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“He bowed the Heavens”
To outward appearance the baby that lay in the manger in Bethlehem would have looked
just like any newborn baby. Physically there was nothing to mark Him out as special and
unique, for He was a child like any other child. Why then should we make such a fuss
about His birth? Other children have gone on to make a greater worldly success of their
lives than He did. There have been greater soldiers, explorers, inventors, statesmen, and
entrepreneurs than Jesus ever became. Yet despite the outward appearance there was
something about Jesus that still excites awe and wonder. Two thousand years later we
still find it necessary to mark His birth.

JOURNAL OF THE GENERAL CONFERENCE OF THE NEW CHURCH

What made the Christ Child special was His soul. Of course, we all have a soul, for
without it we would be neither human nor alive. The soul is the presence of life within our
inmost parts. Its nature is described in the following quotations:
“Man’s internal is that which makes him human and distinguishes him from
animals. It is by means of this internal that man lives on after death and for
ever… men possess no life in themselves but are recipient forms of the
Lord’s life” Arcana Caelestia 1999:3,4
In our case the soul or internal is the inmost receptacle into which God’s life first
flows. We live not from ourselves but by receiving God’s life into our souls. In the case of
Jesus, however, the soul was not a receptacle into which God’s life could flow, but rather
was Jehovah God Himself. We read, “The Father’s Divine itself was His soul and life”
True Christian Religion 82e. The Christ Child was thus the earthly embodiment of the
Divine. The psalmist expresses it in the prophetic words, “He bowed the heavens and
came down” Psalm 18:9.
Because God is Divine and Infinite life He could not draw near to the earth without
destroying both it and the human race in an instant. So He wrapped Himself around with
the successive states of heaven, from highest to lowest, rather like layers of clothing.
These wrappings formed a protective covering so that He might come down among
human beings without causing any injury or destruction to them. The final wrapping was
the physical body that He put on from Mary. He was thus a child like any other child,
except that deep within His soul was Jehovah God.
Here we have the origin of the mystical attraction and power of Jesus Christ. His
inmost being is Divine Love and Wisdom, and from them He was able to draw on a love
of saving all people and an understanding about how to accomplish this. Within Him also
were contained the charity and faith of all the angels of heaven. Jesus had these perfect
Divine and heavenly resources within to strengthen His life and ministry.
(Continued on page 2)
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Our mission is to express, share and experience with others in life an inclusive,
non-judgmental vision of God’s kingdom
1

(Continued from page 1)

With such resources to hand we may think that the life of Jesus must have been much easier than ours! In fact it
was not so because at the same time Jesus was born with a human body and a mind full of the same hereditary evils
that we all encounter. Unlike us it was necessary for Him to conquer every single one of them without even one failure
or relapse. He needed to live a perfect life in order to subdue every evil of hell. It may be the case that in worldly terms
Jesus did not live an apparently successful life, but in spiritual terms His was the greatest life ever. In Jesus God has
become a perfect Human Being. This is the mystery, awe, and joy, which make Jesus such an attractive person.
Rev Robert Gill

Sharing your Faith
The Committee for Auxiliary Ministry hosted a ‘sharing
your faith’ workshop at Kearsley on October 30th.
Twenty four members attended the event which was
facilitated by Rev Mary Duckworth and Rev Michael
Stanley with Jan, as always our watchful time keeper.
We were led into the church and sat in a circle not
really knowing what to expect. Mary lit a candle on the
floor in the centre of the circle and round the candle were
scattered picture postcards. We were asked to
concentrate on just one card which attracted us, go and
pick it up and then explain to your neighbour what
attracted you to the picture. I chose one depicting a sun
set over lake Ullswater in the Lake District. Soon the two
of us were sharing our thoughts on each of our chosen
pictures, sometimes seeing things that the other had not
seen. We moved to join two others then moved to others
to form a group of six sharing and enjoying the
experience of our pictures. Returning to the large circle
we again SHARED with everyone there.

It was with that shared feeling that we formed four
groups and slowly each person opened their hearts and
talked of their faith, their church, their concerns,
Swedenborg and his writings, living after relatives and
friends had died. So many things to talk about and time
just flew.
The groups joined together again to discuss matters
that had been touched upon, helped all the time by Mary
and Michael. We even moved onto our relationships with
other faiths and the common interest of listening to radio
4 every morning and hearing the thought for the day
Yes this was an uplifting day amongst friends, an
experience in SHARING OUR FAITH
David Sharrock

After lunch we were all privileged to enjoy a very
personal and emotional moment as Mary, Jan and
Michael each separately shared their faith with us. It was
a very special wonderful moment in our day.

