Dear All,

What an unsettling month was January!! Cancelled meetings, disruption
to church services... It has taken me much longer than normal to get
into the swing of a new year. Have you felt the same? Yet here we are
in February, thinking about Lent!

| want to share with you a little about the Street Pastors initiative which
is supported by all the town centre churches in Cheltenham. Street
Pastors offer support, practical help and a visible presence to those who
are out in the town late at night. They reassure folk who may feel
vulnerable, help reduce the fear of crime, are a listening ear and offer
genuine, non-judgemental pastoral support to those who need help.

Cheltenham Street Pastors have only been operating for a few months,
so at the moment, they operate in shifts of groups of four from 10pm to
4am on a Saturday night. You may have read about them in the Echo. |
understand that the police are delighted with the scheme and claim that
Street Pastors have brought calm to many areas of the town centre.

Street Pastors are given training before venturing out with a team. | am
hoping to start my training this month. | want to encourage you to think
about committing yourself to the scheme. Nationally, the average age of
volunteers is 65. Indeed, young people are reported to respond well to
older Street Pastors. The URCIC council have agreed that church will
pay for the uniform. | am asking for your time and care. Could you walk
the town centre streets for a few hours once a month? Would you be
willing to come to the training events with me?

Further information about the work of Street Pastors can be found at
www.streetpastors.co.uk. Why not start this year with a difference?

Yours in Christ,

Maz


http://www.streetpastors.co.uk/

THE UNITED REFORMED CHURCH IN CHELTENHAM

In Memoriam:

It is with sadness we record the deaths of John Scott and Nora Aldridge
who both passed away in December. Please remember their families and
friends in your prayers. Obituary for Nora in Prestbury News.

Our prayers: we hold in our prayers those for whom we are concerned:
Mike Aldridge, Margaret Apperley, Elizabeth and George Apps, Ann
Ashworth, Jenny Bedford, Jeane Combes, Margaret Coulthurst, Vicki
Dunn, Dan Gillies, Geoffrey Harmsworth, Mary Howes, Dorothy Lamb,
Donald Lambley, Betty Littley, Mair McIndoe, Sandy McKenzie, Pauline
Newman, Penny Russell-Smith, Doreen Steele, Moira Stitt, Sadie Smyth
and Luke Wilson.

Congratulations

To Elizabeth and George Apps who celebrated their 66" wedding
anniversary in January, and George’s 93" birthday. We hope you have
both been well enough to enjoy the celebrations.

Jesus was as good as gol d...

The Crib Service at St. Andrew’s always attracts families not seen at other
times of the year. For our nativity tableau, we were delighted to welcome
Lucy and Paul Kay with their baby George to take centre stage. George
had been baptized at St. Andrew’s the previous Sunday. He spent the first
half of the service asleep and the second half taking a keen interest in
proceedings. Other parents also entered into the spirit of the occasion by
taking part. y :

In Touch Donations

You will find inside the magazine an envelope for a donation towards the
cost of providing you with the magazine each month during 2010. We
would suggest a donation for the year of around £5 to cover the printing
costs.

If you no longer wish to receive a copy of the magazine, please could you
contact the Church Office on 575086 and cancel your copy.

We also provide enlarged copies of the magazine to some of our members
who suffer with sight problems. If you would like to receive one of these
please let the church office know. Ann Lewis

In Touch - Paperfree
As most of you know the church website www.urcic.org.uk has edited
highlights of this magazine on the ‘Church News’ page as well as a copy of
the Diary. Two years ago | started putting up a complete copy of the
magazine on the ‘In Touch’ page and the website now has back copies
from September 2008.

If you wish, I can let you know (via email) when the new edition is added
to the website, and if you are happy to read it on the web then you might
want to consider not having a paper copy of In Touchat all. Church
Council has also asked me to find out if anyone would like to receive a
copy of the weekly notices via email. If you wish to go down any of these
routes then please contact me at fiona@bathgatehall.co.uk or on Chelt
511143 Fiona Hall

In Touch — Contributions for March Magazine
John Standring will be taken over as Editor replacing Ann Lewis following
April AGM. Please could you send copy for the March magazine directly
to John e-mail magazine@urcic.org.uk or by post at 23 Pendil Close,
Cheltenham GL50 4SR, as this is a trial run.

