Dear Reader,
Most children find it impossible to imagine a world without broadband.  The rise of digital technology has been phenomenal.  And the recent Government report Vision for Digital Britain has set a target of everyone to be connected to broadband before the 2012 Olympics. 

The report pulls no punches.  Broadband should become the backbone of our economy, important in education and necessary for entertainment.  Britain, though, has slipped from 7th to 12th in world ranking for digital technology and so the pressure is on to continue to invest and to develop. To communicate. 

The report celebrates all that is good about the new technology: it is generally fast, interactive and involves the sharing of stories (Andy Burnham, the culture minister, calls this "content creation") at a personal and corporate level.  Charles Leadbeatter, writing in the Spectator last year, noted that "our collective capacity for collective memory will make us more productive."  And it's true, generally speaking, communications in the 21st century are certainly more integrated and dynamic. 

What I often find, is that whilst people celebrate the impact of the digital revolution and its transforming qualities at home and at work - there is, at the same time, a discernible concern that it can so easily take us over, disrobe us of our humanity and distort our priorities in life. 

And I hear this time and time again, speaking to groups across the country - we love the broadband revolution, it is exciting and somehow limitless - but it does leave us "never quite there", restless.  There are some deep questions about how human beings cope spiritually with such a communications revolution. 

The corpus of literature in the Old Testament which I grow increasingly fond of and which is very relevant here, is known as Wisdom.  And in those books there is an overt difference between the grasping and gaining of knowledge and what Proverbs calls "understanding": "He that hath knowledge spares his words: a man of understanding is of an excellent spirit". 

And it's our sense of understanding, or not, that perhaps feels most left out as the broadband revolution gathers momentum.  Searching brings knowledge: but without understanding, all the knowledge in the world, is both transient and without lasting value. 

Yours sincerely,

Fr. Michael

TRIBUTES TO THE LATE JOHN CLAPP

From Father Michael

We were all greatly saddened and shocked to have the news that John has died so suddenly and without warning.  It was an untimely death to say the least and not at all something we expected.  He seemed to have been in the very best of health and had, hours beforehand, enjoyed a spectacular musical concert.  He died at home without prolonged suffering, with Joyce nearby, the soul-friend with whom his life was lived, loved and shared.

John was a committed Christian man.  He had been well taught at St Giles’ Church Reading and before that, in his local church in Cheltenham.  He was through and through a Catholic Christian.  He knew his Christian doctrine.  He valued the sacraments and the Creeds and the Scriptures.  He had the very highest of standards and expected the same of the sacred ministers, the bishops, priests and deacons of the Church of England.  All of these things were given expression in and through his practice and playing of the organ; in and through church music and liturgy.  

John was never opposed to change in the Church of England, but he did distinguish between what he perceived to be change for good (Christian development) and change for less worthy ends.  In preferring the King James version of language, he was very definitely traditionalist, a man who preferred the Book of Common Prayer, the BCP, and Golden-Age English.  He displayed in his car the sticker: “I love THEE, BCP”.  

For a gifted musician who had performed and produced music over a lifetime, it is rather remarkable to think that the crowning achievement of his career might have been reached just a few months ago.  The most beautiful of new church organs adorns the west-end of this ancient church.  It is the result of an inspired collaboration by John, with a team of talented organ-builders and generous donors.  I would add too, that it also involved a good deal of prayer.  When John came to me with the catastrophic news that the “old” organ was terminally-ill, we decided its replacement, the best that we could find, ought to be considered as a matter of faith.  We agreed that he would take control of all musical requirements, in design and specification, and goodness, what a wonderful outcome!  John would have been highly appreciative of the presence of Ken Tickell, the Organ Builder and now good friend to this church, who at his funeral was the occupant of the organ-seat.  Ken was assisted and supported by members of the Oxford Organists Association.

John was a humble, prayerful, faithful Christian; God’s man; a gentle and kind Christian friend; a man greatly-loved.  He was a good teacher, a fine organist and a true friend to this parish church through his enthusiastic support and his membership of the Church Council over more than a decade.  He leaves behind him a very large, silent and heart-shaped, space.

In life he maintained a daily Christian round, the common task of saying his prayers, singing or playing God’s praises.  John firmly believed in Life after Life.  At his funeral, besides dear Family and friends, were Bishop Andrew, his own parish priests and many friends.  

In his Requiem Mass gospel (St Luke chapter 24, vv 13-16 and 28-35) was entirely appropriate for John.  It is the story of downcast disciples who after Good Friday when Death had done its worst find themselves joined by a fellow-traveller on their journey along the road to Emmaus.  They find their Traveller, at first a stranger to be a fascinating, magnetic, numinous presence among them.  They plead for Him to stay be with them but then, in the Breaking of Bread, they are overcome to know that they have been, all along the road, in the close company of the Risen Lord Jesus Christ.  
John was a member of that same Eucharistic Community, one of God’s people.  We commend him to the Lord, we thank God for the privilege of knowing him and we value the opportunity to pray for the repose of his eternal soul.

From a Choir-member of St Andrew’s Choir.

As choirmaster and organist, John offered his gifts as part of an unostentatious expression of his faith, always conscious of the place of music within the traditions of the church and its liturgy, and of our parish’s affiliation with the Royal School of Church Music. He led the choir over a wide and ecumenical territory, from plainsong, which he loved, through Anglican chant, the hymnody of the reformation, and the great tunes associated with the English heritage following Watts and Wesley, to the Anglo-Catholic works of J M Neale and others; not ignoring more boisterous contributions by revivalist and modern hymn-writers. Members of the congregation may not always have been aware of the hard work and devotion which went into the preparation of the music for each Sunday Eucharist; and, less known, that for the monthly choral evensong and special feast days.  But the choir certainly knew how tireless John was, not only in organising the programmes in collaboration with the Vicar, but in the vast labour of preparing the paper work involved, before the light-handed discipline of Thursday evening practice. And John was also a friend who enlivened convivial social gatherings; and a mentor who led the choir beyond the parish into a wider world of church music which included the annual celebrations of the Oxfordshire choirs of the RCSM at Dorchester Abbey and Radley, and the delightful excursions to a variety of churches in the annual diocesan ‘peripatetic evensong’, always ending memorably with a cream tea!