THE WORD
The Swedenborg Society has recently re-published The Word, i.e. the
books of the Bible that Swedenborg considered have a continuous
spiritual sense, in a handsome edition in a slipcase, printed and bound in
red morocco by Cambridge University Press. This book would make a
splendid wedding, special anniversary or baptism gift and some churches
may wish to replace their old altar copy.
The Word retails at £40.00 (postage and packing extra) and may be
ordered over the phone or by e-mail or by post from:
The Swedenborg Society
20/21 Bloomsbury Way
London WC1A 2TH
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swed.soc@netmatters.co.uk
020 7405 7986

The Mystery of the Wandering Star
I wonder how you think the star helped the Wise Men.
For people who have known the Christmas stories from
childhood tradition dictates that the star led the Wise
Men to Jerusalem. But I do wonder what that is based
on. As far as I can see it is not necessarily supported
from the given account. Please note that I am no linguist.
As far as the original language is concerned, I am up the
Greek without a paddle, so I may be taking liberties with
it.
If we first look at what the Wise Men say , “ We saw
the star in the east”. They do not say they followed it. If
they did not follow it but were left to their own devices it
would seem obvious to look for a new king of the Jews in
Jerusalem.
The lack of a guiding star is supported by Herod
asking, “What time the star appeared.?” He does not
mean the time of day but when it first appeared. He asks
this to discover how old the new king is. Armed with this
knowledge he can destroy boys of that approximate age
in Bethlehem.
This theory seems to be supported by the only
reference in the story to following the star which comes
after they leave Jerusalem. “After they had heard the
king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen
in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over the
place where the child was.” Matthew 2:9 The description
of their joy at seeing the star sounds to me like the joy of
being reunited with a long lost friend. “When they saw
the star, they were overjoyed.” Matthew 2:10
However if we turn to the Writings, Swedenborg in
one isolated passage seems content to accept the idea
that they were led by the star to Jerusalem and not just
from Jerusalem to Bethlehem.
“The star appeared to those from the east
because the Lord is the east; and because
they had knowledge respecting the Lord's
coming from representatives that were with
them, the star appeared and went before them,
first to Jerusalem, which represented the
church itself in respect to doctrine and in
respect to the word, and from there to the
place where the infant Lord lay”.
Apocalypse Explained 422,20
(Note this is in a book Swedenborg never
published so there may be doubts about its
reliability)
There is a second mystery which demands an
answer too. This concerns the apparent inability or
unwillingness of the Lord to avoid the slaughter of the
boys. On the face of it appears that the Wise Men could
have avoided Jerusalem whether the star led them or
not. On the one hand if the star did lead them it could
have led them straight to Bethlehem as it did eventually.
Since the star led them from Jerusalem it appears that
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their need to know
about
Bethlehem
from the Hebrew
Scriptures
was
s u r p l u s
t o
requirements.
On the other
hand if they went to
Jerusalem because
they followed their
own reasoning they
could still have been
warned by God in a
dream to avoid Jerusalem, as indeed they were after
they had seen the babe. “And having been warned in a
dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their
country by another route”. Matthew 2:12. Either way it
appears that it was inevitable that Wise Men should go
to Jerusalem with all its tragic consequences.
These idiosyncrasies may not bother you but they
niggle me. I would like to know why? Some ideas can be
eliminated if we turn to the Heavenly Doctrine.
Firstly raising Herod’s awareness and fears and the
slaughter of the boys is not His will but is by the Lord’s
permission. These permissions are for the sake of
human salvation. He does not see boys as pawns in
some great chess game but the innocent victims of evil
which He has to permit. In His mercy He is present with
both the children who have passed into the spiritual
world and their parents in their grief. So it appears that
for some unavoidable reason Herod had to know.
To arrive at any deeper understanding we have to
explore the spiritual sense. The literal sense is the
clothing of the spiritually living inner sense. If we
understand this we may be closer to unravelling the
mysteries. At the moment I have not worked long
enough with the spiritual sense to see clearly possible
answers to the mysteries. In general terms I can see that
it is about the spiritual effects of the Lord coming to be
God with us, to establish the Divine Human and redeem
the human race. I can see that the Wise Men represent
the response to that coming of the gentiles who have a
love of what is good but fewer resources of spiritual
knowledge. This is in contrast to the contrast of the
Church of the time which has the knowledge but is ruled
by the cruel love of dominion.
I would appreciate hearing the responses of other
people to the mystery of the wandering star and the
spiritual background for informing Herod.
Rev John Sutton

Purley Chase - looking back
With the proposed development of Purley Chase moving steadily forward I am very pleased to be able to print two
articles about the history of Purley Chase. The first, by Patrick Johnson, presents a very personal view of the early
days at Purley Chase from the perspective of someone who lived there and who has been a frequent visitor ever
since. The second article is a re-print from the Plough from the edition of April 1976. In that edition Rev Claud
Presland wrote about his reminiscences, twenty five years after Conference had taken responsibility for Purley
Chase, from the perspective of the Secretary of Conference. To some extent the articles overlap but I am sure
readers will still enjoy the quite different styles employed.
Editor