Ann Lewis



http://www.urcic.org.uk/
mailto:fiona@bathgatehall.co.uk
magazine@urcic.org.uk%20

Tuesday Forum—-Gar den Room at St
The speaker on the 9 February is John Yates and the topic is ‘Crop
Circles’. On 23 February Shirley Noble will be talking about ‘The
History of Underwear’. Both talks start at 2.30pm and will be followed by
refreshments. Everybody is welcome. On 9 March, Peter lliffe will be
speaking about ‘Marks and Spencers — the first 100 years’ and the AGM
which was cancelled because of the bad weather will take place after the
talk.

Barbara RusselEmith
URCIiC Walking Group
The date for the next walk will be Monday 22 February. Please contact
Roger Little for further details.
Pensioner s’ Forum
The Pensioners’ Forum begins again on Wednesday 3 February at
10.30am. The first talk is on ‘Food Safety in the home’ — “the importance
of correct storage and handling of food must never be underestimated’.
The speaker is a member of the Cheltenham Borough Council’s Food and
Occupational Safety Team. You will find the programme for 2010 later in
the magazine. Don’t forget to invite friends and neighbours.

Reading Group

At 7.30 on Wednesday 24 February at Prestbury URC the Reading
Group will be discussing 'The Shack' by Wm Paul Young. This book was
recommended to the group by Rev Maz Allan. New members are always
welcome. Contact Mary Cummings for more information.

URC in C Emergency Fund

We are seeking donations to the URC in C Emergency Fund so we can
make a large collective donation to the DEC Haiti Emergency Appeal. As
always, you can give directly to Christian Aid or DEC or use the URC in C
Emergency Fund. The Emergency Fund, managed by the Church Council,
was set up so the church could respond to Emergency Appeals and
donations can be made at any time so that funds are available for donations
when there is a disaster.

Andrew’” &aCK St

S Céa p h didoena@- Psogress Report for 2009

The home cares for 46 residential children and in addition supports 34
children under its Family Support programme. Of the 80 children, 6 attend
nursery school, 51 primary, 16 secondary, 5 colleges, 2 university and 1
special school. This year 6 of the children have completed their college
course and 5 of them have been employed. One of the boys has joined the
university to pursue a degree in Theology. The health clinic financed by
UK friends should be completed by the end of January. Medical
equipment and supplies still need to be ascertained and purchased and staff
requirements still need to be addressed.

Future challenges; The opening and operation of the Health Clinic and
successful completion of already started projects. The home is still faced
with financial constraints. They have facilities to accommodate over 100
children, but sadly they lack sufficient finding to meet the needs of a group
this large.

URC in CHELTENHAM MORNING PRAYERS
11.30am — 12noon EVERY Tuesday at Warden Hill

Date Readings Prayer Issues
2 February Psalm 142 Winchcombe area,
Luke 5 1-11 Care of Historic Buildings
Tuesday Forum
Prayers for the World
9 February Psalm 143 Bishops Cleeve area,
Luke 9 28-36 Prestbury Senior Club
(37-43) Prayers for the world

16 February Psalm 144 Woodmancote and Cleeve Hill Area
Luke 4 1-13 Residential and Nursing Care for the Elderly
Cheltenham Scottish Society
Prayers for the World
23 February Psalm 145 Prestbury Village

Luke 13 31-35

Community Life
Prayers for the World




On Thursday’s at 2.30pm started on 28 January
at Margaret Coulthurst’s home
34 New Barn Lane, Prestbury
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Lent Course — led by Jon

8 s of Misson of Jesus

Starting 18 February (Thursdays)
2.30pm at Margaretobs N
7.30pm at St Andr ewo s
Sign up on lists in Church
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Lent Course led by Maz

When [ Surveys..

