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September / October 2019 

Breathe through the heats of our desire 

Thy coolness and Thy balm; 

Let sense be dumb, let flesh retire; 

Speak through the earthquake, wind, and 

fire, 

O still, small voice of calm.  

Welcome to the latest edition of Connec-

tions. Prompted by the Benefice retreat, 

where many seem to find much calm, I so-

licited articles  on where we can find  the 

“still, small voice of calm”. A phrase from 

one of my favourite hymns from school 

days. Although we always got told off by 

the head master after singing  it because 

too many people changed “heats” to 

“hearts”.  

Helen Heath 
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Still small voice in a time of Climate Crisis 

On Thursday evening the City Deanery Synod unanimously agreed to adopt the motion put to it by the PCC’s of our 

Benefice, along with the PCC of St Matthew’s Kingsdown- 

We the PCC of Cotham Parish Church  St Paul’s Clifton resolve to act on the urgent challenge of our times and de-

clare a Climate and Ecological Emergency; and we request that a motion to the same effect is put to the Deanery 

Synod of Bristol City Deanery, and the Bristol Diocesan Synod. We pledge to work with and support other parts of 

the church and government, at local and national levels, in tackling this Emergency, and we call on others to do the 

same. 

It’s good that this motion has received such enthusiastic support. However, in all the discussions there have been 

reminders of the importance of words into action; and backing up our declaration with commitment to changing 

priorities and lifestyles. 

In the debate at Synod I quoted a recent report from International leaders stating that the world is ‘gravely’ unpre-

pared for the effects of Climate Crisis. The lack of preparation they cite is at the level of finance, politics, planning; 

however I made the point that the world is also ‘gravely’ unprepared Spiritually for the effects of Climate Crisis. As 

we commit to meaningful action and change this needs to begin and end in prayer and contemplation. Climate Cri-

sis is spiritual challenge and we are called to a new spiritual awakening. 

Elijah’s encounter with ‘the still small voice’ transformed his understanding and experience of God and the way 

God acts in the world. Previously Elijah had shaped his prophetic ministry around dramatic interventions and dis-

plays of God’s power. In his stand off with the prophets of Baal it is his capacity to call down fire from heaven that 

wins the day. But away from this dramatic showdown Elijah falls into depression and despair; renewal is only found 

at the mouth of the cave not in wind, earthquake or fire, but in God’s presence in the ‘sound of sheer silence’. 

The God we believe in is probably closer to Elijah’s ‘still small voice’ than his earlier dramatic displays of power; 

however is our vision of God, in the face of Climate Crisis, as well as all the other complex challenging realities of 

the present, too restricted, misplaced or closed. Ilia Delio, theologian, scientist and Franciscan, believes we must be 

open to the kind of transformation of vision that Elijah experienced at the mouth of the cave. Delio argues that old 

cosmologies still shape our ‘picture’ of God, leaving God as just ‘nice idea’ 

“Our failure to be enkindled is because our image of God is old. Evolution discloses a new God, an imminent-

transcendent fullness of love that inspires us to create anew... We are invited to trust, surrender, and believe that 

this world can be different.... To live in (God’s) love is to be committed to the whole, to live in the whole, to think 

the whole, to love the whole, to be ‘turned to the whole’.” 

Ilia Delio, The Unbearable Wholeness of Being God, Evolution, and the Power of Love; Orbis Books 2013 

A ‘turning towards the whole’ and knowing God within is the invitation of Contemplative Prayer; making space for 

God to be God and for a different and bigger vision to emerge. Contemplation is open to ‘The still small voice’ of 

God’s life in creation and the ‘unbearable wholeness of being’. 

Contemplative Prayer is also Prayer that radically listens; that is attentive to voices that are silenced. In Romans 

Paul speaks of the ‘groaning’ of creation as all created life waits and longs for ‘the freedom of the children of 

God’ (Romans 8.19-23) In contemplation we can become attentive to this groaning - to hear in our present crisis 

creation longing for us to live in greater freedom for and with the Earth. 

