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From the Editor

Spring is here and all manner of things are emerging 
from being dormant.

There is the news - fresh as we go to print - that the 
church building will opened for Sunday worship from 
16th May onwards.

Shoots, buds, blossom and leaves are reappearing 
and being given the attention that many of us shunned when there was 
more scope to be busily distracted.

Growth is the theme of this issue, and between its covers you will find 
several articles and photographs relating to this. Contributors have 
focussed on the the more encouraging and edifying examples of growth.

But there are kinds of growth that can prove troublesome. I have even had 
my first proper haircut in four months, having been grateful that video 
conferencing hid most of the more untidy aspects of that growth. More 
serious is the news of whether or not tests have revealed an unwanted 
growth inside. It is often at such anxious times, as we wonder with God 
what will become of us, that we experience fresh shoots of spiritual 
growth. Of course, it is seldom that anyone is brave enough to write about 
such dilemmas in a church magazine.

One of the many blessings I have experienced is that my son has organised 
a holiday for the family. His choice of dates has undoubted wisdom, but it 
means that this year’s double issue will be the next one, for June/July.

The theme for the next issue, which is intended to inspire contributions 
but not to constrain or restrict them, is freedom or lack of it. Maybe 
there is some experience that strikes you as worth sharing; perhaps the 
reducing Covid restrictions (assumed to be forthcoming as I write this) 
give you hope for new opportunities, or frustration that you will not share 
in these. You might reflect that God has something to say about this (and 
you do not have to be a minister to have such thoughts!).

If Easter gives us the basis of our faith, Pentecost is its springboard. Have 
a good one.

Peter Henderson

Cover picture: Pentecoste, part of the fresco by Giotto di Bondone (c.1305) 
in the Scrovegni Chapel in Padua, Italy.
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Forthcoming Church Services

Sundays at 10:30am on Zoom, and also at Paul Street where indicated (*)

 2 May Morning worship led by the Revd Dr Susan Durber
  (includes The Lord’s Supper)

 9 May Morning worship led by the Revd Dr Susan Durber

 *16 May Morning worship led by the Revd Dr Susan Durber

 *23 May Morning worship led by the Revd Phillip Jones
 Pentecost

 *30 May Morning worship led by the Revd Dr Susan Durber

 *6 June Morning worship led by the Revd Dr Susan Durber
  (includes The Lord’s Supper)

Weekly Activities
at the time of publication these are:

 Tuesdays at 11:00am Prayers in this time of pandemic (for the NHS, 
for patients and health workers (on Zoom)

 Tuesdays at 11:30am Zoom coffee morning  All welcome

Other Notable Dates
– Tuesday 27 April 6:30-8pm Citizens Somerset Accountability 

Assembly
 Mon 10 - Sun 16 May Christian Aid Week, including…
 Tuesday, 11 May 2pm ‘Zoom to Zimbabwe’
 Friday 14 May 10:30-12noon Three churches Christian Aid coffee 

morning on Zoom
 Monday 17 May Magazine deadline 
 Thursday 20 May 2pm Social and Arts Group talk on Zoom:

Isabel Tosh-Robb - ‘the making  of 
country wine’

 Sunday 23 May Minister on WCC business: 
  & Wed 26 - Fri 28 May The minister will be on a WCC ‘pilgrim visit’ to 

Christians in Winnipeg, including indigenous 
peoples. She would have been there in person, 
but it will all be on Zoom now.
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From your minister:
Dear friends, 

One reason a minister might move on is perhaps 
the fear that they might be getting repetitive and 
perhaps you have noticed me guilty of this. 
Though I sometimes think that part of the reason 
we hold a service every week is that we need to 
keep repeating to ourselves the wonder of the 
Gospel, lest we forget it, and so that its miracle is 
not abandoned in our lives. 

