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~ Ministerial Musings for March ~ 
Recently I’ve been thinking about community and more specifically 
what it means to have a ‘communal faith’.  The free church tradition 
tends to focus much on personal faith which can sometimes tip over 
into being quite individualistic, whether that manifests itself in being 
consumed by the idea of personal salvation, or in our search for the 
kind of worship that we like best.   In the 1970’s, Father Vincent 
Donovan, a Catholic Priest had his understanding of faith challenged 
when, having ‘converted’ a Masai village elder, this elder pronounced 
that now the whole of his village was Christian1.  No discussion, no 
individual decision-making, just wholesale conversion!  In a short 
youtube video on faith, Nadia Bolz-Weber, a Lutheran Pastor in the 
USA, talks about belief in the Creed.  ‘Who believes every line of the 
Creed?’ she says.  And then goes on to say that within a gathered 
community there is likely to be at least one individual who believes 
each line of the Creed, so that collectively her church accepts it as a 
statement of the church’s belief.

I am not proposing that either of these cases are directly relevant to us 
here at Union Chapel, though you may see some connections.  But it 
does raise for me some questions about the balance between 
personal and communal faith and where that might lie.  Recently I 
have written an assignment exploring how, in leading worship services 
in a care home, I might enable those with dementia to continue to 
engage with God.  As you might imagine, to fill an 8000 word essay, 
the answer is quite complex, but one of the ideas I explored was that 
in participating in the communal act of worship, the person with 
dementia was ‘held’ within the faith of the entire community, whatever 
their cognitive, emotional or spiritual capacity might be.  In this idea, 
the individual’s specific beliefs, or ability to understand or even engage 
with worship becomes less relevant than the simple fact that they are 
there as part of a worshipping, believing community.  There is the 
sense then that the community is so much more than the sum of the 
individuals; that something important happens when ‘two or three are 
gathered’, and that it does not depend either on the individuals or the 
sum total of their beliefs and ability.  The community of faith is valid 
and valuable simply on the grounds that it is a community of faith.  In 



this way, everyone has equal validity, whatever they believe or don’t 
believe.  There is no hierarchy or moral category associated with belief 
or ability, simply a recognition that in community, something special 
and possibly even transcendent happens – the whole is greater than 
the sum of the parts.

 ‘Community is where humility and glory touch’ 
Henri J Nouwen, Catholic Priest & Theologian

Jane Henderson

Reference:  1 Donovan, V. (1978) Christianity Rediscovered. London: 
SCM Press

~ The Weaker Brethren ~ 
A sermon preached by Gwyneth at Union Chapel on 28th January 
2018 on the text:

1 Corinthians 8:1-13
Now concerning food sacrificed to idols: we know that “all of us 
possess knowledge.” Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. Anyone 
who claims to know something does not yet have the necessary 
knowledge; but anyone who loves God is known by him.
Hence, as to the eating of food offered to idols, we know that “no idol 
in the world really exists,” and that “there is no God but one.” Indeed, 
even though there may be so-called gods in heaven or on earth—as in 
fact there are many gods and many lords— yet for us there is one 
God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and 
one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through 
whom we exist.
It is not everyone, however, who has this knowledge. Since some have 
become so accustomed to idols until now, they still think of the food 
they eat as food offered to an idol; and their conscience, being weak, 
is defiled. “Food will not bring us close to God.” We are no worse off if 
we do not eat, and no better off if we do. But take care that this liberty 
of yours does not somehow become a stumbling block to the weak. 



For if others see you, who possess knowledge, eating in the temple of 
an idol, might they not, since their conscience is weak, be encouraged 
to the point of eating food sacrificed to idols? So by your knowledge 
those weak believers for whom Christ died are destroyed. But when 
you thus sin against members of your family, and wound their 
conscience when it is weak, you sin against Christ. Therefore, if food is 
a cause of their falling, I will never eat meat, so that I may not cause 
one of them to fall.

