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Dear Friends,      July 2007 

In 2002 it appeared that marriage had gone completely out of fashion in 

this Benefice. There had been a sharp down-turn in the number of 

couples who wanted to get married after the heady days around the 

millennium. In 1999 we had had seven marriages or wedding blessings, 

in 2000 it was five, in 2001 three and then in 2002 it was only one. What 

has been surprising is that from 2002, there seems to have been a slow 

and gradual resurgence of interest in getting married in church, at least 

as far as this Benefice is concerned. Last year we had six weddings or 

wedding blessings and this year we already have five scheduled in. 

 

However, as I am married to a statistician, I am always getting into 

trouble about making generalisations from a very small sample. But it 

does appear to me that marriage is once again coming back into fashion 

and that people are deliberately choosing to get married in church, 

despite the wealth of other venues now on offer. This may not be a 

national phenomenon as yet, but perhaps North Oxford is setting the 

trend. 

 

Preparing people for marriage is one of the many enjoyable aspects of 

life as a parish priest. Although it would be very difficult to dissuade 

people from getting married by the time they come to me to ñbook their 

weddingò, it is pleasantly surprising how receptive couples are to the 

churchôs teaching on marriage. They may have read through the text of 

the marriage service, yet not appreciated the significance of the various 

stages in the service. 

 

At the very outset of a marriage service, a sentence from one of Johnôs 

epistles is read out. ñGod is love, and those who live in love live in God 

and God lives in them.ò (1 John 4:16). Yes, it may be obvious that the 

meaning of marriage is all about love, but how often do we fail to see 

that by growing in love, we are discovering for ourselves more and more 

about the nature of God. As long as people strive to develop their 

relationship of loveéthey will grow in their understanding of God. That 

is why I am always pleased to marry couples, even if their connection 

with the church at that stage of their life is rather tenuous. 
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But for a marriage to work, it has to be undertaken by both parties as an 

act of their own free-will, with no coercion at all. That is the reason why 

when the couple are asked whether they will take the other to be their 

partner for life, the response they give cannot be prompted by the priest. 

If they donôt say ñI willò, then that is where the marriage service stops. 

By saying ñI willò, they are placing their lives in the hands of their 

partner, quite literally making the ultimate gift of themselves to their 

partner. This gift is made without precondition ï it is the ultimate gift of 

love and trust. 

 

In the marriage service of today, both parties use exactly the same words 

for the vows that they take. Gone is the option of the woman obeying 

and the man worshipping as in the days of the Alternative Service Book. 

Yet people often donôt realise that although the words are the same, the 

understanding that lies behind the words is rarely, if ever, the same for 

the husband and wife. We all understand the sentiment expressed 

differently because of our different outlooks on life. Perhaps, life would 

be much simpler if a phrase meant the same thing to everyone, but life as 

a parish priest has taught me that the differences in meaning help us to 

grow in understanding ifé we are committed to work at understanding 

each other. 

 

One of the other surprising things that the couple discover at the vows is 

the major difference there is between liking and loving. It comes out 

when they are asked which of the options they want out of ñhealth or 

sicknessò, ñfor better, for worseò, ñricher or poorerò. Generally people 

say that they are looking forward to health, better and richer times ï that 

is what they desire. Then when they are asked ñand which option will 

teach you most about love?ò the penny drops! Love matures through 

being tested. Yes, the good times are needed but the bad times often 

prove to be the motive for growth. 

 

When couples come to be prepared for marriage, they might think that 

their marriage is just something for themselves and maybe their friends 

and family. Yet the Christian understanding of marriage sees that there 
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is a much greater significance. Quite simply, a good working marriage is 

a transforming relationship for the whole of society. This aspect of a 

marriage is touched on by one of the prayers which is frequently 

included in the marriage service. It is: 

Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, 

who shared at Nazareth the life of an earthly home: 

reign in the home of these your servants as Lord and King; 

give them grace to minister to others as you have ministered to them, 

and grant that by deed and word 

they may be witnesses of your saving love 

to those among whom they live; 

for the sake of your holy name. 

Amen.  

 

Yes, there is a wealth of meaning which lies behind the words of a 

marriage service in Church. It is good that marriage in Church is coming 

back into fashion ï letôs hope that it is a growing trend. Although it does 

mean that at this time of the year, most Saturdays are taken up in either 

preparing people for marriage or conducting marriage services ï I 

wouldnôt want it otherwise. 

 

With love, Andrew.  
 
 

Shared parish lunch 2007   
This year the annual St Giles shared lunch will be in the Vicarage on 

Sunday 8th July from about 12.15 onwards; in the garden if fine.  

