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~ Post church weekend, further thoughts... ~
(great weekend, thank you Steve and Gwyneth and all).
If Union Chapel is to flourish as a more inclusive community, this will
not be, I suggest, because it has become more worthy in some PC
way, concerned to examine the barriers that we present to potential
associates and focused on reducing these. It will be because we have
understood the importance of a living and joyful gospel - not a
hedonistic one, concerned with seeking pleasure; but not one that
denies that pleasure is a good thing. Not one which is limited to
acceptance of a creed, but not one either that ignores examples of
human kindness, and greatness, and generosity - And it will be
because that gospel is lived out in the way we are. Simplifying our
agendas. Removing some of our hangups. Moving towards a freedom.
In Open Tuesday parties, it is not difficult to create an inclusive and
positive conversation around a table, which draws people in. This last
Tuesday, people gradually arrived with food that they had made or
brought, and joined the conversation, sharing stories and memories
and ideas, and having a laugh. And this led us to planning for the
Autumn, a programme which (we hope) will include a 95 year old
Jewish woman who was on the Spirit of St Louis, a refugee ship that
eventually allowed her and 13 others to disembark to a life in the UK.
And a second go at getting a speaker on World Basic Income, because
how is the world going to get better without better distribution of
wealth? And Gary coming back to talk about how to influence
government. And a Bonfire party, and a Christmas party. And none of
this because we have to. Only because doing things together, being
together, having the chance to connect with people that we know well
or know very little of, being surprised, being delighted, is a source of
pleasure.
I've talked before about church as a place which stands against fear as
a insidious and negative influence. Now, thanks to Steve and others,

we've started to talk about the other side of the same coin, and it
seems exciting and energising.
Andy Howes

~ Christianity - seriously strange ~
We are still in the season after Easter. I am emulating Gwen by getting
Peter and Paul in the same service, but apart from the story of
Eutychus, the other readings are in today’s lectionary.
The final reading in the service Steve led on Easter Sunday was the
ending of the Gospel of Mark, which is thought to be an addition by a
later writer. It includes this section as part of what Jesus said: And
these signs will accompany those who believe: by using my name they
will cast out demons; they will speak in new tongues; they will pick up
snakes in their hands, and if they drink any deadly thing, it will not hurt
them; they will lay their hands on the sick, and they will recover
If anyone thought this was odd, they didn’t say so. I have come across
some fairly nutty fundamentalists over the years but none that
advocate playing with snakes and drinking poison as signs of faith. It
is somehow understood that this isn’t to be taken literally, even if other
parts of the same text are. But what would someone think who came
into a church for the first time? Would they think we were serious
about this?
I think those of us who come from church-going or at least churchallied families can easily underestimate the extent to which what we
think is basic general knowledge about the beliefs and practices of the
mainstream denominations has gone from society generally. It is very
easy to fall into the way of thinking that what is familiar to you is
accessible and acceptable to everyone, and it’s what others believe
that is odd. I recall being told years ago that Muslims believe that
Jesus made sparrows out of mud and then blew on them and they flew
away, in a way that made it clear that this idea was considered by the
speaker to be deeply peculiar. Whereas believing that He turned water
into wine and cursed fig trees is standard stuff, of course. I just don’t
think we realise how odd some of the stories that we read and tell
week in, week out are to those who have grown up with a scientific
rather than a religious basic frame of reference. Could good people