Considering what the Lectionary leaves out, it’s surprising what stays 
in sometimes.  Just a reminder, the Sunday lectionary sets out to cover 
the main passages and themes of the Bible over a 3 year period, but 
with the reading chosen normally running to 2 or 3 paragraphs, there 
isn’t space for everything.  So why does this obscure chapter from 
Paul’s first letter to the Corinthian church make the cut in full?
There is some great stuff in 1 Corinthians, and it is pretty universally 
agreed that Paul really hits the heights in Chapter 13, the great hymn 
to Love.  But it’s fair to say that in Chapter 8 there isn’t much sign that 
he is going to get there.  Chapter 7 was pretty much entirely given over 
to advocating celibacy on the grounds that the end was nigh, and most 
of that has been quietly dropped, so what’s the significance of Chapter 
8?
 This letter was written in about 55 or 57 AD, which was around the 
same time that Mark’s Gospel was written, so early in the life of the 
Christian Church.  It starts with some comment about knowledge, 
“anyone who claims to know something does not yet have the 
necessary knowledge” - which we have to assume doesn’t translate 
well , or has some contemporary reference we don’t get.  However, the 
general gist seems to be that those with the stronger faith are “in the 
know” – a feeling most people like to have.
The letter then goes on to talk about eating food which has been 
offered to idols.  Corinth was in Greece, and the Greeks, as we all 
learned at school, had temples to many different gods.   It doesn’t 
seem to be entirely clear exactly how this worked, but it sounds as 
though food items which were offered to the gods in pagan temples, 
rather than being binned afterwards, were pragmatically sold off or 
made available for temple visitors to eat.  It’s also not clear why this 



was a cause of problems.  Did the followers of the pagan gods think 
that there was something magical about this meat, or was it more the 
case that by visiting the temples to buy it, the early Christians who 
were not from Jewish backgrounds laid themselves open to being 
accused of keeping a foot in both camps, hedging their bets in case 
our God wasn’t the only one after all?  Anyway, there was a concern 
that by eating this meat, the “stronger” Christians were putting doubts 
and problems into the minds of the “weaker” ones.
Part of the problem we have in getting to grips with this is that there 
don’t seem to be any equivalent religious issues at the moment.  The 
only parallels I could come up with were things like: don’t swear in 
front of the children, don’t smoke in the house, don’t keep offering cake 
to someone who is on a diet – in other words, just good manners.  
However, I underestimated the resourcefulness of those who post their 
sermons online, as one guy managed to equate eating in an Asian 
restaurant with Buddhist statutes or Hindu art, with eating food which 
had been offered to idols.  The same guy also had a very interesting 
line that he enjoys watching boxing and martial arts, but if a new and 
weak Christian favoured non-violence, he would respect their right not 
to join him –however, presumably when more mature in the faith, the 
new person will graduate to a love of smiting and general violence like 
everyone else.  But I digress.
The simple explanation of the passage is that Paul’s solution is  – 
there’s nothing special about this meat, it’s not magic, it’s fine to eat it 
– BUT – if you are making other people unsure about basic Christian 
tenets and less willing or able to commit to Christianity, just leave it, 
will you, it’s not a big deal, eat something else.  Don’t make something 
into an issue when it doesn’t have to be.
A more challenging possibility is that there were costs and sacrifices 
involved in avoiding this meat.  It may have been cheaper than other 
meat.  Eating the meat may have been done as a social occasion with 
non-Christian family and friends, and to avoid it may have set the 
Christians apart.  Interpreted this way, it looks like a team-bonding 
thing, to reinforce the identity of the Church against outsiders.
But I don’t think either of these ways of reading it explains why the 
chapter continues to appear in the Lectionary.  I am pretty convinced it 
is because of the consideration that one is called on to give to those 



