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Impressions of God
Even a short time in a different culture can give us spiritual messages

O

ne of the effects of growing older
is that we tend to acquire a
broader perspective. It’s a bit like
climbing a mountain and seeing the view
gradually unfold. It is often satisfying,
but it is not always a positive experience.
From the standpoint of youth, the
‘broader perspective’ of today can often
seem like inactivity. It is as if the energy
has gone, the urgency to scale new
heights abated. But from the vantage
point of experience, there is also a
degree of despair. As one views the
church today, the energy that is still
there often seems focused in ways that
are building walls rather than seeking
to tear them down.
It’s true, of course, that there are many
dedicated and creative Christians
working sacrificially to make Christ
known in various and often unexpected
dark corners. That can only be good,
and a source of encouragement. Yet the
church as a whole seems out of touch.
Its response to its environment is either
to complain and withdraw, or to go with
the flow and offer nothing particularly
inspiring.
Travel, like age, also has a broadening
effect. On a recent trip ‘down under’,
which took us through several countries
en route, Margaret and I were keen to
listen to the cultural and spiritual
messages we received.
Naturally, on any one trip all such data
is bound to be impressionistic and
superficial. To understand a culture one
has to live and work in it. But there is
also an advantage to impressions. By

filtering out detail, they can also
highlight important things which are lost
in the press of normal life and work.
Our antennae were sensing and listening
from the standpoint of Christians from
a distant and different culture. And
although it is hard to categorise varied
experiences, broadly speaking there
were perhaps three main impressions.
The first was the universal need for God.
There were churches everywhere, of all
descriptions. The cathedral in Rio de
Janeiro has a circular seating
arrangement, with a stained glass
window that seems to reach almost to
the sky. Standing in it, I felt quite at
home, part of something much larger
than myself. Yet if truth be told, the
Roman Catholicism of Brazil is probably
about as alien to an English Protestant
as a Chinese temple – and that is only
partly an exaggeration.
We did in fact visit a Chinese temple
later on in our trip. Our Chinese guide
gave us a potted version of Chinese
religion, which as far as he was
concerned
was
mainly
about
reincarnation. There was a God over all
things, he told us, but the various figures
in the temple represented deities of
more immediate significance – health,
safety, a good marriage, and so on.
I watched him as tourists swarmed
through the temple, snapping
everything in sight. He stood before the
central figure for a moment, head
bowed, before moving off. I had the
irresistible impression of someone in a
Christian church reverencing the altar,

and probably for similar reasons. At that
moment it also struck me that, just as
his religion needed more immediate
deities than the God who is over all, so
we too need a more human figure in
the shape of Jesus Christ.
Of course, when you come to the detail,
the differences are profound, and that
is what actually controls people’s lives.
Here, though, I was simply conscious
of the ordinary human need for God in
different cultures, and how that need is
addressed in broadly similar ways
despite huge differences in philosophical
outlook, doctrine or belief
Most ordinary people, I suspect, look to
God for the same sorts of things – things
that are beyond their power to achieve
or control. But where power exists, we
see another side to the universal need
for God. Power highlights the fact that
the need for God is not just an individual
but a corporate thing. Nowhere is that
illustrated more than in Rio.
Rio is an iconic city. There are slums
everywhere, throughout the world, but
in Rio they are not invisible, on the fringe
or over the horizon. The city is
surrounded by steep hills, to which cling
precariously the shacks built by poor
immigrants who have no other land on
which to live.
I was reminded of the Biblical image of
the myriads of angels surrounding the
throne of God. Rio is like an arena,
where the wealth and prosperity of the
city operate on the flat area while the
poor are spectators on the high terraces
that surround it. The desire for God,

Connections and
Networks
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t is amazing how, over the years, community
relationships have endured while others have
waxed or waned. People still feel a sense of commitment to one another. The adult children of community members remain friends, both with their
contemporaries and with the adults they knew.
Despite being scattered across the world, there
remains that unique feeling of ‘family’.
This year there have been a number of reunions,
though not necessarily just for that purpose. The
most recent was a reception for the Prebble family, who are visiting Britain at the moment, held at
the home of Sue and Robert King.

