Dear Reader,

This is my final “Vicar’s Letter” and at the end of the month my name becomes the latest addition to that long list of names of former Vicars.  I suppose therefore it is inevitable (?) I glance backwards over twenty three and a half years as the parish priest at St Andrew’s.

The years have passed (terrifyingly) quickly.  I think this is because being Vicar is a job with many responsibilities.  There has always been something next to get done!  For most of those years, there has been no assistant curate, and that has presented additional duties and extra work.  I plead “guilty” to the charge of having become a workaholic: not a good confession when you have had a young family growing up around you in the vicarage.  So then, I must acknowledge the wonderful support and love of my wife, Helen, and my daughters (all three now flown the nest) over the years.

Where has all that time gone to?  Well, my old red ladies’ bicycle can account for quite a lot of it.  Getting around and visiting people (many of whom will never come to church) in times of bereavement, marriage, illness, loneliness, fear, doubt, despondency and difficulty, has swallowed up the lions’ share.  There have been countless home-communions (a great privilege for me) and what you might call the “ordinary round” of just keeping in touch with people.

For most of my years in Headington, the Church of England has been torn by strife and scandal of one sort or another and I am very sorry about that.  Whatever view one takes, for example on the Ordination of Women as Bishops and Priests, it is only honest to say that those disputes have been damaging.  They go far beyond matters of perceived gender-injustice and affect what is at the very heart of Christianity, The Eucharist.  Just look at the Anglican Church in North America for a template of catastrophic decline.  

I have my own view on these subjects of course, which is (essentially) that our concern for the unity of the Church of God must be paramount.  “That they should be One” is what Jesus explicitly wanted from God the Father and for us, His followers. How I have longed for the recovery, world-wide, of the unity of the Church and it was a very near thing too!  About twenty years ago it came within a whisker of being inaugurated.  But that is history and we are where we are now.  All I can say is that I shall be glad, in retirement, not to be “piggy in the middle” any longer!

There have been (alas) a handful of personal and wounding blows besides.  However few, they do seem to endure. I suppose every parish priest will know of them in some form or other.  St Paul certainly had his crosses to bear and like he did I too must leave those matters to God and to His perfect justice.  I don’t know how you deal with angry confrontations, abusive letters and phone-calls, but I see them as a kind of spiritual assault.  If needs be take them straight to the altar and leave them there in the light of the Blessed Sacrament lamp!  Moral: “don’t become a Vicar”. 

But there have been far more joys. Hooray!

The many, many happy times have come from simply serving God, either at the altar, or behind the scenes at church or in helping and advising people “out there” in the community.  Most of these joys are invisible and their impact remains in the form of deep friendships and happy memories.  More visible, are the thirteen young people who went on from our congregation to become priests: twelve in the first twelve years!  I have to agree with the bishop who noted that God is indeed a God of Surprises!

A colleague has said that the Church at St Andrew’s is what is left when the church buildings have burnt down!  I don’t fully agree with that sentiment, but it’s true up to a point.  Our ancient building is very demanding upon time and money, but I don’t regret the effort spent upon its care and development.  The Church Room, the Parish Office and new Vestry are all worthy offerings for God’s work.  The new Organ, the altar re-arrangements, the improvements to the fabric including to the fine West Window and the lime-washing of the entire church have all been well-worthwhile.  The refurbishing of all eight bells and of the Baptistery, the re-lighting and rewiring of church, the addition of a public-address system and hard-of-hearing loop, these all point decisively to Christian Mission and a future.  I thank God for them all.

How do you know, when you are a Vicar that the right time under God has come to move on?

I have never trusted myself to answer that question.  Instead, every five years or so I have asked my bishop or my spiritual director if he thought the time had come for me to move on, and I acted accordingly.  The fact that I moved five times in the first 17 years of my priestly ministry and then stayed 23 years at Headington, is down to them.  So blame those holy men!  Now, aged 65 years, I have taken matters back into my own hands and wanting only the best for the parish, I make way for what I hope will be a younger and fresher (and better) Vicar. 

“Thank-you” for the many kindnesses and warm friendship shown to the Brewin family over the years and “Farewell”.  

I leave you with the blessing of a simple parish priest and the assurance of my humble prayers.  

God keep you safe and close.

Yours affectionately,

Father Michael.