who were generally referred to in the evangelical churches I knew in 
my youth as the Weaker Brethren, although that expression in the 
plural does not appear in the Authorised Version of the Bible.  And I 
think in this context Brethren was used to include women, as it would 
be very odd for the kind of churches who favour it not to think of 
women as prone to weakness.
My first experience of learning of the existence of these weaker 
brethren was in the context of women leading prayer in church.  This 
had recently happened for the first time in that particular church.  Of 
course, the minister didn’t have a problem with this himself, but it did 
seem that St Paul was against it, and one had to consider the weaker 
brethren..... On this understanding, what is it about Christianity that 
people who come into it do so with a desire to espouse the most 
narrow version out there?  Why would a person who manages to live 
in the twenty-first century during the day want a Victorian God?
Also, one may think that there are so many churches available that 
most religious convictions can be accommodated somewhere.  If you 
are uncomfortable with lay people celebrating communion, or with 
ordained women, a bit of shopping around on the internet should find 
you somewhere that suits, and not every church can or should attempt 
to accommodate all the views of all comers.  So again, it shouldn’t be 
an issue.
But this isn’t really about the new and confused who have just come to 
the Church and haven’t found their feet.  The way this chapter has 
been used is in enforcing conformity to a particular interpretation or 
tradition, in the name of sensitivity to the feelings of others.  In other 
words, it’s a power ploy by those in control, usually to shore up the 
status quo.  Those who ask others to give things up may lack 
imagination or generosity, but they may not lack power.  It doesn’t 
sound as if in Corinth those who were uncomfortable with eating the 
food offered to idols were pressurising the others to give it up – they 
were not the core group.  There was a concern from the stronger ones 
that the weak were being hindered rather than helped.  But now it 
seems that the powerful are claiming the consideration for their own 
group on the basis of oppression by others.  Both in this country and 
the USA, there are frequent reports that white males consider that they 
are the victims of discrimination.  After the scandal this week about 



sexual assaults at what was billed as a charity dinner, the Law Society 
Gazette ran a critical article about the culture which leads to such 
events being held.  The majority of the below the line comments 
consist of outraged men complaining that this is an attack on their 
freedom.  Yes, Adolf gets a mention.
After all, who is weak in any situation?  We are often told that bullies 
are weak people, but that is precious little consolation to those on the 
receiving end.  It doesn’t make me feel one little bit better about 
Donald Trump and Kim-Jong Un, sitting there with their nuclear 
buttons capable of causing vast devastation and unimaginable loss of 
life, to think that they are not strong people inside.  I’d rather they 
were.  I was always told that in an argument, it is the strong person 
who apologises first.  But not if they think they might be making an 
admission of liability.  Did anyone else notice the story in the news 
recently about the Apologies (Scotland) Act, a new law making it 
explicit that Scots can apologise without risking then being sued on the 
basis that the apology is a confession?  (Yes, the position is the same 
in England.) It all rather reminds me of an Andy Capp cartoon, which 
begins with the pugnacious Geordie in an argument with another man.  
In the second frame the other man turns to go, saying to Andy, “I 
suppose it takes a bigger man than you to admit he’s wrong.”  The final 
frame has Andy grabbing his adversary by the lapels, saying, “Aye, 
and it takes a bigger man than you to make him admit it.”
Surely showing consideration is a good thing?  But an appeal to 
consideration for others may not be all it seems.  Who is being asked 
to make an adjustment or sacrifice?  How big a deal for them is it?  Is it 
a minor inconvenience, or a something which will have a huge impact 
on their happiness and ability to live life to the full?  What is the 
detriment to the other person if they don’t make it?  Do we really think 
that the salvation of some is at stake?  Or are people to have their 
lives circumscribed just so that others can be protected from the pain 
of knowing that their fellow believers don’t share all their opinions?  
And the ones who can’t stand the difference aren’t the newer, “weaker” 
members.  They’re usually the ones who have been insiders for years.
Opponents of women’s ordination in the Anglican Church had those 
who were in favour of it bending over backwards to respect their 



