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More than an empty flagpole …
Revd Sam McBratney, Tutor, Global Christianity Programme, Queen’s Foundation Birmingham

and Faith Advisor, City University London and Olive Tree Programme, reflects on recent events in Belfast. 
‘I was a stranger and you welcomed me’
Women’s World Day of Prayer theme, March 1st, explored by Mimi Barton, Vice-President, Women’s World Day of Prayer Movement, England, Wales and Northern Ireland.

Now here’s the news from around the world…
Pope Benedict XVI resigns; tributes from other Church leaders
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Political solution is the only way to end Syria conflict says human rights defender
Copts mark anniversary of Cairo uprising in January 2011
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London Centre for Spirituality
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More than an empty flagpole …
We were sold a lie. After the horrors of the Wars of Religion in many parts of Europe, the Enlightenment offered us a way out of our troubles. It suggested that if we could take all the controversial parts of our identity and leave them at home, everyone would be grateful. We could make the public space safe if we only we could keep it neutral. 

They may not have known it but Belfast City Councillors were endorsing the principles of the European Enlightenment in the decision to leave the flagpole empty most of the time. And it serves to highlight an ongoing reality in the city and beyond, that most of the symbolism on the island of Ireland, over the last century at least, has become tainted, rejected by one community or another as oppressive or illegitimate. But it is also true that the communities of Northern Ireland acknowledge that symbols are important and necessary and cannot simply be left to the private realm. In a place where, it might be argued, there has been too much identity, removing symbols altogether only generates a vacuum. And vacuums - symbolic or political - tend to be filled by violence. 

For those who protest, an empty flagpole is a symbol of their own exclusion from consideration or regard. They consider their community has not seen much of the fruits of peace yet had to watch others prosper. It is the ultimate symbol, for them, of having lost a voice in the process. And perhaps they are right. For the ‘new’ politics created since 1998 has focussed so relentlessly on cooperation, it has neglected legitimate opposition. The politicians, many of whom once cried, ‘Never!’ now speak the language of consensus and compromise. And those who are never far from feeling excluded watch as the business of government replaces the politics of the street. 

A truly and fully democratic society is always only an aspiration, a horizon, according to Vaclav Havel, that we steer towards rather than a shore we have reached. And our democratic striving must include the difficult business of learning to hear the voices of opposition. More than that – a democratic system is nothing less than a laboratory of dissent, teaching its members how to articulate their anger in ways that allow society to grow. 

The events on the streets of Belfast are difficult and troubling. Peaceful protest should be the norm and violence is never positive. But does the opportunity now exist, through engagement with the troublesome, for the democratic space to become a little bit wider, a little more inclusive, and therefore a little more solid for all of us? 
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‘I was a stranger and you welcomed me’
On Friday, 1st March, an estimated 3 million people will gather in over 170 countries worldwide to observe a common day of prayer, organised and led by women.  

The Women’s World Day of Prayer Movement is an international, ecumenical, Christian organisation that has as its slogan ‘Informed Prayer, Prayerful Action’ and aims to raise awareness of the needs of a different country each year, as seen through the eyes of the women of that country.  This year the country is France and the theme they were given is ‘I was a stranger and you welcomed me’.  At the heart of the Service, which is the focal point of the Day of Prayer, lie two passages from Scripture: Leviticus 19:1-2, 33-37 and Matthew 25:31-40.  Both of these stress the obligation that we all have, as people of God, to welcome the stranger in our midst.  In Leviticus the ‘stranger’ is quite definitely the ‘alien’ – the foreigner, the newcomer from another country – and this is the focus of the day itself.

But what does that word ‘stranger’ really mean to people in this country?  Certainly, in much of our country, strangers are usually people we meet who are visiting the town or have relocated from another part of the country for work or retirement, and it is easy to be welcoming.  However, it is not hard to see that it might be less easy to give a whole-hearted welcome to strangers who come in great numbers to live in  our area, bringing with them a different culture, language and even a different faith, particularly if the needs of these strangers conflict with our own needs in terms of housing, employment, etc.  

Immigration is a hugely emotive issue and many good Christians are struggling with this; yet many of us have ancestors who came to this country as migrants for one reason or another and over the years this country has been culturally and spiritually enriched by their presence.  But now we may fear that we are losing our identity and voices are being raised in protest. Our service this year challenges us to consider the moral and ethical implications of actions that we, ourselves, may feel are necessary to resolve some of the problems that many people feel have arisen through our being such a ‘welcoming’ country.  

There is, of course, a wider meaning to the word ‘stranger’ that affects us all.  There may be people in our workplace, our community, our church family who have been around for many years and yet we still do not know them – they are still strangers, still on the fringe, not quite ‘one of us’.  Why is that?  What is it that stops us from reaching out to them?  As we reflect on the words of Scripture there is one question we could all ask ourselves: Who is the stranger in my life?
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Pope Benedict XVI resigns

On February 11, Pope Benedict XVI announced:

“After having repeatedly examined my conscience before God, I have come to the certainty that my strengths, due to an advanced age, are no longer suited to an adequate exercise of the Petrine ministry. I am well aware that this ministry, due to its essential spiritual nature, must be carried out not only with words and deeds, but no less with prayer and suffering.