(Vicar from May 1987 until September 2010)

INTERREGNUM

Interregnum is the long word which describes the period in a church's life when there is no Vicar.  At St Andrew's our interregnum begins when Fr Michael leaves at the end of September, and will end when a new Vicar is instituted.  This interregnum period can be of any length, even up to a year and beyond.  During this time the churchwardens are responsible for the church and its services.  Our churchwardens, Tess and Bruce, have asked me to look after the services, and I shall be very happy to do this.  So what can we expect?

Two weeks after Fr Michael's last Sunday we shall be giving thanks for the harvest on Sunday 3rd October.  As usual your gifts can be brought into church on Friday 1st October or by 10.00am on Saturday 2nd October.  Children can bring their gifts on the Sunday morning.  The Harvest Festival is a great opportunity to thank God for all he gives to us.  It will also be a chance to show that St Andrew's is still thriving in the community after Fr Michael's retirement.  The harvest gifts will be distributed amongst the various charities we support.  In addition the church flowers from the harvest will be given to parishioners who are housebound, or who have been bereaved.  If you know of anyone who would appreciate a bouquet please let the churchwardens have their names and addresses.

Sunday services will carry on as usual during the interregnum: the 8:00 am Holy Communion and 10:00 am Parish Eucharist.

During the week I shall try to maintain the two Eucharists on Monday at 9:30 am and Wednesday at 10:00 am.

If you are ill or housebound and would like Holy Communion at home, please let me know.  I shall also be available for ministry to the dying.  My phone no is 01865 751854.  For all other church matters could you please phone the church office on 01865 767041.  I am looking forward to being with you over the coming months.  Do, please let me have your views on the services and how I can help you.

BUT and it's a very big BUT.  I am having knee surgery at the Nuffield Orthopaedic Hospital on Friday 17th September!  The timing couldn't be worse!  So I shall unfortunately miss Fr Michael's last Sunday and the first week or two of the interregnum.  Fr James Wilkinson, Vicar of St Laurence South Hinksey with St John New Hinksey, has very kindly agreed to come on Sunday 26 September for both services.  We thank him enormously for stepping into the breach.

It's important that we keep in touch with one another during this period.  Here are four ways we can do this:

· Take the Weekly Sheet home with you each Sunday.  It will have up-to-date details of all the services and activities, and any changes to times and dates which may be necessary.

· Take a copy of this magazine The Norman Arch each month.

· Visit the church website www.standrewsheadington.co.uk.

· But the best way of keeping in touch is to come to church Sunday by Sunday and supporting all that is going on.

Finally, can I suggest a prayer we can all say daily during the interregnum:

Almighty God, you have made us members of Christ and of his Church in this parish of St Andrew's.

May we reach upwards to your throne in worship and adoration; inwards to one another in understanding and fellowship; outwards to the world in evangelism and social compassion.

Send your Holy Spirit to guide those who bear the responsibility for finding a new priest to lead us; a priest of faith and prayer; a priest of word and sacrament; a priest who has vision and sound judgment; a priest with a pastoral heart and true love for you and all your people.

We ask this in the name of your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.

May God's blessing be with us all during this time.

                                                             Fr Bernard 

Fr. Bernard Dagnall

10 Windsor Street

Headington

Oxford

OX3 7AP

HARVEST FESTIVAL 

PLOUGHMAN’S LUNCH

Sunday October 3rd 2010

Save the date! After last year’s very successful Harvest Lunch, we have decided to do a repeat performance. The lunch will take place after the ten o’clock service, in the Parish Hall. Tickets will cost £5 and will be on sale in church from the middle of September. It helps the catering committee to plan properly if tickets are bought in advance.

                        Tess Boswood and Bruce Huggett

HARVEST DECORATIONS

10.00am on Saturday 2nd October

We will, as usual, be decorating St. Andrew’s church for the Harvest Festival.   As well as arranging flowers we will be putting out the gifts  given by members of the congregation and children from St. Andrew’s School.  Help is always greatly needed, so if you can give some of your time on Saturday morning this would be very much appreciated. The response at Easter was marvellous and it would be wonderful if this could be repeated at Harvest-time.

                                                         Diana French

OUR CHURCH BELLS

In the Public Record Office can be found Inventories of Goods belonging to some Oxfordshire Churches in 1553, and these state that the Church of Headington possessed three bells.   Of these three, one survives:  it forms the Seventh of the present ring of eight, and was cast c. 1470.   We do not know the name of its founder but he is thought to be the successor of John Danyell who cast bells in London between 1450 and 1470.