sensitivities for decades.  The first women to be ordained were told not 
to celebrate in public, in case it upset other Anglicans.
But people who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones.
Anybody remember this?  “ Reflecting on the issue of churches 
registering their buildings for same sex marriage, Council recognises 
areas of genuine and deep disagreement. We believe that these are 
dimensions of the tension of living with unity and diversity. We continue 
to seek God’s grace as we ‘walk together and watch over one another’ 
under the authority of Christ.  
In the light of this, recognising the costs involved and after careful and 
prayerful reflection and listening, we humbly urge churches who are 
considering conducting same-sex marriages to refrain from doing so 
out of mutual respect. “
Yes, our very own Baptist Union Council, and yes, that was nearly 2 
years ago now, and yes, we did point out at the time that respect in 
this regard was, far from being mutual, very much a one-way street.
Then there were complaints, still continuing, of which Bloomsbury 
Baptist Church in London is getting the brunt, that those in favour of 
gay marriage are not gracious.  I’m not personally convinced that 
graciousness is always necessary or appropriate.  After all, we follow a 
master in Jesus who was not averse to calling his opponents: 
hypocrites, brood of vipers, like whitewashed tombs.  He wasn’t averse 
to turning over the tables in the Temple, saying the authorities had 
allowed the Temple to become a den of robbers.
Let me be clear that I am not imputing bad motives such as malice to 
the advocates of the narrower traditions – just a lack of imagination 
and sympathy. As former Bishop Richard Holloway puts it in his book 
Leaving Alexandria, “the conservative mind believes that the only way 
to contain the unruly wills and affections of sinful men is through 
strong, stable and ruthless institutions that are prepared to sacrifice 
the individual for the greater and more enduring good of the 
community”.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
It seems to me that this reading from 1 Corinthians  has been abused 
by those seeking simply to suppress diversity in thought and action, 
and in particular where “the world” is seen to be encroaching on “the 
church”.  Again to quote Richard Holloway, “The problem for the 



Church in the twentieth century was that many of the pressures for 
human emancipation were coming from the secular rather than the 
religious sphere, and Christianity is always suspicious of moral 
imperatives it did not invent, seeing itself as the uniquely qualified 
conscience of humanity.  It is hard for institutions that believe they are 
divinely inspired and guided to admit they are wrong about anything, 
especially in the areas of moral evolution......The Church can never 
just do the right thing because it is the right thing to do; it has to find 
religious reasons for doing it.”
Right knowledge has to come from within the Church.  What a huge 
disservice this does to the God who is active in every area of life, 
among all people of all kinds, everywhere across the world. What a 
huge disservice this does to Jesus who actively sought out the 
company of outsiders and the less respected.

I’m aware that it may sound as though I am advocating confrontation 
as the best option when faced with narrowness and intolerance.  Not 
so.  Sometimes the way forward is subversion of expectations, moving 
the goalposts, confusing the opposition – or just doing your own thing 
and bypassing them.  If something is yours, just claim it.

Gwyneth Heritage Roberts

~  Snippets of Hebrew 
    A Word about Words ~ 

Although the Greek word for “word” is logos, and is feminine, and we 
are reasonably familiar with it, the Hebrew word is dvr, pronounced 
davar, and it is masculine. Hebrew was originally not written with any 
vowels, but the pronunciation was handed down by oral tradition until 
the Masorites added vowels to the text.
Incidentally this Hebrew word, davar, is almost never used to describe 
negative words. It is used to refer to a word, speech, a matter or a 
thing.



In Genesis when God spoke things into being, a different word is used, 
amar. Amar just means: to say. So in the creation account it doesn’t 
say “God spoke a word”, it just says “God said let there be light” for 
example. This has a different tone to the New Testament’s view which 
emphasises that it was the power of his word which was creative.
Interestingly Genesis just says of the firmament, that “God made the 
firmament” in verse 7. So not everything was spoken into being, 
apparently. The same was said of the two great lights, that God made. 
He didn’t say let there be two great lights. It just says he made them. 
Verse 21 says he created the great whales. It says nothing about 
whether God spoke, or commanded them to appear. 