As well as hearing creation’s speechless groaning we will also be more attentive to the ‘silent music of praise’ 

offered ceaselessly by all life. This is the ‘small’ (but rarely still!) voice of God’s creation echoing the life that God 

pours into all life. As a society we have been deaf to the quiet rhythms and slow processes of the Earth - not heard 

above the noise of consumerism, economic growth, political turmoil and the thousands of distractions we subject 

ourselves to. Becoming attentive to the ‘still small voice’ is the call of the psalmist- 
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Day to day pours forth speech, 

   and night to night declares knowledge.  

There is no speech, nor are there words; 

   their voice is not heard;  

yet their voice goes out through all the earth, 

   and their words to the end of the world. (Psalm 19.2-4) 

David Stephenson 

The ‘web of life’ - Saturday morning on the Benefice retreat. 
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Hiraeth … and “to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time” (T.S. Eliot) 

During Bristol Pride in July I experienced an unexpected moment of total disconnection and desolation. Enjoying 

the music and festivities on the Downs with perhaps 40,000 people I should have been in my element with ‘Chosen 

Family’. Pride is a political march, but is also a party with a joyous, inclusive and friendly vibe running through the 

day. On the main stage Boney M was singing the words of a psalm (137) I knew all too well and I was totally lost. 

My work as a specialist community public health nurse involves the joy of greeting new babies and seeing them 

progress in their development until they reach school age, offering families who would like it support around issues 

of health, wellbeing and child development. It also involves child protection work and work with families who are 

struggling with domestic abuse, substance misuse, poverty, issues of mental health or health or behavioural prob-

lems and sometimes working where necessary with other agencies and the courts when children may be taken into 

care or have suffered significant harm. It was during Pride that I finally realised how exhausted I was; I couldn’t re-

lax and enjoy the party. At a point of total bewilderment, Ginny suggested that I should go to a convent for a few 

days. While I was there, again I heard the words of psalm 137 but this time read in the context of worship and 

again it struck a chord.  

Despite having been hesitant about going to a new place, I valued the encounter with God in worship and the si-

lence. Having been brought up in the CofE the words and rhythms of its worship are familiar and seemed to enable 

me to catch my breath again. I think I just expected the words to wash over me – I was struggling to focus, but 

Psalm 139 was also read, and was difficult to ignore. I didn’t have to concentrate as the words are part of me. This 

psalm spoke of my past and present; it had been important to me as a young adult during the process of coming 

out to my family when things were difficult. These days it speaks to me of the work I do antenatally with families 

and whilst in the convent reminded me again that no experience is beyond the love of God, who remains faithful in 

all places, in darkness and in light. The simple things of faith – prayer and scripture – opened up a space for God.  

Above all else while I was there, I found that I valued the daily Eucharist. I realised what I have in fact always known 

- that I am at my most human when regularly participating in the sacramental life of the community. The Eucharist 

was a central feature of our family life. I will never forget going with my aunt to collect my grandmother from a 

nursing home towards the end of her life. Her dementia was such that she didn’t recognise her family – yet she sat 

with us in the church – profoundly deaf and unable to hear – quietly concelebrating the mass. She may not have 

known her family at that point but she knew whose child she was. I remain very grateful that we were able to have 

a Eucharist at Cotham the same day as our civil partnership. The only stipulation by the Bishop was that there 

would be no sermon – honestly the only day in my life the church has had nothing to say to me. So – since coming 

home from the convent I have tried to return and am grateful that Cotham remains a place of generous and un-

questioning hospitality. I do not find the Church of England an easy place – every time I think I can manage within 

the church family some faction of the national church throws a spanner in the works. A priest I worked with in the 

Diocese once told me to leave Jeni – the irony is that while I may sometimes struggle to understand the uncondi-

tional love of God – my understanding comes closest through my marriage. During the last 2 decades Jeni has loved 

me unconditionally despite being well acquainted with my idiosyncrasies – I have no picture of what the love of 

God might look like other than that experienced through her love. I am a better person because of her. 