It is likely that the Sixth and Tenor bells were in the original ring of three but if they were, they have since been recast.   The present Tenor was cast in 1613 by William Yare who had a foundry in Reading.   The Sixth bell, dated 1624, is a very unusual and ornate casting by Richard Purdue.   Purdue was an itinerant founder and because of this we may assume that this bell was cast in, or close to, the churchyard.   The bell bears two large coats of arms.   One is of the Prince of Wales and the other is of Thomas Whorwood, Lord of Heddingtonn.   The bell is also adorned with an ornate border above its inscription.

The Fourth bell was cast in 1654 by Michael Darbie who was also an itinerant.   Some of his bells can also be found at New College in Oxford and Stanton St. John.   The Third and Fifth bells are by John Briant of Hertford, cast in 1792.   Briant also cast bells for St. Ebbe’s in Oxford, Adderbury, Cuddesdon and Wheatley.

Until 1967 these six older bells hung in a timber frame made by Michael Darbie who cast the Fifth bell.  It was similar in design to the older part of the one at New College, also by Darbie.   The new cast-iron and steel frame was made to hold eight bells.   In 1974 the Treble and Second bells were cast at the Whitechapel  Bellfoundry in London and hung in the same year.

The two new bells were always considered a bad match with the six older bells and they were seldom used.  The elm headstocks, which were fitted to the six older bells in the 1967 restoration had twisted quite  considerably over the years making the bells more difficult to ring.

In 1998 steps were taken to restart a resident band in Headington.   Under the leadership of Mark Walker a new band was formed.   After months of tied-bell practice and a re-established weekly practice, the bells were again ringing for Sunday Services twice a month.   The strength of the band slowly grew and much support was given by local towers and the return of some Headington ringers who had gone into ‘retirement’.   A year later, ringing was taking place every Sunday.   Ringing was, with the occasional exception, on the back six.

In 1999 the band considered the possibility of re-hanging the bells so they could ring on a better-proportioned ring of eight.   With the backing of the P.C.C. an estimate was obtained from Whites of Appleton for the remodelling of the ring of eight bells.   The P.C.C. were particularly keen to keep the old six in use and so attention turned towards the mechanics and ‘go’ of the bells and also the possibility of replacing the two trebles.

It was decided that the two trebles should be recast, adding about 1 cwt to the weight of each bell.   The third would be re-tuned to try and line up the partials with the new and old bells.   As the back three bells are listed, tuning of these would not be permitted again.   All eight bells would be re-hung on new steel headstocks, the back six being of the canon-retaining type.   Fund-raising went extremely well and within four months of starting, the £25,000 needed to carry out the project was collected.   Graham Clifton and Mark Walker of Whites of Appleton removed the bells from the tower on 11th January 2000 with help from the local ringers.   Prior to this, the local band had spent a couple of evenings dismantling wheels, stays, clappers and other fittings.

A group of ringers and members of the congregation travelled to the Whitechapel Bellfoundry in London on 20th April 2000 to watch the casting of the new trebles.   The re-hanging took place in May 2000 when Graham, Mark and their helpers put everything into place.   All eight bells were hoisted up to the belfry in one day:  as one bell was being put together and bolted into place in the belfry, another was on its way up.  The back six were ready for a wedding on 19th May – a great relief for the couple concerned!   The official tryout on all eight took place on Ascension Day.   The difference was staggering – a very different ring of bells and a well-balanced eight.

Over the following weeks the ringing room was painted and carpeted, new ropes were fitted, and preparations were made for the Service of Dedication.   This took place on Sunday 17th September 2000.   The bells were dedicated by the Rt. Revd. Richard Harries, Bishop of Oxford.

The two new trebles were dedicated to the  memory of the parents and aunt and uncle of a member of our congregation who generously gave the money to pay for these bells.

Practices started up again and the band’s progression from six to eight-bell ringing went from strength to strength. Help was also given by many visiting ringers which was greatly appreciated.   The first peal, rung on Saturday 30th December 2000, was Grandsire Triples, conducted by Graham Clifton in 2 hours and 30 minutes.

We still have a dedicated team of ringers and many visiting ringers today, but new or ‘lapsed’ ringers are always needed and welcomed!  If you would like to know more about learning to ring these wonderful bells, or joining the existing team, then please contact Mrs. Claire Fairbairn, the Bells Secretary on Oxford 515816 or just come along at 7.30pm any Tuesday evening and you will be sure of a very warm welcome.

