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Beannacht / Blessing by John O'Donohue 
On the day when
the weight deadens
on your shoulders
and you stumble,
may the clay dance
to balance you.

And when your eyes
freeze behind
the grey window
and the ghost of loss
gets into you,
may a flock of colours,
indigo, red, green
and azure blue,
come to awaken in you
a meadow of delight.

When the canvas frays
in the currach of thought
and a stain of ocean
blackens beneath you,
may there come across the waters
a path of yellow moonlight
to bring you safely home.
May the nourishment of the earth be yours,
may the clarity of light be yours,
may the fluency of the ocean be yours,
may the protection of the ancestors
be yours........

...And so may a slow
wind work these words
of love around you,
an invisible cloak
to mind your life.



Programme and notices 


Sunday Services  
3rd October 7pm Joan Cook on Zoom ‘Rainbows’

10th October 11am Roddy Macpherson in church and on Zoom ‘A Welcome to Our Visitors’ 

17th October 7pm Alastair Moodie on Zoom, title to be arranged

24th October 11am Jim Millar in church ‘Climate Change - A Religious Response’ 

31st October 7pm Barry Bell ‘Something Different’ on Zoom 


Wednesday Meetings at 7pm (via Zoom) 
October 6th ‘The Battle for Mosul’ topic introduced by Roddy Macpherson 

October 13th ‘Unitarian Panorama’ (with Unitarians in Edinburgh): Unitarians in Edinburgh 
have begun a series of monthly meetings on the history of Unitarianism. As they meet on a 
Wednesday at 7pm the Glasgow group has decided to join them at their monthly meeting. 

The topic for the October meeting will be: How we came to Unitarianism and what it means for 
us. Why have we kept coming? 

Instead of the usual Glasgow Zoom link, we will meet with the Edinburgh Unitarians at:

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/81553955779
Meeting ID: 815 5395 5779 

October 20th Spirituality and emotionality: what is the difference? 

October 27th What do we mean by equality? 


Social Meeting 
Saturday 2nd October at 12.30 pm: you are cordially invited to Ruth's house and garden in 
West Kilbride for a Bring and Share Lunch after which those who wish to do so can enjoy a 
guided tour of historic mediaeval Portencross Castle in its beautiful coastal setting. Spouses 
and children welcome. Car-sharing from Glasgow can hopefully be arranged or you can travel 
to West Kilbride from Glasgow by train (both under an hour). The intention is to eat outside if 
possible. If not, in well-ventilated parts of the house! (Or garage—if Ruth can get it tidied in 
time!). Further details later and Ruth will need to know numbers attending. Contact: 
rlgregory1765@gmail.com or tel 01294 822544 or 07380 278325

Committee Meetings 
4th October 7.30pm - Ministry Subcommittee (via Zoom)

11th October 7.30pm - Management Committee (via Zoom) 


And don’t forget Tea and Coffee meetings on (via Zoom) every Tuesday at 11am!  
All GUC Zoom meetings are accessed through the following link: 
https://zoom.us/j/5291141523?pwd=YjdhaFgxakY0TWJHWENZMW1PYjhoZz09

Rev. Peter Fairbrother’s second online Heart Circle is on Thursday 14th October at 7pm 
No prior registration required, the Zoom link is on Peter’s website: 

https://www.revpeterfairbrother.uk/community.html

Readers are welcome to take part in our online poll of options for the church banner during 
COP26 at the following link:

https://linkto.run/p/XW6WMU62

CORRECTION! Please note that our service on Sunday the 26th of September will take place 
at 11am in the church. The service will also be available on Zoom at the same time.  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In Scotland and Ireland, the term 'guising' - taken from the word 'disguise' - is 
the traditional description for the practice of children going door-to-door on 
Halloween, looking for gifts in the form of food, such as apples or nuts in olden 
days, and sweets and chocolate in more recent times.

Halloween in its modern form is a jumble of customs and traditions handed 
down over thousands of years from the Pagans and the Celts. A festival that’s 
resisted the civilising influence of the church, crossed the Irish Sea and the 
Atlantic and returned to  us with embellishments such as the pumpkin and Trick 
or Treating. 
Personally, I dislike the Americanisation of Halloween and  regret the demise of 
‘guising’. The old tradition was that children sang a song or recited a poem 
before receiving their rewards. Nowadays, you are lucky if they tell a joke. 
(My age is showing!)

