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Unitng Church President’s Visit. 
 

 

The record of high profile visitors is starting to look impressive. The President of the 

Methodist Conference graced our dinner table in 2003, our Member of Parliament, 

John Meier and Government Whip (President of the Kernewek Lowender) had called 

on us at Hayle in 2004. The Earl and Countess of Wessex had called at St Ives 

Matthew Flats and were personally introduced 2005. All of this was topped off with 

the President of the Uniting Church in Australia, and his wife Sandra.   

 

Dean and Sandra Drayton’s visit was a little different in that we had known the 

Drayton’s for a good number of years and Dean had taken the funeral of my father 

Arthur Thomas whilst ministering at the Salisbury Church back in 1974.  

 

We had enjoyed the Saturday and Sunday as a lead into the Bank Holiday Monday 30 

May, the traditional Gwennap 

Pit Service for Methodists on 

Whit Monday. In the morning 

the Draytons had visited Gallery 

38. (one of 67 Galleries in St 

Ives) to purchase some art work 

as a reminder of their trip to 

Cornwall.  They had called on 

an overworked Ainslie Brown at 

the Tate Gallery cafe, crowded 

with visitors enjoying something 

nice and its magnificent views. 

At Sandra’s suggestion we then 

found a spot for a picnic lunch 

just off Wharf Road and on the 

beach opposite Fore Street Methodist Chapel. The beach was packed with people, but 

we settled for a place on some steps away from others and close to the water’s edge.  

 

It was a lovely sunny day with a 

pretty view across the harbour 

and with tons of people to 

watch.  There was a little drama 

when in stunned amazement 

Dean lost a nice cheese from his 

plate via a swooping seagull.  It 

was all over in a second!! And 

all that was left was the chance 

to talk about it over our 

strawberries and clotted cream 

as the tide receded. 

 

Following our lunch by the 

seaside we headed off for Gwennap Pit near Redruth. Wesley preached at the Pit 18 

times and it is still a sacred site for most Methodists. Dean was to bring greetings 

 

 



from the Uniting Church and I was keen 

to see how they did it anticipating my 

opportunity to preach there on 10 July. 

 

We found our way through narrow 

country roads with hedgerows bursting 

with growth. Yellow polka dot 

buttercups peppered the small green 

fields behind stone fences where horses 

grazed. People were already parking in 

surrounding fields. It was one of those special sunny days, not all that frequent even in 

Cornwall where white fluffy 

clouds sail across blue skies and 

the gentle breeze caresses you. 

We were familiar with the Pit 

having been a number of times, 

but this was the Drayton’s first 

visit to Cornwall.  We paused at 

the Visitor Centre where Dean 

met Rev Dr Canon Chris Blake 

(District Chairman) before 

mounting the steps to the brow 

of the pit. There it was!!  

Thirteen green circles of mowed 

grass spiralling downwards with 

a portable organ keyboard in the small circle at the bottom. Mr Ron Brown, the 

organist suitably attired with his straw hat was organising his music.  

 

The Pit rises in tight circles to the roof level and chimneys of a few surrounding 

cottages.  Trees on one side dressed in fresh green leaves cast a shadow on the far side 

steps. Standing between two upright granite columns a gentleman welcomed us to the 

199th service of its kind. People were well spread out. The greater number of about 

350 who gathered were seated near the entrance at the top.  We sat near the Blakes 

who were hosting Rev Howard Mellor (Past Cliff College Principal) and his wife 

Rosie. Sandra and Dean met Joy Blake and the Mellors. The sun was joyfully beating 

down and was warm enough to tinge our extremities. We were into the first hymn, 

“And can it be” before Beryl could fold a newspaper into some sort of head cover. It 

didn’t work very well so Beatrice Kerno-Plummer noticing Beryl’s plight, at the right 

time ventured across the Pit steps to present her and Sandra with a cap each.  Smiles, 

and waves of gratitude all round!! Other friends were dotted throughout the crowd. 