However, in today’s world, subject to so many rapid changes and shaken by questions of deep relevance for the life of faith, in order to govern the bark of Saint Peter and proclaim the Gospel, both strength of mind and body are necessary, strength which in the last few months, has deteriorated in me to the extent that I have had to recognize my incapacity to adequately fulfill the ministry entrusted to me. For this reason, and well aware of the seriousness of this act, with full freedom I declare that I renounce the ministry of Bishop of Rome, Successor of Saint Peter, entrusted to me by the Cardinals on 19 April 2005, in such a way, that as from 28 February 2013, at 20:00 hours, the See of Rome, the See of Saint Peter, will be vacant and a Conclave to elect the new Supreme Pontiff will have to be convoked by those whose competence it is.”
The Most Reverend Vincent Nichols, Archbishop of Westminster, said:
"Pope Benedict’s announcement today has shocked and surprised everyone. Yet, on reflection, I am sure that many will recognise it to be a decision of great courage and characteristic clarity of mind and action. The Holy Father recognises the challenges facing the Church and that 'strength of mind and body are necessary' for his tasks of governing the Church and proclaiming the Gospel.  I salute his courage and his decision. I ask people of faith to keep Pope Benedict in their prayers. We Catholics will do so, with great affection and the highest esteem for his ministry as our Holy Father remembering with joy his Visit to the United Kingdom in 2010. Pray, too, for the Church and all the steps that must take place in the next weeks. We entrust ourselves to the loving Providence of God and the guidance of the Holy Spirit."
The Most Reverend Justin Welby, Archbishop of Canterbury, said:
“It was with a heavy heart but complete understanding that we learned this morning of Pope Benedict’s declaration of his decision to lay down the burden of ministry as Bishop of Rome, an office which he has held with great dignity, insight and courage. As I prepare to take up office I speak not only for myself, and my predecessors as Archbishop, but for Anglicans around the world, in giving thanks to God for a priestly life utterly dedicated, in word and deed, in prayer and in costly service, to following Christ. He has laid before us something of the meaning of the Petrine ministry of building up the people of God to full maturity.”

The Moderator of the Free Churches Group, Revd Michael Heaney, said:


“On behalf of the Free Churches in England and Wales I would like to express our best wishes to Pope Benedict XVI as he steps down from the rigorous demands of ministry as head of the Catholic Church to commence a ministry of prayer and intercession for God’s people.  We remember with joy and appreciation his role in raising the importance of the spiritual dimension to life during his visit to the UK in 2010 and offer our prayerful support to the Roman Catholic Church as they begin the process of seeking his successor.”






The General Secretary of the World Council of Churches, Revd Dr Olav Fykse Tveit, said:
“We have to respect fully the decision of His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI to resign. With deep respect I have seen how he has carried the responsibility and burdens of his ministry in his advanced age, in a very demanding time for the church.  I express my appreciation for his love and commitment to the church and to the ecumenical movement. Let us pray that God bless him in this moment and this phase of his life, and that God will guide and bless the Roman Catholic Church in a very important time of transition.”
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Catholic and Protestant Churches reach Major Agreement in USA
In a monumental occasion for ecumenical relations, the U.S. Roman Catholic church and a group of Protestant denominations signed a document to formally agree to recognize each other's baptisms.

Catholic leaders joined representatives from the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Christian Reformed Church in North America, Reformed Church in America and United Church of Christ at the ceremony in Austin, Texas, to sign the agreement, which is called the "Common Agreement on Mutual Recognition of Baptism." The event coincided with the national meeting of Christian Churches Together in the U.S.A.  Previously, the Protestant Churches recognized Roman Catholic baptisms, but the Catholic Church did not always recognize theirs. The mutual agreement on baptisms, a key sacrament in the Churches, has been discussed between denominational leadership for seven years and hinges in part on invoking trinity of the "Father, Son and Holy Spirit" during the baptism.

In a report in the Austin American-Statesman, Bishop Joe Vasquez of the Diocese of Austin told the newspaper that the effort "is part of our response to Jesus' prayer that 'we all be one.'" The Roman Catholic Church as a whole has generally recognized the baptisms of most mainstream Christian denominations since the Second Vatican Council but the formal baptism agreement is the first of its kind for the U.S. church.  According to a prior statement from the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, which was released in 2010 when bishops were deliberating the agreement, the understanding between the churches "affirms that both Catholic and Reformed Christians hold that baptism is the sacramental bond of unity for the Body of Christ, which is to be performed only once, by an authorized minister, with flowing water, using the Scriptural Trinitarian formula of 'Father, Son and Holy Spirit.' The agreement encourages all local Christian communities to keep baptismal records."  The Austin newspaper reported that Tuesday's agreement says that “for our baptisms to be mutually recognized, water and the scriptural Trinitarian formula 'Father, Son, and Holy Spirit' (Matthew 28: 19-20) must be used in the baptismal rite." 

The earlier bishops' statement explained the origins of the agreement: In 2002, concerns over certain practices (such as baptism by sprinkling) and spoken formulas (such as baptism in the name of the Creator, Redeemer and Sanctifier) used by some Christians led the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Christian Unity to urge national bishops’ conferences to study their mutual understanding of baptism with other Christians. These questions were examined and resolved by Round Seven of the Reformed-Roman Catholic Dialogue-USA, which produced the Common Agreement, as well as a study entitled “These Living Waters.”

The agreement was first approved in 2008 by the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). American Catholic leaders voted on it in 2010 and the agreement was later approved by the governing bodies of the Christian Reformed Church in North America, Reformed Church in America and United Church of Christ. 
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WCC consultation invokes responses on mission
An international group representing diverse mission organizations recently got together in India to develop tools that can insure effective implementation of the new mission statement issued last year by the World Council of Churches (WCC). The group met in Cochin, India from 27 January to 1 February in a meeting organized by the WCC’s Commission on World Mission and Evangelism (CWME). The event was hosted by Metropolitan Dr Geevarghese Mor Coorilos of the Syrian Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch and All the East, current moderator of the CWME.

The new WCC mission statement, “Together towards life: Mission and evangelism in changing landscapes”, prepared by the CWME, is about seeking vision, concepts and directions for a renewed understanding and practice of mission and evangelism amidst changing global landscapes.  The statement draws on insights from Protestant, Evangelical, Orthodox and Roman Catholic mission theology and will be presented at the WCC’s 10th Assembly in Busan, Republic of Korea in autumn 2013.  At the consultation participants worked on study and policy guidelines, as well as training modules on the statement for three target audiences: local congregations and mission groups, national mission boards and global mission bodies, missiology students and missionary trainees.

The study guidelines will be published in the course of 2013. This practical guide on the statement aims to offer “signposts which can help to discern the action of the Spirit in the world – and to join in”, stated the participants. “The task at hand is to exchange the valuable document we have before us into the currency which is in everyday use in the life of the churches and agents of mission,” said Revd Professor Kenneth Ross, a parish minister of the Church of Scotland.  The CWME hopes for churches and mission organizations to engage with the new affirmation on mission statement by evaluating their mission policy in the light of the statement and devising new directions amid changing ecclesial scenes.