really bring dead people back to life without defibrillators and intensive
care units? Doesn’t happen now, does it?
I don’t want to talk at this point about whether we believe that the
miracles in the Bible literally happened as stated, and whether we find
the accounts of miracles a help or a hindrance. I’m hoping there will be
time for that in Second Session. The point I want to make here is that
we all sit here listening to the Bible readings, as do thousands of
people in churches up and down the country, and must look to
outsiders as if we take totally seriously stuff which they would probably
bracket with Harry Potter, without giving any indication that we know it
sounds strange.
I think mine was probably the last generation who had daily Christianbased school assemblies. Certainly many younger people seem to
have about as much recollection of what they learned about
Christianity as I have of my Chemistry lessons, and as much desire to
find out more about the church as I have for further encounters with
litmus paper and Bunsen burners. Many retain a vague belief in a
good God, but that’s about it. The polite disinterest in my Church
activities from my non-religious colleagues is unmistakeable. It’s my
hobby, but one they don’t see as anything other than one choice
among many. They have no curiosity to find out more, no feeling that
they may be missing out on something. The popularity of non-religious
wedding venues and opting for non-religious funerals have increased
massively in recent years. And even if people have some familiarity
with conventions, this doesn’t mean they are comfortable with them or
accept that because they are time-honoured they have a value now.
All conventions are open to examination and reconsideration. If a man
offers to give up his seat for a woman on a crowded train, is this a
chivalrous gesture or is it patronising? I have seen the offer refused.
This is a serious question. If you were to bring someone to church who
had had nothing to do with organised religion before, what would you
feel you needed to tell them? The conversations around this I recall
from years ago were about people not knowing when to stand up and
sit down (hardly one of our consistent points these days) and whether
they would be embarrassed at the Offering. Wouldn’t we now need to
wonder whether we ought to say something about all the tales of the

angry Old Testament God that seem to crop up so regularly, and why
we listen to tales about a small Middle Eastern tribe of thousands of
years ago? And what about Communion? I was brought up as a nonconformist to believe that communion is symbolic not magical, but the
standard wording is still, take, eat, this is my body; the blood of Christ,
poured out for you, drink of it. I would think there would be some
serious explaining to do to anyone unfamiliar with the concept,
especially if they were vegetarian or vegan.
I am not saying that there is anything wrong with enjoying the Bible
stories – quite the opposite. Perhaps familiarity has led us not to see
how mysterious and meaningful some of them are. It’s worth asking, if
we came to them completely fresh, how would we react? I remember
Liz Neal telling me some years ago that a colleague had heard on the
radio the story, which was new to him, of seeing the speck of sawdust
in your brother’s eye without noticing the plank in your own, and had
been very struck by it as an illustration of the point, whereas we just
say, “oh yeah, motes and beams”. Heaven forbid that familiarity
breeds contempt.
We are apt to beat ourselves up about whether our services are
accessible without perhaps appreciating how far back many people
start from when it comes to churches. We have for many years
attracted those for whom coming to church is in a sense coming home.
Perhaps this is and should be our role. We aren’t unusual in this.
Steve & I met up yesterday with friends who said they had realised
that the new people who had joined their Methodist church in
Staffordshire recently were all over 50, and all church returners after
some years of not worshipping on Sundays – not unbelievers who
were seeking for something. There are many people out there who
have no feeling for Christian practice, and we need to face up to this.
A few minor adjustments on a Sunday morning aren’t going to make
the difference, even for those who may feel a need of God – and many
don’t. The Sunday service is just one of the things on offer in the
building. Introducing craft-based activities during a service doesn’t
give church the appeal of an art class or a craft workshop if art is your
thing rather than religion. Is there a case for keeping Sunday mornings
for those already infected with religion and accepting now that bringing
in the uninitiated, if indeed it is a priority, has to be in a different setting

and time? Several of us were very struck when the chaplains from St
Peters visited, that they were concerned with finding opportunities to
get alongside people in contexts in which those people were already
comfortable rather than wanting to get them into traditional worship
settings.
There is something very special for us in the teachings of the Bible and
the traditions of the Church. The worst thing we could do would be to
move away from what is precious to those who make up the core
congregation on Sundays in the hope of appealing to others who just
don’t have much interest in joining us now. We need to be the best
Union Chapel that we can be, and that can only be good for us and the
people we come into contact with, whether they want to join us or not.
And miracles keep happening. The sun rose in the East today.
Gwyneth Heritage Roberts