Christ's cress and ours

A FIVE-WEEK YORK COURSE BEGINNING
TUESDAY 23" FEBRUARY
2.30pm - 4pm
Warden Hill URC building
FRIDAY 26™ FEBRUARY
10.30am T 12pm
51 Bournside Road, off Hatherley Road
ALL WELCOME
Sign up lists in the Church in Warden Hill

Or Tel Maz on 01242 238273

Pensioner s
at
St Andrew’s United
(near Queen’s Hotel)

Programme for 2010
Meets on the 1% Wednesday of the Month

You are invited to the following Talks 10.30am —11.30am

Wednesday 3 February
oOome

Wednesday 3 March

‘Food Safety in
CBC Food and Occupational Safety Team

‘Respiratory Probl g
Respiratory Specialist Practitioner

‘“Emoti onal Freedom
Stephen Strange, Holistic Health Centre

Wednesday 7 April

Wednesday 5 May ‘“Heal thy Eating and

Di Kalus, Community Nurse

Wednesday 2 June ‘Best Foot Forward’
Helen Edge, Podiatrist
Wednesday 30 June Health & Well Being Fair for

Older People

FREE ENTRY — ALL ARE WELCOME
Coffee Bar open from 10.00am — 12 noon
Coffee/Tea 50p
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T ODASY THE DAY

Responsibility. That’s the word we often hear:

But as quickly as it enters, it goes out the other ear.

“1It’s really not my problem “ “ I’d rather not do that “.

“ I’'m sorry ,dear, I mustn’t stop - [ haven’t time to chat”.
And yet, perhaps , you are the one for whom God has a plan
It’s you he wants - not Tom, nor Dick, nor even Mary Ann “.
So...... Seize the moment.

Like the story told to Alice of the Whiting and the Snail.

“ There’s a problem close behind me, and it’s treading on my tail
Don’t just go a little faster, hoping it will go away,

Turn and face the music. Not tomorrow, but today.

So...... Seize the moment.

If you’re reveling in your teens

Or just one of the “ in-betweens “

Or maybe you’ve passed 64

And your pension’s at the door ?

You shake your head and say “ Why me ? “
But really, after all ....” Why NOT me ?
So....... Seize the moment.

Saying it with flowers,

Serving coffee by the hours.

The Stewards at the door.

There’s always room for more.

The Elders have a special place,
Maybe a challenge you should face.
So...... Seize the moment.

Now, as we join the search
To sustain a happy church
JUST REMEMBER
A smile can play its part
To cheer a lonely heart.
A handshake, hug, or just “ God bless “
It’'suptous......... SUCCESS ?

Don Weekes Dec 2009

y JOIN US FOR A

BIG SING

NEW HYMNS
WELL-KNOWN FAVOURITES
CHI LDRENGS SONGS

SUNDAY 21st MARCH

2pm — 4pm
St. Andrew’s URC

There will be a retiring collection for The
Anthony Nolan Trust (Leukaemia)




Christian Aid

Christmas Carols

On a very cold Saturday before Christmas several church groups sang or
played Carols at supermarkets in Cheltenham throughout the day to raise
funds for Christian Aid. The URCIC was out bright and early at
Morrison’s, raising £98; the Church at Warden Hill/St Christopher’s was
out mid-morning at Morrison’s, raising £213; and Royal Oak Brass (who
are affiliated to St Andrew’s) were out after lunch at Waitrose,
raising £132. The grand total from all groups in Cheltenham was £2513.

Joan Sampson - Cheltenham Area Christian Aid coordinator - sent the
following message of thanks: "My thanks to all of you who took part or
supported in any way. It was a tremendous effort considering the bitterly
cold weather and the credit crunch. The total raised was £2513."

Andrew Veal
Traidcraft.
Firstly a huge thank you to everyone who ordered goods from the
Christmas catalogue or who bought cards from the stalls. | can recommend
the Christmas cake and pudding, both went down a treat!
Secondly a huge thank you to those behind the scenes who ensure that the
goods reach the stalls.

We have been able to send £250 to Christian Aid towards their appeal for
funds. Due to the economic situation, donations to Christian Aid have
decreased, so they have appealed for money so that they can continue with
the work that they already do. The URCIC Council agreed that this would
be a very worthy cause to support.

Remember that every time you buy goods from our stall, not only are you
helping workers to receive a fair price for their goods, but any profit we
make means that we can support emergency appeals. So please continue
to support us, new lines are being added all the time.