Please would people intending to bring items for the lunch indicate 

on the sheet at the back of the church what sort of dish they will 

bring and for how many or notify the same to Catherine Hilliard.     
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This month the Church Magazine is focussing on the subject of 
ôMarriageõ. We remember weddings as  joyous friend & family events , 
but marriage is more than that!  The article s bring together  different 
aspects of marriage, covering issues relating to  cultures, societies 

and generations.  

Custom and Ceremony: thoughts on a marriage service 

By Catherine Hilliard  

 

p. 7 

The Orthodox View of Marriage 

By Margaret Hollis  

 

p. 10  

Church of England’s View on Marriage and Divorce in 
England 

By David Longrigg  

 

p. 13  

Civil Partnerships and Holy Matrimony 

By Martin Henig  

 

p.  15  

 

Custom and Ceremony: thoughts on a marriage service 
By Catherine Hilliard 

 
If I had written this piece several months ago when I was first asked, I 

would have written something perhaps more abstract and general. But 

last month my niece was married in Toronto and several things were 

brought home to me afresh. 

 

The grammar of describing this process is complex: one can say ñmy 

niece marriedò or ñmy niece was marriedò: the verb is used 

interchangeably as active and passive and ambiguously intransitive or 

transitive, as in the old music hall song where the punchline is a pun 

ñCanôt get away to marry you today ï my wife wonôt let meò. And the 

symbolism of the ceremony is multi-layered, though not ambiguous. 

 

The institution of marriage has changed over the centuries to 

accommodate medical changes in longevity and death in childbirth, 

social emphases on gender and financial responsibility, but the marriage 
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service itself continues to be flexible enough to accommodate these and 

to formalize random individual elements. The ideal modern service 

might be described as a small but perfectly-formed concert during which 

two people make each other a formal promise. This well describes the 

civil ceremony in which my niece Amy married/was married to Colin. 

 

They wrote it themselves with great care and the help of the officiant, or 

Registrarôs assistant. The core of the service ï the vows ï were taken 

from the Book of Common Prayer: even for non-believers Cranmerôs 

formulation seems to constitute the most serious manner of expressing a 

serious matter. But the rest was according to their own personal tastes. 

What emerged with moving clarity was the sense that unlike birth and 

death, marriage requires a decision. Amy and Colin are in their mid-

thirties and secure in their respective professions. They could have 

chosen not to marry. Many couples these days do so choose, and their 

unions are not necessarily more transient or superficial than those who 

marry, or who marry in church.  

 

They chose readings and music which were important to them. The 

various people who officiated as bridesmaids or groomsmen or readers 

of poems were acknowledged as people who had been formative or 

supportive influences and had helped to make them the people they now 

are who on a Saturday spring afternoon in Toronto committed 

themselves to each other. 

 

Amyôs parents divorced when she was a small child and her relations 

with her father had often been strained. She brought this to a close by 

walking up the aisle between him and the stepfather who had brought 

her up: at the rail she kissed them both and turned to face her 

bridegroom. Similarly at her wedding, my daughter asked her younger 

brother to give her away as a sign that they were now grown up and had 

put away childish sibling things. 

 

The exchange of vows is a hinge moment. From one another the couple 

receive an assurance for the future and offer a hostage to fortune. 

Whatever the future holds, it holds for them both.  
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Alison Lurie described this 

moment, with her usual acid-

drop wit, as ñtwo people 

closely intertwined stepping 

out of a plane in mid-air, each 

convinced that the other is a 

parachuteò.  

 

The presence of the congregation is a crucial element. The officiant 

made this clear to a congregation which knew that the bridal couple had 

been living together for the past year, saying ñAnd now Amy and Colin, 

who have already committed themselves to one another, make this 

commitment in publicò. They are all witnesses, representing the social 

fabric into which the marriage is woven and whose own continuing 

health is ensured by stable family lives. 

 

Medieval marriage law, and later Scottish marriage law, did not need a 

priest but only the witnessed promise to make a marriage legally valid. 

Then the officiant announces ñBy the authority vested in me by the 

Province of Ontario, I now pronounce you husband and wifeò. I found 

myself wondering how this sounds to the several couples in the 

congregation living in stable unmarried bliss, and also, since same-sex 

civil partnerships have been legal in Canada for longer than here, to the 

two openly gay couples present. 

 

Not all marriages are happy or successful. The experience of living 

closely with another person can be threatening as well as supportive. 

