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A plethora of pre Christmas activity makes it impossible to keep up with any written 

record of significant events and this is reason enough for Beryl to be feeling a little tired.  

Extended hospitality has been heavy, including the new Minster and his wife who will 

take our place in Hayle in September 2004, the Trevethans (friends from St Agnes) and 

also the President of the British Methodist Conference Rev Dr Neil Richardson, the Chair 

of the District, the Rev Dr Chris Blake and their wives all within four days. The pressure 

has been on!! 

President Neil, just 21 days before had knelt with two 

Archbishops and the Queen at Westminster Abbey signing the 

historic Covenant between the Anglican and Methodist 

Churches. A special circuit evening Service at Hayle marked his 

visit and needless to say I was glad to add the date and details to 

my profile of important overseas contacts (ho hum!!)   

 

Beryl served sandwiches and cake, (a typical Sunday night 

English evening meal at 4.30 pm) and I managed to chat about a 

paper I had read comparing the consequences of Church Union 

in Australia with that of the Church in South India.  

 

On Monday morning 17 October I set off for a 194 mile journey 

north to Radstock, south of Bath.  This second part of the Introduction to Circuit Ministry 

Course was staged at Ammerdown Centre and was fully paid for by the Church.  With 

headlights on we travelled through the morning mists.  Beryl disembarked at Truro where 

she enjoyed shopping after which she caught a bus back to Hayle as the course this time 

was for Minsters only. I travelled via St Austell to pick up an American intern. Doug had 

a few tensions to share. His liberal theology had not prepared him well for “Occult 

Cornwall.” What he described as frustrating Cornish superstitions I would have described 

as an outright confrontation with occult practices. 

 

The Conference Centre is set within the tranquillity of a large park complete with forest, 

squirrels and wild pheasants. It turned out to be the modified stables of a private Manor 

house still occupied. The Centre is run by a resident Catholic order, “The Sisters of our 

Lady Sion.” About 50 overseas minsters of both genders in active service attended for 

three and half days.  We came from Fiji, USA, Cuba, Pakistan, Canada, Germany, South 

Africa and Australia. Hats off to Methodism for a well organised event. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



Group work enabled each person to recount his or her recent journey in the UK over 30 

minutes. Free afternoons meant I went exploring with a Canadian mate, Fraser Smith, 

appointed to Poole. (His German wife, a practising doctor)  We visited the village of 

Chedda the home of good cheese. (I bought Beryl a cheese smoked in Applewood) We 

squeezed in a visit to a village Wookie Hole and Wells Cathedral. Next day we found the 

oldest Methodist building in the world, John Wesley’s Chapel and headquarters in Bristol. 

I stood in the pulpit for awhile and looked through the skylight window from which 

Wesley used to observe his preachers as they preached!!  Back home Beryl had answered 

11 phone calls on the first day and notched up a funeral for me. Over all, Ammerdown 

was a healthy vocational experience, and although we face huge property problems that 

no one is addressing I realised our Circuit was well off compared to some. (I discovered 

Chapels are not closed until there are less than 6 attending members)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The story style of this calendar changes at this point as I analyse the health of the 

church.  It may be heavy for some and you may need to put it aside.  Others may think I 

am a little depressed or pessimistic.  Still others familiar with my journey will recognise 

my readiness to question and reflect on things. 

 

From where I am coming from – at the coalface –the Institutional Churches here in 

Britain and Australia are grappling with the same issues. If I was a doctor issuing a 

prognosis I would say the condition of the mainline churches appears terminal!!  While 

there are a few bright spots, especially in the third world, the continuing demise of the 

Institutional form of Church on its many fronts as we have known it looks inevitable. 

 

Whilst starting each day with worship, our course at Ammerdown took us through the art 

of survival, property issues, and the complexities of regulations and human service 

disciplines. (An intense internal focus) An outward focus would have encouraged the 50 

overseas Minsters to channel their rich diversity, insights and experience of the gospel 

into the needy church in this country. 

 

Alongside this prognosis that reflects a grief felt by many, there is an embedded denial of 

reality evident at every level of the Church’s life. There are complex problems beyond 

property rationalisation related to implementing regulations. Without expanding on detail 

I list a few for starters. 

