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The United Benefice of  St Giles and  
         SS Philip & James with St Margaret 

 
http://www.st-giles-church.org 
http://www.parishes.oxford.anglican.org/oxford-stmargaret/ 
 
Vicar: Revd. Dr. Andrew Bunch, (Oxford prefix 01865) 
 The Vicarage, Church Walk, Oxford OX2 6LY         510460 
Curate: Revd. Georgie Simpson, 
 10 Woodstock Road, Oxford, OX2 6HT                     512319 
Non-stipendiary:  Revd. Michael Screech, 5 Swanston Field, 
 Whitchurch-on-Thames, Reading, RG8 7HP            01189 842513 
Lay Ministers: 
David Longrigg, 23 Norham Rd, Oxford OX2 6SF 557879 
Paula Clifford, email: pm.clifford@virgin.net 01869 350806 
 
Benefice secretary: Anne Dutton  311198 
 secretary@st-giles-church.org 

(Office hours: Mon 9:30-12:30; Wed 10:00-11:30; Thu 9:00-12:00) 
 
Benefice Magazine Editor: 
Alice Keller,  alice.keller@hotmail.co.uk 
8 Rowland Hill Court, Osney Lane, Oxford, OX1 1LE   240886 
  
The parish magazine aims to provide an opportunity for us to exchange 
ideas and to share our experience of the Christian life. Publication date is 
noted below. Please send the editor articles, drawings, book reviews, or 
parish news. The editor is especially grateful for material which has no 
particular sell-by date and for copy sent by email attachment. 
Recommended length of articles: invited articles max 1,100 words (3 
pages); all other contributions max 700 words (2 pages).  
 
Deadline for submissions for January issue:  
Wednesday, 2 January, 5pm (for distribution Sunday, 6 January). 
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John Davies             see below 
PCC Secretary: Edmund Weiner, 10 Bainton Rd, Oxford�� 557983 
Treasurer: Sarah Coleman, 13 Crick Road, Oxford OX2 6QL 558453 
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 41 Glebelands, Headington OX3 7EN          
Children and Youth work: Michèle Crawford,  558983 
Flowers: Michèle Crawford         see above



Andrew’s Letter 

Parish Magazine  –  December 2007 4 

Dear Friends,     December 2007 
 

In 1979 I made a huge discovery about the nature of life beyond the 
shores of this country. I had just started working for an American 
company which had an office in west London. As part of my training, I 
was invited to go and work in Houston for a six week period. This was 
both to meet the other people in the company working in my field and to 
become accustomed to the American style of the company. I thought 
that this was a great opportunity and was happy to comply with the 
“invitation” without too many complaints. 
 
When I set off on this working trip to Houston, I wasn’t particularly 
worried. I was confident that I could cope with the work and there didn’t 
seem to be any problem going to live in America for six weeks. After 
all, they spoke the same language and therefore I assumed life in 
Houston would be roughly the same as in Berkshire, where we were 
living then. 
 
Those six weeks were a very painful experience and my unhappiness 
really arose from one reason; the simple assumption that the American 
culture and language would be the same as the British was totally and 
absolutely wrong. That experience taught me how dangerous 
assumptions can be in life and how important it is to expect the 
assumptions that underpin one culture to be different from those of 
another. Indeed the fun of life is greatly enhanced when instead of 
presuming that the basic assumptions are the same, you presume that 
they will be different. Then you are attuned to look for the small signs 
that indicate the differences between your home culture and the one you 
are visiting. 
 
Last summer my family came up against the same issue in a different 
context, when we went to France for a family wedding. Now I have a 
fair understanding of what happens at a wedding, but the majority of my 
experience comes from one stand-point, that of the priest conducting the 
wedding. But when you are not in your own church, you are not the 
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minister in charge of proceedings and you are not using a language with 
which you are fluent (to say the least!) – then the experience is very 
different. Stir in the fact that the wife of the bride is someone who you 
are going to meet many times after the service as a member of the 
family…. and then the whole way of doing things has to be very 
different. 
 
It was a wonderful occasion and is full of happy memories. The second 
battle of Agincourt didn’t actually erupt and there was no call for the 
long-bows!! But that experience did make me acutely aware of two 
things that were very different from the marriages that I conduct in this 
country. First, it made me realise how much waiting around there is for 
the guests at a wedding. The process of getting everything ready to be at 
the marriage service is far more complicated for guests than it is for the 
priest! Then after the service whilst photographs are taken and everyone 
has spoken to the happy couple, it was a very different experience to 
normal! The whole event made me acutely aware of how much patience 
is required of friends and family who come to a wedding. 
 
Yet, one of the biggest surprises for me happened in the progress of the 
service. When it came to the singing of the hymns I made an unexpected 
discovery … The British tend to sing hymns with enthusiasm and the 
French don’t! Maybe this is a gross generalisation, but since that 
discovery, the same impression has been reinforced for me several 
times. I may moan that not very much singing goes on in our schools 
these days, when compared with my childhood, but we still have a 
culture of singing in this country which is well rooted into our practice 
of worship. 
 