“Mission boards and development agencies have to translate the statement into organizational practices,” said Eva Christina Nilsson, general secretary of the Swedish Mission Council. She added that it is important for the statement to be made “operational in visible living contexts”.  Revd Dr Roderick Hewitt from the University of KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa highlighted the importance of translating new concepts of mission into a study guide. These guidelines can facilitate theological, ministerial and missional formation and can support a process required for a “radical transformation” of the church and the society, added Hewitt.
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Political solution is the only way to end Syria conflict
“Violence begets violence. It is not possible for Syrians to overcome conflict without a political solution, strong democratic institutions and demilitarization of the country,” said Dr Haytham Al-Manna, a prominent Syrian human rights defender and opposition figure, head of the National Coordination Body for Democratic Change in Syria (NCB). Manna met with World Council of Churches (WCC) staff and representatives of ecumenical and international humanitarian organizations following a conference of Syrian civil society and members of the NCB in Geneva from 28 to 29 January, titled “For Democratic Syria and Civilian State.”  After the conference, Manna spoke at the WCC headquarters in Geneva on 30 January, where he analysed the current situation in Syria. He shared the outcomes of the conference aimed at bringing a peaceful, negotiated solution to the conflict.

Syria descended into a vicious circle of violence following military repression of demonstrators and opponents of the regime in 2011, Manna reminded his listeners.  The United Nations have reported the death toll in Syria to be more than 60,000 people, while around one million people have been displaced in the on-going armed conflict. “The present state of Syria is a very fragile and complex one. Weapons are spread in, and accessible all over the country. Yet it is through non-violent means only that we can hope for radical change and peace,” Manna said. “Making Syria a stable democratic and civilian state is the dream of the majority of the Syrian population, in all its religious and ethnic diversity,” he added.

Responding to a question related to the position of churches in Syria, Manna said that no community was protected by the regime. “We were all equal under the same oppression. In the movement for democracy and transformation, people from all religious backgrounds are struggling together.”  In the meeting, Michel Nseir, programme executive for the WCC special focus on the Middle East, said the preservation of Syria’s diversity should be a high priority for governments and religious leaders.  “The cohesion of the Syrian social fabric is essential for the whole region. This is of great concern to the WCC,” said Nseir. He went on to say that “an immediate end to violence in Syria is significant for us, while we prepare for our assembly in South Korea this year focusing on the theme of justice and peace.”

Representatives of other ecumenical and international organizations discussed their work to address the Syrian crisis, including the ACT Alliance which is a network of more than 130 churches and related humanitarian and development organizations.  The members of the ACT Alliance are providing emergency relief and psychosocial assistance to approximately 400,000 internally displaced Syrians and refugees in the neighbouring countries.

Ralston Deffenbaugh of the Lutheran World Federation, a global communion of churches in the Lutheran tradition, spoke about their projects related to Syria. They are operating in the Za’atri camp in Jordan, collaborating with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and the Jordan Hashemite Charity Organization to provide assistance to Syrian refugees.  The Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, an international NGO based in Geneva, is facilitating dialogue in conflict situations, and working on implementing respect for International Humanitarian Law among the military. 
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Copts mark anniversary of Cairo uprising
On the eve of the second anniversary of the January 2011 uprising in Tahrir Square, Cairo, Egypt, His Grace Bishop Angaelos, General Bishop of The Coptic Orthodox Church in the United Kingdom issued a statement (via CopticMediaUK.com) commenting on the recent escalation of violence against Christians, and calling for direct intervention by the Government of Egypt, leading to social cohesion, saying: 
‘Considering the significant sacrifice that has been presented over the past two years, even leading to the loss of life, it is time for Egypt to emerge out of the pattern of discriminatory practice, and take on its new identity of a promised democracy that the January 2011 uprising sought to establish.’ 

Making reference to attacks on three churches in Egypt within the previous two weeks, Bishop Angaelos said: 

‘We call for proper investigation into any acts of violence against individuals, groups, or communities, and the protection of places of worship, to ensure that there are no further attacks of this kind.’

Read the full statement via CopticMediaUK.com or click here
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European Financial Transaction Tax
On Tuesday, 22nd January, the EU Finance ministers decided to pursue the track to come to a European Financial Transaction Tax. Coming together as the Economic and Financial Council of the EU the ministers agreed to proceed through the special legal instrument of the Lisbon Treaty on an “enhanced cooperation”. This means that the Council of the EU has confirmed that Austria, Belgium, Estonia, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia and Spain can demand from the European Commission a proposal on a Financial Transaction Tax (FTT). The 27 EU Member States will discuss this proposal as Council of the EU, but the 11 Member States, which were mentioned, will decide on the adoption of the FTT. Therefore it will be only relevant for these 11 countries.

They have to adopt the Commission proposal, but it will be open to every other Member State to join the club. The 11 Member States asked the Commission to renew its proposal from 2011: 0.1% tax rate for transactions in all types of financial instruments and 0.01% tax rate for derivatives. The General Assembly of CPCE in September 2012 in Florence had just demanded to establish a FTT as an instrument to regulate the financial sector in Europe. Churches in Europe and ecumenical organisations have advocated for a FTT since years. Now it will be of interest to see how the FTT is defined in detail, which sort of discussions it will trigger in those Member States and societies, which take not part, and what the economic results will be.
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First Synod of the New United Protestant Church of France
The Reformed Church of France and the Evangelical Lutheran Church of France began a process of uniting in 2007. Through numerous gatherings, exchanges and debates, this process involved all parishes as well as the regional and national authorities. In 2012, they became together the United Protestant Church of France.

The new church’s first annual National Synod will be held from 8 May to 12 May 2013 in Lyon, France. During this first Synod, new National Council will be elected, which will also elect its new President. Beside the institutional dimension, this birth will also be celebrated through a festive event open to a large audience and international representatives. On Saturday, May 11th an inaugural day will be organized in the Lyon’s Grand Temple.