The coming of children can constitute a joy or an extra strain, and in 

both parties potential which each may not have been aware of may be 

brought out by events. But the ceremony, whether civil or religious, 

embodies the human desire to take charge of oneôs life and to make 

something of it in the company of another human being, sharing what 

one is and has. This is always a hugely moving sight ï and explains why 

the most surprising people are seen to weep at weddings. 
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The Orthodox View of Marriage 
By Margaret Hollis 

 

 

The attitude to marriage in the Western Church has not always been very 

positive.  This is probably because most of the people who wrote on the 

subject were celibate clergy, and they were much influenced by St 

Augustine, who had no high view of the state.  He regarded marriage as, 

at best, a means of protecting people from over-indulgence is sex.  He 

considered that Original Sin was passed from parent to child in the act of 

generation, therefore the less we had of that the better.  Even after the 

Reformation, when the clergy were restored to their apostolic state of 

freedom to marry, churchmen were not totally convinced that marriage 

was a good thing.  Martin Luther, who married a former nun, confessed 

to a friend that he had done so mainly to keep his ñlower natureò under 

control.  The Book of Common Prayer takes a similar dim view, stating 

that marriage is primarily to keep us from sin, then it is useful for the 

rearing of children, and only finally is it conceded that marriage helps to 

make people happy. 

 

The Eastern Church has, on the whole, been more welcoming.  It 

accepted that some people are called to the celibate life as monks or 

nuns, but many more are called to marry and raise children.  Neither 

vocation is superior to the other.  Many early Fathers, particularly St 

John Chrysostom, write in glowing terms of the married state.  He 

speaks positively of the physical joys of marriage, but emphasises the 

spiritual benefits to both partners as they live out the Christian life 

together.  The spiritual aspect, however, has two facets. 

  

When a couple is married in an Orthodox church, crowns are held above 

their heads during one part of the ceremony. The crowns stand for the 

joy of bride and groom who are king and queen for the day, but they are 

also martyrsô crowns, indicating the nature of the life into which the 

couple is entering. 
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In the Celtic church, which of course was influenced by missionaries 

from the undivided church in the eastern Roman Empire, three kinds of 

martyrdom are recognised.  First is the red martyrdom, which means the 

shedding of oneôs blood for the sake of the Faith.  Then there is the 

white martyrdom, when the believer chooses exile from his homeland in 

order to become a wandering preacher of the Gospel.  Lastly we have 

the green martyrdom, in which the Christian is called to take up his cross 

daily, to deny self in order to attain to the likeness of Christ.  This is the 

sort of martyrdom which we find in marriage.  Opportunities for such 

martyrdom are certainly to be found in any walk of life whether you are 

married or single, but marriage provides more of them.  Living 

constantly alongside another person, getting to know and understand 

him/her, adapting yourself to different needs and wants - all this 

demands a sacrifice of self, especially if up till then you have been 

entirely in charge of your own life.  When difficulties arise, as they do 

sooner or later, you must remember that you are no longer one 

individual, but one flesh with your partner.  It can be quite an acute form 

of martyrdom to defer to the partner and not always insist on having 

your own way! 

 

If the difficulties become insurmountable, the Orthodox Church permits 

divorce, certainly once, even twice in exceptional circumstances.  Our 

Lordôs compassion for human frailty has been preferred over his 

disapproval of divorce as his contemporaries practised it. 

 

As more people are choosing not to marry but to live in partnership, the 

Church needs to work on a positive theology of the married state.  I have 

heard it described as ñan instrument of salvationò, meaning that God 

gives husband and wife to each other to that they can help one another 

be the person God wants them to be.  We could learn much from the 

Orthodox here, particularly from the 20
th

 century lay theologian Paul 

Evdokimov.  He has a very high view of marriage, seeing it as an earthly 

institution patterned on the Holy Trinity.  But we could also look to our 

own Anglican theologians and adapt for marriage some of their words 

on the Christian life in general.   
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I think of George Herbert: 
Teach me, my God and King, 

In all things thee to see; 

And what I do in any thing (especially in the marriage relationship) 

To do it as for thee. 

 

We also have John Keble: 
The daily round, the common task 

Should furnish all we ought to ask; 

Room to deny ourselves, a road 
To bring us daily nearer God. 