In the past, when people have posed the question as to the characteristics 
of being English, I have always had a tendency to answer in a negative 
way. For instance, being English seems to have a popular association 
with being a football hooligan or being able to participate in lots of 
different sports but never quite being world-class in any of them. But I 
am now coming to realise that there are some very good positive 
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qualities as well, closely related to the practices of the Church. I have 
long known that change bell-ringing is a peculiar feature of our English 
culture. However, I now realise that we should also be proud of our 
choral tradition. So let’s enjoy our singing even more than ever – it is 
one of the strengths of our English culture. With love, ����������������������������� ���
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‘Carols and other Hymns’ - favourite and unfavourite 
By Jennifer and Michael Brooker 

“Carols aren’t hymns!” - If you have lived with musicians, you know 
that will be their first reaction to this month’s theme. 

Sure enough, when we two got together to write this article, the one with 
the training in musicology promptly observed that the carol(e) is an early 
dance form.  

So why isn’t there dancing in church at Christmas? At Easter too and 
May Day (aka SS Philip & James) when we also sing carols. There is 
good biblical precedent: King David danced before the Lord with all his 
might. (2 Samuel 2:14) 

One reason might be that congregations have taken to performing carols 
so slowly they are barely recognizable as dance-floor material. ‘The 
First Nowell’ at crotchet = 170 has a lovely lilting melody to set feet 
tapping beneath the pews. Taken as it usually is nowadays at crotchet = 
110, it is so ponderous who would know it is in triple time? 

A slower pace also gives time to linger over words - a burden many 
traditional verses are unable to sustain. ‘The First Nowell’, doing duty as 
an Epiphany ‘hymn’, tells of the Magi, who have stopped over in 
Jerusalem, looking to the heavens for guidance - a sort of early SatNav, 
just as unreliable: 

‘This star drew nigh to THE north-west’ 

Singers may be pained by the mis-placed stress, an unfortunate melisma 
emphasising the definite article. These Magi, however, will be setting 
off in completely the wrong direction. Travel north-west from Jerusalem 
and you end up in Tel Aviv. Beit-Lechem lies south-southwest. 

As Christmas became a public holiday in the 19th century, writers and 
composer set to, creating modern carols to meet an emerging market. 
Their most successful number was without a doubt ‘Away in a Manger’. 

Two/three generations ago, it was a favourite in our family too. For the 
devout churchgoer it distilled the essence of the season.  
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Among current teenage members of St Margaret’s choir, opinion is 
divided as to whether ‘Away in a Manger’ is the worst religious song 
ever, or if it would be all right given a top-notch professional 
performance.  

‘But little Lord Jesus no cwying he makes.’ 

Docetic nonsense in our opinion! (Docetism: an ancient heresy, 
maintaining that Christ suffered only in appearance, not in reality.) Why 
shouldn’t Jesus cry? He is human: one of us - and one thing all healthy 
babies do is cry. 

Dodging reality is an occupational hazard of the purpose-built Christmas 
hymn. You might think you were safe with ‘Hark! the herald angels 
sing’: melody adapted from a big-name composer (Mendelssohn); words 
- Charles Wesley. Certainly it is a well-constructed tune; and because it 
is not pretending to be modal (as medieval carols are by nature), it can 
modulate and support more complex harmony. 

Just two lines in, however, we are already in trouble. Another awful mis-
stressed syllable (‘Glory TO the new-born King’) - repeated at the end of 
every verse. 

The language may have been more intelligible when the words were 
written. When children, we found it most confusing: ‘Late in time 
behold him come’ - does that mean Jesus was late/delayed/tardy? 

Mixed metaphors further muddle the brain. First Jesus is presented as a 
man, an important one, but definitely human - two arms, two legs 
(‘Prince of Peace’). A line later he is an orbiting sun. Another couple of 
lines down and he is some kind of bird (‘with healing in his wings’). 
And it gets worse: 

 ‘Mild he lays his glory by’ 

As adults, we know the writer is playing on the medieval meaning of the 
word ‘mild’: gracious/unassuming/generous. When we were children, 
‘mild’ meant soap - or that bland kind of cheese with the texture of soap. 

‘Born that man no more may die’? 
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- Excuse us, people do die!  

How could a Wesley have written anything so daft? Look more closely 
at the attribution and all becomes clear: “Charles Wesley 1707-88 and 
others.” Hymn-writing cannot be left to committee! 

While some Christmas compositions are inherently flawed, all are 
hostage to fortune in performance. ‘Once in royal’ boasts no-nonsense 
words from the lady, Mrs Alexander; a tune honed by successive 
editing; and a performance tradition which allows the piece to build up 
from verse to verse. Still, it makes us smile because many years ago, the 
late Graham Brooker was organist and choirmaster at a church where 
musical ambition slightly exceeded ability – and the tale of the 
Christmas disaster became family legend.  