Since the order of created elements does not follow any logical order, 
it seems it is poetic more than instructional. This is typical of Hebrew 
writings. There is a symmetry in the themes which are found in days 1 
to 3, and days 4 to 6.
Karen Armstrong notes that the Bible:
Like all poetry it is trying to say something that cannot be expressed in 
logical prose. 
So perhaps there is a beauty in the symmetry of the text which points 
to something rather different that our modern western reductionist 
thinking is used to.
Despite our desperation to know all the details, we just have to be 
content with the little we have.

Geoff Walker

~ Book Review ~ 
‘Accidental Saints’ by Nadia Bolz-Weber

published by Canterbury Press

Nadia is an atypical Lutheran pastor who founded the ‘House for All 
Sinners and Saints, and emerging church in Denver, Colorado.  With 
her tattoo sleeves, piercings and short spiky hair, you would be 
forgiven for thinking she might be a throwback to the punk era of the 
1970s.  Nadia has led what might be termed a ‘colourful’ life, and she 
brings a freshness of perspective to faith and doctrine.  This book has 



a subtitle; ‘finding God in all the wrong people’.  It is honest and often 
quite emotionally raw and is essentially practical theology, but not in 
any academic sense.  It is not an exploration of how scripture and 
doctrine inform practice, but is, instead a dialogue between faith and 
experience.  The people she meets and the situations she finds herself 
and others in, informs her theology as much as her theology informs 
her practice.  She is not one to get hung up on right thinking 
(orthodoxy) but is much more about right doing (orthopraxy).  The book 
is a series of encounters with those whom more orthodox Christianity 
might categorise as ‘sinners’, and through whom Nadia sees God 
working to challenge her ideas about herself, her faith, God and 
others.  ‘Larry’ teaches her about the atonement; a ’blessed exchange’ 
rather than Jesus ‘taking the really bad spanking from God for our own 
naughtiness’ (p18).  And she is moved by those on the margins to 
continue Jesus’ beatitudes with a few additions of her own including 
‘Blessed are the agnostics’ and ‘Blessed are those who can’t fall apart 
because they have to keep it together for everyone else’ (p185).

If you’re offended by the occasional anglo-saxon expletive, then this 
book isn’t for you, but if you want to read something fresh, honest and 
real, that is both inspiring and challenging at that same time, then I 
suggest you give it a go.  

Jane Henderson

~ Lent Series ~ 

During Lent our morning service and second sessions will be based 
upon a study resource entitled ‘Parables and Possessions’. If you 
would like to read the study book you can find it at:

https://ctbi.org.uk/lent-study-2014-parables-and-possessions/

https://ctbi.org.uk/lent-study-2014-parables-and-possessions/


~ The Church Weekend ~ 
Rydal Hall 

22nd - 24th June 2018

What we want you to do and bring
to make the sessions a shared experience.

We are a very words orientated church in our meetings on Sundays. 
But our worship is also connected with the place, the music and the 
things we have around us. The church is the people, and we meet to 
be The People, and so we need somewhere to meet, whether 
corrugated iron Gospel Hall or marble Basilica. Sometimes the space 
is also a place to be on one’s own. So this weekend, the idea is to 
think around the theme of Sacred Spaces. Sacred space is linked to 
worship, and supporting a community, so we can take many paths 
within the sessions.

Current outline

Friday Evening: Introduction to the theme

Saturday Morning:
1 Sacred spaces – buildings. Part of session will be for people to 

bring and share, as will session 2. 
2 Sacred spaces - outdoors, (gardens, locations, stone circles,  

“thin” places)

Sunday Morning:
3 Music, how it can create/inhabit/shape sacred space.  

Influenced by what people bring. Also used through the  
weekend. 

4 Art other than architecture, how it influences sacred spaces

What we would like you to do:
Think about what a sacred space means to you. Bring a picture of it if 
there is one (or if it can be captured in that way). Perhaps also be 
ready to talk about it on a Saturday session. If you can let us know in 



advance, we will incorporate your picture into a slide show to project 
so we can all see it clearly, or put it on the wall displays.

If you have a piece of music, please let us know, maybe let us have a 
copy of it, and we will incorporate it if we can, either into morning 
prayers, a musical playlist. 