 

We might even adapt the words of St Benedict about life in the 

monastery:  ñWe propose to establish é a school of the Lordôs service 

é through the continual practice of monastic observance and the life of 

faith, our hearts are opened wide, and the way of Godôs commandments 

is run in a sweetness of love that is beyond words.  Let us then never 

withdraw from discipleship to him, but persevering in his teachings in 

the monastery till death, let us share the sufferings of Christ through 

patience, and so deserve also to share in his kingdom.ò  What better 

description could you have of Christian marriage? 
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Church of Englandôs View on Marriage and Divorce in 

England 
 By David Longrigg 

 

In the Book of Common Prayer, Holy Matrimony óis an honourable 

estate, instituted by God in the time of manôs innocence, signifying unto 

us the mystical union that is between Christ and his Churchô. Marriage 

is sacramental in character, but Article XXX states that marriage and 

other matters óare not to be counted for Sacraments of the Gospel, for 

that they have not any visible sign of ceremony ordained by Godô. The 

two sacraments in the Thirty-nine Articles are óBaptism and the Supper 

of the Lordô; but the modern view of marriage does see marriage as a 

sacrament of Godôs love. Both parties prior to the marriage have, of 

course, entered upon the contract for marriage. But the marriage may be 

declared void if one of the parties is already married, if the couple are 

not male or female respectively, if they are within the table of kindred 

and affinity in the Book of Common Prayer, where the ceremony of 

marriage is defective, or merely a mock ceremony, if they are too young, 

or there are faults such as impotence, mental disorder, venereal disease, 

pregnancy by another man, or non-consummation. 

 

Every resident in the parish has the right to be married in his parish 

church, even if they have only been living in the parish for as little as 

fifteen days and have never set foot in the church before. The minister 

has a duty to solemnize the marriage of his parishioners in his church, 

but if a minister has no wish to solemnize the marriage himself, it is his 

responsibility to find another minister to take his place. It is usual for the 

marriage to take place after the banns have been read out three times by 

a clergyman on three Sundays, although marriages can be licensed by 

means of a special licence issued on the authority of the chancellor of 

the diocese, thus dispensing with banns, or by a common licence granted 

by the Archbishop of Canterbury. 

 

For centuries church and state were at one over the nature of marriage, 

for the state simply followed western Canon Law. The state implied that 

marriage was a change in status; but the church maintained that the 



 14 

result of a marriage was something more than status, the ómarriage is a 

God made thing which man alone cannot alter. God alone can bring it 

into beingô. Status, it seemed, depended on the will of the state, and 

consequently status can be changed by the state. So when the state 

introduced the more modern form of divorce in the nineteenth century 

into the secular law in England, the views of church and state diverged. 

The state said divorced people were free to marry again, but the church 

maintained that a second union, which took place while the divorced 

spouse was still alive, was not theologically a marriage and a church 

marriage service could not be used. Thus an ordained minister, although 

legally bound to marry those in his parish, is relieved of this obligation 

in the case where there has been a divorce and a former partner of one or 

both parties is still living. 

 

 
Some facts and figures  

  
Marriages, United Kingdom, 1950 ï 2005 

National Statistics, http://www.statistics.gov.uk/ 
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Recently, however, the General Synod has relaxed some of these rules or 

disciplines. The church recognises as fully as does the state the validity 

of marriages in registry offices or in accordance with the requirements of 

other religious bodies. Any marriage that has taken place outside the 

church can be blessed inside an Anglican church. If the bishop permits 

it, it is not now essential for either of the party to have been baptised, 

and as regards the remarriage in church of those who have been 

divorced, this too can take place. Marriages of mixed faiths can also take 

place inside an Anglican church. The law of England lays down strict 

requirements for the celebration of a valid marriage and the church 

requires compliance with this temporal law before she will recognise a 

marriage as canonically valid. The ministers of the church, in their 

capacity as following the legal requirements and as being marriage-

officers of the state, have a large responsibility for validating the 

ceremony of marriage. 

 

 

Civil Partnerships and Holy Matrimony                                       

By Martin Henig 

 

óHere we are, you and I, and I hope a third, Christ, is in our midstô. With 

these words Aelred of Rievaulx, the great 12
th
 century English 

Cistercian began his Spiritual Friendship (Cistercian Publications, 

1977), which is still a wonderful guide to friendship between individuals 

within the context of the love of God. It is true that he would never have 

thought of the intense affection between brothers as constituting what 

we call homosexual or (colloquially) gay relationships. Nevertheless 

there are no firm boundary-lines between Aelredôs vision which draws 

on his (and our) exemplarôs great command to ólove one anotherô (St 

John 16,12) and the ópermanent, faithful, stable Christian same-sex 

partnershipsô which is the subject, as well as the title, of Jeffrey Johnôs 

book (1993, new edition 2000). 