A Rich Vein - The Purley Saga Continues
Many years ago now, I would guess a little before or
after the 1914-18 War, Thomas Slack, a member of the
Leicester New Church, who lived at Wytherley, to the
south-east of Atherstone in Warwickshire, decided he
would buy the Purley Chase Estate. As far as I know, he
had no personal use for the still fairly new Mansion, or
for the shooting rights in the adjacent woods. What
attracted him were the mineral rights. A vein of rock that
made good gravel ran close to, and possibly under, the
property. Whether it was close enough to the surface to
be profitable was an unknown quantity. However few
people could afford to pay the staff needed to run a
house of the size of Purley Chase, so the price was low
and the gamble worth while.
Thomas Slack was on familiar terms with the
Minister of the New Church in Birmingham the Rev
Eugene Schreck who learnt of Slack’s purchase with
interest. Schreck was an American (at least a
Pennsylvanian German I assume), and had earlier been
a Minister of the General Church and an active member
of the Academy Movement. He was much interested in
New Church Education and saw the possibility of using
Purley Chase for such purposes until any quarrying
began. I believe his first idea was to run a holiday school
for boys, but soon the idea of a Summer School for
Sunday School Teachers germinated in his mind. He
broached the idea with Slack who was happy to cooperate. In 1930 Schreck managed to recruit a willing
band of helpers from the Birmingham and Derby
Societies and so the Summer School took off. Notable
among the helpers were Harold and Elsie Morley from
Derby who acted as ‘Housemasters’. Elsie was a
capable cook and built up a collection of recipes with
quantities calculated for the large group of lecturers, staff
and students. Harold was a building contractor and as
well as acting as housemaster kept the building
serviceable.
I expect readers are not unfamiliar with colourful
stories of the hardships of the Summer School in the
Thirties, with straw filled mattresses and the rush to get
into bed before the petrol driven generator faded out, but
a good time was had by all. More importantly Schreck
educated a generation of Sunday School teachers for
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Birmingham, Derby and elsewhere, well versed in New
Church doctrine.
Schreck had enrolled his wife’s brother-in-law the
Rev W H Acton as his assistant lecturer, who although
English, had also served in America and was associated
with the Academy. When Schreck’s health deteriorated
Acton became the Principal and, to make up numbers,
recruited my father Rev Philip Johnson to lecture on
physiological correspondences. My father had had no
formal connection with the Academy, but as a one time
college lecturer and a member of the Camden Road
Society, where Rudolf Tafel, one of the founders of the
Academy had been minister, he was in sympathy with its
objectives. For some, now unknown reason, he was
allowed to take his young family along with him and my
brother Ian and I became familiar with Purley and the
Summer School at an early age.
For a year or two the Rev Eric Sutton, the Principal
of the New Church College and also a Birmingham
stalwart, carried on the School, but then came the 193945 War and the School had to stop. Purley Chase was
requisitioned to accommodate an American Army unit.
They did not treat it very well, although they did lay on
mains electricity (and painted some sexy pin-ups on the
walls). But it wasn’t in good condition, so when the
Summer School was revived after the War it chose to go
to the well organised Methodist hostel at Barnes Close
near Birmingham and Purley seemed to have passed out
of the picture.
But then about 1950 Thomas Slack died. The
‘estate’ passed on to his family, but he left the Mansion
and it’s grounds to the General Conference, if they
wanted it. The Conference received the offer with mixed
feelings, as many felt the dilapidated mansion, in which
dry rot had set in, was something of a ‘white elephant’
and liable to be a drain on the Church’s finances. The
old ‘Purley Team’ were soon mobilised, however, and
campaigned to re-establish it as the home for the
Summer School. But the Conference Council were yet to
be convinced of its usefulness. It was probably fortunate
that the Fire Fellowship opted to camp there, partly
under the organisation of Lady Chadwick, and that thus

Sir Thomas Chadwick, then the Treasurer of
Conference, was taken there and infected with its spell.
The Council was persuaded to accept the gift, but it
did so only on the understanding that its upkeep would
cost the Church nothing. The ‘Purleyites’ drew up a plan
of campaign. Harold Morley offered the services of his
contracting firm to eradicate the dry rot and put the
building in order. The Rev Philip Johnson, who was due
for retirement from ministry (70 in those days), offered to
become ‘warden’ and live in the premises. I must say our
family had mixed feelings about being dumped in the
country, miles from anywhere, but father’s decision was
not to be gainsaid. His vision went well beyond reestablishing the Summer School. He claimed the Church
needed a centre, a real heart. We should follow the
General Church’s example and start to build ourselves a
Bryn Athyn. Harold Morley rallied the old Purleyites from
Birmingham and Derby and others, such as W H Acton’s
children, and they willingly committed themselves to
seven year covenants which would cover the initial costs
of getting Purley up and running. Finance was put in the
capable hands of Stanley Sutton, who was a practising
accountant in Birmingham. To clear the much overgrown
grounds week-end working parties cycled over from
Birmingham and my parents organised week long
parties, after the Summer Schools. Mr Morley provided
plenty of equipment such as saws and billhooks. The
rear of the mansion was surrounded with tall trees, which
were smothering the house and increasing the damp and
rot. So we were given a lethal winch to pull the mature
forty foot trees out by their roots; a rather hazardous
operation which was somehow achieved with no more
than minor cuts and bruises. By late1952 Mr Morley had
the Warden’s quarters ready for us to occupy and the
following year the ‘house’ was ready for the Summer
School.
So Purley took off again, but somewhat slowly. The
only certain ‘bookings’ were the Summer School, the
Fire Fellowship Camp and the annual Garden Party.