Samhuinn and the Celts
No one is very sure how long Halloween has been celebrated, but it’s certain 
that the festival of Samhuinn (Scottish Gaelic), Samhain (Irish Gaelic), meaning 
Summer’s End, played a central role in Celtic culture and pagan beliefs. 
Samhuinn marked the point in the year when the sun gave way to darkness, an 
anxious point for an agrarian society that depended on sun and light.
The festival also marked the end of the Pagan calendar year and the start of the 
new year. A transition point that the Celts believed the veil between the world of 
the dead and living was at its thinnest. In a liminal state that allowed the dead to 
bleed through into the physical world to revisit the living.

Bonfires were lit, for warmth and light, as a symbolic tribute to the sun but also 
as a reminder to all that the power of the sun lived on through the dark months. 
Ancestors from the other world were welcomed to join the feasting of harvest 
fruits, vegetables and nuts, whilst evil spirits were warded off.

Halloween and the 
Scottish Tradition of 
‘Guising’
by Lyanne Mitchell



GUC Zoom Engagement Session 29 August 2021 

Religious and Spiritual Engagement in the 21st Century


This will be an “engagement session” which introduces - and enables congregational engagement with 
- the GA-promoted “Leading Change in the Congregation” course (based upon the book of the same 
name by Gil Rendle) which was recently engaged with by five members of this spiritual and religious 
community, along with around 50 other potential and actual leaders from Unitarian congregations 
around Britain.


There were of course some very differing perspectives identified by individuals and by Unitarian 
communities, and even very clear differences between individuals attending from the same community 
(some of whom did at times seem to have read an entirely different book from the one I had engaged 
with!), but there was also some clear agreement between most who attended of certain key elements.


Since these same differences apply significantly to the five of us attending from Glasgow, you will need 
to think of what I say as “Barry’s personal take”.


I intend to focus this session upon the broad picture of why change may be needed rather than upon 
the detail of how we may decide to proceed, and look forward to engaging with you.


Music 1


Let’s have a little music first to set the scene, and to remind us of how someone else (Bob Dylan) 
sought to create awareness of living through a time of significant change.


I have deliberately chosen a version of his song which includes singing in harmony, as this ties in with a 
point made by Gil Rendle about the difference between harmony and monotony.


https://youtu.be/DY-KlLRpJ3g


So, what should you expect today?


The major content will be an 18-minute video by Gil Rendle (the author of the book “Leading Change in 
the Congregation”), and a longer period (hopefully) of engagement about this and about some earlier 
thoughts I will have expressed.


To enable free engagement on your part I am able to make the commitment to you that the “open” part 
of our engagement will not be posted on the wider internet (although Glasgow Unitarian Church will 
hold a copy for our own benefit), so that you can feel free to both identify and express yourself.


Why might change on our part be needed? Well, it’s mainly because we live in changing times, so that 
“doing what we have always done in exactly the way we have always done it” is unlikely to be 
sustainable.


Here are two questions whose answers may generate something of a paradigm shift in our thinking -


Q1	 How many of us here today associate our first piece of music (The Times They Are A-changing) 
with the 1960s?


A	 Most of us, I guess.


Q2	 How many of us realise that the pace of change has not miraculously slowed down since, but 
has actually escalated?


A	 Many fewer of us, I guess.


All of which leads us to the Paradigm shift I mentioned -
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The realisation that the world we are living in now is even more different to that of the 1960s than they in 
their time were to that of the 1900s.

PAUSE

I think it is possible that humankind might now prefer to engage in a different way from that of traditional 
creedal and denominational religion with the religious and spiritual side of “being human”.

I think it is possible that they would like to engage in a much less divisive way with “our own best selves” 
to become better, happier, human beings.

I think it is possible that this is our time.

I am inviting you to engage with an ongoing process over the coming months and years to keep Glasgow 
Unitarian Church a relevant and safe community which enables spiritual growth (the getting better in 
touch with our own best selves) well into the 21st Century rather than risking it becoming an irrelevant 
and dying community.

The important phrase here is an ongoing process. I am not talking about a one-off event,  although one-
off events such as surveys, questionaires, and Vision Days will certainly be important parts of this 
process.

Background to the first Gil Rendle video

I have located two videos by Gil Rendle on Youtube which relate to his book “Leading Change in the 
Congregation” (although there may well be others), and am bringing the first of these to you now.

I found it fascinating, fun, and first-rate, and was able to overcome the small challenges I did have with 
its showmanship and its Methodist cultural background.