Carole Pennington

Urgent Appeal from Christian Aid

Christian Aid put out an urgent appeal for donations at the end of 2009
because their receipts over the last year have been about 10% down,
probably as a result of the credit crunch and general economic downturn.
The main points of the appeal are:

We feel it is our duty to let you know that Christian Aid's income has been
seriously affected by the recession. We do not currently have enough funds
to support all the people we’d planned to in 2010. Unless circumstances
change, on 19 February Christian Aid will be making some difficult
decisions: who to stop helping.

We know you are committed to standing with the world’s poorest people.
Your support is essential. In these exceptional circumstances we would
like to give you the opportunity to help save vital projects including
education work, health projects and providing long-term solutions to
hunger. The harsh reality is, without extra funds, next year we won’t be
able to continue some projects that are relying on our help. And people
who are currently benefiting from those projects will suffer as a result.

The Christian Aid website has more details -
http://www.christianaid.org.uk/appeals/urgent/ - In a video message
online, Daleep Mukariji, Christian Aid's director, says "With your prayers
and support | hope we can keep our commitment to poor and marginalised
people - thank you" Donations can be made directly to Christian Aid,
through their web-site, by phone or through the church. This appeal is for
immediate donations - of course, Christian Aid will continue to need
regular donations throughout the year - and so our continued long-term
support through the Commitment for Life programme throughout the year
is also important.

Andrew Veal


http://www.christianaid.org.uk/appeals/urgent/

C4 Children’s Choir
WIND IN THE WILLOWS

A children’s musical by Mark & Helen Johnson
Based on the classic story by Kenneth Grahame

Actors and Singers required!

First rehearsal

o, Friday 26" February

} 6pm 1T 7pm
)(// Prestbury URC
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= All ages welcome.
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y é 21 February
9.30am —10am

Informal Short Service for all the family

Wwant to be in a band?

But don’t know how to go about it, or don’t have the instrument or equipment?

STOP! AN OPPORTUNITY IS
JUST ABOUT TO HAPPEN.

Ex-professional RCM Singer/songwriter & recordlng mu 'C|n wants to
put together three bands.
You don’t have to be great, but you do have to want to play and work
with other musicians and make music.
We will provide the equipment & tuition/help as and if needed.

We are looking for:
Drummers/percussionists, acoustic and electric guitarists, electric bass,
piano/keyboard, woodwind/brass, and vocalists.
We are also looking for young people who would like to learn recording
and PA/Disco sound and light engineering.

e WAU TIONS/WORKSHOPS TO BE HELD AT WARDEN
HILL; PRESTBURY; AND AT ST. ANDREW’S URC

(Montpellier St.)CHELTENHAM (Times and dates TBA)

Does this grab your attention?

IF SO, CONTACT: Jon Morgan on: 01242 692974
| look forward to hearing you!

This is a STANDyg production
(STANDyg is a youth group of the URCIC and Church in Warden Hill)



For details on STANDyg Contact: Rev Dr. Jon Morgan on the above numbers
St Andrew’s News
February Communion Offering
CRUSE
Cruse Bereavement Care exists to promote the well-being of bereaved
people and to enable anyone bereaved by death to understand their grief
and cope with their loss. Services are free to bereaved people. The charity
provides support and offers information, advice, education and training
services. Cruse has 135 branches across England, Wales, Northern Ireland
and the Isle of Man. Apart from a core of paid staff, mainly at central
office, services to bereaved clients are provided by trained and skilled
volunteers. Some branches have paid administrators, often part-time.
Cruse develops and delivers all its own training, which is based on its
highly respected foundation course for bereavement volunteers, Awareness
in Bereavement Care. In addition, Cruse provides training for other
organisations and for those who may encounter bereaved people in the
course of their work.

Business/Administration Manager

Following the discussion at the November Church Meeting, a fact finding
delegation is being organised to visit other churches that operate similar
schemes. If you would like to join in any of the visits to see how it works,
first hand, (which might include Carrs Lane, Nailsworth and St Lukes,
Cambridge), please contact the Church Secretary. Visits are likely to take
place during February or early March. Suggestions of a name for the
administrative post have been received, including Centre Manager, and
Church in Community Manager.