But I realise I keep coming back to familiar themes; grace, joy, 
redemption, and grace, always grace (I cannot forget my daughter’s 
name…). I have recently been reminded of some of the most central 
themes in Reformed theology (Presbyterian, Calvinist, there are a 
number of possible words) by reading the latest novel by the American 
author Marilynne Robinson. She comes from our tradition, though in 
one of its American incarnations, and is fascinated by the kind of 
theology that is sometimes (poorly) ridiculed in England as ‘puritan’. In 
her hands our tradition is revealed in what I believe is its most open 
and glorious form, a tradition drenched in an understanding of grace. 

The novel I’ve just read (called simply Jack) was described by one 
reviewer as a ‘Calvinist romance’, which sounds an unlikely 
combination. It’s the story of a relationship. It’s also 
the story of a damaged life, yet a life interrupted 
by unexpected love and grace. It’s a book that 
celebrates how life can bring us gifts we have not 
earned or expected, and how life, even at the 
same time as it is broken, may be profoundly 
blessed. It struck such deep chords for me and it 
was like coming home to find the faith I know so 
vividly expressed. 

Jack, by Marilynne Robinson, is published by Virago, 
ISBN 978-0-349-01181-3
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Yet, the faith I have learned in the Reformed tradition, the proclamation 
of the grace of God, the love of God that reaches us wherever we are, 
the redemption that truly meets us before we even know which way to 
turn, seems so hard to receive. The title character in the novel says, at 
one point, ‘When the Lord shows you a little grace, he won’t mind if you 
enjoy it.’ And you feel that the author understands how hard we 
sometimes find it to receive the gifts of life with wonder and gratitude. 

The other day I was walking in the sunshine, my head full of the latest 
things to be dealt with, the most recent problems to be resolved or 
articles to be written, an e-mail I wasn’t sure how to reply to, and 
I suddenly felt my heart leap away from all that towards the joy of the 
moment and the wonder that I am alive at all, and in the company of 
the blackbirds and the primroses and the rushing stream. I let myself, 
for a moment, enjoy it. And it wasn’t just about enjoying nature. I was 
enjoying the knowledge that I am loved by God, created out of grace, 
and given the gift of life and of being loved. And God won’t mind if 
I enjoy it. Even while there is suffering in the world, even while life is 
tough, I can yet experience and enjoy God’s grace. I preach this every 
week. I sing of it in our hymns. I read of it in the Bible. There’s a 
wideness in God’s mercy. My life is illumined by the glory of the Lord. 
It’s time I received this gift more fully. 

There’s an old joke isn’t there about a vicar who kept on preaching the 
same sermon, and the congregation, after a while, complained. He said 
something like, ‘Well, when I can tell that you’ve heard this one I’ll 
preach another.’ Of course all preachers preach to themselves and if we 
repeat ourselves it’s because we are still wrestling, longing, and 
listening. But I will go on preaching about the wonder of the grace of 
God until the end of August and indeed beyond that date in any other 
places where I’m called to preach. And I hope that God won’t mind if 
I enjoy it and you enjoy it too – God’s grace that is, not my preaching! 
And I hope that we might all keep growing in faith (I had to get growth 
in somewhere!), even as we learn more of the wonder of the Christian 
faith that we have received and that we are bidden to enjoy. 

Your minister,

Susan
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Revised Common Lectionary
for forthcoming Sundays

Revised Common Lectionary
for forthcoming Sundays

Revised Common Lectionary
for forthcoming Sundays

2 May 9 May 16 May

Acts 8:26-40 
Psalm 22:25-31 
1 John 4:7-21 
John 15:1-8

Acts 10:44-48 
Psalm 98
1 John 5:1-6 
John 15:9-17

Acts 1:15-17, 21-26
Psalm 1
1 John 5:9-13
John 17:6-19

23 May
Pentecost

30 May 6 June

Ezekiel 37:1-14
Psalm 104:24-34, 35b
Acts 2:1-21
John 15:26-27; 16:4b-15

Isaiah 6:1-8
Psalm 29
Romans 8:12-17
John 3:1-17

Genesis 3:8-15
Psalm 130
2 Corinthians 4:13—5:1
Mark 3:20-35

Daily devotions and Sundays too

There are still regular posts of worship resources from the URC – 
through the Daily Devotions link: https://devotions.urc.org.uk 