However, I managed to interest the Midland’s New
Church Young People’s Council in the possibility of a
Whit Weekend School, which they did with some
trepidation, as they had never run anything bigger than a
social until then. Paul Vickers agreed to be Principal and
my mother, now in possession of Mrs Morley’s recipes
was willing to tackle any catering requirement. The
school was successful and from then on ran for many
years.
Mr Morley continued to improve the building and his
son-in-law Kenneth Sutton, an Electrical Engineer,
undertook the considerable task of rewiring the property.
My father, with somewhat reluctant help from me at
weekends, gradually got the grounds under control.
Perhaps it was rather too energetic a task for a
septuagenarian? He was taken ill while working in the
garden and died a few days later. I was now doing my
National Service and mother could not live alone at
Purley, so the Johnson era closed. We were replaced by
Mr and Mrs George Hunter who carried on the duties for
a few years, but did not feel able to settle there

Ian Johnson

Making Firewood

Michael Stanley

permanently. My Mother’s heart was still in Purley,
however, and soon she was largely instrumental in
expanding Purley’s programme by persuading my wife,
Hilda, and I to run a Young Married’s Weekend, (mother
still catering with Mrs Morley’s recipes) a type of school
that has continued until today.
When the Hunters left there was only a caretaker in
residence for a few years and no resident caterer was
available. Purley seemed to be fading away again. And
then a wonderful thing happened, when an energetic
young couple from North Lancashire appeared on the
scene, willing to cater for anyone. Until now, although
mother and Mrs Hunter had facilitated the catering for
schools, each school had supplied some staff and
brought its own food onto the premises. But Wilf and
Irene Woodhouse were willing and able to run Purley as
something closer to a regular hostel. Until now the main
preoccupation of school organisers had been the
catering, but now they were free to concentrate on the
educational and social side.

A Saturday decorating party
Nigel Sutton, now Treasurer of Conference, middle front
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Their other main concern had been as to whether
anyone would be able to travel to this out of the way
location and the logistics of meeting students at
Nuneaton or Atherstone stations. But then two
(Continued on page 6)

(Continued from page 5)

unforeseen things happened. It had been assumed that
the success of Purley would depend on people being
willing to cycle over from Birmingham or Derby. But
suddenly the members of the Church started to acquire
cars. Not only did the fathers have family saloons, but
young people had Mini-minors or Ford Populars. Quite
unexpectedly the Ministry of Transport started a scheme
to facilitate motor travel to Purley. First they built the M1
to bring London students within a few hours of Purley.
Then steadily came the M6 From Lancashire, the M1
extension (and M42) from Yorkshire and the M5 all
leading to Purley. The MOT did a good job and Purley
would probably never have succeeded without the
motorways.
So with the problems of catering and travel solved all
sorts of schools and events were tried out; some
succeeding some not. When Christopher Hasler moved
to near-by Derby and Michael Stanley to the College
they were available to introduce new innovations. As
Sunday Schools started to fade the Summer School
became a young peoples’ school and to complement it a
Children’s School was begun. To accommodate more
numbers a ‘Middle School’ was slotted in between for the
younger teens. The General Church also started to book
the premises for their schools. Quite new ideas were
introduced such as the Spiritual Growth and Sacred
Dance Weekends, the Wheelchair Safari, a Healing
School, Swedenborg Society Translation Seminars and
several others. These schools tended to take all the
available weekends in the summer, but the Ministers
School, the Senior Studies and Jeff Lomax’s Walking
Parties were happy to run ‘Monday to Friday’ sessions.
Not satisfied with this heavy programme of ‘New
Church’ activities which mostly paid their way, but only
just, Wilf and Irene took on ‘outside’ groups such as
Guides, Scouts and Bible Studies on whom they made a
profit. But Purley although beautiful and hospitable could
be chilly. The ‘programme’ was a ‘summer’ programme
so to extend it Conference was persuaded to find money

for central heating and also better sanitary facilities and
some extra double bedrooms – of which there were not
very many.
All the above schools tended to be for young people,
who liked dormitories, or for Church Members who would
‘muck in’ together. Schools designed for adults who were
often from outside the Church, such as the Sacred
Growth Weekends were less happy with dormitories.
When the Swedenborg Movement tried running
weekends for newcomers to the doctrines, there were
distinct problems. As an architect I was asked by the
Council if the building could be converted to include
more double bedrooms. The building had five
dormitories and five double rooms and I prepared a
proposal for two dormitories and fifteen double rooms. It
was not popular, however, as dormitories were deemed
to be a major attraction. Why the opportunity to talk into
the early hours of the morning is so exciting is a mystery
to dull people such as myself. My son used to come
back from Summer Schools and sleep solidly for thirty
six hours and my wife returning from Women’s
Weekends would do the same if domestic duties
permitted. A decade or so later, however, sanity seems
to be prevailing. At this year’s General Conference the
Council was able to announce plans for an extensive
refurbishment of Purley. It would have many double
bedrooms and just two dormitories and a generous
meeting hall. Not a cheap operation, but Harold Morley’s
grandson, Nigel Sutton, now Treasurer of Conference,
was able to explain how it could be done. We also learnt
that our newly ordained minister David Gaffney was
considering working for the project full time.
So the saga continues. A new Purley will open up
new possibilities for the Church. What sort of seminars,
for what sort of people and what sort of activities ? Wider
still and wider may its bounds be spread.
Patrick Johnson