As the youthful ‘new’ organist (he had only been in post eleven months) 
it was his first Service of Nine Lessons and Carols. Worshippers, packed 
into the squat medieval building, were waiting. Come the hour, in the 
silent darkness, a single chorister stepped forward ... 

Graham had made a mistake. He had picked the child with the greatest 
musical understanding. In fright, the boy mistook the starting note for 
the key note of the piece and launched into his solo a fifth too high. By 
the fourth bar he was trying unsuccessfully to scale the higher slopes of 
the treble range (up to B5) and Graham had to put him out of his misery 
by stopping the performance and starting again. 

So should we be going to church with wax ear plugs over Christmas? 
No! Take ‘In the bleak midwinter’. Christina Rossetti at the top of her 
game - so much so that many overlook the artifice behind her apparently 
simple, child-like verse.   

‘In the bleak midwinter’: simultaneously, an evocation of an English 
season and a theological point effortlessly made. ‘Frosty wind made 
moan’: the personification - one of the subtler tools in the poet’s kitbag - 
leads us to think of the iron that has entered our soul and to hear creation 
groaning as it waits for its fulfilment in Christ (Romans 8). ‘Earth stood 
hard as iron’: iron, a powerful symbol at the dawn of the Industrial Age. 
‘Water like a stone’: the rhythmic flow of the verse cut off at ‘stone’ - 
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another image from its time, but scriptural too. ‘Snow had fallen, snow 
on snow’: the start of an anaphoric chorus? No: ‘snow on snow’ - under 
the weight of sin, the metre slows right down, life is almost extinct.  

Space does not permit a full analysis, but in any event the poem makes 
its point almost subconsciously. One to relish - especially if we are 
treated to the Harold Darke setting. 

 

 

 

“Forth in thy name, O Lord, I go” 
By Margaret Pinsent 

 
Many years ago in the school chapel Father Gray asked us what was the 
most important moment in the service. We thought hard. Receiving the 
Sacrament? the Creed? Astonishingly, he told us it was the act of leaving 
the chapel, when we take our faith out into the world. Charles Wesley’s 
hymn begins with that moment: ‘Forth in thy name, O Lord, I go’. He is 
going to a world of work (daily labour, labour on, all my works, bear thy 
yoke, employ, run my course). The work ethic is sometimes attributed to 
the Puritans, but is earlier.  
 
In the Canterbury Tales, Chaucer affects to approve of the worldly 
Monk who loves his food and his hunting but not work: why should he  

‘swynken [toil] with his handes and laboure  
As Auston bit [bade]? How shal the world be served?  
Lat Austin have his swynk to him reserved.’ 

(The Rule of St. Augustine [Austin] attracted traditions stressing the 
union of the religious life and active work).  
 
Chaucer’s real sympathies however are with the Poor Parson: ‘he 
contrasts the piety and industry of the secular clergy with the wickedness 
and laziness of the religious orders or monks’ (Skeat). The Parson visits 
his flock on foot in all weathers. 
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‘This noble ensample to his sheepe he yaf [gave] 
The first he wroghte [worked] and afterward he taughte’ 

(Matthew V19: ‘Whosoever shall do and teach these commandments, 
the same shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven’). 

‘But Christe’s loore, and his apostles twelve 
He taughte, and first he folwed it hym selve’. 

 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the latter day saint 
whose statue now stands at Westminster 
Abbey’s West door, believed in living the 
life of faith and work in the community, 
which he maintained until the Nazis hung 
him at Flossenburg. He would well have 
understood Wesley’s words ‘For thee 
delightfully employ whate’er thy bounteous 
grace hath given’ – the full use of God-
given talents (Matthew XXV). He wrote 
from prison ‘Let not your stream run 
wasting down the sand.’ Wesley is well 
aware of his own activity-filled life,  

 
Bonhoeffer statue, 

Westminster Abbey 

but the use of the 1st person (I, me, my) in the hymn is more than 
balanced by that of the 2nd (thee, thy) which occupies the prime spot. 
Orlando Gibbons’ haunting music, with the quickening tempo to 3/4 
time in the 4th bar, fits the momentum of the walk with God. Wesley 
goes forth in the first line, but God is still with him to the end: ‘And 
closely walk with thee to heaven’. 
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“The duteous day now closeth” 
(New English Hymnal 253)    by Cynthia Hall 
 
This exquisite hymn combines a gracious appreciation of the world’s 
beauty with one of the loveliest tunes ever created. Every phrase, 
translated from Paul Gerhardt’s German by Robert Bridges, contains a 
thought-provoking idea, elegantly expressed. Consider the second verse: 

 
Now all the heavenly splendour 
Breaks forth in starlight tender 
 From myriad worlds unknown; 
And man, the marvel seeing, 
Forgets his selfish being, 
 For joy of beauty not his own.  

