Dear Reader,

CHRISTIAN UNITY

Things seem simple to a child.  I remember as a boy wondering how all those car exhausts could emit fumes without poisoning the atmosphere.  I wondered too why men and women were not treated equally – with women often being paid less and having to do the housework when they got home from work, as my mother did.  I wondered also about Christian Unity, a major theme for January.  Why were we so intent on making the Church one when anybody could see that we would be far better off lowering our sights and going first for two churches, one Catholic and the other Protestant?


There are, in fact, two competing and compelling visions for Christian Unity.  The Catholic vision is of organic unity, Christians united in one Church.  Bishops, priests and deacons would all be in communion with one another, and the baptised would be able to receive Holy Communion wherever they are and wherever they went.  Such a Church would need to be agreed about Scripture, Creeds, Ministry and Sacraments, (the so-called ‘Lambeth Quadrilateral’ agreed in 1888).  Sadly, we Anglicans – whose formula that is – have been the very ones to alter Ministry and Sacraments.  We have admitted women to Holy Orders, despite warnings from Catholics and Orthodox that this development is not permissible on a go-it-alone basis.  

American Anglicans, and our close friends the Swedish Lutherans, with whom we are in communion, have even proceeded to suggest that two people of the same sex may celebrate the sacrament of marriage.  Elsewhere others have used substitutes for wheat-bread and fermented grape juice and there have been lay people presiding at the Eucharist, or suggestions from the diocese of Sydney in Australia that they should. Some American Episcopalians – our fellow Anglicans – admit the unbaptised and those of other world-religions to Holy Communion.  In short, the Catholic vision of unity is in some disrepair.

The Protestant vision seems to start off with a much bigger disadvantage: there are literally thousands of Protestant denominations.  How could they ever be one?  In their favour, however, there is the belief that structures are unimportant.  The real Church of Jesus Christ an invisible Church, they say, whose members are known to God alone.  To this invisible Church belong all who confess their faith in Jesus as Lord, and trust in his redeeming love.  It is a good start and makes all those meetings about areas and jurisdictions and structures rather a waste of time.  And yet, does it really bring Christians together, or do we all go on in our own sweet way, duplicating administration, wasting resources, competing unnecessarily, the strong flourishing and the weak dying off?


I think my childhood instincts were right.  We should be doing something about carbon emissions.  We should be working for men and women to be treated with equal value, despite their obvious and basic differences of biology, their function and role in the home, in the Church, and in society at large.  We should be looking for different kinds of Christian unity, Catholic and Protestant, organic and confessional.

You will read further on in these pages of the remarkable developments in the area of ecumenical relations between the Christian churches.  I have in mind of course, the invitation of the Pope to welcome Anglicans, groups or individuals, into the Catholic Church.  Our God is indeed, as one Anglican bishop put it, “a God of Surprises”.  

Like it or not, the Church of England and world-wide Anglican Communion are about to be transformed.  The Anglican Communion is certain to contract.  I imagine its “broad” and inclusive appeal will, for better and for worse change, as catholic-end Anglicans find their home elsewhere.  The resulting smaller and fragmented Anglican Communion will perhaps blossom with a new and invigorated evangelical fervour as the Church of England adjusts to its liberated “free-to-do-as-it-likes” position.  Who knows?

What is my own view?  Naturally, I am saddened that we Anglicans could not resolve our differences over those crucial matters of Ministry, Sacraments and Sexuality.  Procedures and institutions have failed us.  On the other hand however, I am astonished by the remarkable and generous offer that has come like ‘a bolt out of the blue’ from the Pope.  The month of Prayer for Christian Unity 2010 is like no other!  I await the details as they emerge later this year with interest.

Yours sincerely, 

Father Michael

THE FEAST OF EPIPHANY

A Spanish friend of mine recently told me off for opening my gifts on Christmas Day and not on the feast day of the Epiphany. 

Over in Spain - and many other countries around the world - the arrival of the three Kings from the East bearing Gold, Frankincense and Myrrh is the moment when our Christmas gifts should be exchanged (Los Reyos).  There are grand processions, the journey of the kings re-enacted on horseback - and the children have a great night as they wait for their gifts. 

Many churches in Britain will at least mark Epiphany with a more Anglo Saxon procession and the placing of the Three Kings into the crib. 

But the chief motifs of this wondrous story are of course the star and the offering of the gifts themselves. 

The star denotes God's presence and guidance. With unpredictable Herod just around the corner, and three men in a strange land without satellite navigation, the star leads these foreign figures to a bemused Mary and Joseph - still waiting for a safe passage back home.  The universality of the incarnation is suddenly and sharply focussed by this visit of the Magi. 