From 10am each Sunday (now well into next year), there is material 
to read and follow (including readings, hymns, prayers, a sermon…) 
OR you can listen on-line to a recording and join in that way. These 
services have been led each week by a different URC minister, with 
different voices doing readings and prayers, and with a wonderful 
variety of hymns and music.
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Church Family News

Minister Moving On

We now know that our minister will be moving on at the end of August, 
after five and half years of being our half-time minister. The board in our 
church with the list of ministers reveals that ministries come in various 
lengths and that the story of a congregation moves onward to new things 
under God’s good hand. Many of our readers will have experienced a 
number of ministers at Taunton URC and will recognise that as one 
chapter ends another begins. The Elders are already thinking about the 
future and they, and all of you, will have help and support from the wider 
church in preparing for new times. This is a congregation rich in resources 
of people, buildings, faith and ideas and the time after the end of August 
will surely be a time of growth, even while there are goodbyes to be said. 
Our present minister will need to follow all the advice and move on, to 
make space so that a real transition can take place here. She will need to 
mourn the loss of her role as our minister, but will also be finding a new 
beginning, with another congregation, as a worshipper to begin with at 
least. Her role with the WCC continues to grow and, once travel is 
possible, she will no doubt resume flights to Geneva from Bristol. And God 
will be with us all. 

Social and Arts Group

Our Thursday 2pm zoomed talks continue.

In March we were treated to a talk on monasteries 
in Somerset, including Taunton Priory (right), 
by Sheena Hellier.

By the time you read this we will have heard from Phillip Jones about his 
growing up in a Welsh Valley. Here is another date for your zoom diary;

Thursday 20th May our friend Isabel Tosh-Robb will charm us all with ‘the 
making  of country wine’ an activity which has been part of her life for 
many years. (NB.  Sorry but not free samples.)

It is hoped to have a strawberry tea at the church on the afternoon of 
26th June.
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Outdoor Passion Scene

Here are some words about our Holy Week and Easter scene that were 
sent to the County Gazette and made it, at least, into the on-line version!

“An arresting sight outside a Taunton church 

Local artist Norman Steel has created a contemporary crucifixion scene, 
now displayed outside Taunton United Reformed Church on Paul Street. 
It shows the story of Easter with present-day Taunton figures. The 
background is the familiar ‘three crosses and a tomb’, but the soldiers 
and spectators in the foreground are from today’s world; with modern 
guns, mobile phones and even Covid-era facemasks. 

The challenging piece invites the viewer to imagine the central story of 
the Christian faith taking place in today’s world. Jesus of Nazareth was 
arrested and killed for challenging the imperial powers, for upsetting 
religious leaders and disturbing a fragile social contract. He was loved 
and supported by the poor, by the ‘little ones’ of his time, those with 
little to lose. He was crucified and his body displayed as an example to 
warn others. This new work asks the viewer; ‘What do you see?’. But the 
story is more than one moment, and the scene will change as the 
darkness of crucifixion turns into the hope of resurrection. This is not a 
fixed work, but a changing scene – so it’s worth coming to have a 
second look on Easter Day.”

I hope you enjoyed seeing this, but even more that people from our town 
noticed it and were intrigued by it. Our thanks, again, to Norman Steel 
and to George Bros, for making it possible. 