The first post-war Summer School
In the front row: Harold Morley holding his hat and to his right Kathleen and Phillip Johnson
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Purley Chase - After Twenty Five Years
The Editor of The Plough recently commanded me,
politely but firmly, over the snooker table as a matter of
fact, to “write something’’ for him, and I dare not disobey.
In any case, it had been in my thinking that it is now just
a quarter of a century since the New Church
organisation became the owner of Purley Chase and, as
we all use Purley for one reason or another and we all
read The Plough (I hope!), it would be interesting to look
that far back. So I will try to revive my memories of 1951
now, and I am not sure I have every detail right, but
certainly I have the broad facts clear. I suppose the only
place where all the facts are fully recorded is the Minute
Book of the Conference Council of which I was then
Secretary, and very much a new boy at the job I was
then.
The official record in Conference’s Rule Book says,
‘‘This property was bequeathed to The General
Conference of the New Church to be used as a training
school for Sunday School teachers of the New Church or
otherwise for the purposes of Conference in memory of
the Rev E J E Schreck, founder of the Purley Chase
School, and of Mr. Thomas Slack, the donor.” It also
shows that in 1968 we sold a little bit of the land we did
not need for £4,369 which was a lot more money in
those days than it is now, to provide ourselves with a
small capital investment to give us some regular income
for the up-keep.
But take the story right back. Alderman Slack, a
staunch New Churchman had at some time bought the
place, very derelict, for what purpose I shall never know.
And in the 1920’s he had let it be used, a week or so
every year, for a Summer School for teachers. Those
first Summer Schools were a bit primitive - sleeping on
straw and so on! - but they were a great success, and at
that time something new in Church life, and there are a
lot of older folk in the Church who look back on them
with great affection. At some time during those earliest
days Mr Slack offered to give Purley to the Conference,
but the official view at that time, rightly or wrongly, was
that the derelict building would be too big a burden, and
the officials said a very courteous, ‘‘No, thank you.’’
Mr Slack was a forthright and vigorous character,
and I imagine him laughing as he wouldn’t take no for an
answer. He left Purley to the Conference in his will Art!
And when he died another generation from that which
had declined the gift had to think again, and everyone
got busy discussing what was involved. The Conference
Council wanted to know a lot more: and so I found
myself, on way to Keighley for my first Council meeting
as Secretary, calling with Sir Thomas Chadwick and Mr
A E Friend at Purley Chase, in October 1950, to meet
with Mr and Mrs Harold Morley, stalwarts of Purley and
members of the Derby Society, to discuss it all.
The place was in a shocking mess. During the war
years and for some time afterwards, the Army had been
in occupation and had, one imagines, done some work
7

April 1976

on the place to make itself comfortable. The story going
around in those days, true or not I don’t know, was that
Mr. Slack had riot got our at all well with the
Commanding Officer and had anyway resented his loved
Purley Chase being commandeered; and one day he
had stormed into the CO’s office and demanded a
promise that the building would be handed back
undamaged and in just the state it was when the troops
first moved in. The story was that the CO had meekly
given just that promise and, when the occupation of the
building came to an end, had told his men to rip out
every improvement which had been put in! I don’t vouch
for that story, but I do know that in October 1950 we saw
bathroom fittings, electrical fittings and cables, furniture,
piled up on a rubbish tip …obviously valuable materials
just destroyed.
Mr and Mrs Morley gave us a picnic lunch in what is
now the dining room and, huddled around an oil stove for
warmth, we sat on upturned boxes to enjoy their
hospitality. They poured out confidence that everything
could be put right and that the Church was being given a
great opportunity to develop in new ways. Mr Morley was
a builder, and promised that he would not fail in the task
if the go-ahead could be given; and he and his wife both
were utterly convinced that they could collect in the
Midlands a team to do the work involved, and that from
many sources the essential money would be
forthcoming. We talked for hours that day around the
whole problem, and left it at the end that Mr Morley
would put his thoughts into writing - which he did very
speedily in a first-rate 20 page statement which was
duplicated for wide distribution - and we went on to
Keighley to report to the Conference Council, which
opted for finding out a lot more before it made any
decision either way.
As the weeks went by, it became increasingly
apparent that, if the thing was to be done, it would have
to be largely accomplished by New Church folk in the
Midlands, for it would mean constant physical labour on
the site by people living fairly close so as not to waste
too much time and money in travelling. It became
apparent too that there was within the Church, and within
the New Church in the Midlands, an honest difference of
opinion: I think no one wanted to refuse the bequest out
of hand, but some thought the job was too much and
would simply destroy the real Church by becoming an
end in itself, while others thought it could be done and
wanted In try.
And then we hit the major snag. The lawyers were at
work! A Church organisation like ours is controlled by the
law of the land as to what it can and cannot do, and the
Charity Commission is a government department set up
to exercise that control. In many things we do, we have
first to get Charity Commission consent. The
Commission started telling us that in British law no group
(Continued on page 8)