I saw the request from Helen asking people to write for Connections about the “still small voice of calm” and real-

ised a couple of things. The first was that the silence of the Convent allowed me the time and space to hear again 

that voice in a prayerful atmosphere. Parts of T.S Eliot’s Little Gidding poem seem to have framed my stay “You are 

not here to verify, Instruct yourself, or inform curiosity Or carry report. You are here to kneel Where prayer has been 

valid”.  Silence in a community setting was a different experience to solitary silence. Total disconnection from tech-

nology (no mobile signal) was surprisingly delightful and the silence I encountered was vibrant and powerful. The 

Society of Friends who have silence at the heart of their worship, advise us “the ministry of silence demands the 

faithful activity of every member in the meeting. As, together, we enter the depths of a living silence, the stillness of 
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God, we find one another in ‘the things of the eternal’, upholding and strengthening one another” and that “words 

must be purified in a redemptive silence if they are to bear the message of peace. The right to speak is a call to the 

duty of listening. Speech has no meaning unless there are attentive minds and silent hearts. Silence is the welcom-

ing acceptance of the other” (Quaker Faith and Practice).  

The second thing was that Helen’s request took my mind to 1 Kings 19 – which has some echoes of my experience 

of the Eucharist at the Convent. Elijah feared the wrath of Ahab and Jezebel and ran away to the wilderness. He 

curled up under a tree and wanted to die. An angel touched him and invited him to eat and drink. He laydown 

again “The angel of the Lord came a second time, touched him, and said, ‘Get up and eat, otherwise the journey will 

be too much for you.’ He got up, and ate and drank; then he went in the strength of that food for forty days and 

forty nights to Horeb the mount of God.” Elijah meets God at Horeb and discovers him not in wind, earthquake or 

fire. “After the fire a sound of sheer silence. When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out 

and stood at the entrance of the cave. Then there came a voice to him that said, ‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’” 

God then talks with Elijah. For me this passage speaks of how I might get through difficult days – joyful hopeful 

days are easy – but tired dread days of fragility, brokenness and torn hearts are harder. On days when I am tired or 

afraid like Elijah – when I have done what I thought was right but things have gone awry, a messenger from God 

bids me to eat and drink or else the journey will be too hard. It would be helpful if I could remember this more 

often but, like Jacob at Peniel, there are times when I am more likely to wrestle with my Angel all night than sit and 

eat.  

Returning to Cotham I was struck by the Rainbow Flags. To an extent I have seen this before – St James, Piccadilly 

has a stunningly beautiful Rainbow altar frontal – but it seems much more powerful to find it in your own church. 

There are some Christians who would be deeply affronted that they are there. As that conversation played out in 

my head, I recognised the journey I have been on to get to this point. When I first met Jeni in 1998 the rainbow flag 
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for me meant pubs and clubs that were safe, hospitable and fun – and a sense of community for someone who was 

lost and finding their way in a new City. For Jeni it was a sign of Gods Covenant (Genesis 9). She has taught me so 

much, and through God’s grace I hope she will continue to do so.  

It was strange to be joined by Cotham at Pride and I was a little discombobulated to tell you the truth; but on re-

flection I am proud of all that Cotham works so hard to achieve. Also, it seems, my ‘chosen family’. I remain slightly 

uncomfortable advertising any church as a ‘welcoming’ place while we remain unable to bless relationships. The 

redlines of the church mean that our civil marriage has implications for our acceptability within the institution. So-

ciologists suggest in labelling theory that negative labels are stronger than positive ones and the national church 

and the Anglican Communion remind us on a regular basis that they see our loving faithful lifegiving relationship – 

the most precious thing in the world to me – as a negative. I find that hard to live with. I am deeply tired of argu-

ments between different factions of the church over sexuality, gender identity and related issues – and am espe-

cially cautious of those who treat it merely as an academic exercise of scholarship. I am extremely wary of the Liv-

ing in Love and Faith process (Christian teaching and learning about human identity, sexuality and marriage) in 

General Synod at the moment. You will, I hope, forgive my anger and frustration at such times. I pray that amid all 

the noise and business of the world we may continue to seek and listen to God together. You may find me in the 

pub when Synod publishes the LLF report.  

Vicky LG 

Editor’s note For those who are as ignorant as me Wikipedia tells me that Hiraeth a Welsh concept of longing for 

home. 'Hiraeth' is a word which cannot be completely translated, meaning more than solely "missing something" 

or "missing home."  
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The Wit and Wisdom of Calm 

Between Friday 23rd August and Tuesday 27th August, I with thousands of other people, attended the Greenbelt 
Festival in the fields surrounding Boughton House just outside of Kettering. For those of you that have never 
heard of it, Greenbelt is an arts, faith and justice festival with a Christian perspective that began in 1974 that has 
been held at seven different locations in the UK within its lifetime; it’s been at Boughton House for the last six. It 
is also a registered charity with a board of trustees. 