 

  



 Privacy, Public Liability, Risk Assessment, Copyright, Performing Arts 

Regulations, Property Log Books, Annual Inspections, Quintennial reports, 

Schedules A & B, Health and Catering, Good practice guidelines, Disability and 

Discrimination Acts, Mission statements and goals etc. 

 

The list continues. In current Methodism where the Minister is clearly the 

Administrator, it is not difficult too see time and energy being diverted from the Call 

of the gospel.  The Current scale of safe guarding (duty of care) issues is particularly 

alarming with sex offender networks targeting the churches; the need for a balance 

between “witch hunting” and sensible safeguards becomes very real. Each church is 

encouraged to develop policies before allegations are made.  Similar to Australia, all 

Ministers and volunteers are required to have Police Checks. (The problem in the UK 

is that 70 % of disclosure forms submitted have mistakes). With a high proportion of 

offenders re-offending and with talk of an offenders register it is already impossible to 

hold office or be an organist in the Methodist church if you have been cautioned over 

child abuse.  Where does the gospel of forgiveness and grace fit into this?  I am 

reluctant to continue to write in this vein or to begin to raise the issue of Theological 

and ethical boundaries facing the church.   

 

At Ammerdown one new Minster complained to me that their Superintendent no 

longer believed in God or Prayer!! The same political manoeuvring and ambiguous 

wording over Ministerial Sexual Practice marks the British Church as it does in 

Australia.  In our home country the response of the Uniting Church Standing 

Committee to pressure from the newly formed ‘Reforming Alliance’ over matters of 

sexual practice, while recognising a crisis of faith, now seems to be revisiting the 

journey of the last ten years. It is difficult to see how mutually exclusive and firmly 

held convictions concerning the relevance of the values of historic Christianity will be 

resolved by further study.  The National Assembly seems reluctant to fulfil its 

constitutional role in the area of faith and discipline by making clear decisions. 

 

While cheap grace, inclusiveness and radical hospitality remain the ‘flavour of the 

month,’ anything that reflects the orthodox faith ‘once delivered to the saints’ 

tends to be regarded as a mere primitive prejudice, literalism loaded with 

puritan piety. After attending the last National Theological Consultation and tuning 

into many contemporary church reviews, I am ready to recognise that I am one of 

many orthodox/evangelical ministers who have become weary of the stresses that 

stem from a church where leaders and many members have long since drifted from 

the basics of a sound Biblical Theology.   

 

A review I read recently of Professor Ian Breward’s book, “A History of the Church 

in Australasia” (I.B. recently retired from the United Faculty of Theology in 

Melbourne.) He criticises liberal and reformists church leaders for, ‘being unable to 

deal with the radicals who wished wholly to remake Society and Government and 

Churches along libertarian lines, while also failing to understand and cope with 

ordinary Christians of integrity who held more conservative, political and 

theological views’. After 3 months as a Methodist in the UK and someone who has 

always been at the ‘coal face,’ in my humble opinion I think Breward has put his 

finger on an important, perhaps obvious insight. In fact I recall writing to the Current 

President of the UCA before he took Office expressing concern over disproportional 

representation of what we might call “ordinary pew sitters” at the National Assembly 

level. 

 

Breward goes on to ask, ‘Is Christianity a revelation which demands a radical 

obedience, or is it fundamentality a ‘human construct’ in which individuals tailor the 



historic faith to their own comfort zone ……..  is God infinitely loving who does 

nothing but love evil, or is there an indispensable element of judgement in God’s 

being.’ (P.430-432) 

 

While I could have run some of these issues past the President of British Methodism 

when he called, I preferred to refer him to Breward’s book. Since then we have 

enrolled in another course and bought another book. : ‘Threshold of the Future,’ by 

Michael Riddell – (get a copy if you can) 

 

To avoid driving in the snow, Beryl and myself are looking forward to a trip north on 

the Virgin Railway to the Midlands over January to attend a course at Cliff College 

entitled, “The Future Shape of the Church.”  We are as ‘pleased as punch,’ to be 

going. After all I have written here, and being mindful in the season of Advent I need 

to conclude by saying I am sure that God has not finished with His people yet, 

although there is pain in transition it is always great to be part of His ‘melting pot’ in 

this moment of His –Story. Understanding what in means to be loyal to Christ 

through rapid times of change is not new to the journey of God’s people. This is well 

illustrated by the pics below. 
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