(Continued from page 7)

like ours could accept property such as this bequeathed
to it, unless it could show that accepting it would be to its
advantage and not just a strain on its resources. (As I
recall it, it was an ancient ‘’Statute of Mortmain’ that was
being invoked.) The Charity Commission was thinking it
should order the sale of the place, for it could not see
that any other action was realistic. But by this time it had
become clear that we ought to try to keep the property: it
did not have to be just a white elephant. The Midland
people were all set to get started on the job. So I tailed
behind Sir Thomas Chadwick and off we went to the
Charity Commissioners in their offices in St. James’s. I
wasn’t much use at that interview for I had no experience
then in that field, but Sir Thomas was an old hand, and
himself a prominent Civil Servant, and I sat back and
greatly admired his skill and fluency in making out our
case. In due course course, we heard we had won the
day, and I see in our 1952 Year Book we have the
laconic statement, “The Charity Commissioners are
authorising the holding of the property by the
Conference.” I recall writing to Mr Harold Morley the very
day I heard this, and I still have in my personal files his
answer, written in that neat careful handwriting of his,
expressing his joy that now he could start to work.
No one who was not about in those days can
imagine the magnitude of the job to be tackled, almost
but not entirely by people resident near enough to get on
with the job in every available minute. Money began to
come in, and Mr Morley’s firm did some work, but nearly
all was done by volunteers able and willing to tackle it
themselves. Dry rot to be eradicated, electrical work to
be done, rooms to be converted and decorated,
undergrowth on the drive-ways to be cleared, the
grounds to he cleaned up, even, I remember, a small
tree to be removed from a chimney pot where it had
been living and growing well! There are no records of
who did what, who did much, who did little - but the thing
just got started arid then snowballed. And the Rev and
Mrs Philip Johnson moved into residence, and the
pattern of what we now have began to emerge.
And every time I go there now I think back with
wonder to that cold dining room in October 1950, and to
Mr and Mrs Morley and their sure faith in what to do
many seemed impossible; I recall standing at the
entrance to the long drive and thinking it impossible that
anyone could ever walk down it again; and I remember
that awfully depressing pile of rubbish behind the house
with so much that seemed just purposely thrown out.
Twenty-five years after and how the thing has
developed.
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It’s not much good discussing hypothetical things,
and we shall get nowhere by talking about what might
have happened had we sold out, taken the money and
lost the place. Certainly at that time there was grave
division of opinion within the Church and, please note,
within all age groups in the Church; it would be foolish to
suppose that it was the younger ones who wanted to
keep it and the older ones who wanted to let it go, or that
it was the Councils which had no enthusiasm and the
individuals who had enthusiasm. Things are never clearcut like that. The division of opinion was everywhere
present, and on both sides it was an honest difference of
opinion and a considered one. Psychologically, perhaps
it was the attitude of the Charity Commission which was
the hardest thing to face, and had not Sir Thomas been
utterly convinced that we should accept the legacy we
might not have overcome this barrier. Because of my
inexperience then, I was myself not much more than a
spectator. What I do know, as I look back now, is that I
then thought, and I still think, that those who took the
lead were doing so in a wise fashion, and I like to think
that the Lord was able to use their sincerity and
thoughtfulness for the good of His Church. In the work
Divine Providence, Swedenborg writes, “If you wish to be
led by the Divine Providence, use prudence, as a
servant and minister who faithfully dispenses the goods
of his master.” DP 210. I hope they were doing just that.
What’s in the future for Purley Chase? There must
be lots more possibilities yet – and many good things still
to come in the work there. One day I hope we shall be
able to build up there one of the finest New Church
libraries in the world – and see such a library being
extensively used for the scholarship of the Church.
There must be much that can be done, especially with
the great team working there these days. With the twin
factors, increasing inflation and increasing age of the
property, perhaps we have to recognise that we shall
see problems which at present we do not anticipate.
Here’s hoping that every generation will be prepared to
do what needs to be done that the work of the Church
may not fail.
Rev Claud Presland
The Plough April 1976

The Christmas Crib
At West Wickham we often have a Christmas Crib
displayed in our porch at Christmas. This attracts a lot of
interest from passers-by, especially small children who
are able to peer into the lighted crib and see all the
animals and figures that make up the scene. It is a
traditional crib with large figures (up to 30 cm high) and
includes both shepherds and kings as well as Joseph,
Mary and the baby Jesus surrounded by various
animals. Of course we know that it is very unlikely that
the shepherds would have been there with the kings, but
it doesn’t really matter.

Now concentrate on the shepherds. The shepherds
have seen the angels and have come to find Jesus.
They have brought with them all their sheep which they
lovingly protect and care for even if they go astray. The
shepherds are our desire to cherish goodness in our
lives and direct it to serve others.

I am sure that most readers of Lifeline will be very
familiar with what it looks like so try picturing in your
mind the scene in the crib as you read this short
meditation.

And now picture the kings, who have been led by a
bright shining star to come to Bethlehem. They have
travelled a long way to find Jesus because they know
how important his birth is and they want to present their
gifts to him. We can be kings when we allow the light of
the Word to guide us and show us how He can be truly
born in our lives.

First think about the manger in the centre of the crib. It is
a place for animals to feed, perhaps horses but more
likely for an ox or ass. The animals seek feed in the
manger just as we need to seek spiritual nourishment
and to understand the Lord and what he teaches.

Finally look into your crib and see the gifts which the
kings have brought, gifts of gold, frankincense and
myrrh. There is gold, the love which we must bring to the
Lord. There is frankincense, our faith in Him. And there
is myrrh, our obedience to what He teaches.

Now look around your crib and see the sheep gathered
together with their shepherds. The sheep are looked
after by the shepherds and led to the manger. The sheep
are the simple acts of goodness in our lives which must
be present for the Lord to come alive within us.