~ Union Chapel Players On Tour ~
Summer is here again and we all know that this signals the start of our
players’ touring season. We caught up with the UCP northern tour in
Conwy at Beechwood Court, as they rehearse in preparation for the
Edinburgh festival.
We were treated to a selection of sketches from a collection of writers
including Redhouse, Howes and Garner. Redhouse delights audiences
with his re-imaginings of biblical stories in a modern context. The
casting of Heritage, a feminist icon, to play arguably the feminist icon in
the bible, Jael was inspired. Jael was a modern day doctor lancing the
boil of misogyny in our society. Roberts’ was the character you loved to
hate a physical manifestation of #everydaysexism. The cast’s decision
not to shy away from the original tent peg and mallet combination was
bold and paid off. There was nervous laughter in the audience and a
real sense of anxiety that had all the Union Chapel medical staff ready
to reach for their phones and emergency first aid kits. An almost Artaud
Theatre of Cruelty interpretation.
A piece of metatheatre based on Macbeth saw Howes’ give a nod to

his acting roots appearing as an epitome of all the cringe-inducing
aspects of amateur dramatics. This will surely have pleased his longstanding fans who were delighted to see him take to the boards once
more in a typical comedic role. Ellie Redhouse, Isobel Earnshaw and
Jessica Howes’ transformation from bored, lethargic teenagers to
driven, almost possessed, witches sent a bold message. Do not
underestimate us. We are the next generation. We are strong,
independent women; do not tell us what we can or cannot do. There
are rumours that they are being sought after to be the new faces of the
This Girl Can campaign but be assured they will not stop at that. This
writer would be surprised if Jordan Peele was not in contact shortly to
ask them to be in his next horror movie.
The Heritage-Roberts team returned to the stage on the psychiatrist’s
couch. Jonathan Roberts’ turn as the almighty was poignant.
Presenting us with an alternative view of the omnipotent, omniscient
God suggesting through his portrayal that if anything knowledge can be
absolutely paralysing. Like a grandmaster chess player thinking 30
moves ahead becoming tangled and trapped in his thoughts until he is
moved into inaction. Redhouse cleverly drew us back to the theme of
the weekend- don’t over think it- take joy in what you do.
We eavesdropped into a telephone call between God and Moses;
Redhouse re-frames the almighty as a travel agent selling a dubious
tour to a gullible Moses. Is Redhouse commenting on the
environmental cost of our ‘need’ for cheap holidays? At a time when
Love Island dominates our screens Redhouse is urging us all to offset
our carbon footprint when we next book a holiday. David Redhouse
played the suspicious Moses capturing the tone that we all use when
we speak to those in advertising and Eeckelaers’ interpretation was
reminiscent of an American used-car salesman economical with the
truth in order to get the deal done.
Garner continued the environmental theme inviting us to look at the
White Witch from Narnia, not as a villain but actually an environmental
champion concerned with global warming. Although she was presented
by Eeckelaers as terse and perhaps unreasonable, turning her

adversaries into stone, Garner encourages us to sympathise with her.
The piece was a rallying call to action, where Thanos and Richmond
Valentine have failed perhaps the White Witch and David Attenborough
will succeed. It once again featured the terrific trio Earnshaw,
Redhouse Jr. and Howes Jr. Earnshaw’s attention to detail in her
portrayal of the receptionist again shows her fine voice work.
Redhouse played the quietly confident consultant perfectly and
Howes’ turn as a dwarf provided the comic relief that was needed.
As Shakespeare says “If a good wine needs no bush, then a good play
needs no epilogue”. Please, therefore, excuse me from writing a
summary and I will merely say this the theme of the weekend was joy
and this is exactly what our players and our writers brought to us.
Rachel Garner