 

Since the publication of that book the State has instituted the concept of 

Civil Partnerships which has given the same legal rights and obligations 

to same sex couples as to married heterosexuals. The creation of these 
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partnerships is a matter of justice, and a far cry from the position in the 

fairly recent past when male homosexuals were often jailed for their 

sexuality. Prejudices, alas, change slowly and in some communities 

lesbians (named from the isle of Lesbos, home of Sappho, the foremost 

lyric poet of Archaic Greece) as well as male gays face discrimination 

and abuse, some of it orchestrated by so-called óChristianô groups. And 

there is one hint of discrimination still lurking in the legislation. Why 

can a man and a woman be ómarriedô and two women, two men merely 

enter in to a ópartnershipô? For me, as a Christian, what constitutes 

marriage should be an oath which the couple makes before All-seeing 

God and the blessing of the Church, and thus all civil ceremonies should 

be Partnerships. 

 

What of Christian marriage or Holy Matrimony? I write as a gay 

Christian who believes that a personôs sexuality is a gift from God, like 

other gifts such as intelligence or good looks or physical prowess. I used 

to wear a badge proclaiming I was óGlad to be Gayô, and I am certain 

that my sexuality has taught me a great deal about the nature of love, 

about gentleness, about the qualities within us which is most Christ-like. 

Of course, that is in no way to deny that heterosexual relationships are 

equally rewarding, but we are considering different experiences, not 

trying to rank one sort as superior/inferior to the other.  

 

For me the most satisfying texts revealing the awesome sacramental 

nature of love apart from Aelredôs book and the heart-searing lament in 

2 Samuel,19-27, which reveals the almost Hellenic love of David for 

Jonathan, are those of Plato, which are largely concerned with 

homosexual love. Aelred, incidentally, drew a great deal from Plato via 

Cicero; that is hardly surprising because in their understanding of the 

divine nature of true love Platoôs Phaedrus and Symposium are almost 

Christian before their time, and seem to me more worthy of serious 

attention than some of the more anthropological texts with their odd 

taboos in the Old Testament which seem to limit the range of sexuality.  

 

The one early Biblical text that does ring true for me is Genesis 3, 9-11; 

the sin of Adam and Eve was in trying to hide their sexuality from God. 
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That confirms, very clearly, that we should be honest to God concerning 

our sexuality as in other matters. 

 

The present official position of the Anglican Church is, to say the least, 

disturbing and seems to me pusillanimous in the face of bigotry. It takes 

me back to the day that I came to evensong in St Gilesô church on a 

warm summer evening in 2003, seething with anger at the prejudices 

which had prevented Jeffrey John, who had breached no article of Canon 

Law, from serving this diocese; I felt very strongly that I was being 

asked to do something for Christ, and the same insistent voice of faith 

led me to seek Baptism and Confirmation. In some ways the position is 

worse now, and the challenge posed to us greater. Since the Windsor 

Report, the pressure from an illiberal ï largely evangelical ï section of 

the Communion (much of it based beyond our shores) has become more 

strident. Windsor requires a ban on the adoption of appropriate new 

liturgies and the stamping out of the blessing of gay relationships, where 

they have been practiced. Still less are we to contemplate the idea of 

marriage between same sex partners in a sacred context.  

 

But the Church should, surely, be helping people to live sacramentally, 

to build their lives around prayer and cement their faith through the 

Eucharist. Christôs fundamental wish for us to óLove one anotherô should 

be ringing about our ears and provide the basis for all our thoughts and 

actions. Quite clearly this is not easy to achieve if people who call 

themselves Christians, abuse, bully and act in unbrotherly / unsisterly 

ways towards one another, diverting attention from the rest of the world 

where people are fighting, maiming and killing one another in war or 

ethnic violence. I know from what I have seen that Gay/Lesbian couples 

can be just as faithful as any other couples; I know that Gay/Lesbian can 

bring up children with equal (and sometimes better) care, and within the 

Church I have Gay/Lesbian friends whose mutual love is inspirational.  

 

It is not easy to be a Christian, but those willing to promise undying 

commitment before the throne of God deserve to be blessed in marriage. 

This is something I will fight for, if not for myself for my friends in 

Christ. I am certain that, like the ordination of women, it will come. But 
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what should happen in the meantime to show that we at I hope the 

liberal end of the Anglican Church should be inclusive and welcoming? 

One of the things I like about Anglicanism is its Englishness. We donôt 

do things in a hurry: we mix radicalism with tradition. 