This Christmas Crib is a wonderful picture of all the
feelings and thoughts that must be present in our hearts
and minds if Jesus is to be truly born in our lives and
begin the amazing transformation that only He can
achieve.
May you and your family and friends be blessed with a
truly loving and peaceful Christmas.
Alan Misson
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Reminiscences of Rhodes and Middleton
On Sunday 24 October 2004 Rhodes and Middleton
New Church closed.

I was baptised at Rhodes New Church by a Lay Leader,
Mr George Spencer of Bolton, who is a distant relative of
my wife’s and the grandfather of Elisabeth Jarvis
deceased wife of Rev Bruce Jarvis, well known in our
national church. I don’t remember anything about that
occasion as I was quite small at the time.
One of my earliest memories of Rhodes is of being
taken to morning service by my brother Fred, who was
10 years older than I was. He walked ahead at his
normal speed which meant I had to run most of the way.
I constantly complained but it didn’t make much
difference because we had to be there on time. Morning
service was usually taken by Mr Gerald Nutt, the church
treasurer, who had a wonderful gift of finding and telling
the most wonderful stories with clear morals. I enjoyed
that very much. Then lunch with my 2 maiden aunts and
back to Sunday school where we read round from the
Bible in turn. The teacher had not received any training
and so could not explain anything and if asked a
question couldn’t answer it. In fact it was very boring,
except Geoffrey Allen, (later Mayor of Middleton), and
the Smithies brothers and their friends sometimes
misbehaved for the Sunday School Superintendent,
which I found quite entertaining. Another memory of my
childhood at Rhodes is of the Shrove Tuesday Romp or
party where we were allowed to walk around with
imitation rifles which had been used on stage in the past.
I felt great with one of these over my shoulder.
My first memories of the Middleton church were of
being invited by Rev Norman Riley, at that time minister
at Middleton, to join the Middleton Youth Group. I made
firm friends with the others there and went and played
badminton and other games with them. Rev Riley took
us away on holidays to Kildwick and Scarborough. I
remember once at Kildwick Hostel being dressed in an
old sheet and given some chains and told to climb up a
ladder outside the girl’s dormitory window. This I did and
moaned as I thought a ghost would do. One of the girls
drew back the curtains and said “It’s no use Geoffrey
they are all asleep. “I fell off the ladder.
One thing I was very proud of was the Sunday
School Anniversaries at Rhodes. My grandfather Arthur
Ball was choirmaster and used to hire a number of local
musicians to form an orchestra. He also paid for a wellknown soloist to come and sing for us. I remember
particularly Mr George Allen, a bass from Rawtenstall,
who used to sing at Scarborough for the summer
season, singing from Mendelssohn’s Elijah and my
father, a tenor, singing “Art thou he that troubleth Israel”.
My part was to sit with the other children at the back of
the choir but not to sing too loudly as I was a grunter,
that is I couldn’t sing in tune. As I got into my mid teens I
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got the job of handing out the hymn sheets for the
afternoon and evening anniversary services and I
thought this was a really important job. One unkind lady
described our anniversary services as “Sunday night at
the Rhodes Palladium” but I thought they were great and
so did the crowd who packed the Sunday school
regularly.
Eventually I was introduced to evening service. The
Rhodes church had no minister of its own for 50 years
but Rev Norman Riley, who was at Middleton, was our
Honorary Pastor. This meant he was supposed to come
and take service for us 4 times a year but Norman was
far more generous than he had to be and came
whenever he could. Rev Harry Hilton also took service
fairly regularly but the rest of the time we had local
preachers, sometimes good, sometimes poor, and
occasionally Mr Boardman, the Secretary, or Mr Nutt, the
Treasurer would read parts of the Sermon on the Mount.
I remember one local preacher on one occasion
preaching about the resurrection of the Body, which the
New Church does not believe in, and on another
referring to the 2 great seafaring nations of the ancient
world, the Greeks and the Physicians!!!
After I returned from university I was approached to
become Secretary. I agreed and was asked to see Mr
Boardman, who had been Secretary for over 40 years,
who would explain the duties. This I did but was
fascinated by the way the 90 year old Mr. Boardman lit
one cigarette from another and chain smoked all the time
I was there. After the Middleton church had joined us on
the Rhodes premises it was decided that we needed to
rebuild. As Secretary I was very much involved in this.
My job was to liaise between a church committee that
included people who wanted a large neo-Gothic
structure and an architect, Mr Harry Brown, who knew
how much money we had and what we would get for
that. It was not an easy task but eventually it was agreed
to build an A shaped church for £17,500. The architect
wisely insisted on a fixed price contract and the job was
given to Arrowhead Construction Ltd, who were shop
fitters trying to break into building. They hired “brickies”
from the “Lump” and they had a very weak foreman. The
result was that the workers spent a great deal of time
drinking tea and playing cards and also when they had
built the front wall of the church the architect was not
satisfied and made them knock it down until he was
satisfied. We got our church for £17,500 but Arrowhead
soon after went bankrupt.
Whilst I was Secretary the Rhodes Autumn Club
asked to rent our hall. On consulting the Trust Deed I
found that not only were we not allowed to rent our
premises but no women and no ministers were allowed
on the Church Committee. We asked the Rev Claud
Presland, as Secretary of Conference, to get the Charity
Commissioners to change this. After 2 years, in which
(Continued on page 11)