Susan Durber

Birthday Corner
We know of three people in our wider fellowship  who 
have a birthday in April. So we pray that God will 
bless…

 Lee Yates on the 24th

 Judith Kirk on the 28th
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Holy Week and Easter installations

Above: Holy Week. Below: Easter (with details)
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Growth in the natural world
May 2021 10

Clockwise from above: 
Berberis, pussy willow
Pear buds, lambs

Tree growth rings 
(see article on page 18)

Clockwise from right:
Nectarine blossom
Cuckoo pint in a hedgerow
Cherry blossom
Euonymus, severely pruned last year, emerges
Bluebells
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Growth in art and soul

May 2021 12

Left:
The early phase of growth:-

Paisley Rae Arnold, 
the great granddaughter of 
Helen and Denis Newman

Above:
Embroidery by Heather Evans 
(see article opposite)

Growth

This article refers to the colour photograph opposite.

This is a machine embroidery by my friend Heather Evans – she has given 
me permission to share it. In Whittlesford, near Cambridge, where I used 
to live, Heather ran an art class called ‘Art for the terrified’. A group of 
about 10 of us met in the church hall and learned pottery, printing, 
weaving, drawing, and so on. The most important thing was not just 
learning how to do these things, but how to enjoy them: and as we 
created art we talked, too – of families, of faith, of life.

The day Heather shared this photo of her embroidery on Facebook I had 
heard Philip Larkin’s poem ‘Trees’ on the radio.

The trees are coming into leaf 
Like something almost being said; 
The recent buds relax and spread, 
Their greenness is a kind of grief. 

Is it that they are born again 
And we grow old? No, they die too, 
Their yearly trick of looking new 
Is written down in rings of grain. 

Yet still the unresting castles thresh 
In fullgrown thickness every May. 
Last year is dead, they seem to say, 
Begin afresh, afresh, afresh.

For me both these works of art – the embroidery and the poem – speak of 
the God-given possibility of growth throughout our lives. Yet reflecting on 
this at Easter also reminds me that life itself is a gift from God, and that 
each little beginning afresh in Spring is only a pale reflection of the new, 
full and eternal life God the Father gives to the resurrected Jesus, and 
promises, through Christ, to each one of us.

Ruth Whitehead
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Psalm 23 as a creative visual prayer

Sometimes words can be too much or even, at times, not enough. 
Sometimes we can feel prayers are just too wordy. 

I invite you to read the verses of Palm 23 in sections as below and then 
maybe try the activity. Go on…God made us to play too! If you cannot find 
the items…do not worry. God gave you an imagination just in case!

STATION 1 Psalm 23 verses 1-2

Find: a Bible, some green card or paper or a photograph cut from a 
magazine of a field or grass, cotton wool, pens, glue

Read: verses 1-2

God is our shepherd and provider.   Jesus said, “I am the Good Shepherd 
who knows my own sheep by name.” (John 10:11) He knows you 
personally and cares for you.

Do: Make a sheep out of cotton wool and glue it onto the ‘field’. Draw 
on the sheep’s legs and head. Write your name next to the sheep. 
You may like to make some more sheep and name them for people 
who are special to you.

Pray: Thank God that he is your shepherd and you are his sheep. 
Thank him that he knows you and cares for you.

STATION 2 Psalm 23 verse 3

Find: a Bible, a large piece of brown or white paper with a path drawn 
down the centre, pens/crayons, a blanket

Read: verse 3

God renews our strength when we feel weak, he heals us and restores us. 
He shows us the way to live in love and truth.

Do: Think of situations when you find it hard to make a good choice or 
to know what to do. Write or draw those situations on the sides of 
the path. Then write or draw on the path some of the good 
choices that Jesus wants you to make.
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Pray: Pray that Jesus will show you the right path and help you to make 
good choices.

Do: Wrap yourself in your blanket. Feel enfolded and restored. Stay in 
that safe place. 

STATION 3 Psalm 23 verse 4

Find: a Bible, a large piece of black paper, or a black area cut from a 
photograph in a magazine black pens

Read: verse 4

No matter what kind of hard times we are facing; when we feel sad, 
scared, worried… God is always with us. In the midst of the darkness, he 
protects, guides and comforts us.

Do: Write or draw on the black paper anything that is causing you to 
feel fear, doubt, worry or anxiety.