Many guests have been invited: civil and religious representatives from France, representatives from partner churches abroad and representatives from international ecumenical bodies. The French Minister of the Interior, also in charge of the relations with religious bodies, Mr Manuel Valls, will deliver a speech after the inaugural service. The city of Lyon was chosen for this historical event given its long and dynamic ecumenical tradition.
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100 charities unite for 'Enough food IF' campaign
Hunger and malnutrition in childhood will trap almost a billion young people in poverty by 2025, according to a major new campaign, launched by Britain’s leading development charities and faith groups. ‘Enough Food for Everyone IF’ is the largest coalition of its kind in the UK since Make Poverty History in 2005.  The group warns that in a world where there is enough food for everyone, the scandal of children growing up hungry also imposes a grave economic burden on the developing world, costing £78 billion over the next 15 years.

In its first report the group, which numbers 100 organisations and has the backing of philanthropist Bill Gates and Archbishop Desmond Tutu, warns of the human and economic cost of hunger in a world where there is enough food to feed everyone. As well as the 937 million children and young people (aged 15-40) whose life chances will be permanently damaged by the impact of childhood hunger by 2025, the report estimates that malnutrition will be costing developing countries an annual $125 billion (£78 billion) in lost economic output by 2030. Great strides have been made in reducing poverty and 14,000 fewer children are dying each day than in 1990. But hunger is threatening to reverse these achievements. Hardworking poor farmers, especially women and their children, vulnerable and ordinary people everywhere face the highest food prices in a generation. In the UK, the numbers of people needing to use food banks has risen sharply. Climate change is making things even worse. 

The campaign, which was formally launched on January 23 at Somerset House, London and across all nations of the UK, calls on Prime Minister David Cameron to use the UK’s G8 presidency in 2013 to take action on the root causes of the hunger crisis in the poorest countries. The ‘IF’ movement challenges the Prime Minister to tackle 4 big IFs to help there be enough food for everyone:

· IF we stop poor farmers being forced off their land, and use the available agricultural land to grow food for people, not biofuels for cars.

· IF governments keep their promises on aid, invest to stop children dying from malnutrition and help the poorest people feed themselves through investment in small farmers.

· IF governments stop big companies dodging tax in poor countries, so that millions of people can free themselves from hunger.

· IF we force governments and investors to be honest and open about the deals they make in the poorest countries that stop people getting enough food. 

Taking action on the ‘corporation tax gap’ by multinational companies alone would enable developing countries to raise enough revenue every day to save the lives of 230 children under 5 currently dying because of malnutrition.

Archbishop Desmond Tutu supports Enough Food for Everyone IF and said:

“Hunger is not an incurable disease or an unavoidable tragedy. We can make sure no child goes to bed hungry.  We can stop mothers from starving themselves to feed their families. We can save lives. We can do all of this, IF we are prepared to do something about it. IF we challenge our leaders to take action. IF they listen to us. It’s time the world’s decision-makers came to the right decision on hunger.  It’s time to end the unnecessary suffering caused by the failure of the current food system. We can make hunger a thing of the past IF we act now.”

Grammy Award winner, Angélique Kidjo, commented:

“We need to solve the underlying issues of famine and hunger once and for all. People are denied access to land that could produce food. Parents work tirelessly, but still can’t afford to feed their children. It’s unfair, it’s unjust and the truth is – it’s totally preventable. With enough people behind this campaign, we can make world leaders listen. 2013 can be the year we change the future by making this the beginning of the end of world hunger. It takes people coming together on a large scale demanding change to make this happen. IF you believe that everyone can and should have enough food to live, please join us.”

 Ben Jackson, Chair of the Enough Food for Everyone IF Coalition, said: 

“We should be proud of the great strides we are taking as a world to reduce poverty and tackle infectious diseases, but it is still the reality that more people die each year from hunger than from AIDS, Malaria and TB combined. In a world where there is enough food for everyone, this is nothing short of a scandal. We need a concerted effort from governments, civil society and philanthropists to tackle the root causes of this problem and together build a world where no child has to go hungry.”

The London launch event in the courtyard at Somerset House was attended by more than 1,000 campaign supporters, including actors Bill Nighy, Keeley Hawes and Bonnie Wright, musician Baaba Maal, Olympic athlete Colin Jackson and England rugby legend Matt Dawson. It featured the world’s first Twitter-powered 3-D interactive animation and featured a projection which is mapped to the building of Somerset House, bringing its architecture to life in 3-D, telling the story behind the campaign: that there is enough food for everyone but not everyone gets enough food. For the first time ever, a mapped projection incorporated live tweets from the audience. When the Twitter target was reached, the animation revealed the four big IFs which comprise the campaign’s demands to the G8. 

Enough Food for Everyone IF events took place across the UK’s four nations: in Glasgow, Scotland; in Cardiff, Wales and in Belfast, Northern Ireland, as well as regionally across more than 20 key towns and cities. 

In the 12 minutes it took to show the animation:

· 52 children around the world died from malnutrition;

· £2.3 million in tax was dodged by multinational companies operating in the world’s poorest countries, 

· The UK burnt enough food crops in our cars as biofuels to feed almost 90,000 people for a day.

· Land 25 times the size of the Olympic stadium was grabbed by multinational companies and foreign governments.

IF enough people join in showing support for ending hunger, world leaders will be forced to act. Join us at www.enoughfoodif.org
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Pentecost Festival going UK wide: 10-19th May
Many Christians regard Pentecost as the Church’s birthday, the perfect time to celebrate the Christian faith. Pentecost festival started in 2008. In collaboration with Christian organisations and local churches, the streets of London were filled with over 100 events. Revd Dr Rob Frost, the founder of Pentecost Festival, said ‘‘everywhere I went the streets were full of life and colour and action and sound. Whatever I saw expressed something of the wonder of the power and majesty of the Lord…. This was the sleeping giant, the Church of Christ, slowly waking from its slumbers.  If all the Christians in all the town came together, just once, just for a day….and took to the streets to celebrate their God, what a difference they could make. If we lay down our denominational differences, put aside our theological squabbles, leave behind our different brands of churchmanship and all do something together what a sound we could make and what fun we could have!”