There have been a variety of other reconnections
over the last few months. The photographs here
are but a sample - apologies to those omitted!
But why, apart from catching up, are such meetings important to the Community?
One reason has already been hinted at: the desire to affirm the eternal nature of relationships in
Christ. Such relationships are not held together
by religious belief, but by the acceptance of our
humanity and the affirmation of the dignity of every person. Here, religious and non-religious alike
share the love of God. It has often been said that
community members were ‘spoiled for the world’
in that respect. Nothing is quite so satisfying.
But there are, of course, other reasons for meeting up, particularly the opportunity to share how
it has been for us in life’s journey. Many of the
issues that we grapple with are also issues for the

church as a whole, and although there is no such
thing as a community ‘party line’, we frequently
find that we have similar experiences and similar
reactions to them.
In a world where religion is increasingly polarised
along lines defined by movements, organisations
and pressure groups, it is important to keep our
own sense of where God is in it all, even if that
turns out at times to be at odds with the flow of
religious life in church. Networks and connections
are a vital part of maintaining that sense.
Fundamentally, the Community has always been
about giving one’s life to God. That still remains
the vision even though most are scattered, and
that is what we try to support in each other. The
photographs here show at least 8 Anglican priests
plus one in training. That is a sign of how well the
Community has fostered that vision.

Edward and Sherrell Prebble, here snapped at their
home in Tauranga, New Zealand.
Jean and Alan Greening (left and right), with Barbara Gilbert and Jeanne Hinton.

Ken Ramsay and Maggie Durran

Andy Roland

Sherrell Prebble and Margaret Bradshaw; foreground: Rebecca Bradshaw
Levy with Bethan (1) and Jake (3).

Sally Prebble (now
married to Callum)

Callum Lindsay with Hannah King

Amanda and Esther Clarke-Prebble, with Rebecca Bradshaw.
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n October, the Community’s UK Council met over the course of the next few months. So
in preparation for the next meeting of the many people contact us now via this route that
Community of Celebration Christian Trust.
it makes sense to try and build a ‘gateway’which
is a bit more dynamic and interactive.
One of the items discussed was the CCCT
website. The internet is becoming increasingly Phil has a book project under way, and the Trust
important to us as a way of reaching out and is supporting this. Some of the material has
connecting with the public, and a significant been generated as a result of preaching in his
amount of time is now taken up in dealing parish church over a period of years. Over time,
with enquiries and other types of communi- perspectives are refined through dialogue and
cation.
discussion. We are hoping the Trust will produce other publications in due course.
However, the website itself remains static,
chiefly because of lack of resources to main- Plans are under way for 2005, with various
tain it. A major aspect of that is the steep possibilities for visits to Aliquippa being penA meeting of the CCCT Trustees in Redhill in October. (l. to learning curve required to become proficient cilled in, and at the time of going to press some
in web design and the use of software. We exciting ideas are under discussion for a posr.): Margaret Bradshaw, May McKeown, Bill Farra, Ray
agreed that it would be well worth our while sible visit by the Community in October. That
Humby, Roger Orr, Judy Powell, Desmond Orr. Photo: Phil
to invest some money in this area, for ex- would be as part of our relationship with the
Bradshaw.
ample in training. We shall be looking at this community at Elmore Abbey.

Sue King, Jeanne Hinton. Background: Dave Porter and Alan Greening. Sue and
Robert hosted the reception for the Prebble family at their home.

Debbie Thorpe, Barbara Gilbert

Valerie and Ken Ramsay, with Robert King.

Lorna and Stephen Ball, at their home in Oxford,
where Stephen is training for ordination.

The Rev. Daphne Grimes, on a visit to Britain,
with Ian Bradshaw and Favorita Barbarello.

