
 
 

 

An Overview 
 
The URC celebrates its 50th birthday in October 2022. To mark this various writers have contributed to 
a series of readings, reflections, and prayers which will be 



How to Use This Resource 
 
This resource is designed to be 





Session 1 Sing A New Church Into Being 
 

We start this session by looking at URC minister and hymn writer, Fred Kaan’s hymn 
Let Us Talents and Tongues Employ.  You may wish to sing it - or you may wish to read 
it together and enjoy the poetry and ideas in it. 

 
Hymn  Let Us Talents And Tongues Employ 

    The 



Reflection  
 



Hymns speak of many things – our view of God, Jesus’ message, our responsibilities as 
Christians, to name a few.  Most of all, however, hymns can reflect the values we have.  
The Rev’d Dr Jan Berry’s Hymn of Jubilee does this rather well.   
 
 
Hymn of Jubilee (for the United Reformed Church) 
© Jan Berry  Tune: Charterhouse R&S 33 or Lord of the Years  R&S 603 

  
We celebrate the call  
that’s shaped our story, 
the joys and struggles  
since we first begun; 
we are your people,  
reaching for your glory 
until the day  
when all shall be as one. 

  
2: We welcome all  
to gather at Christ’s table, 
our wounds and sorrows  
made whole in your grace; 
inviting all, regardless of the labels 
defining us  
by status, creed, or race. 

 

3: We long to see  
all people in your image, 
sharing the world,  
the riches that you give; 
but pride and greed can  
overwhelm the message 
spoiling the life  
you meant us all to live. 
  
4: As buildings fail,  
and worshippers grow older, 
we wonder whether  
witness can survive.
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Children and young people were an integral part of ministry. In 1990 I became an elder 
at age 22 and have been encouraged and supported to be a part of church life regionally 
and nationally. This ethos is true not only in my local church but for the wider church.  As 
a young person I attended ‘CONNECT’ and FURY. I remember FURY leading the way in 
the URC boycotting Nestlé products over an unethical practice. This was profound. The 
URC was instrumental in o





has in store for us next – a source of joy or frustration for you? 
 

• The URC is a church which has, by design, decided it has a variety of views on a 
number of issues – back in the 1980s when the Churches of Christ joined, for 
example, we decided to honour and celebrate two different baptismal polices – 
either to baptise infants or to dedicate them and let them decide, as adults, if 



Session 2 The Quest for Unity 
 

We start this session with a hymn from URC minister, The Rev’d Sue McCoan written 
for an ordination service. 

 
Hymn  Your Love Alone Turns Action into Service 
  © The Rev’d Sue McCoan Tune Finlandia 
 

Your love alone turns action into service, 
Your grace alone turns speaking into prayer. 

All that we are is held within your mercy, 
all that we do, made holy in your care. 

Spirit of God, breathe through us in our worship, 
take and transform the gifts and griefs we bear. 

 
2: Bind with your truth this act of dedication; 
confirm with hope each step of faith we take; 

disturb with joy our cautious hesitation 
renew with strength the promises we make. 

Spirit of God, pour out your affirmation, 
bless us for life, made sacred for your sake. 

 
Introduction 
 
Sue McCoan’s assertion that it is only God’s love that turns our actions into loving 
service is a good starting place as we think of the URC’s desire to seek unity in Christ’s 
Church – a desire that grew throughout the twentieth century.  The formation of united 
churches on the Indian subcontinent, in particular ,led to a desire to emulate that move 
towards union in the UK. This resulted in long lasting talks between the Presbyterian 
Church of England and the Congregational Union of England and Wales (observed by 
the Churches of Christ) and led to the formation of the URC in 1972.  



has a calling to be an ecumenical pioneer.



URC minister The Rev’d Colin Thompson has written the following hymn to mark our 
jubilee where we give thanks for those who have gone before us and reflect on our call 
to unite.



Reflection 
 
In his charge at the Unifying Assembly between the URC UK and the Congregational 
Union of Scotland, Michael Taylor asked whether the image of the wolf lying down with 
the lamb was  ‘sentimental nonsense or a stunning image of unity in Christ’. He 
believed unity in Christ could only be achieved through complex costly argument and 
inclusion. As I reflect upon my 22 years of experience of the United Reformed Church, I 



Lindsey Sanderson’s perspective, from the former Congregational Union of Scotland, 
that “the unity we’re called to pursue is both within and outwith the Church and involves 
the pursuit of justice” is reflected in URC minister the Rev’d Dominic Grant’s hymn 
written for our jubilee. 
 