I and the family have been going to the festival on and off since 2005 – the years I did not attend were 2015 and 
2018. Although rooted in being ‘an open generous community re-imagining the Christian narrative for the pre-
sent moment’, it has ‘a belief that embraces instead of excludes’ (Greenbelt official website’s About page). The 
festival is for Christians of all denominations as well as people of all other faiths and those who have no religious 
identity at all. 

The theme, an annual tradition that began in 1984 and in which artists are encouraged to draw on however pos-
sible, of this year’s Greenbelt was ‘Wit and Wisdom’. There were definitely shades of this throughout the week-
end, from the hilarious to the thoughtful. Yet, there was also some calmer moments – for me these came both 
during talks and when either walking around the festival site or sitting/laying on the grass in the shade. 

Two major themes that I took away from the festival were grace and humility. The distortion of imagery, wheth-
er that of God, Jesus, our own human bodies or the issue of white ‘saviours’ in charitable organisations, should 
be understood but also challenged. We should not feel shame about who we are or what we believe in and we 
must view all of these images as both similar AND other. We must have the grace to be vulnerable and know 
that there is a gift in difference yet remember that the way a story is told is just as important as the story that is 
being told.  

There is however a danger of accidentally furthering the stereotypes or not being holistic enough in regard to 
gender, sexuality, ethnicity or ability. Though it may be empowering in some sense to see God, Jesus or/and the 
Spirit as feminine or female or non-gendered in place of masculine or male or that the untraditional family is 
superior to the nuclear is not helpful to everyone – image-
ry is amphigoric and beliefs are different for all Christians. 
We must have the humility to see and hear all these differ-
ent views side by side rather than challenging for one over 
another. 

I wish to end with two quotes; the first comes from Green-
belt themselves, the second from Nadia Bolz-Weber from 
her sermon during the Communion service at the festival. 
They are what I find shows the calmness of being different, 
having grace and living with humility. 

“The only thing you need to have faith in is the difference 
we can all make together.” 

“What qualifies us for God’s grace is only our need for 
God’s grace. End of list.” 

 

Beth Stephenson 

EMAIL 
highburypartnership@googlemail.com 
PHONE 
0117 973 3395 
 
ADDRESS 
Cotham Parish Church 
Cotham Road 
Bristol BS6 6DR 
 
Please see websites and weekly newsheet for: 
 details of times of services, 
   
Full contact details, 
     Notices of upcoming events 
 
     http://cothamparishchurch.org/  
     https://b-m.facebook.com/CothamParishChurch/  
     @cothamparishchurch  
 
     http://www.stpaulsclifton.org.uk/  
 

  
Our churches aspire to cherish all,  

regardless of marital and social status,  
sexual orientation of level of  

church commitment. 

mailto:highburypartnership@googlemail.com
http://cothamparishchurch.org/
https://b-m.facebook.com/CothamParishChurch/
http://www.stpaulsclifton.org.uk/
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Gathering Round the Table 

Maundy Thursday service in the round  earlier this year and I felt a sense of ‘coming home’. I've been asking myself 

why I, and others I know, find it difficult to participate fully in services where the altar table sits at the front and, 

we, the people face forward responding in set ways and forms which, frankly leave me, bored and somewhat 

deadened. 

As far as I understand it, the Eucharistic liturgy is a meal re-membering the last supper, and so a meal in which we 

ingest the life of Christ: the bread and wine, the rich symbolism, the recognition that our ordinary human lives are 

part of the divine mystery of transformation. I value the form which spans the ages, through the Old and New Tes-

taments and the ongoing word and action of God which is continuously revealing itself. 

We come into the liturgy as vulnerable human beings with all our joys and struggles. We bring the particularities of 

our own personal lives and place ourselves in the wider context of our neighbourhood and of the world. We sit 

around the table and share this meal, this life. What happens is not done to us but with us and the celebrant 

guides the way, enabling and encouraging our participation. 

Sitting round the table we may feel more of our vulnerability as we come into the present moment of our worship 

together. We can be seen more easily by others; we are less anonymous. This is not just a place of private prayer; 

it is a shared meal, a shared experience. Some may prefer to sit on a second or back row of the circle. We can em-

brace our human differences and needs, as in life itself. 