 
There is no repetition, not a word is redundant, not a thought banal. And 
what better praise can we give than to open our eyes to the wonders 
around us, and contemplate them with awe? 
 
The tune, ‘Innsbruck’, is a folk song first written down by Heinrich 
Isaac (1450-1527) and greatly loved by subsequent German-speaking 
composers – both Bach and Mozart reputedly said they would rather 
have written this tune than any they actually did write. The original 
(anonymous) song begins ‘Innsbruck, I now must leave thee; my way 
takes me to foreign lands’, and is a song of farewell. Appropriately, 
Gerhardt’s words, describing both the evening of a day and of life, echo 
this valediction; which is why I would like this hymn to be sung at my 
funeral (though with any luck that won’t be just yet!)  
 
 
“Here is the little door” 

By Peter Ward Jones 
To select a favourite out of the vast carol repertoire is no easy task, but 
one which stands out for me is ‘Here is the little door’, set to music by 
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Herbert Howells. The words are by Frances Chesterton, the wife of G.K. 
Chesterton of ‘Father Brown’ fame, and read as follows: 
 
Here is the little door, 
Lift up the latch, oh lift! 
We need not wander more 
But enter with our gift; 
Our gift of finest gold, 
Gold that was never bought nor sold; 
Myrrh to be strewn about his bed; 
Incense in clouds about his head; 
All for the Child that stirs not in his sleep, 
But holy slumber holds with ass and sheep. 

 

 
Bend low about his bed, 
For each he hath a gift; 
See how his eyes awake, 
Lift up your hands, O lift! 
For gold, he gives a keen-edged sword 
(Defend with it thy little Lord!) 
For incense, smoke of battle red, 
Myrrh for the honoured happy dead, 
Gifts for his children, terrible and sweet, 

 

Touched by such tiny hands and oh such tiny feet. 
  
The poem has a depth rare in carol texts, and it is splendidly 
complemented by Howells’s music. Frances Chesterton was an Anglo-
Catholic, who, unlike her husband, did not convert to Roman Catholi-
cism. Howells composed it as a young man in 1918, just as the First 
World War was drawing to a close, and certainly the words of the 
second verse seems to echo those times. Howells himself was seriously 
ill at this period with Graves disease, and was the first human being to 
be treated with radium – he survived the experiment and lived until he 
was 90! 
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The carol begins with the Magi approaching the stable, but we are far 
removed from the jauntiness of ‘We three Kings of Orient are’. The 
mood is one of hushed reverence and expectation – they are whispering, 
reflected in the poem’s subtle alliteration – Here is the little door, Lift up 
the latch, O lift – which Howells matches with gentle ‘lifts’ in the 
melody. (Choir directors love alliteration – it provides the perfect excuse 
to get choristers to practise their consonants!) But once the Magi come 
to describe their gifts, the composer adopts a more forthright tone, only 
to fall back into tranquillity at the end of the verse with the image of the 
sleeping child. The second verse mirrors the first, but now it is the Christ 
Child who is bestowing gifts, on us all perhaps and not just the Magi – 
gifts symbolic of the fight of good against evil. Again Howells responds 
magnificently, underlining all the contrasts and illustrating the text with 
discrete word-painting, ending in a mood of wonderful stillness. 
 
This carol has particular memories for me. I first introduced it to St. 
Giles Choir at the Carol Service in 1998. It is a demanding test for any 
choir, requiring perfect unaccompanied tuning, ability to sing all the way 
from pianissimo to fortissimo, and, not least, great breath control to 
manage the long slow phrases. The choir took to it readily, and at the 
service it was to be the last of the choir’s carols, a time when 
concentration is sometimes liable to start flagging. However, they sang 
quite superbly and with great intensity. The final very quiet chord, with 
the basses purring on a bottom D, is a magical moment, and I kept it 
sustained until their lungs were ready to give out. My nod of satisfaction 
at the end confirmed to them all that something quite special had 
happened – that rare occasion in a choirmaster’s life which makes all the 
regular effort worthwhile. To crown it, after the service the father of one 
of the choristers came up and said, ‘That last carol just took my breath 
away!’. 
 
If you don’t know ‘Here is the little door’, it is to be found on many CD 
anthologies of carols, including New College Choir’s ‘Nativitas’. Try it 
– it is a world away from the tinselly side of Christmas. 
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“There’s a wideness in God’s mercy” 
By Martin Henig  

There’s a wideness in God’s mercy 
  Like the wideness of the sea; 
There’s a kindness in his justice 
  Which is more than liberty. 