John will always be associated with the organ music of the church.  His unerring feel for the proper tempi for hymns was evident to everyone. The skill he applied to the timing of the accompaniment of non-vocal parts of the service was perhaps less noticed, precisely because it was so exact. And his voluntaries were a continuing source of pleasure to those who appreciated his range over the whole history of the organ repertoire.

That association’s enduring memorial will be the new organ. John’s unstinting work on the project was crucial, both in the early days of support for the project and organisation of the fundraising programme; and then throughout the happy collaboration with Ken Tickell and his staff over the design and specification of the instrument, and its installation.  After its inauguration, John’s delight in the new organ was evident to everyone. Not only in his own playing, but his generosity in sharing with the local organ community the opportunity of playing such a splendid instrument. And memorably, in the arrangements for the magnificent inaugural concert by David Goode. Although his joy was so sadly short-lived, John will forever be remembered as services and concerts in the future continue to embody his legacy.

From a Friend and Neighbour.

John was quiet and unassuming, never pushing himself forward, and yet he made a strong impression on people by his unfailing kindness, gentleness, warmth and sense of joy.   He was patient and generous in his approach to everyone, and with his time – nothing was too much trouble for him, and he rarely complained.   He had a real sense of fun and a gentle sense of humour, and an appreciation for the silly side of life.   He was, simply, the sweetest man.

John was very conservative in all things, including both politics and religion.   He concluded that the world had gone to the dogs, but that realisation did not weigh heavily upon him, sustained as he was by a deep Christian faith and hope.

And finally, from Joyce
Farewell

Farewell to Thee!  But not farewell

To all my fondest thoughts of Thee;

Within my heart they still shall dwell

And they shall cheer and comfort me.

Life seems more  sweet that Thou didst live

And men more true that Thou wert one;

Nothing is lost that Thou didst give,

Nothing destroyed that Thou hast done.

                                                          Anne Bronte

JOHN WESLEY

I have been reading about the lives of John Wesley and his brother Charles.  Between them they had a profound effect on the spiritual life of England in the eighteenth century;  John by his preaching and Charles by his hymn writing.   They were brought up in Epworth, Lincolnshire, where their father was the Rector.  Both had a very upper crust education, John going to school at Charterhouse, and Charles to Westminster, and both going on to Christ Church, Oxford.  They were devout Anglicans, John becoming ordained.

It was in a meeting room in Aldersgate Street, London, on May 24th, 1738, that John’s heart was “strangely moved”, as he listened to Martin Luther’s introduction to the Epistle to the Romans.   Whereas before, he had been a dedicated Anglican, he now felt that his relationship with God had moved to a higher plane with a personal assurance that Jesus was indeed his Lord and Saviour, in a way he had not felt before.

This was the beginning of a life of preaching all over England, both indoors and out of doors.  He met hostility from some of his hearers, and from some Anglican authorities, but nothing could stop him, and by the end of his life, England had experienced a widespread spiritual revival.   What he preached was perfectly orthodox Christianity but it seemed with a conviction which the Holy Spirit caused to be highly effective. In preparing his sermons, he decided to keep clear of technical religious terms, and to use only words which less well educated people could understand.

A spiritual revival is not a new religion but a revival of religion from its roots.   What Wesley said could all be drawn from the creeds, but it seemed to come to people with a new freshness.   It is something which can come to us today, whether we are non-Christians or more likely for those who read this article, to people who are already Christians.

For us who live in Oxford, we may be helped by his sermon in St. Mary’s, Oxford, to members of the University, on July 25th, 1741.   Its title is the “Almost Christian”.   In his view the “Almost Christian”, is the person who is a staunch confirmed member of the Church, a loyal member of his local church, living out his Christian life at home or at work, giving generously of his time and money.   You may well think that if that isn’t enough, what is?   And here we are on tricky ground, but we must venture forward.

John Wesley’s life changed as a result of the meeting in Aldersgate Street in 1738.   His part was to attend with fellow Christians to study the epistle to the Romans.   That his heart was “strangely warmed” was something beyond his own control, as a result of which his life was changed.

The same was the case with the leaders of the Church following Jesus’s resurrection.   They had been with Jesus, had experienced his crucifixion, resurrection and ascension, followed by the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.  As a result, they boldly preached about Jesus, so that when the Jewish religious leaders told them to stop, they replied that they must obey God rather than men.

So in the case of Wesley, and of the early disciples, both were acting as a result of something that happened to them from outside.  It does seem a bit hard on his hearers that Wesley expected people to have similar experiences to his before they could be considered proper Christians.   However, like the Old Testament prophets and the early Christian leaders, he was bursting with his personal good news, and the result was a change in the spiritual life of the nation.

So what about ordinary Christians like ourselves,  Maybe we seem to be “almost Christians” or “nominal Christians” but our job is to be faithful to the Christ we know at present.   It may be, however, that if we regularly spend a little time alone or with others, being open to Jesus, sooner or later we will find that He will be to us a personal friend, a fact so thrilling that it is a bit like falling in love, and we want to tell everyone about it.   Maybe that will happen to all of us in due time.

What we want to be very careful about is judging other Christians whose religious experience is different from our own.   In a nutshell, let us keep awake at all times, then there is no telling what good things may follow.




          Rev. John Stanton