Another consideration is the kind of power structure that is set up in the ways we create spaces and structures. A 

central table says more clearly that we are here together equally, sharing this meal. Perhaps we can speak too, 

sharing reflections and intercessions. We can learn to trust this process, we can hear ourselves speak and listen in 

ways that are reflective, even contemplative, not always discursive. As we offer each other the bread and wine, as 

we did on Maundy Thursday, we have a sense of our own priesthood and Christian commitment. In this way we 

share and bring the Eucharist alive for ourselves and the community. The form of liturgy - the Welcome, the Word, 

the Offering, Consecration and Communion are more understandable, not simply a sequence of prayers and ritu-

als, often totally meaningless to newcomers. 

I have experienced the liturgy in these ways in various settings – in a Roman Catholic university chaplaincy, in a city 

centre Church of England parish where the small congregation sat in a circle on the altar, sharing reflections and 

prayers during the Eucharist; in a small damp bedroom during a residential course many years ago and more re-

cently in a small contemplative gathering in Bristol at 'Space for Soul', affiliated to the Progressive Christian Net-

work.  In every case I believe that I and others have grown in trust, confidence and understanding of The Eucharist 

- the transformative life of Christ in our ordinary everyday lives. 

Catherine Feeny 
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September Charity of the Month 

Fighting hunger – tackling food waste 
FareShare South West is one of 21 such organisations across the country. Since 2007 they have been redistributing 

quality in-date food to charities, schools and community groups in Gloucestershire, Somerset, Wiltshire and Dorset. 

 

Why does so much food go to waste? 

Most food waste occurs in the supply chain, often before food reaches the supermarkets. This food often goes to 

waste, even though it could feed hungry people. 

 

Through arrangements with the suppliers, FareShare redistributes this unwanted food to member organisations 

around the region.  

These organisations in turn transform this food into nutricious meals for their members, many of whom would oth-

erwise go hungry. 

In 2017, 765000 meals were provided, and the figure continues to rise. 

 

How does this happen? 

Every day, by arrangement, supermarkets bring surplus food to FareShare’s Bristol warehouse. 

100 volunteers then help to sort and store it. 

Every day loads are sorted onto their vans, whose volunteer drivers transport the food to organisations where it is 

needed. 

 

Who is helped by FareShare? 

Schools, charities and community groups including Breakfast Clubs, Holiday Playschemes, Old People’s Lunch Clubs, 

organisations for disabled people, Women’s Centres, Homeless shelters, and many other organisations. 

 

How to help. 

Donate money. A monthly donation of £10 a month is enough for FareShare South West to deliver 400 meals a year. 

Make a gift at  faresharesouthwest.org.uk/donate 

Volunteer at their warehouse. There are lots of different roles to suit everyone. Contact    faresharesouth-

west.org.uk/volunteerwithus 

                                                                                          

Catherine Richards 
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October charity of the month—Aidbox Community 

 Aidbox Community was set up by Imogen McIntosh 4 years ago in response to images of refugee children from 

war torn countries who were  arriving in Europe with their families and with nothing. The image of the small child 

lying motionless on the beach in Greece at the height of the conflicts in Syria, moved her in particular.  

At the celebration of the opening of their new building on Cheltenham Rd 12 September which Sue Dibdin and I 

attended Imogen said, ‘I looked at the images of children on television and thought that could be any of us with 

children,’ and she felt she had to act. She began by asking friends to help her and filled her house twice over with 

supplies for refugees in the Dunkirk and Calais camps in France and set off with one or two friends with her deliv-

eries. Imogen is dynamic and committed. It is easy to see why people believe her. She exudes passion and trust, 

and a wholehearted commitment to what she believes she must do.  

Her work continued and continues to grow. She had, in a short space of time, a good number of people supporting 

her in many ways both here and in traveling to the camps in France. From what she saw she felt she just had to 

continue. 

I met Imogen through Sue Dibdin who volunteers for Aidbox, when her latest project was to provide support for 

refugee women in Bristol with very little to live on. By now she has a resource centre up and running for refugees 

to get basic essentials. Somewhere for them to meet to find friendship and moral and physical support was Imo-

gen’s next challenge. Cotham seemed a good solution at the time and the small hall was used on Monday morn-

ings at no cost to them. Sue Dibdin, together with others, met regularly with the refugees as a volunteer.  