(Continued from page 10)

the Autumn Club had naturally gone elsewhere they
agreed that we could rent the premises out and women
were to be allowed on the Church Committee but no
ministers. There were 2 ministers on the Church
Committee at the time so we decided to ignore the
Charity Commission and I suppose have been illegal
most of the time since. I was also in charge of the
heating which didn’t work properly. Every Sunday I got
complaints until I spent more time on Sunday worrying
about the heating than I did concentrating on the service.
Eventually I resigned both as Secretary and from the
heating. Mr John Ford took over as Secretary and did an
excellent job and Mr Kenneth Wild took over the heating
which he improved considerably.
I eventually became a lay preacher. I remember that
I went for classes with the Rev Harry Hilton but he gave
them up before long I think because one of the
participants went on and on and on. None of us could
get a word in edgeways! Then my brother, who was a
minister, took Kenneth Wild and me to the old Middleton
New Church and told us to read from the Bible. I
remember him saying when I read my passage” That’s
no good nobody will ever hear you if you go on like that.”
He was right and I hope I have done something about it.
During this period of my life my church connections
brought me many happy hours playing tennis with Miss
Kathleen Coogan, who is I think a direct descendant
from Peter Clarkson one of the founder members of the
Rhodes church.
After marriage my wife Anne and I joined the Area
Choir with my brother as choirmaster and we sang at
anniversaries. I can’t read music so I had to stand next
to a man from Heywood or Besses and follow their every
move. I remember, when we sang from “Joseph’s
Technicolor Dream coat”, Mr Harry Shepherd
complaining bitterly that Arthur Ball was probably turning

in his grave as Joseph was far too modern!!! We also
sang a piece about Noah where we had to sing “two by
two by two” about 17 times and finish all together on a
crescendo. We kept getting it wrong till Fred said “When
I drop my baton everybody stop.” It worked!!!
I was minister here for a short time but I don’t think it
was a good idea because I felt that as minister I was not
taken too seriously as I was always Herbert Clarkson
and Edith Ball’s lad. On the other hand when I was a
student minister and needed practice in leading groups
my church rallied round and formed a group and helped
me a great deal. The final memory I have of this church
is taking the last wedding here of the daughter of friends
of my wife and I. it was a very moving and joyous
occasion.
I have some very happy memories of both Middleton
and Rhodes New Churches and of the combined church
which came from them. I am very sad that this church
has had to shut down but I understand that the numbers
are now so low that it has become a burden to keep
things going and the Sunday school building is suffering
from subsidence. I am sorry for the remaining members.
At least I am lucky enough to attend a church in Keighley
where there is still plenty of life. I hope and pray that the
remaining members of Rhodes and Middleton New
Church will find solace elsewhere. I would remind them
that churches all over the country are suffering from
similar problems and perhaps the Christian church as a
whole and the New Church as part of it will have to
change radically to survive. I don’t know how this is to
come about but I am certain that the Lord will find a way
forward so that those who wish to may still “worship him
in spirit and in truth.”
Rev Geoffrey Clarkson

From the Writings ...
In Isaiah:
Unto us a child is born, unto us a Son is given; upon whose shoulder is the government; he shall call
His name Wonderful, Counsellor, God, Hero, Father of Eternity, Prince of Peace. To the increase of
His government and peace there shall be no end (Isaiah 9:6-7).
These things are said of the Lord's coming, of whom it is said, "Unto us a child is born, unto us a Son is given,"
because "child" in the Word signifies good, here Divine good, and "son" truth, here Divine truth. This is said on
account of the marriage of good and truth that is in every particular of the Word; and as Divine good and Divine truth
are from the Lord, He is called "Prince of Peace," and it is said, "to the increase of His government and peace there
shall be no end;" "government" is predicated of Divine truth, and "peace" of Divine good conjoined to Divine truth,
therefore He is called the "Prince of Peace."
Apocalypse Explained 365,17
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Notices
Please put 18th June 2005 in your diary so
that you can thank Wilf and Irene and join in
the celebrations for the new developments.
There will be events from 10.30 until 5.00
including a service, lunch, games for children
and a celebration of Purley.
If you would like to make a donation towards
Wilf and Irene’s present, cheques should be
made payable to Purley Chase New Church
Centre and sent to:
Liz Clemett

37 Mellor Drive
Uttoxeter
ST14 7AL

Change of Address and Telephone details
Judith Wilson has a new email address:

judith.wilson@generalconference.org.uk

Jan and Ian Johnson have an additional telephone number:
0845 345 4387
(local rate from anywhere in the country)

Library and Archives Committee
To help us keep our records up to date, it would be very useful if Societies could give the Committee details
of any portraits which they have in their care, both those belonging to Conference and those owned by the
Society. Please send the information to our secretary:
Mrs Frances Fisher

Lifeline

Contributions should be sent to the Editor,
27 Woodland Way, Shirley, Croydon, CR0 7UB

39A Mersea Road
Colchester
Essex
CO2 7QS

Alan C Misson
Tel: 020 8777 5098
Email: alanmisson@btinternet.com
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