Five years later and Pentecost Festival has attracted tens of thousands of people to events across the capital.  The Festival has seen the church leave the building and creatively connect with society. The festival has included a variety of events in coffee shops, parks, theatres and night-clubs, as well as iconic venues such as Leicester Square, the O2 arena, Marble Arch and even a boat on the Thames.
From 2013 we want to see Pentecost Festival grow even bigger, spreading across the UK. We want you to help us host ‘The Biggest Birthday Party Ever’. By providing training, resources and expertise, Pentecost Festival plans to help empower local churches to organise at least one community event and become ‘Party Hosts.’  We are looking for local churches to help us take Pentecost Festival to the next level. We are asking local churches to become ‘Party Hosts’ who organise at least one event that creatively shares Jesus during the Pentecost Festival Week (10th-19th May 2013). Your local event needs to engage with the interests of your local community and should ideally be held outside of the church building.  You may already have some great ideas and lots of expertise but not, we’ll help you make your local event go off with a bang!  Having run Pentecost Festival for five years, we have lots of tried and tested missional event outlines with which we can resource you.

Pentecost Festival will kick off on May 10th and 11th 2013. Local churches are encouraged to come together for a night of prayer and worship, celebrating the breadth and depth of the Church.  This will be a time for us to gather as one family and dedicate the week ahead to God.  In Central London, Pentecost Festival will be hosting a central prayer and worship evening for all Party Hosts, Volunteers and the Christian community at large. If London is too far away then why not have your own Pentecost Festival launch night? On the Pentecost Festival website there will be downloadable videos, prayer points and a suggested running order so all you need to do is find a venue and get the churches together.
Sign up at www.pentecostfestival.co.uk and for £125 you will receive access to all our training and event resources; advertising and viral videos; website listings; follow up materials; and a full party host pack including

• 2 X Large PVC Banners

• Biggest Birthday Balloons & 10M Bunting

• 10 X Posters (with space to promote your own event)

• 5 X Biggest Birthday T-shirts

• 30 X Pentecost Festival Gospel Booklets

• Pentecost Festival birthday cake recipes

• Pentecost Festival Vision Book

From March 2013 www.thebiggestbirthdaypartyever.com will go live. This website will be the key site for all Pentecost Festival event listings and news stories.  People in your local area and beyond will be able to check out your event and all that’s taking place during the week of Pentecost - The Biggest Birthday Party Ever!
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Cambridgeshire’s Vellore Link Sunday
‘The Cambridgeshire Ecumenical Council and the Diocese of Vellore hope to unite in the Spirit and, through prayer and preaching, remember and encourage their link.’ 

For more than twenty years, Cambridgeshire Ecumenical Council (CEC) has maintained a covenanted link with the Church of South India Diocese of Vellore in Tamil Nadu, South India.  Partnership working, exchange visits, friendship building and mutual support in practical and prayerful ways have enabled the Vellore Link to develop.  As a result of a visit to Vellore in January 2012, when the covenant between CEC and the Diocese of Vellore was renewed for another seven years, there was discussion about how we might sharpen the focus of our learning and praying together. The idea of setting aside a particular Sunday for this emerged and we have mutually agreed that the Sunday before Lent will, each year, be an occasion when we will pray for each other and, if possible, preach about unity in Christ.

2013 saw, therefore, the first such ‘Vellore Link Sunday’ and all the churches in Cambridgeshire were invited to participate. The agreed theme was 'All One in Christ' with a particular focus on Galatians 3:28. (There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for we are all one in Christ Jesus.)

Our friends in Vellore sent us the following prayer requests:

1. Girls are always looked down in our society due to inequality and the dowry system, which is a burden to families.  The growth of sexual assault in Indian society is alarming.  Our church is giving importance to girls in helping them with education, training and job opportunities.   We are motivating them to face the challenges and we are providing counselling so that they can go forward in the midst of these problems.

2. We are renewing some of the technical institutions in order to help young people from rural areas.  We hope to upgrade the Katpadi Industrial Institute into a Polytechnic College and our Agricultural Farm into a training centre to train youngsters in drip irrigation and organic farming and to offer a Diploma in Agriculture that will teach modern technology.

3. Pray for evangelism and church planting in rural areas and for the construction of church buildings.  Our goal is to evangelize 100 villages over the next two years from Pakala to Tirupati, a Hindu pilgrimage centre which is famous in South India.  The villages are unreached and promising areas for evangelism.  Subsequently, we can work for church plants in that area.  Presently more than 30 church buildings in rural areas are under construction.

”Kindly remember these concerns in your prayer.  We continue to pray for you.”  [Bishop Rajavelu, Diocese of Vellore]
On our part, we asked Vellore to pray particularly for:  

1. further development between the young people of Cambridgeshire and our churches.  (This was once a strong area of ministry but is less so nowadays.) 

2. areas of new housing as new communities are developed.  (Hundreds of new houses are being built in Cambridgeshire and the churches are involved in helping new communities to develop.) 

3. all those who are expecting a baby and all new mothers.  (In the light of the recent announcement that Prince William's wife, Kate - the Duchess of Cambridge - is expecting a baby.)

Bishop Rajavelu will be visiting Cambridgeshire in October and we look forward to welcoming him.
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MyStory: The personal impact of Osborne’s war on welfare
MyStory is a new campaign website which was launched to mark the end of Poverty & Homelessness Action Week 2013.  At www.tellmystory.org.uk people facing the hardship of welfare cuts tell their stories and how they are coping with the changes.  With welfare one of the most hotly debated topics this year, this campaign shows how changes are hurting unemployed, underemployed, sick and disabled people.  

The benefit squeeze has already hurt vulnerable people in receipt of benefits.  In April the squeeze is getting even tighter with the Benefit Cap, Bedroom Tax and the Cut to Council Tax Benefit.  Amid these cuts George Osborne fans the flames of division describing those in need of welfare “sleeping off a life on benefits.”  The myth that people on benefits are living a life of luxury needs to be challenged.  Housing Justice, the national Christian housing and homelessness campaigning charity, believes that the media scapegoating of the welfare scrounger creates an unreal picture of how most claimants live.  The rhetoric of strivers and skivers must stop.  Whatever the motivations of those pushing this agenda, Housing Justice is launching this new national campaign to provide Britain with a window into the real world of claimants. 