Tom & Chris Lees, Geraldine O’Meara and Celia Harrisson, at
Debbie Thorpe’s birthday party in September.
News of Susan Abbott: Many will have heard that Susan suffered
a fall earlier this year, which required hospitalisation and was potentially life threatening. It has been a very difficult time for her, but
Michal Ann reports that her determination to overcome eating problems and to gain weight is paying off. She has been greatly encourPhil Higgs, Carol Tokley and Kea, at their home near Melbourne, on the occasion of aged by the prayers, messages and visits of friends, and the family is
now looking forward to Christmas together. Please continue to keep
a visit from Phil & Margaret Bradshaw.
Susan in your prayers.

expressed in the architecture of the
cathedral, is not just an individual
human longing; it is the longing for God
at the heart of human community.
Another broad impression that struck us
quite forcibly had to do with origins. The
native peoples of the Pacific –
Polynesians, Maori, Aborigines – are
preoccupied, not so much with religion,
as with the preservation of their culture.
But a significant part of their culture has
to do with the stories of their origins,
and that takes them into an area where
myth and religious sense are fused.
It is easy for westerners, no longer
driven by ideas of civilising the primitive,
to look upon these stories as quaint. We
were touched by the way some
individuals told us, without bitterness,
of how their identity as a people was
destroyed by the colonisers. It came
home to us that the question of origins
is a vital one, and it is not divorced from
the need for God.
We have our own story of origins, which
is in Genesis, and that is the property
not only of the church but of secularised
Christian society, even if it has now
reached the point of rejecting it. A story
in November’s National Geographic
Magazine speaks of the unaccountable
numbers of people who reject the theory
of evolution, a fact which, to me, reflects
not so much religious bigotry as the
need for a story of origins that is
founded in mystery.
We have a lot to learn from the native
peoples whose culture we have
destroyed. The church, rather than
being embarrassed by the creation
account or playing it down as ‘just’ a
story, would do well to find new ways
of capitalising on its power to give a
sense of identity rooted in God, which
is a need as basic as the personal need
for God.
A third impression was of the white,
western culture of Australia and New
Zealand. Here, as far as the church is
concerned, there is a situation not
dissimilar to that which exists in the
United States and Britain. The church is

deeply divided, currently along fault lines
to do with sexuality and biblical
authority.
It is difficult to generalise from a few
visits, but we had an impression of
churches with a more liberal stance on
these issues struggling with the force
of secularism – people feeling less and
less the need for church. Conservative
churches, on the other hand, could be
apparently thriving, albeit at the price
of an exclusive mentality.
We visited one church to which I had a
somewhat visceral response. It was laid
out like a theatre with a stage and was
said to have a congregation of hundreds.
To me, it smelt of money, power,
personality and performance, together
with the arrogance of assuming that
large numbers demonstrate God’s
blessing on its practices and beliefs. That
might have been unfair, but there was
little sense of awe in the building.

Such a community will be one that tells
the true story of our origins – true, not
in the sense of being correct, but in the
sense that it resonates with our deepest
sense of who we are, that is, spiritual
beings, not a collection of atoms, beings
made by God and for God and in the
image of God. It will affirm both unity
and diversity, but refuse to be divided.
That is what the world wants to see.
Will it ever happen? The despair of
reaching the broader perspective is that
it often looks as if energy is going into
creating barriers rather than
surmounting them. But then, we never
do get to the point of seeing things from
God’s perspective. That is why we
continue to pray.
Phil Bradshaw

The Rule of Life
of the
Community of Celebration

These divides are not superficial. Like
political differences, they run deep and
control people’s responses even to the
good in the other. But the truth is that
Christianity is not about any form of
‘ism’, be it feminism or fundamentalism.
Jesus did not confront Judaism with
‘Jesus-ism’, but with the Spirit of God.
And that is never tidy. It is not
monochrome. It does not conform to
rules, and as soon as rules are made, it
drifts outside them.
I am convinced that the central task of
the church today is to rediscover the
meaning of ‘church’. It is not to win more
souls for Jesus, however important that
may be. It is not to solve the social ills
of the world, however noble or godly
the task. It is to reveal the true nature
of human community under God.
Such a community needs to address the
human need for God, for mystery, for
awe, for transcendence, without the
baggage of conditions and requirements. It needs to be a community with
the incarnate God at its heart, affirming
that we are members one of another,
that we are accepted in the beloved,
regardless of our condition or belief.
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In Memoriam
It is with great sadness that we report
the death in November of one of our
former Companions, Pauk Scriven. Paul
was a regular attender at our Companion conferences, and until recently was
Vicar of a parish near Monmouth. For
many years his wife Jane was our accountant.
We extend our deepest sympathy, love
and paryers to Jane and all the family
at this time.
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