Free Will Offering

Whilst — based on the response to Jon’s New Year sermons — New Year
resolutions may have fallen out of fashion (or perhaps people are just more
realistic these days!), the beginning of the year still seems to be a time for
clearing and putting financial and other matters in good order. Could we
please ask you to consider a couple of points in relation to your support of
St Andrews, Prestbury and Warden Hill URCs.

9 Firstly, if you have not already done so, are you able to sign a Gift Aid
declaration in relation to your regular donations — you need to be a UK
taxpayer, but if so, your donations will be worth 28% more to the
URC at no cost to you.

9 Secondly, if you give regularly, please consider using a monthly
standing order — this helps us plan ahead and avoids your needing to
“catch up” if you are away or unable to attend church for a while.

Forms for both the above are available from the Gift Aid Secretaries.

Finally — whenever you put cash in a donation bag or plate, please don’t
forget to use a Gift Aid envelope — every little helps! We do know that
many of you are model donors and do all of the above — if you are, our
apologies for bringing ‘coals to Newcastle’ — if not, thank you for taking
time to consider these suggestions. Gift Aid Secretaries: St Andrews -
Roger Little, Prestbury - Brian Hall, and The Church in Warden Hill -
Brian Miles.

Free Will Offering Envelopes
From April 2011 we will no longer be ordering the coloured envelopes
presently in use and they will be replaced by the white envelopes, which
are to be found in the Link Gallery and on the table at the north entrance.
This will simplify the procedure and keep down costs. Users of the
coloured envelopes will be contacted later this year, with more detailed
advice on the new procedure. Those that wish to change to standing
order, or join the Gift Aid scheme, are asked to contact Marcus Dann,
David Black, Donna Sutherland or Roger Little.

Marcus Dann

In Touch - Contributions
Contributions of articles, or points of view, for inclusion in the magazine
are always welcome. Please contact Roger Little



2010 - Dates For Your Diary

Good Friday Service - 2nd April

St Andrew's AGM - 11th April

URCIC AGM - 25th April

No Service at St Andrew's - 30th May
Harvest Service - 19th September

St Andrew's Church Meeting - 21st November
Montpellier Shopping Evening (with involvement from St Andrew's) - 2nd
December

St Andrew's Christmas Fair - 4th December
URCIC Carol Service - 12th December

No Service at St Andrew's - 26th December

Correspondence
1 Visiondmission - Mission Network Representative

Vision4life - Prayer Year booklet Praying Our Days

Centre for the study of Theology and Health - 2010 Programme
Anti-Slavery International

Windermere Centre Programme - 2010

Gloucestershire Nightstop

Co-Moderator of General Assembly 2012 - 2014 (Nominations)
The Anthony Nolan Trust - Sing for Life Challenge - March 2010
Jews for Jesus - Speaker re Christ in the PassoverSpring/Easter
2010

Creating Liturgy Workshop, Carrs Lane - 10-4pm 6 March

Healthcare Chaplaincy Team Conference - Saltash Baptist Church,
9.30am - 3.30pm 10th February

1 Human Rights - An International & Faiths Perspective Conference
- 10-2pm 27 February, St Peter’s Conference Centre, Dormer
Place, Leamington Spa.
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Soup & Chat

Wednesday Worsp;

nd ]
o tStAndrew's

11.30am-1.30pm

Restarted again after closure because of weather
The church is open for silent thought and prayer, and Jon is there to listen
with anyone wanting to talk. The ‘open Church is for anyone, so please do
not be put off if you see strangers in the church. All are welcome

MusicatStAndr ew’ s

Cheltenham Chamber Orchestra
Saturday 6 February at 7.30pm

Music by Vaughan Williams, Larsson,
Saint-Saens and Haydn

Tickets; £15, Senior Citizens £12
Students £6




News from The Church at Warden Hill

Much planning and discussion in connection with the proposed Local
Ecumenical Partnership has taken place during recent months at the two
churches at Warden Hill. The Inaugural Service finally took place on 16
January attended by a large congregation.

After a welcome and call to worship given by Revd Maz Allen, details of
the background to the LEP were explained by Reg Hitchins and Brian
Miles in turn.  Prayers, reading and a hymn followed, then Revd Roy
Lowes, Moderator of West Midlands Synod, took over with a sermon
expressing his belief that linking the two churches together would form a
more powerful alliance able to achieve more than the two churches
separately. He compared them with two separate boats which had become
a catamaran.