The ‘MyStory’ campaign gives people on benefits an opportunity to share their stories of struggle and survival through a public web space. The website is an online and growing wall of faces, with a story to go with each image. The claimant can remain anonymous by choosing a stock photo but Housing Justice is urging those who want to share their story to upload their own images.  The public can see directly the situations of those in need and how the safety net is breaking.   MyStory is a powerful national platform of solidarity for people who are suffering stigma from politicians and press.  Come and visit www.tellmystory.org.uk to see the other side of the story. If you support the cause, then share it. If you claim benefits, then now is time to stand together and oppose the culture of blame. Visit the site and click ‘tell my story’. Use the Take action page to write to your MP opposing the Bedroom Tax. Everyone has a right to a home, and enough income to provide for their needs. Join the MyStory campaign and make your voice heard!

This is an excerpt from one person’s story posted on the website: “I received a letter a few days back notifying me that as of April I would be responsible for paying a portion of my Council tax bill.  Letters like these make me panic and I broke down in tears and grabbed a pen and paper to review my outgoing and incomings once again to see if any corners could be cut.  I finally accepted that my food bill for my daughter and I would have to be reduced to £40 a fortnight in order to make these payments.   I don’t know how I will cope.  We struggle as it is.  I’ve started selling off some unnecessary items of furniture and clothes on eBay to try and make a bit of cash to put aside for this.  But sometimes as a woman, there’s nothing left to sell if you get my drift... the thought has crossed my mind.”

Alison Gelder, Director of Housing Justice says “The churches’ role is to stand in solidarity with those in need.  Jesus repeatedly stood with those who were stigmatised by the authorities of his day.  This campaign aims to give a voice to those who need welfare.  It is a scandal that the poor are still being blamed for the mistakes of the rich.”
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Faith group calls for Government to change direction on energy policy
On Ash Wednesday, Operation Noah called on the Government to change the direction of its Energy Bill, currently going through parliament. On this day, when Christians traditionally repent of their sins, the group believes the Government should show true repentance – metanoia – involving a change of mind and purpose in its energy policy. 

It is one year since Operation Noah published the Ash Wednesday Declaration – Climate change and the purposes of God: a call to the Church. One practical outworking of this declaration is the call for a decarbonised economy in the UK by 2030. In the last year, the Government has issued an Energy Bill that fails to set adequate targets for reduction in carbon emissions and gives a green light for the building of more gas-fired power stations, locking us in to fossil fuels several decades into the future. However, it is clear that urgent action is needed to completely turn the world’s energy infrastructure around from fossil fuels to renewables. Reports from organisations such as PriceWaterhouseCoopers (PwC), the World Bank and the International Energy Agency have issued urgent calls for action to reduce carbon emissions yet the UK Government is not heeding the warnings.  

Isabel Carter, Chair of Operation Noah comments: ‘The UK Government, like many others, assumes that short-term economic policy takes priority over the laws of nature and the laws of physics! Our fragile earth has alarm bells ringing all around. How much longer will we continue to ignore them?’ Operation Noah calls again for the Churches to make care for God’s creation a primary factor in the Church’s mission, and to join them in calling for the Government to take a lead in working for a sustainable world. 
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Direction in Diverse-City?
Hope For The Nations Leeds (HTFN) have released a report tracking the journey of HFTN and the lessons learnt about the nature and diversity of the city of Leeds. You can download it here.

This report, whilst citing and commenting on a number of developments, is not seeking to give definitive answers,
but rather to stimulate thinking and provide pointers as we move forward together. It will be useful to all who recognise that this broad diversity is to be valued, and have a desire to work with it, for the positive good of the city and the extension of God's kingdom.
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Churches urged to rethink generosity
A ground-breaking new campaign was launched last month specifically calling on the church to increase the number of blood and organ donors in the UK. Founded as a two-year partnership between creative agency KORE and NHS Blood and Transplant, the initiative aims to profile the need for more blood and organ donors and encourage regular blood donation as an alternative way of personal giving within churches.  Sponsored by Give.net and in association with Churches, organisations and festivals including the Church of England, Salvation Army, Methodist Church, United Reformed Church, Baptist Union of Great Britain, Hope and Evangelical Alliance, the fleshandblood campaign marks the first time the NHS has worked alongside the Churches on a national initiative of this kind. 

Lorna Williamson, Medical Director of NHSBT says, “All major faith groups support donation in the spirit of giving and we’re excited to explore this in more detail by working with the Christian Church. By raising awareness amongst its members and community about the daily need for blood transfusions and organ transplants across the NHS, we hope to banish myths, educate people and encourage blood and organ donation. Donating blood, joining the Organ Donor Register, or consenting to organ donation from a deceased loved one is a unique gift and one that can truly save lives.”

Every day 7,000 units of blood are needed to meet hospital demand, with approximately 225,000 extra blood donors needed each year to maintain consistency. More than 1,000 people die each year in the UK waiting for an organ transplant. The Church, which has a long history of giving and generosity and has millions of people across the country as its members, is ideally placed to raise awareness and help to meet the need for blood and organ donation in the UK.  This unique campaign seeks to equip individuals and churches as advocates for blood and organ donation enabling them to raise awareness of this key issue with their family, friends and community and potentially help to save thousands of lives each year. 

Revd Dr Martyn Atkins, General Secretary of the Methodist Church, said: “It is impossible to overstate the vital importance of blood and organ donation. Quite simply, without such generous sacrifices, many in Britain would not enjoy the health they have, or even survive. Many of us know and cherish a person whose life has been transformed through the life-giving gifts donated to them. I believe that God calls us all to live generously with all that we are and all that we have. Blood donation especially is a simple but precious way that many people can fulfil that calling.”