The first Gil Rendle video

https://youtu.be/Z9GINfufrUQ

Now it’s your turn – let’s please engage rather more like our religious and spiritual neighbours who 
engage in Mindfulness though, and refrain from engaging in full-scale debate at this time.

Thank you all for your involvement today.

Let’s bring this session to a close with a piece of music which has a connection with Gil Rendle (and his 
Methodist background with the Alban Institute) in that it first reached me in a Zoom service held by a 
Methodist church in Stirling. It was brought to them by a couple of paid professionals employed by the 
Methodist Churches in Scotland to engage with the COP26 conference being held in Glasgow this 
November on their behalf.

Music 2

https://youtu.be/3kVHKuldZyw

You can watch the introduction for this service on YouTube here:

https://youtu.be/HLHOIXdYPpU

Barry Bell
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Tales from a Bute garden

Recently, while Hugh and I were enjoying 
the sunshine in our garden, a movement 
caught my eye....and to our surprise, we 
realised we had an unusual visitor - a quail.
The bird seemed calm and was not nervous 
at all. Our next door neighbour managed to 
take a photo  and we sent it to the Bute 
museum. The bird specialist there wrote 
back to say that a quail  had been seen and 
recorded only once, ever, on the Isle of 
Bute. We were quite excited and honoured!

However, it now turns out that two people on the island are keeping quails and 
selling their eggs....so our wee visitor was unlikely to be a wild bird and more 
likely to be an escapee. This would explain its calm and relaxed demeanor as 
we were quite close. It was no doubt quite used to a human audience.

One Spring day I was looking 
out our kitchen window and saw 
sparrows swinging up and down 
on the large pampus grass plant 
in our back garden.

It looked so comical - they were 
bouncing up and down on the 
feathery  ends....as though it 
was a game. Their weight was 
causing the leaves to bend up 
and down as though they were 
riding on a fairground attraction!

Then I realised what was really 
happening - they were gathering 
the feathery pampus material for 
their nests so the bouncing ride 
was just an added bonus!

Lyanne Mitchell

An unusual visitor

Fairground Attraction?



Joyous Return to Berkeley Street for our Flower Service
On the 12th of September our congregation was delighted to be able to assemble once again in 
Berkeley Street for the first time in 18 months, and to share in a Flower Service together. Worship 
leaders, Sheena Bluer and Iain Brown, conducted those congregated in this traditional celebration of 
fellowship inaugurated by Unitarian martyr Norbert Čapek. There were 16 present in the church for the 
occasion, including 3 representing the Forth Valley Fellowship. On Zoom, 12 of us were happy to be 
included in the service, watching the proceedings live. We were able to see old friends gathered once 
more, and to say hello to those in the church via the projector. 

To mark this special occasion, our minister Emeritus, Rev. John Clifford, delivered a short inaugural 
message to all those gathered, physically and virtually, from his own home via Zoom. Iain Brown was 
pleased to present Margaret Paxton with an appreciation for pastoral care during the pandemic, which 
Margaret received, as she was keen to stress, on behalf of the whole pastoral care team. Ruth Gregory 
organised after-service refreshments downstairs with the handy assistance of Roddy Macpherson. 

Other highlights of the day included the congregation singing the words of a new hymn by Lyanne 
Mitchell to the tune of Kelvingrove, and piano renditions of Dvořák’s symphony ‘From the New World’ 
and Debussy’s ‘Girl with the Flaxen Hair’ by talented musician Maciej Granat. Thanks go to Ali Briggs for 
coordinating in church and online aspects of the service and making the return to the church building a 
success—a good basis on which to improve our online and physical offerings as we navigate our way 
into the post–pandemic era. 

Donald Jacobs  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‘We feel ourselves isolated in the cosmos.

We are no longer involved in nature 
and we have lost our emotional participation in natural events, 

which hitherto had a symbolic meaning for us.

Thunder is no longer the voice of a god, nor is lightning his avenging 
missile. No river contains a spirit, no tree means a human’s life, 

no snake is the embodiment of wisdom 
and no mountain still harbours a great demon.

Neither do things speak to us nor can we speak to things, 
like stones, springs, plants and animals.’

______________________________________________

‘You are what you do,
not what you 
say you will do’

Carl Jung

‘The living spirit grows and even outgrows 
its earlier forms of expression;

It freely chooses in whom it lives and who proclaim it.
This living spirit is eternally renewed and pursues its goal 

in manifold and inconceivable ways throughout 
the history of  humankind.