~ Snippets of Hebrew ~
Lost Forever
often hear the expression “lost in translation.” But things can be worse
than that, they can also be lost forever, in any language.
At the Book Group we came across the idea that in the book of
Exodus, the tabernacle, or tent of meeting where God would meet with
people, was to be covered in porpoise skins. It sounds extremely
unlikely, but it seemed worth investigating.
Different versions translated the original word, Tachash in Hebrew, as
badger skins, antelope skins, sea cows, porpoise skins, blue skins,
badger skins, seal, goat, leather. Such a variety suggests that no one
knows, and those who try are all guessing.
Perhaps the description of the covering is of little importance,
compared to the idea that it had a covering. Even so, imaginations
seem to have run riot! Porpoises have been suggested, because the
Arabic word for Porpoise is very similar to Tachash. So the porpoise

idea is based on the most flimsy of ideas. Looking at similar words in
other local languages has been used on many other occasions, for
example, there are fifteen words in the book of Job that are used
nowhere else in the Bible, and no one really knows what any of them
mean.
Apparently there was a substance found in molluscs that would act as
a blue dye: but shellfish were unclean. However, the idea of blue, the
colour of the heavens was appealing, and since God lives in the
heavens, it seems symbolically appropriate. However, for a people
living in the middle of a desert, the idea of obtaining molluscs from the
sea shore is one thing, but catching enough porpoises for a big tent
covering is quite something else. They would have had to have hired a
boat and a lot of help, and that would depend on a lot of good will from
neighbouring countries. Even if they bought the skins from fishermen,
they were still a long way from the coast.
The notion that Tachash is either the material of the covering or its
colour seems clear. At least that limits the scope of the discussion.
Animal skin seems to be the most likely, but whether it was dyed or not
is still open to question.
Grammatically, Tachash is a plural noun, so it may still be dyed skins.
But since the word is a noun, it was not an instruction to dye the skins.
The oldest commentaries suggest that it is a colour, but a colour is not
a noun. Perhaps this all boils down to the fact that it is lost forever.
Happily the implications, theological or otherwise, for an incorrect
translation for the covering of the tabernacle in the wilderness, are,
absolutely zero.
So in spite of the conjecture, albeit interesting, no-one knows what it
should be. And we never will.
Geoff Walker

~ Connie West - a personal remembrance ~
Whenever I think of Connie the first thing that I see in my mind's eye is
her smile. It always made you feel welcome. It was genuine and
unforced even when I suspect there were occasions when she had
other things on her mind. Of course sometimes the smile was
particularly broad for me. These were on the Sunday mornings when
City had received a thrashing the day before and United had clocked
up another win in their seemingly unstoppable progress to glory.
Quite early on in my time at Union Chapel I joined the group
responsible for Junior Church. I can't remember a great deal about our
teaching strategy but I do remember the meetings at the Neals’ house.
We would start off with a brief discussion of whether we were going to
follow the Scripture Union teaching programme or the one produced by
the BU, Roots I think it was called. Then when the Neals’ baby woke up
the infant would be brought downstairs for Connie to cuddle and the
meeting morphed into one on child-rearing. If ever there was a woman
who loved ALL children it was Connie West.

For several years a group of us, the Neals, Wests, Redhouses and
Irene Roberts would have weekend break together typically in a
cottage in the Yorkshire Dales. Connie was not the most enthusiastic
walker, in fact I don't think it is unfair to say that her ideal walk was a
brief stroll to the nearest tea shop. We passed many enjoyable hours
drinking tea and talking.
Union Chapel loves discussing all manner of topics and although
Connie was not given to major contributions to these discussions when
she spoke she could pull the rest of us up short. I well remember when
we were all congratulating ourselves on how welcoming, friendly and
tolerant Union Chapel was compared with many other churches that
Connie remarked that we also had tendency to arrogance.
Connie, together with Don, made major contributions to the life of
Union Chapel when she was younger. When, latterly, necessity
required she move to North Wales she was sorely missed.
It was a privilege to have known her.

Alan Redhouse

~ News of the Family ~
Congratulations to Rachel Garner who has just got a
new job.

~ Church Weekend in Photos ~

There was food

There was
serious
discussion over
food

There was
music

There was a
playground for
the
children…..

…and for some
adults

Some people thought
they were in Cannes…

…. a few that they
were on safari…

… and some that
they had climbed
Everest

Some were
exhausted……

others played the innocent….
(who me?)

….some did anything to escape the
photographer

but everyone had a good time…until Jess realised that Rory had
deleted the entire music collection on her smart phone

Note:

The photos look even better on the website
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