By joining together to support fleshandblood, the campaign associates play a vital role in representing the church and enabling a collaborative voice on the issue within their communities and networks. Each associate commits to raising the profile of blood and organ donation and highlighting the various ways that individuals and groups can get involved at a local level.
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Church Leaders push Yorkshire MPs on Tax Justice
On Friday 1st February MPs and MEPs representing West Yorkshire received a letter from church leaders calling for concerted action from all political parties to address the issue of tax justice.
As senior church leaders and representatives of West Yorkshire Ecumenical Council (WYEC), they wrote during Poverty and Homelessness Action Week (26th Jan – 3rd Feb), from the experience of their churches daily sheltering homeless people, feeding hungry people, clothing destitute people and supporting people crippled by debt.  As the numbers of food banks and food parcels increase the sense of injustice at tax avoidance increases too.  The fourteen signatories were keen to point out that tax dodging, in its various forms, is an injustice that keeps some people poor while others get richer. The price is not just paid here in the UK.  Christian Aid estimates that tax dodging by some unscrupulous multinational companies costs developing countries at least $160 billion a year, a figure one and a half times the global aid budget.
Chair of WYEC, Bishop of Pontefract Rt Revd Tony Robinson, said ‘Tax avoidance denies help to the poorest and most vulnerable people both here in the UK and in developing countries.  This is morally unacceptable.  As representatives of the churches of West Yorkshire we call on our politicians to take action to ensure multinational corporations pay their rightful share of tax in the countries they operate.’  
The letter asks the MPs and MEPs representing West Yorkshire to:
· ensure the UK takes a lead in promoting transparency in the affairs of tax havens and the companies using them,  particularly whilst it chairs the G8 summit in June and also through the EU;
· ensure tax avoidance loopholes are closed for both companies and individuals;
· push for measures that would require companies to report on the profits they make and taxes they pay in every country in which they operate.
· push for measures that would require tax havens to automatically share information about the money flowing through them with other countries;
· ensure greater resources and energy are deployed to detect and prosecute those engaged in illegal tax evasion.
The letter comes following support from church leaders for Christian Aid and Church Action on Poverty’s Tax Justice campaign.  Promoting tax justice is part of the recently launched IF campaign (see www.christianaid.org.uk/if) and of Poverty and Homelessness Action Week (see www.actionweek.org.uk) 
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New appointments:
London Church Leaders have appointed Revd Steven Saxby to be their Executive Officer with effect from 1 March in succession to Mrs Elizabeth Simon.  Steven was born and has spent most of his life in East London. He was ordained into the Church of England in 1998 and has served since then in the Diocese of Chelmsford. In addition to his Cambridge (Westcott House/Fitzwilliam) degree in theology, he has MAs from Heythrop College (Inter-Religious Dialogue) and University College, London (Cultural Heritage). He has a strong record of social action, ecumenical and multi faith engagement, including:

· Pre-ordination as a youth and community worker; 

· as curate in East Ham (1998-2000), including supporting the night shelter, drug addiction centre, Newham Immigration Support Group, and anti-deportation campaigns;

· as curate in Barking (2000-2002), including managing two advice centres on deprived estates and work with the Council on regeneration;

· as Waltham Forest Faith Communities worker (2002-2003) and later line manager for his successors (2003-2007), developing the Faith Forum for Waltham Forest, serving on the Local Strategic Partnership and advising the local authority on faith matters since 2002 (he is currently Mayor’s Chaplain);

· as Deanery Development Officer (2003-2007) for Waltham Forest, working ecumenically to engage churches in social action, assist with attracting funding for projects, etc.;

· as Vicar of St Peter’s in the Forest, Walthamstow (2003-2009), managing a community centre and engaging with the police and others to build cohesion in the neighbourhood;

· as Priest in Charge of St Barnabas, Walthamstow which is a member of London Citizens, active in the CitySafe campaign and a key member of Walthamstow Migrants Action Group;

· as Area Dean of Waltham Forest (2007-2012) and Ecumenical Borough Dean convenor, engaging with civic leaders, ecumenical and other faith colleagues on social action issues. 

Steven has in the past represented the Diocese of Chelmsford in the London Churches Group for Social Action. Steven also founded the London Boroughs Faiths Network in 2002 (which is still going strong) and he will take his place on the Faiths Forum for London. He will continue to work part-time as Priest-in-Charge of St Barnabas, Walthamstow.
Revd Peter Ball has been appointed as County Ecumenical Development Officer for Oxfordshire in succession to Bede Gerrard.  Although Bede handed over the post to him last autumn, his Commissioning was held at Long Hanborough Methodist Church on Sunday 3rd February.

Locally, as associate minister in the Anglican Benefice of Hanborough and Freeland, Peter has served in its three villages with a strong commitment to working ecumenically. He has also been involved with the Centre for Youth Ministry in Oxford, training and nurturing those called to ministry with and amongst young people. He has lived in Freeland since 1990, is married to Denise, and has two daughters; Nicola who is married and lives in Witney, and Catherine who is currently working with VSO in the Gambia.

Peter has recently stepped down from the post of National Youth Adviser with the Archbishops’ Council of the Church of England - a post which he held for over seventeen years. It was a role which thrived on the mutual care and creativity of diocesan, ecumenical, and other networks, a role which contributed to the work of the General Synod, and a role which required engagement with successive Governments in relation to policies impacting on the lives of young people.

Internationally, he has worked closely with colleagues across the Anglican Communion in acting as one of the coordinators of the International Anglican Youth Network; a role which supported provincial youth officers, required engagement with Lambeth Conferences, and which saw him undertaking a number of overseas visits, including time at the last WCC Assembly in Porto Alegre, Brazil.

Revd Andrew Taylor has been appointed as the new County Ecumenical Officer for Cheshire.  Formerly Chief Probation Officer for Cheshire, he has been minister of Union Street Baptist Church, Crewe, for the past 8 years and Baptist Ecumenical Officer for Cheshire for 9 years.  He has previously chaired both Nantwich Christian Council and Churches Together in Crewe.
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A Song Amongst the Stones:
Kenneth Stevenson and Philip Roderick bring together words and music creating an original experience of the imagined story of 6th century Celtic monks. You are invited to chart your own journey through feeling and imagination as you respond to this evocative tale.