Measured against it, the names and forms which we have given it 
mean little enough;

they are only the changing leaves and blossoms 
on the stem of the eternal tree.’

Slightly adapted and contributed by Lyanne Mitchell



Page  of 9 12

Hosseini has commented that he considers The Kite Runner to be a father-son 
relationship story, emphasizing the familial aspects of the narrative, an element 
that he continued to use in his later works. Themes of guilt and redemption 
feature prominently in the novel, with a pivotal scene depicting an act of sexual 
assault that happens against Hassan that Amir fails to prevent. The situation as a 
whole was the main reason why Amir and Hassan's friendship ended. The latter 
half of the book centers on Amir's attempts to atone for this transgression by 
rescuing Hassan's son two decades later.
The Kite Runner became a bestseller after being printed in paperback and was 
popularized in book clubs. It appeared on the New York Times bestseller list for 
over two years, with over seven million copies sold in the United States.
Reviews were generally positive, though parts of the plot drew significant 
controversy in Afghanistan. A number of adaptations were created following 
publication, including a 2007 film of the same name. (info  from Wikipedia)                                             
I found both book and  film extremely moving - and highly recommended them.

The Kite Runner 
This is the first novel by Afghan-
American author Khaled Hosseini.It tells 
the story of Amir, a young boy from 
Kabul. The story is set against a 
backdrop of tumultuous events, from the 
fall of Afghanistan's monarchy through 
the Soviet invasion, the exodus of 
refugees to Pakistan and the United 

The grim and tragic events taking place in Afghanistan are vexing us all - and I 
find myself wondering what practical steps we might take as members of GUC?
Scotland’s councils have drawn up plans to welcome hundreds of Afghan 
refugees in the coming months. Under current plans, at least 60 families and a 
further 73 individuals have either arrived or are expected in Scotland under the 
resettlement programme for Afghans who worked with the British military or 
government in Afghanistan. A total of 25 of Scotland’s 32 councils responded to 
the PA news agency’s request for information on Afghan refugee resettlement.

Lyanne Mitchell
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Positive Possibility
 Professor Sir David King, a former chief 
scientific adviser to the government, and 
later the UK’s special representative for 
climate change says that “It has already 
been demonstrated that planting seaweed 
and sea-grass, and sprinkling iron on the 
surface of the ocean, possibly in the form 
of desert sand or volcanic dust, sets in 
motion a chain reaction that massively 
increases the fish population, without 
dropping in a single fish from outside.”  

He explains that, “The iron acts as a fertiliser for seaweed such as giant kelp – 
the fastest growing plant in the world, by a factor of 30 or 40.  That stimulates 
the production of animal plankton, the starting foodstuff for fish larvae”.
He tells us that the average female fish lays about 100,000 eggs in a year, 
which means that the oceans are replete with fish larvae, most of which do not 
develop because there is no food stock for them.  “But by creating vast green 
areas, of maybe 50,000 sq. km, with a high density of plankton, they will live.  
So within three months there will be many billions of fish within a small area.”  
Like surface plants and trees, seaweed and sea-grass require carbon to grow, 
and they get it by absorbing carbon-dioxide from the air, and releasing the 
oxygen to the atmosphere.

However, that would be interfering in natural processes, and should be 
rigorously tried and tested.  One possibility is that poisonous algae blooms could 
thrive on the oxygen.  There may be others.  Sir David and the Centre for 
Climate Repair he set up at Cambridge University are leading a worldwide four-
year trial of the main fish-boosting techniques, starting next year.

Sir David, 82, has published 500 papers on science and policy.  He has 22 
honorary degrees.  He has served as an advisor to successive governments 
from Tony Blair to Theresa May.  This year, he set up the Climate Change 
Advisory Group, which is playing a key role in COP 26.  He believes that the 
spate of extreme weather events, from drought to flooding, from extremes of 
temperature to catastrophic wildfires is convincing governments that action must 
not be delayed, if we are to prevent a significant disastrous rise in temperature.

Janet Briggs

( Information 
obtained 
from the 
      Independent
      Newspaper 
      11.9.21 )
 
 



from our archives: A New Christianity? Personal reflections 
on Bishop Spong – 11th APRIL 2010 – James Millar 
[Rt. Rev. John Shelby (Jack) Spong died on the 12th September. Bishop Spong was an influential thinker 
on Christianity, especially appreciated by Unitarians in particular. See below a thoughtful consideration 
of the life and work of Bishop Spong by worship leader Jim Millar in a past service in our church.] 