 
This remarkable mid 19th-century hymn (New English Hymnal 461) by 
F.W.Faber is every bit as relevant now, as when it was written; it is, 
indeed, the anthem of the Inclusive Church movement. At a time when 
many people in the Anglican Communion, who should know better, 
seem intent on reducing the Deity to size with what seem to me to be 
totally irrelevant concerns, Faber proclaims God’s compassion and 
mercy: 
      For the love of God is broader 

 Than the measure of man’s mind; 
And the heart of the Eternal 
 Is most wonderfully kind. 

 
The hymn reminds me so much of my favourite book in the Bible which 
is co-incidentally also the most humorous, the book of Jonah, written in 
the 5th or 4th century and featuring a prophet who tries to flee to Spain 
rather than proclaim God’s judgement against Nineveh. Put back on 
course after having suffered gale and tempest and being thrown into the 
sea and swallowed by a great fish he does eventually proclaim 
Nineveh’s imminent destruction only to find that the men of Nineveh, 
from the king downwards together with all the animals, repent and put 
on sackcloth. God shows his mercy but this only stirs up Jonah’s wrath 
and he sulks under a gourd, which provides him with shade against the 
sun beating down on him until God sends a worm to attack the plant. 
Jonah is even more furious but God replies to the self-righteous prophet 
(ch.4,10-11):  

Thou hast had pity on the gourd, for which thou hast not laboured, 
neither madest it grow; which came up in a night and perished in a 
night: And should not I spare Nineveh, that great city, wherein are 
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more than sixscore thousand persons that cannot discern between 
their right hand and their left hand; and also much cattle? 
 

The book of Jonah has very important lessons for humanity. Amongst 
Jews its importance is enshrined in its being traditionally read on the 
afternoon of the Day of Atonement, the most solemn day of the year. We 
Christians are lucky to have additional knowledge of God’s love and 
mercy through the Incarnation and Passion of Our Lord which are 
present to us through the Eucharist: 

There is plentiful redemption 
  In the blood that has been shed; 
There is joy for all the members 
  In the sorrows of the Head. 

 
We do our Faith a real disservice by seeing God too small. I am haunted 
by one of Julian of Norwich’s Showings in which Our Lord showed her 
‘a little thing, the size of a hazel-nut’ which he placed in the palm of her 
hand and told her : ‘it is all that is made.’ Julian knew that God is so 
much greater than all human concerns and imaginings. 

There is grace enough for thousands 
  Of new worlds as great as this; 
There is room for fresh creations 
 In that upper home of bliss. 

 
Faber reminds us of Jesus’ words: ‘In my Father’s house are many 
mansions’ (John 14,2). Critics often accuse liberals of abandoning 
Biblical standards, but forget that Christ’s own standards were and are 
those of inexhaustible love and gentleness, of acceptance and not 
condemnation. Those prelates who are thinking of boycotting the 
Lambeth conference would do well to remember Christ’s love 
summarised in Faber’s verse: 

 But we make his love too narrow 
   By false limits of our own; 
 And we magnify his strictness 
  With a zeal he will not own. 
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In fact, liberal Anglicans have always been thoroughly steeped in 
Scripture. However, instead of constructing a theology upon individual 
verses, often taken out of context, and creating an oppressive and narrow 
morality, too often centred on condemning the sexuality of others, they 
believe that the New Testament in particular calls us to love God, other 
men, and the entire Creation, all life on this earth. In the Gospels, Faber 
reminds us, we are charged no less than to pledge our entire lives to the 
service of God and to live for ever in the joy of Christ: 

   
  If our love were but more simple, 
    We should take him at his word; 
  And our lives would be all gladness 
   In the joy of Christ our Lord. 

 
The hymn is not a Christmas carol but it is so full of the Good News that 
the birth of Our Lord brought into the world that I will surely sing it at 
Advent, Christmas, Easter, Pentecost…indeed at every season! 
 
 
“There is a green hill far away”  
Cecil Frances Alexander (1818-1895) 

 
By David Longrigg, Lay Minister, St Giles’ 

 
You may be surprised that such a well known and popular hymn could 
be a favourite for someone like myself who has attended two Prep 
schools and a Public School where Christian worship and hymns were 
sung daily, and who has been a Licensed Lay Minister for over twenty-
five years.    I have in front of me the red book entitled Hymns Ancient 
and Modern New Standard, one of the books used by St Giles’ choir and 
stored in the choir vestry, and I reckon there are very few hymns that I 
haven’t sung over the years.   But the hymn above is still my favourite, 
and probably for the wrong reason: a verse of the hymn was my first 
effort at solo singing at my first Prep School at the age of eight or nine.   
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The tune was written by Horsley C.M. 1774-1858.   It is a reasonably 
simple tune without a vast range of notes, and therefore suitable for a 
boy of that age.   The hymn is about Christ on the Cross, his pains, why 
he died, his love for us, heaven, and why we should do our best to 
follow his example.  The words are straightforward and comprehensible, 
the grammar and style not too difficult for a youngster, and no mention 
of difficult words or topics such as Creation, Incarnation, Righteousness, 
Sacrament, Trinity – or even Hobgoblins!   But I suppose one could be a 
bit stuck with the phrase redeeming blood in the last verse.   The whole 
hymn is sound doctrinally.   There is, of course, the question in the first 
two lines: ‘Why anyone would one want to build a city wall round a hill 
anyway?’   But we boys were told without means outside. 
 