Friday March 8th 6.30pm-8.30pm at The London Centre for Spirituality, The Church of St Edmund the King, Lombard Street, London EC3V 9EA 
£20 (£15 for students/concessions) includes refreshments 
Philip Roderick is Chaplain of Whirlow Grange; Founder-Director of The Quiet Garden Movement; Community leader of Contemplative Fire and the Hidden Houses of Prayer, a network of people drawn to the practice of contemplative, creative and intercessory prayer in their own homes. 
Acclaimed poet Kenneth Stevenson draws on his long association with the west coast of Scotland and with the beautiful island of Iona in particular. This island has been a place of deep spiritual significance since his early childhood. At the 2006 Sony Radio Academy Awards, Kenneth won the Gold Award for Radio Features for his BBC Radio 4 programme, A Requiem for St Kilda's.
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Pilgrims to walk from Ammerdown to Wells Cathedral
On 23 March a Pilgrimage on Foot from Ammerdown to Wells Cathedral will be led by Mark Scholefield. People have been walking to holy places since prehistoric times. Such places provide a focus, a centre for our faith. Our proximity to Wells Cathedral, which has been a centre for Christianity for more than 1300 years, draws us from Ammerdown for our pre-Easter pilgrimage this year. Mark Scholefield has been contributing to the life and work of the Ammerdown Centre since 2005 and has led courses on Thomas Merton, Anthony de Mello and the Art of Awareness as well as regular pilgrimages and meditation sessions. He is a longstanding practitioner of Zen.
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The Ecumenical Legacy of the Vatican Council:
A memorial Lecture is to be given by Cardinal Cormac Murphy-O’Connor to mark the 5th anniversary of the death of Chiara Lubich, founder of Focolare.  The lecture on The Ecumenical Legacy of the Vatican Council is at 7.30 p.m. on Thursday 14th March at the Focolare Centre for Unity, 69 Parkway, Welwyn Garden City HERTS AL8 6JG. A reception will be held afterwards.  To book, Email cfu@focolare.org.uk or phone 01707 323620. 
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More than Feeding the Five Thousand:
South West Churches Forum and Social Responsibility Network South West invite you to More than Feeding the Five Thousand Telling our Stories – Raising Our Prophetic Voice, a South West gathering for Christians who are addressing poverty in their communities, especially those who are involved in sharing food with those in need.

April 13th 10.00 – 13.00, St Peters Church Eastwick Road, Taunton TA2 7HD

“We have to start asking why this many people? What we are increasingly concerned about is that we don't take on a responsibility for the deeper, longer term resolution of poverty.” Director of the Trussell Trust, Chris Mould 

What are we doing? What are we learning? 

An opportunity to share with other church initiatives in the region and to raise questions about what we are seeing in our communities

What are the causes of poverty in the UK?

Professor Ruth Levitas of Bristol University, Research Fellow in Sociology

How can we develop our response?
The Living Wage and other initiatives addressing poverty

Increasing numbers are attending food banks in the South West. In April there will be significant changes to the welfare state bringing many more people into poverty. The government has accepted that 200,000 more children will be pushed into poverty with the new changes to benefits and tax credits. A significant proportion of the population is being affected by more than one cut in public spending as well as inflation rises in energy, food and rented housing. Poor households spend a higher percentage of their income on these things compared to average and wealthier households. 

We are called to give bread to the poor, but we are also encouraged to ask why the poor have no bread. As we respond pastorally to care for people facing vulnerability, we are also called to speak prophetically and to seek social justice with them.

Further details and to book please contact  missionforum@bathwells.anglican.org  01749 685104
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Catholic Concern for Animals offers Ecumenical Retreat:
Monday 13 – Friday 17 May, at Holland House, Cropthorne, near Evesham, Worcs 

Set in gardens on the edge of the River Avon, the black-and-white-timbered Tudor buildings offer a relaxing environment for you to enjoy the stimulating speakers, the company of like-minded people, and the thoughtful liturgies and prayer-times. Book now to be sure of a place. No single supplement. 

Costs: £75 x 24 hours; 5% reduction for four nights = £285. Deposit = £75 Send to: Mrs Irene Casey, 32 Pindars Farm Drive, Warrington WA1 2GF.  For more information, see their website.



Back to top


West Yorkshire Church Leaders standing together on Ash Wednesday 

Senior West Yorkshire Church Leaders and local schoolchildren braved heavy snow to witness for community reconciliation and peace-building in Dewsbury. Standing outside Dewsbury Town Hall, where political extremists have rallied in the past, the Right Reverend Tony Robinson, Bishop of Pontefract, prayed for the strength to resist extremism and hatred, and to build relations between different communities.

It is Ash Wednesday, a traditional day of repentance for many Christians. Making the sign of the cross in ash on the heads of those present, Bishop Robinson prayed for repentance for the times we have failed to stand up to evil.  Bishop Robinson said: “We pray for all people of goodwill who encourage mutual respect, who value the dignity of every person, who build bonds of community and peace; that their example may encourage all citizens to do the same.”

Bishop Robinson, who is Chair of West Yorkshire Ecumenical Council, was joined by senior Catholic leaders, other Anglican and Lutheran bishops, with Methodist, United Reformed, Salvation Army and Moravian leaders and a Quaker representative.  Following the Church Leaders’ prayer, local church ministers from Dewsbury made their own act of commitment to the town. 
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The Lindisfarne Gospels: Good News for every age 

The churches on Holy Island together with the North East Church Leaders Group are inviting local churches and Christian groups to join in a day pilgrimage to the Holy Island of Lindisfarne on Saturday July 13th 2013. Inspired by the exhibition of the Lindisfarne Gospels in the city of Durham for the three months of July, August and September 2013, this pilgrimage will be an occasion to give thanks for the life of faith in the North East over 1,400 years. We will celebrate Christian Faith today, witness to the love of God in the Gospel, and be sent out renewed and empowered by the Holy Spirit to share the Gospel light.

Admission to the main pilgrimage event in Lindisfarne Priory will be by ticket only. Tickets are available from www.holyislandpilqrimage2013.info and cost £2.50 per person. Each ticket holder will receive a Pilgrim's Pack on the day which will include materials for study and prayer. We hope that congregations, groups and parishes will consider journeying together by coach to the celebration so that it can be a shared experience.

Please pray for those preparing for the pilgrimage - we look forward to seeing you in July.
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