Two thousand years ago, so the story goes, a young man whom we know as Jesus of Nazareth, 
was put to death at the command of Roman Governor of Judea, Pontius Pilate. It is interesting 
to contem- plate on this day, a week after Easter, how his disciples must have felt a week after 
the first Easter. “Where do we go from here?” they may have asked themselves.


Two thousand years later, there are some, like myself and perhaps some of you sitting here 
today, raised in the Christian tradition who in the 21st century can longer accept the teaching 
of the Holy Catholic Church. “Where do we go from here?” we ask ourselves.


One such man who asked this question and proposed a way forward is Bishop John Shelby 
Spong, the retired Anglican Bishop of Newark. It is his work that I shall attempt to discuss, 
albeit briefly, today. Spong was born in 1931 in Charlotte, South Carolina and was educated in 
Charlotte state schools. From 1955 to 1976 he served as rector of 5 different southern parishes 
within the Anglican Commu- nion before moving to Newark diocese where he was ordained 
Bishop, until in retirement in 2000.He has in addition held visiting positions and given lectures 
at major American theological institutions, most prominently at Harvard Divinity School. He has 
been the recipient of many awards, including 1999 American Humanist of the Year.


Spong is a radical reformer and prolific writer. The titles of his many works include:- A New 
Christianity for a New World.

The Sins Of Scripture,

Jesus For The Non-Religious,

Born Of Woman,

Resurrection, Myth or Reality?

Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism


I like Bishop Spong. I always admire people who are prepared to stand up and speak their 
minds. I may not always agree with them, but better them than the party hack. Spong is 
certainly no party hack. Like the little boy in the fairy tale he points out that the emperor has no 
clothes on. Unfortunately, the emperor does not like being told he has no clothes on. He has 
stirred up a veritable hornets nest within the conservative Christian community.


Here are some of the comments made about him.............

"Spong’s work is rubbish"; "bilious swill"; "a mishmash of pop-existentialism and flaccid 
pluralism". "Spong is a rogue priest"; "an Anglican nightmare"; "an embarrassment jousting 
with the windmills of his past" and, heaven forbid, "a Unitarian". 
The Archbishop of Canterbury has said “if Spong is right I would save myself a lot of bother and 
be- come a Quaker”. 

I take it they don’t like him much. No doubt if it was still the practice of the Christian Church to 
burn heretics at the stake, Spong would have been toast a long time ago. However Spong is 
not addressing the conservatives. He is reaching out to as he calls “believers in exile”. Those 
liberal thinkers who feel disenfranchised by their traditional faith. I hope you find today’s 
exploration of Spong’s ideas of interest … to read the rest of the service follow the link below. 

https://www.ukunitarians.org.uk/glasgow/pdfs/service110410.pdf  
Page  of 11 12

https://www.ukunitarians.org.uk/glasgow/pdfs/service110410.pdf


Toxic City 

Johannesburg, in South Africa, has grown to importance because there is gold in the 
underlying rock – about 0.05%, so well worth mining, for the mine-owners.   The cut rock is 
brought to the surface and crushed, then heated to release the gold, which does not have a 
particularly high melting-point. The spoil is then carried in water, and spread on the spoil-heaps 
that surround the city and its townships.


Unfortunately, the rock-dust contains several other heavy metals, including iron, lead, uranium 
and arsenic. Drying winds blow the dust over the city, contaminating any farming or grazing 
land, and blowing into homes, where it forms a film of dust on every surface.   Many people 
suffer from persistent coughs and lung diseases or vomiting.   Cancers are numerous, and 
some children are born with life-threatening developmental defects. Sheep and goats, grown 
for their meat, develop eye disease and blindness, before they sicken and die.   Of course, the 
least affluent suffer the most, and are the least able to protect themselves.


Information taken from a short programme on Al Jazeera’s website, under the same title. 

Janet Briggs 

An Excess of Positive Thinking: A Psychotherapist’s Night Off 
I came across this the other day in my computer and had a good laugh.


“I sometimes imagine that if you live too long in a surrounding culture of relentless positive 
thinking, unbending optimism, determined auto-suggestion and iron self control, you could 
long for a night off - a night when you are allowed to relax into unalloyed negativity, to wallow 
in doom and gloom, self-pity and hatred of everyone else, then waken up the next morning and 
realise that life is not so bad after all and feel much better for having had a night off the positive 
thinking.”  


Iain Brown - his own words
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