A woman, a married one, wrote the hymn.   I mention this because in 
this hymn book there is an in index of about three hundred authors.   
There are only three authors to have ‘Mrs’ after their name: Alexander, 
Mrs C.F. 46, 111, 137, 312;   Maude, Mrs M.F. 234; and Willis, Mrs M. 
113. There are a handful of women with Christian names after surnames, 
Byrne, Mary and Campbell, Jane M. and half a dozen others.   An initial 
follows many surnames and this normally denotes a masculine only 
usage and did until very recently.   The impression is that very few 
women composed hymns although music was one of the few 
accomplishments in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that ladies 
were encouraged to practise.   Were women less adventurous than male 
composers?  Or, which seems more likely, did the church establishment 
with its male hierarchy consider that hymn compositions by women 
were naturally inferior to those of men?  Maybe.  Never mind, hymn 137 
is still my favourite. 
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“Jesus Christ the apple tree” 
By Catherine Hilliard 

The tree of life my soul hath seen 
Laden with fruit and always green. 
The trees of nature fruitless be 
Compared with Christ the apple tree. 
 
His beauty doth all things excel: 
By faith I know but ne’er can tell 
The glory which I now can see 
In Jesus Christ the apple tree. 
 
For happiness I long have sought 
And pleasure I have dearly bought: 
I missed of all, but now can see 
‘Tis found in Christ the apple tree. 
 
I’m weary with my former toil; 
Here will I sit and rest awhile; 
Under the shadow I will be 
Of Jesus Christ the apple tree. 
 
This fruit doth make my soul to thrive, 
It keeps my dying faith alive: 
Which makes my soul in haste to be 
With Jesus Christ the apple tree. 

 
This is not a Christmas carol, though most of us have first heard it in the 
King’s College Cambridge Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols, where it 
stands out among the massed merry gentlemen, choirs of angels and 
bands of shepherds as a thin thread of solo sound. 
 
It is not clear that this poem was designed to be sung. It appears 
anonymously in the collection Divine Hymns or Spiritual Songs 
published in 1784 by Joshua Smith of New Hampshire. It was 



Catherine Hilliard 

Parish Magazine  –  December 2007 20 

discovered and set by Elizabeth Poston in 1967. Poston was an 
experienced editor and arranger of folksongs and published 2 collections 
for Penguin Books in 1965 and 1970. This setting is in the key of C 
major without any accidentals – about as simple and uncomplicated as a 
melody can be, using repetitions of the lines in slightly different ways. 
 
The poem, although written almost entirely in monosyllables, proves not 
to be so simple and uncomplicated. It seems to be a meditation but it is 
curiously oblique. There are references to imagery from the Gospels. For 
example the mention of the fruitless trees reminds one of the parable of 
the sower where the seeds bring forth fruit “some an hundred fold”. The 
shadow of the apple tree calls up memories of mankind being under ”the 
shadow of his wings”. As well as what is there by allusion, it is notable 
what is not there. Here is a religious poem about an apple tree in which 
Adam’s sin is not mentioned. Here is a Christian poem about a tree in 
which the Tree of crucifixion is not mentioned. How different from 
medieval carols. And yet both these images rise to mind as one listens to 
the poem, expecting a final verse where they will be resolved and 
connected. But instead one’s attention is turned to the future and the 
reunion with Christ in Paradise, and the apple is the sustenance for our 
journey. In what it leaves unsaid for the listeners to work out for 
themselves it is possibly the first post-modern carol. 
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By John Davies 

 
From the Bible we learn that David used to play his harp and sing to 
Saul when the latter was in one of his deep depressions. It is generally 
assumed that he would improvise both words and music as he played. 
This has not always been assumed by everyone. 
 
Samuel Wilberforce was a celebrated Bishop of Oxford in the 19th 
Century. He very much disliked Plainsong music so one can imagine has 
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displeasure, on attending Evensong, in one of our rural Parishes, to find 
that they sang the Psalms and the Canticles in Gregorian Plainsong. 

 

Moreover they sang it very, very badly. So 
badly, that he remonstrated about it to the vicar 
after the service. The vicar, who seemed to be 
remarkably ignorant of musical history, 
defended himself with the remark: “But my 
Lord Bishop, it was in Gregorian Plainsong that 
David sang the psalms to Saul.” Wilberforce’s 
reply was swift and brief: “Ah, at last I know 
why Saul hurled a spear at David.” 
 