The Rt Revd John Went, Bishop of Tewkesbury, led the Profession of
Faith and this was followed by the signing of the Declaration of Intent to a
background of music from the choir. The signatories were, Revd John
Went, Revd Roy Lowe, Revd Paul Wilkinson Team Rector, Revd lan
Bussell, Revd Dr Alison Evans Ecumenical Officer, Revd Maz Allen, Reg
Hitchins, Pauline White, Brian Miles and Carole Pennington.

The smart new banner of the Church in Warden Hill was then brought
forward for dedication. Further prayers and hymns came next and the
service ended with a Blessing given by the Bishop.

The congregation were invited to process after the Choir and Clergy to the
URC for a welcome afternoon tea. Among the congregation were invited
guests, Mayor Lloyd Surgenor and his wife, as well as some former
ministers and other supporters and everyone enjoyed meeting these old
friends again.

On the following day a large congregation attended the first service of the
Church in Warden Hill conducted by Maz and the Revd lan Bussell held at
the URC.

Forthcoming Events
Full details of Sunday Services appear on the back cover.

The other events are:

Friday 12 February Pantomime at 7.30pm

Saturday 13 February Pantomime at 2.30pm and 7.30pm
Tickets for all performances are obtainable from Isabel. Nearer the time
we, the URC, will be looking for “front of house and refreshment people”
to cover all three performances.

Tuesday 23 February Maz will be starting a Lent Course at the URC
building. It will be 2.30pm-4pm lasting for 5 weeks.

Saturday 27 February The likely date of the February film — title to be
confirmed.

Friday 5 March — Evening Service for the Women’s World Day of
Prayer.

Community Film Show

Saturday 27 February

At 2.30pm (doors open at 2.15pm)
Film to be announced

Free Entry - Family and Friends Welcome
Refreshments available




Prestbury News

Nora Aldridge

Nora Aldridge died on Christmas Eve in Cheltenham General Hospital.
Nora was born in Kent but came to Winchcombe during the war. It was
during a visit to a social at Prestbury Congregational Church that she met
Gilbert and they were married there in 1953. She and Gilbert became
Members of Prestbury Church that year and for the rest of their lives were
staunch members of the congregation. The green tea service, given on the
occasion of their Ruby Wedding, is a permanent reminder of their life
together. In recent years Nora always made the decoration for the lectern
at Christmas. She will be remembered by all for her kindness, dry sense of
humour and devotion to the church. We extend our sympathies to Mike,
Pauline, Danielle & Chip.

Coffee Morning
Please join us on Saturday 6" February for our regular coffee morning
10.30 - 12. 00.

Advance Notice

Come along and Rummage on Saturday 6™ March when not only will
we be having our monthly Coffee Morning but there will be books, raffle,
bric-a-brac and cakes for sale.

Church AGM Meeting — 28" Feb. 2010

Our AGM will take place on Sunday 28 Feb after Morning Service. Please
make every effort to attend as there are important matters to discuss. This
is a time that those of you who are not yet Members might like to make a
full commitment — please see Fiona or Maz if you would like to discuss
what Membership means. It is also a time when some may feel that they
could contribute to the life of the Church by becoming Elders. If you are
considering this please speak to an existing Elder or Maz to find out more.

Coffee and Flower Rotas

The new rotas for 2010 have gone up so please sign to provide flowers
(you don’t have to arrange them!) for Church or to help run a coffee
morning.

Hire of the Church

We are now starting to take bookings for the Hall and Church. Please
think of us when planning a party or meeting. We charge £10 per hour or
£25 per half day.

Description of a Grandmother by an 8 year old

A grandmother is a lady who has no children of her own so she likes other
people’s little girls & boys. Grandmothers don’t have to do anything but
be there...

They are old so they shouldn’t play hard or run. They should never say
“Hurry Up”.

Usually they are a little plump, but not too plump to tie children’s shoes.
They don’t have to be clever, only answer questions like “Why do cats
hate dogs?” & “Why isn’t God married?”.

They don’t make baby talk like visitors do. When they read to us they
don’t skip bits or mind if it is the same story over & over again.