Pray: Talk to God about your fears and worries. Ask God for His peace.

STATION 4 Psalm 23 verses 5-6

Find: a Bible, a small cardboard or gift box, small pieces of paper, pens, 
a small amount of olive oil or anointing oil

Read: verses 5-6

God continually blesses us with good things – they are like gifts every day. 
From the gift of Jesus and the Holy Spirit to sunshine and good friends.

Do: On the pieces of paper, write down some of the good things God 
has given you. Put them inside the gift box.

Pray: Thank God for some specific ways He has shown you His goodness 
and love today.

Do: Anoint yourself on the forehead or the back of the hand with a 
drop of oil. If there are others praying with you, and they are 
comfortable with this, then anoint them and ask them to anoint 
you.

God, you are our shepherd.
You have called us by name.
And you have searched, until you have found us.
Enfold us in your love. Amen.

15



Christian Aid week events

‘Zoom to Zimbabwe’

Commitment for Life in partnership with Christian Aid are organising 
during Christian Aid week, on Tuesday 11th May at 2pm ‘Zoom to 
Zimbabwe’. This is an afternoon of updates, music, fellowship and more. 
The link for the event is below:

The Zoom link, in shortened form, is: https://bit.ly/3uHjWdT

Three churches Christian Aid coffee morning

A Three churches Christian Aid coffee morning will be held on Zoom on 
Friday 14th May – 10.30am-12noon (using the usual church Zoom link). 
This is in collaboration with our friends at St John’s and at Temple. There 
will be videos – prayers – and you will need to bring your own coffee and 
cake! You are also encouraged to make some cake and distribute to your 
neighbours and tell them about Christian Aid.

Volunteers 
needed

Could you befriend a refugee or asylum seeker?

• We are looking for new volunteers to help support families and 
individuals who come to Somerset 

• We form circles of support to provide advice and friendship for 
vulnerable people finding their feet in a new home 

• Even if visiting is not for you, we are also looking for help with 
administration, fundraising and other activities

Full training will be provided 

If you would like to offer us some help or have any questions then please 
email volunteering@tauntonwelcomesrefugees.co.uk
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Love Musgrove appeal

The last issue featured photographs of the luxury toiletries that the 
church gave to staff on the four Covid wards at Musgrove Park Hospital via 
the Love Musgrove charity. Gifts from the congregation were still coming 
in even as our expressions of thanks were collected. The final total of 
contributions was £760, exceeding the amount needed to pay for the 
toiletries.

Dan Varley, the Love Musgrove Community Organiser who collected them, 
wrote to the church via our minister Susan soon afterwards. His letter 
includes the following:

Dear Members of Taunton United Reformed Church,

We were so pleased to receive your wonderful 
donations for our hard working staff and kind 
messages of support for them.

Please pass on my personal thanks to Janet and 
Sheila who were so wonderful in helping me to get them to staff.

Your donation will be such a moral boost to our colleagues who have 
been working through the pandemic, your support means the world to 
them.

Thank you once again for the difference you are making in Taunton and 
its surrounding communities.

Janet and Sheila write:

A big THANK YOU for the amazing response for ‘Love Musgrove Easter 
gifts’.  We did wonder if we could raise sufficient to buy 150 presents for 
the front line staff in four Covid wards.  We needed £667 and you gave 
£760.  With your agreement we would like to hold the extra money in our 
‘Love Musgrove Fund’ as we are certain there will be hospital staff with 
special needs as the pandemic takes a slower course.  In addition to the 
letter (above) from the Love Musgrove coordinator Dan Varley, who told us 
he was grateful to receive toiletries rather than Easter eggs and cakes for 
the staff, the church has received a certificate of thanks.  This was a 
great way to share our Easter blessings. 
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Growth rings

I am continually in awe of trees. I cannot recall the exact moment when 
I learnt about the growth rings of trees, but I suspect it was as young girl, 
from my father, as he worked in our garden. The wonder that by counting 
the rings I would be able to work out how many years the tree had lived. 
Of course, trees were mainly for climbing, for falling out of, for building 
dens in and under, and for lying underneath watching the sunlight filter 
and sparkle through the leaves. At night-time and in the winter their noise 
and creaking were a different matter, the stuff of scary stories and 
shivering walks. 