 

 

 



With Neil and Beatrice we could see Nancy and Edna. Then there was William and 

Joyce Trevethan (Mt Hawke) Russell and Di Webber, (St Erth) and Lesley and 

Michael from Angarrack. 

 

Later we came across friends we met at Cliff College. Chris and Estelle Trewern from 

Ponsanooth who we discovered had corresponded with Melva Pask from our North 

Blackburn Church in Melbourne. Then there were Sydney-siders who had stumbled 

on finding the Pit and who were even more surprised to find Dean who had recently 

preached at their church. Dean was introduced as President of the Uniting Church in 

Australia who had attended the World Mission and Evangelism Conference in Greece 

and the Scottish Assembly. In his clear way Dean offered greetings from Australia 

and spoke of our Methodist heritage being 

birthed in Cornwall. With increased 

intensity he spoke in Wesleyan terms of 

the prevenient work of God. He said 

before our commitment to God, God had 

made a decision for us in Jesus Christ to 

bring an awareness of the loving God and 

to set us free for a new life of holiness, 

thus Charles wrote, “Thine eye diffused a 

quickening ray.” Without pre-consultation 

these points dovetailed nicely with 

Howard Mellor’s address later?  

 

Before the offering we were told that 

15,000 people visit the Pit each year – still 

an amazing source of witness. We sang, 

“Great is thy Faithfulness” and “Give me 

the faith that can remove.”  

 

Mark Williams sang two beautiful solos while in the surrounding trees it was 

impossible for the song thrush 

to ignore the ‘grace of the 

Creator.’ The shrill pretty music 

of nature itself joined us in 

worship on that sunny day and 

grassy knoll ----- and it was 

good.  

 

Howard Mellor spoke of 

Methodism shrinking like a 

burst balloon, halving its 

membership during his 33 years 

of ministry. Yet to him it was 

not a spent force, but more like 

a footy match at half time. 

There were still 2000 ordained staff with 6000 church outlets. What we had made 

rigid God designed to be flexible. Howard made the point that Gwennap Pit exists 

because Wesley believed in a God who calls us to action.  

 

 

 



Later at our Manse we recalled his marks of a healthy church. 

1. Pastoral Care 

2. Community Involvement 

3. Attention to Worship 

4. Collaborative Leadership 

4. Intentional Mission. 

These marks need to be mixed with Wesleyan DNA 

1. Prevenient Grace 

2. Taking hold of the means of Grace 

3. Holiness – perfect love.  

 

To me Howard’s message was sound enough and I was glad of the Wesleyan DNA, 

but as a critique and call to the Church I concluded it could have been even more 

radical. In an occasional paper he had written in 2003, “A Gospel call for dynamic 

change,” He had recognised a kind of corporate death wish on the part of Methodism 

when he wrote. “In my view we do not have long to make necessary decisions. There 

is a window of three to five years beyond which there will not be the opportunity to 

make a choice.  Events will simply overwhelm us.” In “Fresh Expressions,” an 

initiative of the Archbishops of Canterbury and York supported by the Methodist 

Council it says. “Much of the UK population is now beyond the reach of the churches 

and this proportion grows each year.” While Howard maintained that the current 

Institution was not a spent force, I think I have personally concluded that any re-birth 

of the Church in the West is most likely to occur from influences beyond the limits of 

traditional structures and control. 

 

Sadly Dean and myself noted that both here and in Australia we knew of places where 

people, in a selfish way and with no thought of mission or future generations, were 

content to keep their church open for the sake of their own funeral and burial service!! 

We enjoyed time with Sandra and Dean our “Aussie” Churchman and probably tried 

to show them too much of Cornwall. There were times of reflecting on the 

significance of our Methodist roots and being in the place where the Holy spirit had 

flowed freely to stir our “Fathers in the Faith,” even to the point of them forsaking 

family and friends to venture for Christ.” When you think about it, you can’t escape 

the question, “Where is this sort of passion today?” Here we have a missionary factor 

in our own history that transcends mere words and that calls our comfortable 

generation to the serious business of real action now. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Afternnon tea at Carharrack following the Gwennap Pit Service 