Hymn singing, in something like its present form came into being with 
the Reformation stimulated by the chorales that came from Germany and 
the use of metrical psalms from Switzerland. The first two Books of 
Common Prayer, (1549 and 1552) left no space for hymn singing by the 
congregation though Cranmer, in a letter to Henry VIII certainly 
envisaged such. In the reign of Elizabeth the Prayer Book was re-
enacted together with a series of Royal Injunctions including one as 
follows: 
......that in the beginning or at the end of Common Prayer, either at 
morning or evening, there may be a hymn or such-like song......in the 
best sort of melody that may be converniently devised, having regard 
that the sentence of the hymn may be understod and perceived. 
The type of hymn produced was in the form of a metrical psalm, and 
within a year Thomas Sternhold and John Hopkins produced a set of 
these (called the 'Old Version') printed by John Day with the note: 
....newly set forth and allowed according to the order appointed in the 
Qnene's Maiesties Iniunctions. 
 
Such collections of metrical psalms were added as an appendage to the 
Prayer Book and later bound in with it.  The 'Old Version' was later 
replaced by a rather better version by Tate and Brady, though both 
versions were hammered by the critics. The main purpose of hymn 
singing was for the congregation to join in. The subsequent evolution of 
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hymn singing varied in the different branches of the Protestant 
Churches, and in fact only really developed in the big way in the Roman 
Catholic Church since Vatican II.  
 
Many hymns were translations from the Latin, specially Mediaeval 
Latin, and many were translated very well by J.M. Neale. Neale was a 
good friend of Keble. After the latter had taken himself off to a country 
parish, Neale and another friend visited him there. The story goes that as 
they were talking to Keble he was called away for some twenty minutes 
on some parish business. On the table was Keble's new book "The 
Christian Year". When Keble returned Neale remarked on the new book 
and asked Keble if it was entirely original. To which Keble replied that 
it was all his own work including some short hymns. At this Neale 
produced a sheet of paper from his pocket and passed to to Keble. To 
Keble's horror it was a Mediaeval Latin hymn of which his so called 
original was a direct translation. Keble was amazed by the coincidence 
and swore that he had never seen it in his life. Neale kept him worried 
for a minute or two then admitted that while Keble had been out of the 
room he had translated Keble's hymn into Mediaeval Latin. I was 
surprised to find recently in a Norwegian Hymnbook a number of 
Neale's translations from the Latin, now translated into Norwegian. I 
was further informed that some of these Norwegian translations had now 
been translated into Sami, the Lapp language. It would be fascinating to 
find someone who could translate the Sami into Mediaeval Latin and to 
see what we might get. Sadly I suspect that it might be rather difficult to 
find anyone fluent both in Sami and Mediaeval Latin.  
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The first of the really well known hymnbooks was the "Hymns Ancient 
and Modern" first published in 1860. This was popular with a lot of 
people but by no means received well by all. One critic commented: 
"We verily believe that it is the weaker parts that have most contributed 
to its popularity." Well after many editions we still have it.  
 
About 1900, a committee was assembled for producing a new edition of 
a popular Hymn Book. On this committee were both divines and 
musicians. Among the many suggestions, for inclusion, that they had to 
consider were several where the words made up terrible sentimental 
drivel, and at the same time there were others in which the words were 
good but the tunes musically thoroughly bad. A celebrated musician is 
supposed to have remarked on one occasion: “I suppose we will never 
be happy until the musicians write the words and the divines compose 
the music.” 
 
Percy Dearmer is the name that one would think of as the prime mover 
to remove an awful lot of rubbish from various Hymnbooks. He was 
overal editor for the "English Hymnal" in 1906 and later of the "Songs 
of Praise" in 1926. In the course of which work he removed a number of 
verses. A few of the more famous examples are given below. 
 
The hymn that began: 
  Ever noble in our aims, 
  Like St Philip and St James; 
  Ever seeking to be good, 
  Like St Simon and St Jude. 
The compiler of this article will stand a large drink to anyone who can 
produce two more lines in the same metre concerning St Margaret and 
St Giles! 
 
A Saint’s day hymn began: 
  Let our choir, with voice sonorous, 
  To the Maker sing in chorus. 
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Another from a hymn still in use but the verse quoted has now been 
dropped: 
  Ye captains of a Heavenly host 
  Ye princes of a Heavenly hall, 
  Raise the glad strain Alleluya 
  Stars of the world in darkness lost, 
  And judges at its funeral. 
  Alleluya etc. 
 
For female saints there tends to be only one possible virtue excepting 
when martyrdom is added: 
  For chastity as lily white, 
  For martyrdom, as ruby bright. 
 
Obviously there is an hierarchy within the Heavenly Host, for example: 
  To the Virgin He sends 
   No inferior Angel. 
 