 

There cannot be a more traditional post in Oxford University than that of 

the Regius Chair of Divinity. Its present holder is Marilyn McCord 

Adams, who combines the acumen of a first-rate theologian with the 

ócommon touchô and fiery rhetorical skills. One of my favourite bedside 

books is a collection of her sermons Wrestling for Blessing (London 

2005) some of which are vehemently in support of gay rights, with titles 

such as óGay Pride, Humbled Churchô. She gave the Keynote Address to 

the annual conference of the Lesbian and Gay Christian Movement 

(http://www.lgcm.org.uk), óLeaven in the Lump of Lambeth: Spiritual 

Temptations, Ecclesial Opportunitiesô which is available at:  

http://www.lgcm.org.uk/conference2007/conference2007.html.  

 

Professor Adams likens the present position to the struggle for civil 

rights in the southern states of the USA and South Africa. There are 

certainly some wonderful partners in the struggle notably, of course, the 

Inclusive Church Movement and Affirming Catholicism. 

 

In practical terms, I would first try to counter the negative aspects of 

Windsor and much that has ensued since that unfortunate document was 

issued by stepping back to Aelredôs world centred on prayer and love 

and blessing. His world was one where all sorts of contracts between 

individuals were sealed by oaths, whether one swore oneôs undying 

loyalty to a liege lord, a friend or a wife. Coupled with that is Godôs 

blessing, something we all receive at the Eucharist, though with 

Professor Adams we still need to wrestle for the Churchôs integrity. 

  

As a first step, if priests are being asked by the Church authorities not to 

bless gay unions, I cannot think that there could be objection to devising 

a form of blessing for friendship, in the face of the very high regard Our 

Lord had for his own friendséwho (amazingly) include us! I at least 

continue to praise God for the gift of love between people whatever their 

http://www.lgcm.org.uk/
javascript:ol('http://www.lgcm.org.uk/conference2007/conference2007.html');
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sexuality. Secondly we need to centre our lives on prayer, praying that 

the whole of the Anglican Church, not just liberals within it, will move 

from containment of human difference to active praise of God for human 

diversity. 

 

As a practical step I hope it will be possible for Lesbian and Gay 

Anglicans in Oxford (and all those who support the cause of full 

inclusiveness) to meet together from time to time to pray for complete 

acceptance of all we have to offer. 

 

 

 
 

 
Sermon of Pentecost, Year C, 27 th May 2007 
10:30am, St Giles, Oxford  
Andrew Bunchôs sermon of Pentecost, reprinted at the request of the 
editor. 
Readings: Acts 2:1-21; John 14:8-17, 25-27. 

 

 

There are three major festivals in the Christian Year, 
Christmas, Easter and Pentecost ï and over the years 
some strong customs have been developed for their 
celebration. But has something ever struck you about 
the way the church celebrates Pentecost? 

You would probably think it quite strange if at some point during the 
sermon on Christmas or Easter, if the preacher didnôt say Happy 
Christmas or Happy Easter. But when it comes to Pentecost have you 
ever heard ñHappy Pentecostò? 

 
There is something different about Pentecost, something perhaps 
unconscious that causes us to celebrate this Festival of Christian year 
with a bit less exuberance! Perhaps the reason for our reticence in this 
celebration is that we are not very clear about what we are celebrating 
at Pentecost.  
 



 20 

At Christmas we celebrate the birth of Jesus. True, there may be some 

strange circumstances regarding his birth, but we know this celebration 
is about a birth. At Easter, once again there is a clear story line for us to 

get hold of. Jesus, who had died on the cross, rose again and was seen 
by the disciples. But at Pentecost, what did happen? And does anyone 

have a really good understanding of what the coming of the Spirit looks 
like in their own lives? 
 
After being involved with parish ministry for nearly twenty years, I think 
that it is our perceived ignorance about the way the Holy Spirit works in 
our lives ï that has caused us to celebrate this great Festival in a more 
muted manner. 
 
One of the reasons why we are unsure in our own minds about the 
action of the Holy Spirit may originate from a confusion about what we 
are told about the work of the Spirit. 
 
For instance, in the story of Acts of Pentecost, it is obvious that the 
coming of the Spirit caused a huge surge of energy in the life of the 
Disciples. Suddenly they were propelled into actions which moments 
before would have been unthinkable. Scary stuff ï letôs hide under the 
bed-clothes ï we donôt want that to happen to us! 
 
But then we hear the reading from St Johnôs Gospel. Now here we have 
a picture of complete calm ï of being at one with God. How is this 
achieved? By letting the Spirit lead and guide us that we may rest in 
Him. So from Acts, we get a glimpse of the power that can be released 
by the action of the Spirit, whereas in John we are given a sense of the 
peace that comes from unity with God. 
 