Everybody should have one, especially if you don’t have television,
because Grandmothers are the only grown-ups with time to spare.

Kindly submitted by Pat Gregory.

In Touch — Contributions always welcomed

Please either see lan Brooks at Church or forward all contributions to him
directly via e-mail (ianbrooks444@btinternet.com). lan can also be
contacted on



Maz o6s s abisaenteithoumhts.

In September and October 2009 | toured all thirteen Synods, visiting one or two
churches in each and interviewing groups or individuals. | asked the same
questions throughout, recording and transcribing the replies.

Subject: Church Membership

As a new minister in 1997, | was conscious that rising membership numbers
looked healthy from an administrative point of view, whilst falling numbers gave
the impression not only of a failing church but a failing minister. My own
experience over the years has been to encourage new members through
holding membership courses.

Within the last ten years, the concept of ‘commitment’ seems more and more
difficult to nurture and | have recently wondered why | am flogging myself trying
to make new members when some long-standing members do not always give a
particularly good example of commitment to the local or national church.

As almost a separate issue (though impossible, in reality, to be so) the URC as
a denomination appears to concentrate solely on membership as an
administrative tool, using the numbers-game to determine M&M contributions
and deployment of ministers. Where is the celebration? How does the national
church communicate to the new member that they recognize this important
stage of his/her faith-development?

Visiting all of the Synods has been a privilege. | have met people (all members
except one) who answered my questions with thought and discernment.
Without exception, all believed that becoming a church member equated with
‘belonging’, ‘showing one’s commitment’, ‘saying ‘yes’ to Christ’, and other faith-
based comments. There was an acknowledgement of the right to vote, but this
was never the priority. In general terms, these members within the URC have
chosen their path knowingly and willingly.

However, many churches | visited had not made new members in one or more
years. Some churches were in vacancy and the Elders did not want to take on a
teaching-role they felt ill-equipped to perform; others were in a state of decline
and a new member would have qualified as a miracle. One or two, however,
mentioned that finance played some part in the decision not to make members.

All of my participants agreed that a regular mid-week worshipper could become
a member without regularly attending on a Sunday. This was good to hear, as
we must encourage churches to move from a ‘worship can only happen on
Sunday’ mentality.

The feedback suggests there may be separate groups of members who do not
regularly meet each other. All the more reason for making Church Meeting
special eg. preceded by a meal or keynote speaker.

The single most disturbing result of my questioning was the abysmal lack of
understanding of the ethos/values of the URC. Many found it difficult to relate
to the whole denomination, turning, instead, to what they saw as the local
church’s values. If members are being prepared thoroughly, why do they not
have a broad understanding of our denomination?

In general, most of the churches visited were made up of many backgrounds.
Scotland Synod was not as diverse (mainly Church of Scotland/Congregational)
but others reflected a wide variety of denominational experience. Again, | want
to ask — what are we teaching that celebrates who we are?

| do not think | appreciated just how significant membership numbers were until
| became an Area Minister. Being told to find ways of reducing the number of
ministers focuses the mind! And yes, one starts to look at church numbers. But
some small local churches are serving their communities brilliantly; others are
already in ecumenical partnerships where number-counting is diffused (or
confused — take your pick.); others are in rural areas where geography makes
linking churches difficult. The treasurers | spoke to were only too aware of the
burden of M&M and the significance of member numbers. To be fair, my
questions were inevitably going to lead some to criticize the formula for
calculating their M&M contributions. Having discussed spiritual/faith matters, the
change of subject gave them a chance to have a moan! However, it was widely
felt that M&M contributions should not be calculated on numbers alone.

As far back as 1990, Eastern Province produced a discussion paper on church
membership where they advocated church attendance as the criterion for
judging the strengths and weaknesses of a local church. If you couple that with
examination of church accounts, surely this is a fair way to calculate M&M?

Most of the members questioned saw a distinction between the ‘act of
commitment’ and a ‘number in a column’ though nobody could think of a better
term than ‘member’. A few felt strongly that ‘member excludes some and
encourages a two-tier system.

| continue my research into ‘membership’ and hope to interview moderators and
synod treasurers (watch out David Black!).l would also appreciate your views on
the subject. If you want to see my questionnaire, just ask.

Maz