Alan Redhouse will be leading the last session on Sunday. If you have 
any pictures of paintings, sculptures, tapestries, mosaics etc that you 
have collected on your travels and that you feel contributed to your 
appreciation of a sacred place please send them, with any comments, 
to alan.redhouse@virgin.net. Remember that they do not necessarily 
have to be Christian sacred places.

Please let us have your contribution before the weekend, to make 
it easier to share.

If you would like to take a more active part in preparing for the 
content of the weekend, please let David and Margaret know.

If you would like to go, please contact Leonie or one of the 
deacons.

David & Margaret Garner

~ Fallowfield & Withington Food Bank ~ 
Thank you to everyone who has visited, sent cards, or emails during 
my recent stay in hospital - they have been much appreciated.

We have been chosen as one of the charities to benefit from Lidl’s new 
feed it back scheme, where we shall collect surplus food from the store 
and distribute it between the Foodbank and The Hive. 

mailto:alan.redhouse@virgin.net


Iceland frozen foods have also donated a number of chest freezers to 
the Trussell Trust and we were lucky enough to obtain one. This will 
mean we can deep freeze some of the items we receive from Lidl.
We are fully stocked for most items at present but there is an urgent 
need for us to build up our stock of instant mash, sponge puddings 
and tinned fruit

Colin Marchbank-Smith

~ New of the Family ~ 

Colin Marchbank-Smith is back home after a few weeks in the MRI.
However he is still in considerable pain and has to have more 
treatment at the hospital. We wish him well and will keep him in our 
prayers.

Beryl Dykes is back home after being in Stepping Hill Hospital for a 
week. We are glad that she is feeling better and are looking forward to 
seeing her back with us shortly.

We are sorry to announce the deaths last week of two formerly active 
members of the Union Chapel community. Charlie Mellor who 
attended French classes here and was also a very regular attender at 
our Sunday lunches, and Phyllis Kissack mother of the musician 
Dave Kissack.

~ Christian Aid ~ 
As noted earlier we shall be following, in our services during Lent, a 
study resource entitled ‘Parables and Possessions’. Christian Aid has 
produced a Lenten study series:
Lenten Reflections: Journey through the widenesss of Lent with 
sisters and brothers from Kenya and Nigeria



With Readings and stories from Christian Aid workers in the field it 
might be a useful complement to our own study series.
You can find it at https://www.christianaid.org.uk/lent-easter-appeal
and follow the link to ‘Lent reflections’
After all the bad publicity recently concerning Aid charities it is good to 
be reminded of the good work carried out by the overwhelming 
majority of staff and volunteers of these organisations.

~ February Church Walk ~ 
The walk planned for February was to be around Wildboar Clough but 
we awoke on the Saturday to a severe weather warning in that area. 
As only three of us turned up we decided to cut our losses and go to 
Dunham Massey. It was a pleasant walk around the Park, through 
Dunham Town, along the Canal to Little Bollington and back into the 
Park. The advantage of this walk over the Wildboar Clough, apart from 
the weather, was the presence of the National Trust cafe which was 
most welcome.

(the third person was Sue who took the photograph)

https://www.christianaid.org.uk/lent-easter-appeal


~ Endpiece ~ 
Some of you might have been receiving some cracking archive photos 
from David, and I have been wallowing in a cloud of nostalgia as I 
viewed them. I liked the one below not simply for the youthful 
enthusiasm but also for the firm grip on the uprooted grass and the 
obvious pride in having ripped it out of the ground.

I’m sure there is a message here somewhere as Union Chapel looks 
to the future.



~ Talking to Each Other ~ 
If you would like to comment on any of the articles in this magazine 
and so start a discussion or if you would care to write an article for us 
on a topic of your choosing such contributions would be welcome. 
Please send them by email to alan.redhouse@virgin.net or by post to 
The Editor, Christward, Union Chapel Fallowfield, 2b Wellington Road, 
Fallowfield, Manchester, M14 6EQ.
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