affections, so that the grace of God may flow through
us and make our lives fruitful and good.
Amen.”
*Rev Dr H L Short was Principal, tutor and librarian of what is now Harris Manchester College Oxford..

The Rainbow Symbol
The recurring symbol of these coronavirus days will be the rainbow. Every house where children
live has a rainbow picture in the window, and how fitting it is that the artwork is by children,
our new generation and our hope.
Of course others too have adopted the symbol, including Damien Hirst, he of the shark in
formaldehyde and diamond-encrusted skull. He has produced an “artwork” rainbow too.
Seventy-five years ago a rainbow was (figuratively speaking) set in the sky over this land when
the war in Europe came to an end. Victory in Europe Day was celebrated on Friday.
Adolf Hitler had committed suicide, and the remaining German leaders signed an unconditional
surrender on 7th May 1945. When the news broke tens of thousands rushed into the streets
of London and elsewhere and celebrated. The party in the capital went on until about midnight
when a heavy rainstorm started to fall. Services of thanksgiving for peace were held in churches
and cathedrals everywhere, the Royal Princesses mingled with the crowds, and for a day and an
evening the lights came on again. But the war in the Pacific rumbled on, and restraint and
caution had to be reasserted.
Winston Churchill addressed the nation: “We may allow ourselves a brief period of rejoicing;
but let us not forget for a moment the toil and efforts that lie ahead…” These could be words
of caution for ourselves as we anticipate an eventual liberation from lockdown.
Years later at school the Scripture master told us again the story of Noah, and how God had set
the rainbow in the sky after the flood had abated, as “an everlasting covenant between God and
every living creature of all flesh, that is upon the earth.”
In Physics we learned how white light is separated up into its colours, and we learned about the
uses of the prism, and then we were told how the raindrops in the sky refract the sunlight to
produce the rainbow that follows the storm. “Noah’s great rainbow,” as Bob Dylan described it
in his album Highway 61 Revisited, is not only a spectacle of beauty, but an astonishing physical
occurrence unsurpassed (I think, despite it not being that rare) in all of nature.

Whether we will be allowed to hold street parties and dance in celebration when the virus
leaves our shores, is doubtful, but there will not be a soul among us whose heart will not be
filled with gratitude for its departure, and for all the brave individuals who fought in the struggle
against it, and especially those whose lives were lost.
The rainbow with its seven different colours represents humanity in all its nationalities and
faiths. It arches across the sky irrespective of borders to include everyone.
We arrive in infancy at Sunday School with an idea that God is in the sky. But, as A Powell
Davies wrote: God is not in the sky: but God is in the heart that loves the sky’s blueness,
There is no army of angels, no hosts of seraphim, no celestial hierarchy. All this is in our
imagination. But there is angelic purity of motive, and seraphic joy, and celestial heightening of
the human spirit. God is not in the rainbow, but God is in our heart when we stand out and
look with wonder and longing upon it. God is not in the rainbow, but God is in the eyes that
love to see it, in the understanding that marvels at how it was made, in the heart that believes
its promise.

Faith lies in our experience of the earth and everything upon it. And if we look for God, we may
find God in our responses to a world which has in it things of such joyousness, loveliness, truth
and beauty.
Was John Keats writing about a rainbow in the opening lines of Endymion ? If not specifically,
then about things very like it.

A thing of beauty is a joy for ever:
Its loveliness increases; it will never
Pass into nothingness; but still will keep
A bower quiet for us, and a sleep
Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing.
Therefore, on every morrow, are we wreathing
A flowery band to bind us to the earth…

From a prayer adapted from Rev Penny Johnson;
“O God, bless us with your presence as we come
before you… In our worship we continue a long and precious tradition of sharing with this
congregation the deep moments of our lives. Sometimes we bring more of sorrow than of joy,
more of tension and anxiety of the soul than of peace…We have learned that your still small voice
speaks to us in the calm following the storm,… As we strive to live boldly and purposefully, O God,
be with us. May we support one another on the journey, knowing that in you, indeed, is our rest.
Amen.

Mindfulness
The present situation where we have to isolate ourselves to avoid infection is strangely conducive
to the practice of mindfulness. Mindfulness is also a way of coping with the stress and anxiety of
isolation.
In a recent interview Stephen Fry spoke wisely about our need now to redefine our sense of time.
We can take more time to do everything, and do it in a more orderly and thoughtful fashion. We
can allow time to take on a different dimension, a more generous dimension if you like.
To practice mindfulness meditation might take half an hour twice a day, but to conduct our daily
lives in a mindful fashion is something that can be continuous. Mindfulness is not confined to
meditation sessions, but can go on all the time throughout our daily activities.
Mindfulness means being fully aware of whatever we are experiencing or are involved in. It does
not try to control our activities, just make us more attentive to them. It discourages thoughts
about the past or the future or making judgements about them, and simply encourages awareness
of the present moment. As a result, it can lead us to feel more relaxed about what we are doing,
and feel increased contentment about it. I have very briefly summarised ideas on mindfulness from
Dr Tony Fletcher’s book Buddhism – How We Do It, and Tony summarises his own practice in
part by saying
It is moment by moment awareness
Alertness, not missing a thing
Watching events as they unfold.
There is a lot more in his very helpful book which will be of interest.
Are we engaged in important work, or on very mundane tasks? Mindfulness will apply to it all.
As you will have guessed, it is a very ancient practice, to be found in differing forms in different
faiths around the world.
Here is a very familiar expression from our own tradition, by George Herbert (1593-1632):
Teach me my God and King,
In all things thee to see,
And what I do in anything
To do it as for thee.
Whoever looks on glass
On it may stay his eye;
Or if it pleaseth, through it pass,
And then the heaven espy.
All may of thee partake:
Nothing can be so mean,
Which, with this tincture, “For thy sake,”
Will not grow bright and clean.
A servant with his clause
Makes drudgery divine:
Who sweeps a room, as for thy laws,
Makes that and the action fine.
This is the famous stone
That turneth all to gold
For that which God doth touch and own
Cannot for less be told.
Shall we end with a short prayer taken from an Eighteenth-Century Missal;
“O God, whose gracious providence has particularly ordain’d the spirit of meekness to waft us safely
through the turbulent sea of the world… vouchsafe, we beseech Thee, that the clear experience we every
day make of our own weakness and vanity, may so dispose us for this precious virtue, that our minds may
never be discompos’d with passion, nor our tongues break forth into violent expressions, but our temper
may be always preserv’d calm and regular… Amen.”