Most of us will know that the cross section of the tree reveals the growth 
rings, light and dark, which show how every year the tree has added a 
layer of growth between the bark and older wood. Light for the spring and 
summer, dark for the autumn and winter. Yet these rings reveal more than 
the tree’s age; they also tell stories. When the growing season was good, 
producing a thick ring, or when drought or fire or overcrowding created a 
thin ring, or when an attack of insects or disease created damage and 
marks. Factors like tree species and geographic location can impact the 
size and growth of tree rings. Long-lived species like oaks will have 
narrower growth rings, while species like willows and silver birch will have 
wider rings because of their short life cycle.

I think God must share my love of trees too. They seem to be as signposts, 
scattered all around. The Bible is full of references comparing our 
spiritual journey to trees, Genesis, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Psalms, 
Proverbs, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel, Ezekiel, Hosea and Micah. Jesus talked 
about cutting off branches and Paul wrote about grafting. And then that 
haunting story of Nathanael being seen and known while sitting under a fig 
tree. And of course, at Easter we are confronted with a use of wood that 
shocks and breaks us. 

Trees and their growth have been a part of many peoples’ lives this past 
year in a way that they may not have been in the past. Many of us have 
walked and walked some more, noticing the trees and their cycle of life 
over the seasons. Many of us have been able to watch the changing shapes 
and colours from our windows as we stayed in safe. With the passing year 
the trees have expanded their girth with their growth ring (maybe some of 
us have added to our girths as well with lockdown bread and biscuits!). 
For the tree this past year, this new ring provides strength to support, the 
new growth of branches and foliage; the story of the year is locked into 
its very fibre. 
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It seems we are even more aware and in awe this spring after the long 
winter of loss and lockdown. Yet growth has been, and is, continually 
happening in the life of the trees we see. There is nothing stagnant; they 
are either gradually dying or slowing being  renewed.  And like us, the 
growth is so gradual; we never really know it has taken place until it’s 
already happened. Like the tree our dark winter in time reaches fruition. 
Our growth is a  slow and natural process, a work and movement of the 
spirit. We cannot force or will fruit into being. Yet by offering our time, 
energies and lives into the care of God, in due time our growth happens, 
season after season. Spiritual formation is a natural outgrowth of life with 
God. 

The growth ring holds its history; the climate it endured, the seasons of 
scarcity and abundance, the narrative of sunlight, water and fire forever 
marks the  tree. So it is for us, and we take time to remember where 
we’ve been and where we are going. 
Like Joshua arranging stones from the 
Jordan to mark the movement of God 
in the life of the people, we 
remember. We learn and we share 
with others. The stories of God’s work 
in our  lives is written on our hearts 
and our growth rings. 

Clare Callanan
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This is one of three photographs 
showing tree rings that Clare has 
contributed. They can be seen in 
colour on page 11.

MAGAZINE DEADLINE 
Contributions for the June/July 2021 double issue of the magazine 
should be with the Editor 
 Peter Henderson - 14 Somerset Avenue, Taunton, TA1 5HU 
 Telephone: 01823 254668 - e-mail: tauntonurc.mag@gmail.com
by MONDAY 17th MAY 2021 (or earlier)  please.
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Taunton United Reformed Church

Vision Statement

For the sake of the Gospel, we will be:

✦ a church that welcomes, whoever you are

✦ a church that cares and responds with action

✦ a church that works with others and plays its part 
in the community

✦ a church that knows and shares the love of God

✦ a church that is growing  in faith and knowledge 
of God

✦ a church full of hope and joy