The hymn “Thy hand, O God has guided” was produced in 1888. The 
editorial board for a hymn book declined to put in the verse that started: 
  God bless our merry England, 
  God bless our Church and Queen, 
  God bless our great Archbishop, 
  The best there’s ever been. 
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One Christmas 

By Ann Pilling 
 
One Christmas hangs in memory like lamps 
in a deep wood, the year the village band 
chugged up our hill in an old van and set up 
over the road in a gateway. Their forest green 

 

jackets were snibbed with silver, cornets and tubas 
slicing the dark like moons, and what looked like flowers, 
white flowers blooming in winter, turned out to be sheep 
jockeying for position as the word got round. 
 
Later I went out for coal and heard, floating up from Keld, 
Away in a Manger, misty on the night air. 
The sheep hadn’t budged from the gate but the flock had spread 
a great wing over the fell as it stood there listening, 
stone-still, waiting for the next move.                                      
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Would you like to take a break in South-west France 
AND financially support the music at St. Margaret’s  Church at the 

same time? Nothing could be easier! 
 
Gwyneth and Brian Davey will be away from their home in South-west 
France from mid-January 2008 until 1 April 2008, a period that includes the 
February half-term and Easter holidays. They would be delighted if people 
from St.Margaret’s or St. Giles’ would like to use their house for a break in 
France, between these dates.  The house will easily sleep up to eight 
people, so is ideal for families or for groups of friends.  Apart from a very 
small payment to cover electricity and heating costs, no rent is required, 
BUT guests will be asked to make a realistic donati on to the Music 
Fund at St. Margaret’s.   
For further information, please contact Brian or Gwyneth, either when they 
are in Oxford for Advent and Christmas, or on: 00-33-5-65-30-22-39, or at 
bjdavey@lineone.net. After their departure, bookings can still be made by 
contacting Liz and Martin Holmes, (martinandliz.holmes@tiscali.co.uk, or 
01865-513319) who have kindly agreed to be responsible for issuing and 
collecting keys and, since they know the house well, can provide a full 
briefing if necessary.  
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Saturday, 1st Dec Charles de Foucauld, Hermit in the Sahara 

 9.30 am Talk on praying the Rosary at St Giles’ 
 
Sunday, 2nd Advent Sunday (CW Year A begins) 

 3.00 pm SANDS Service at St Giles’ 
 6.00 pm Advent Carol Service at St Margaret’s 
 
Thursday, 6th St Nicholas of Myra, Bishop, c.326 

12.30 pm Lunchtime talk at St Giles’ 
   So tender to touch: Hopkins and the  

 Environment.  Carl Schmidt, Balliol College 
 4.00 pm Toddlers’ Service at St Margaret’s 
 
Saturday, 8th The Conception of the BVM 
 
Sunday, 9th The Second Sunday of Advent 
 
Tuesday, 11th  

 1.15 pm Praying the Jesus Prayer at St Giles’ 
 
Sunday, 16th The Third Sunday of Advent 

 10.30 am Healing Service at St Margaret’s 
 
Sunday, 23rd The Fourth Sunday of Advent 
 6.30 pm Service of Lessons and Carols at St Giles’ 
 
Monday, 24th Christmas Eve 

 5.00 pm Crib Service at St Margaret’s 
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 11.30 pm Holy Communion at St Giles’ 
 11.30 pm Midnight Mass at St Margaret’s 
 
Tuesday, 25th Christmas Day 
 8.00 am Holy Communion at St Margaret’s 
 8.00 am Holy Communion at St Giles’ 
 10.30 am Parish Eucharist at St Margaret’s 
 10.30 am Mattins and Holy Communion at St Giles’ 
 
Wednesday, 26th St Stephen, First Martyr 
 12.30 pm Eucharist at St Giles’ 
 
Thursday, 27th St John, Apostle and Evangelist 
 10.00 am Holy Communion at St Margaret’s 
 
Sunday, 30th The First Sunday of Christmas 
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Sunday  
 8:00am  Holy Communion  St Margaret 
 8:00am  Holy Communion St Giles 

 10:30am  Parish Eucharist  St Margaret 
  with Sunday School & Crèche 

 10:30am  Mattins & Holy Communion  St Giles 
 6:00pm  Evening Prayer St Margaret 
 6:30pm  Evensong St Giles 

Monday 
 5:30pm Evening Prayer St Giles 

Tuesday 
 7:00am Morning Prayer St Margaret 
 5:30pm Evening Prayer St Giles 
 7:15pm Eucharist St Margaret 

Wednesday 
 7:00am Morning Prayer St Margaret 
 12:30pm Eucharist St Giles 
 5:30pm Evening Prayer St Giles 

Thursday 
 7:00am Morning Prayer St Margaret 
 8:00am Iona Liturgy St Giles 
 10:00am Holy Communion St Margaret 
 5:30pm Evening Prayer St Giles 

Friday 
 7:00am Morning Prayer St Margaret 
 1:15pm Taizé Service St Giles 
 5:30pm Evening Prayer St Giles 

Saturday 
 9:00am Morning Prayer St Giles 
 5:30pm Evening Prayer St Margaret 