Now Aidbox, thanks to charitable giving, is able to rent premises on Cheltenham Rd and to employ staff to work in 

the charity. The celebration demonstrated Imogen’s vision and testimony to the many volunteers who work with 

her and with Robin, the newly appointed CEO.  

It’s great that Cotham has been able to be involved in a small way. Imogen has said on every occasion I have seen 

her, how supportive we have been as a church. It’s wonderful to hear that and long may it continue.  

This is our charity of the month for Oc-

tober. So thank you to everyone who 

gives generously, which supports our 

charities and provides help for those 

who have been through trauma and 

difficulties we can hardly imagine.  

Flora Bean  
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Nadezhda’s Bathroom  
 
In the Spring when the best Polish, Ukrainian and Lithuanian plumbers and 
builders and electricians move to Western Europe for work, the Belarusian 
ones follow in their footsteps so the time slot for getting competent trades-
men to work on a complicated bathroom refurbishment is small. One has to 
bear in mind that instructions have to come by phone from CCLL 
(Chernobyl Children’s Life Line) in Hampshire. 
You may remember that the refurbished laptop bought for the two teenage 
boys was brought from Minsk to the South of Belorus with a large bath. 
That bath was for Pavel. the severely disabled son of Nadezhda for whom 
we have at last been able to provide a new loo and a tiled bathroom with a 
full-size bath and hoist. 
Such a job would be stressful by any standards, but the problems encoun-
tered by Dennis Vistyavkin whom many will remember speaking so elo-
quently about the situation in Belorus were legion. 
The bathroom and loo could not be combined to make more space because 
the dividing wall was load bearing. 
The first major work was to level the floors so that wheeling the chair was 
easier. 
The re tiling of the loo and fitting of a new pedestal was accomplished first 
but then the bath was found to be about two inches longer than the bath-
room, so the plaster had to be hacked off and the bath fitted into the space. 
The brickwork behind was so appalling that it all had to be re pointed. The 
door and frame had to be removed and a purpose-built door had to be got 
from somewhere because all doors are the same size in Belorus. The exist-
ing one would not allow access once the big bath was installed. 
At this point help came from one Father Vitaly, he who built his own church. 
He makes extra money by working for a sawmill and chops logs by hand. 
He has a useful network of craftsmen now and was able to get a door 
made. 

There is a heated towel rack in the bathroom but it could not be dis-
connected and removed to enable tiling and plumbing to be com-
pleted because the hot water which heats it comes from a supply 
which feeds the whole block of flats and no-one could be expected 
to negotiate an agreement to go without hot water for an indefinite 
period. The result was a time consuming but eventually successful 
attempt to plaster and tile behind the towel rack. 
The advantage of employing skilled tradesmen who have experi-
ence of Western Europe is that they were able to advise Dennis 
about a good, reliable and easily moveable hoist. The only problem 
was that it had to be bought in and brought from The Netherlands. 
Now to get it to the Polish border at Brest was not a problem – at 
least not an insurmountable one - but as there are Russian ones 
available, albeit heavy and liable to break down, no import licence 
would be granted for such a piece of machinery so it was disman-
tled and brought across in bits and re assembled on the other side 
of the border. 
The whole operation took about nine months. 
A new washing machine has also been got for Nadezhda. Can you 
imagine caring for a severely disabled young man with a washing 
machine which in her own words “Washes all right but it does not 
spin”? Remember Winter temperatures can reach 
-30. it is quite a small one so that it fits her kitchen. It was decided to 
go ahead with the washing machine while all the other plumbing 
work was going on. 
You may wonder why this is so important for Nadezhda and for 
Dennis and for Sue Hawkins and me. Well, we have met her and 
know what a remarkably independent and hard-working woman she 
is and her great wish was to have a bath where Pavel could lie back 
and relax. She is in her 60s and diabetic and years of carrying him 
have taken a toll on her physically. She still wheels him out to her 
allotment where he sits while she works. 
 
Please keep February 23rd free when David Collins and Lyn Deas 
are organising a WONDERFUL fund-raising event. 
 

Mary Ingram 