And then those gifts!  Kathryn Turner has written widely of how the idea of gift wraps together the divine life and the incarnation.  You know how it feels if you give a gift and it is not well received: the act of giving can be ruined by the lack of response or enthusiasm.  Similarly, we either accept the gifts of God or reject them.  The gift of life is offered, not forced. 

We've heard and read so much recently about how humanity has to ponder more carefully over the gift of life in creation.  And as individuals, love, understanding and tolerance are desired qualities to help us in our response. 

Which brings us sharply back to the spirit of freedom in which the gift is offered in the first place.  It is up to you and to me to decide how to respond to what is offered to us. 

Faith is a journey of discovery, an epiphany journey.  Christianity suggests that the gift of love offered at Christmas is for everyone.  It also states clearly that we show our sense of gratitude to God by how we relate to our fellow human beings. 

There might be urgency, but there is no pressure.  The alternatives to faith might at first appear easier.  But the gift of life is offered, nonetheless. There are signs and pointers to guide us. 

Celebrating our freedom-to-make-choices and to respond to any gift as we see fit, should never be taken for granted.  The gift is offered.  The choice is ours. 

Father Cratylus
LOOKING AHEAD TO LENT

Next month, on Wednesday 17th February the world-wide Church begins a time of preparation for the coming of Holy Week and Easter Day.  The first day of Lent is “Ash” Wednesday.  

Why “Ash”?  This is because on that first day of Lent, Christians are traditionally marked with the sign of the Cross of Christ made from the ashes of last year’s Palm Sunday crosses.  Lent is a time of penitence and training; it is an opportunity to grow in Faith and become better informed about our Christian Faith.

This Lent we are inviting you to join one of our several LENT GROUPS.  These will meet throughout Lent in private homes across the parish and on different days and at various times.

The idea is to meet for a short time of instruction and discussion, centred upon a five-part ecumenical course, similar to our popular parish course in Lent 2009.  

Each Meeting consists of listening to a brief and interesting talk from a well-known Christian, and then studying questions and matters arising from the subject matter.  Speakers include the former Archbishop of York (David Hope), and other leading Christians of the day

Further details are to follow but later this month we will be asking everyone to sign-up for one of our new lent Groups.  It is important to know who is coming in order that we can order sufficient study-booklets for everyone.

We are also seeking offers of homes in which up to eight people can get together and we shall need offers of people to come forward to be trained as Group Leaders.

MISSION FOR JANUARY

MISSION TO SEAFARERS

In towns and cities around the world, men and women are saying goodbye to their families as they embark on year-long contracts at sea.   In ports around the world, stevedores conduct the daily task of loading containers bound for far of lands.  In seafarers’ centres around the world Mission to Seafarers chaplains are providing practical and spiritual assistance to the hundreds of thousands of seafarers who visit every year.

We rely on seafarers for much of our food, our clothes, our petrol and our cars.   In fact, in the United Kingdom, seafarers are responsible for bringing us over 90 per cent of our daily needs.   Yet, because they are often in a port miles from the nearest town, it is easy to push them to the backs of our minds.   That is why the work of The Mission to Seafarers can make all the difference to their lives.

As an international charity and part of the Anglican Church, The Mission to Seafarers reaches out with a message of love and hope in a harsh and often inhospitable environment.   Mission chaplains and helpers visit seafarers on their ships to provide a welcome and friendship and to offer whatever help is needed.   It may be assisting the survivors of disasters at sea;  comforting the bereaved or distressed;  visiting a seafarer left in a foreign hospital;  providing support for families and helping in cases of injustice and hardship.

In addition to the traditional problems of loneliness and isolation, seafarers now encounter a rise in the number of piracy attacks making the job even more dangerous.

Waters off the coast of Somalia and the Gulf of Aden have become prime hunting grounds for pirates as they board and hold seafarers hostage – sometimes for months on end.   In these situations, the Mission to Seafarers can provide a vital link of information between the shipping companies and the families waiting for news.  The global network of chaplains means that pastoral and practical assistance can be offered to loved ones.   They need our support and prayers.

                                                             Ann Doyle

A NEW YEAR PRAYER

God grant us this year a wider view,

So we see other’s faults through the eyes of You.

Teach us to judge not with hasty tongue,

Neither the adult … nor the young.

Give us patience and grace to endure

And a stronger faith so we feel secure.

Instead of remembering, help us forget

The irritations that caused us to fret.

Freely forgiving for some offense

And finding each day a rich recompense.

In offering a friendly, helping hand

And trying in all ways to understand;

That all of us whoever we are….

Are trying to each an unreachable star.

For the great and small … the good and bad,

The young and old … the sad and glad

Are asking today;  Is life worth living?

The answer is only in, loving and giving

For only Love can make man kind

And Kindness of Heart brings Peace of Mind.

By giving love, we can start this year

To life the clouds of hate and fear.

                                                Helen Steiner Rice