The two stories represent two extremely different experiences of the 
Spirit: Can they both be right? Does our confusion make us distrust both 
insights? The truth is that in God, apparent extreme opposites are 
unified ï they simply map out the extremes of the experience that may 
arise from the same source. 
 
The truth is that we should look for both of these extreme experiences 
in our life to recognise how God has been working with us throughout 
our lives. There will be times in your life when suddenly the course of 
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life is abruptly altered. You couldnôt have predicted the change coming 
but because of the change an unexpected surge of energy and 
creativity is released within you. Donôt be shy ï admit it ï such is the 
experience of the Disciples at Pentecost as described by St Luke in 
Acts. Scroll back through your life and you will find the occasions when 
a major sudden change was made which has shaped who you now are. 
 
But there will also be times when you have been in tune with the Spirit 
and thus an overwhelming sense of peacefulness has engulfed you. 
The world may be falling down around you, but you know a peace which 
passes understanding and this comes from the unity with The Spirit as 
described by John. 
 
Once we have come to recognise that the Holy Spirit isnôt always 
experienced in the same way, then we realise that God has been much 
more at work with us than we knew. By the work of the Spirit within us, 
we have made discoveries we knew nothing about and we know a 
peaceful contentment which is uncanny. The Spirit has been enabling 
us to live life with a greater sense of vitality; enabling us to tackle issues 
and problems that seemed beyond us at the time. 
 
Yes, the gift of the Spirit is vital to the life of anyone who wants to follow 
Christ.  So now we are more aware of what to look for what can we do? 
It is simple: Pray, open yourself up to the power of God working within 
you. Be open to take risks in life which the Spirit propels you towards, 
and donôt be afraid to rely on God and trust that he will see you through. 
 
The trouble with our celebration of Pentecost is that we have been 
rather unsure and afraid of what the Holy Spirit is or can do in our lives. 
Letôs learn to be more trusting of God. Then maybe next year we will 
say Happy Pentecost! 
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WALKING THE DEAD : 
A SPONSORED WALK FOR THE TOWNESEND TOMB  

 
You will all be very pleased to hear that the half-way mark in the fund-raising 
for the restoration of the Townesend Tomb in St Gilesô Churchyard has been 
very nearly reached. £5118 has already been raised or promised through 
donations from two of the colleges Townesend worked on, the Oxfordshire 
Historic Churches Trust, Oxford City Council and several private individuals.  
We have been delighted by this  response and give thanks; but we have to 
raise another £5822 to hit the £11000 estimated target. 
Work begins on July 2

nd
, so the momentum needs to be sustained and the 

tomb profile raised further.  
Andrew (Bunch) and David (Longrigg) have offered to help do this by giving 
their time to a sponsored walk. On Tuesday July 10

th
 they will set out to walk 

from the tomb to the clock tower at Blenheim Palace, of which John Towne-
send was the main builder, and back again. David is still planning the route and 
hopes to make the forward journey through a ñcountryishò setting and to return 
by the bicycle track along the main road.  Plans are still fluid but the whole walk 
should be around seventeen to eighteen miles. Anyone who enjoys walking is 
very welcome to join in and be sponsored by their friends; and as some (such 
as myself) are very unfit, it will be no shame to only walk for half the route or 
just some of the way! Everyone will walk at their own pace and there will not be 
any medical back-up etc so those who think they want to walk only some of the 
way should bring a mobile phone and know someone who could pick them up.  
If anyone is free on the day and would prefer to help by being available to give 
lifts home, it would be most helpful. (Contact C.B-W.)  
The question of health and safety arising from unsafe tombs raises serious 
problems. This is not an emotive cause but if you enjoy the heritage of historic 
churches and their ambience or have found peace and reflective quiet in the 
sanctuary of an English graveyard or have an interest in Oxfordôs architectural 
history, please support David and Andrew on their walk as generously as you 
can.  
The fund-raisers are immensely grateful to Andrew and David for their offer, 
time and support and to anyone who is able to join in or help. 
David and Andrew will set out from the Townesend tomb at 8.30 am .  Anyone 
who joins them should bring a light packed lunch, water and a mobile phone if 
they have one and well-tried comfortable walking shoes or boots. I will put 
some sponsorship forms in St Gilesô by the weekend when we have worked out 
the exact route. 
 
If you want to know more or if you would like to help by being on call to ferry 
any one please contact Catherine B-W on 558172  
(email catherine@barrington-ward.co.uk) or David on 557879.  

mailto:CATHERINE@BARRINGTON-WARD.CO.UK
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Extraversion  

Sensing  

Thinking  

Judging  

 
Introversion  

Intu ition  

Feeling  

Perceiving  

 

 

Prayer and Personality  

Speaker:  

Margaret Hollis  

Saturday, 14th July  

9.30 am  

St Gilesô Church, Oxford 
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Welcoming at St Margaretôs 

 
Recently the Vicar asked me to pen a few words about our first six 

months at St Margaretôs for the magazine, looking at how the 

Church and its congregation welcomes newcomers.  So this short 

article is a reflection on our time as part of the congregation so far 
and our hopes for the futureé  
We were introduced to St Margaretôs by the Revd Stuart Brand when we 

attended the celebrations for the 50
th
 anniversary of his ordination last 

October.  Immediately we recognised a vibrant, lively church full of friendly, 

welcoming people and decided to move our regular worship to St Margaretôs.  

It took three months to extricate ourselves from our previous parish and we 
moved over completely for the start of 2007.  Since we have been regular 

attendees we have got to know many members of the congregation, all of whom 

have been extremely welcoming.  Here it has helped immensely that we are a 

family unit with children now aged 12 and 10, as the children are not hindered 
by the same polite protocols that extend to adults.  Like all parts of society 

there appear to be some small exclusive groups within the church and so there 

are still people we have yet to speak to; although I have managed a shy nod 
with some of these group members.  I personally view having not had a 

conversation with these people not as a slight, but instead as a challenge ï 

although I believe I will only truly feel integrated into the congregation when 
these barriers will have disappeared. 

On the whole the move has been good for us as a family ï and hopefully good 

for St Margaretôs too.  On a personal level, it is liberating to spend time as a 

churchgoer without being too involved in the mechanics of the church, and 
indeed this is the first time in my adult life I have not been a member of a PCC, 

never mind being Treasurer and Secretary (roles which I have held for 10 

years in total)!  This has meant that we have been able to concentrate on the 
liturgy and the celebration of the Eucharist without any distraction ï I feel 

privileged to have been given this opportunity at this stage in my faith journey. 

Life as a member of the congregation at St Margaretôs has been good, and we 

hope to remain part of the church community for many years to come.  And 
finally, if you havenôt yet had opportunity to say ñHelloò to us over coffee 

please do soé 

 
By Nicola Matthew 

On behalf of David, Nicola, Laura and Adam Matthews 
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Dates for your Diary é.... July 2007 

Sunday, 1
st
 July The Fourth Sunday after Trinity 

 10.30 am Family Service at St Margaretôs 

   Matthew Shaw Sculpture Exhibition continues  

   at St Gilesô (until Friday, 13
th

 July) 

 6.00 pm Choral Evensong at St Margaretôs 

   Preacher: Margaret Hollis 

 
Thursday, 5

th
   

 4.00 pm Toddlersô Service at St Margaretôs 

 8.00 pm PCC Meeting at St Margaretôs 

 
Saturday, 7

th
  St Thomas Becket, 1170 

 2.00-2.45 pm Visiting Ringers from Romsey Abbey 

   at St Gilesô 

 
Sunday, 8

th
 The Fifth Sunday after Trinity 

   St Gilesô Shared Parish Lunch  

   in Vicarage garden 

 
Wednesday, 11

th
 St Benedict of Nursia, c.550 

   Repairs to Townesend Monument commence,  

   at St Gilesô 

 
Saturday, 14

th
 John Keble, 1866 

 9.30 am Talk on Prayer and Personality  

   by Margaret Hollis at St Gilesô 
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 2.30 pm Wedding of Sam Stoop and Miranda Peacock  

   at St Margaretôs 

 
Sunday, 15

th
 The Sixth Sunday after Trinity 

 10.30 am Patronal Festival at St Margaretôs 

   Preacher: Margaret Hollis 

   St Margaretôs Shared Parish Lunch 

   in Vicarage garden 

 
Wednesday, 18

th
 Elizabeth Ferard, 1883 

 8.00 pm PCC Meeting at St Gilesô 

 
Saturday, 21

st
  

 3.00 pm Wedding of Rhiannon Wade and James Turner   

   at St Gilesô 

 
Sunday, 22

nd
 St Mary Magdalene 

 
Sunday, 29

th
 The Eighth Sunday after Trinity 

 10.30 am Baptism at St Margaretôs 

 
Sunday, 5

th
 August The Ninth Sunday after Trinity 

 
Monday, 6

th
 August The Transfiguration 

 8.00 pm Eucharist with hymns at St Margaretôs 
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Weekly Services at St Giles’ & St Margaret’s 

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 

 