 
Hymn 



the death of Mary Tudor, enabled these arguments to continue.  Whilst the 
Presbyterians gained a victory during the English Civil war,

@



Hymn Writers 

The Rev’d Sue McCoan is a URC minister serving Ealing St Andrew’s and Wembley 
Park URCs 

The Rev’d Dr Colin Thompson is a retired URC minister living in Oxford. 

The Rev’d Dominic Grant is minister of St Andrew’s URC Chesterfield Road and Barnet 
Wood Street URC in Barnett, in London.   

  Contributors 
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Session 3 Some Challenges 
 

In this session we think of some of the challenges we’ve encountered in our tradition – 
along with the joy they bring – the ordination of women, the challenge always to the 
State, and the internal challenge of how the Church is governed.  The third verse in our 
first hymn, written by URC member Jill Jenkins, reflects on the challenges to faith.   

 
Hymn Living God, your joyful Spirit 

Jill Jenkins 1937 – c2020  Tune: RS sets this to Abbots Leigh but the Rev’d Malcolm 
Fife has written another tune to it which can be found online – see the notes at the end 
of this session. 

 
Living God, your joyful Spirit 
breaks the bounds of time & space, 
rests in love upon your people, 
drawn together in this place. 
Here we join in glad thanksgiving, 
here rejoice to pray and praise: 
Lord of all our past traditions, 
Lord of all our future days. 

 
2: As your bread may we be broken, 
scattered in community; 
we who know  
your greatest blessings 
called to share Christ's ministry. 
May we gently lead each other, 
share our hunger and our thirst; 
learn that only through  
our weakness 
shall we know the strength of Christ. 

3: Lord, when we grow tired of giving, 
feel frustration, hurt and strain, 
by your Spirit's quiet compulsion, 
draw us back to you again. 
Guide us through the bitter searching 
when our confidence is lost; 
give us hope from desolation, 
arms outstretched upon a cross. 
 
4: Living God, your power surrounds us, 
as we face the way Christ trod, 
challenge us to fresh commitment 
to the purposes of God: 
called to share a new creation, 
called to preach a living word, 
promised all the joys of heaven, 
through the grace of Christ our Lord. 
 

 
One aspect of our “past traditions” is our commitment to the ministry of both women and 
men.  The Rev’d Dr Kirsty Thorpe reflects on how ideas of good order in worship have 
been used to silence women but, first, we hear a passage from St Paul which has been 
used to oppress and silence women. 
 
1 Corinthians 14. 26-40 

 
When you come together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an 
interpretation. Let all things be done for building up. If anyone speaks in a tongue, let 
there be only two or at most three, and each in turn; and let one interpret. But if there is 
no one to interpret, let them be silent in church and speak to themselves and to God. 
Let two or three prophets speak, and let the others weigh what is said. If a revelation is 
made to someone else sitting nearby, let the first person be silent. For you can all 
prophesy one by one, so that all may learn and all be encouraged. And the spirits of 
prophets are subject to the prophets, for God is a God not of disorder but of peace. 

 
(As in all the churches of the saints, women should be silent in the churches. For they 
are not permitted to speak, but should be subordinate, as the law also says. If there is 
anything they desire to know, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful 
for a woman to speak in church. Or did the word of God originate with you? Or are you 
the only ones it has reached?) 

 



Anyone who claims to be a prophet, or to have spiritual powers, must acknowledge that 
what I am writing to you is a command of the Lord. Anyone who does not recognize this 
is not to be recognized. So, my friends, be eager to prophesy, and do not forbid 
speaking in tongues; but all things should be done decently and in order. 

  
Reflection 
 
Kirsty writes: 

 
‘Women should be silent in the churches’ is not likely to be a p



Prayer 
  

Spirit of God, you keep calling people to preach and teach,  
to pray and prophesy,  
to serve and reach out in all forms of ministry  
and build your Church. 

   We thank you that your call is inclusive and wide-reaching. 
You reach out to people regardless of their gender, race, age or education, 
their life experience, gifts or other plans. 

   Renew us as we respond afresh to your call, now and always. Amen 
 
Kirsty Thorpe reminds us of our need to question Scriptural passages which have been 
used to oppress – such an engagement with the Bible is a key part of our tradition.  The 
Rev’d Fleur Houston reminds us now that another part of our tradition is a critical 
attitude to the state.  First we sing a hymn by G K Chesterton – a Roman Catholic so 
not a member of one our traditions.  He was a peculiar type of socialist looking back to 
a feudal past which really didn’t exist, a novelist who had many attitudes which we’d 
now find very problematic but, had a fierce passion for social justice that reflects many 
Old Testament passages which led to his inclusion in Rejoice and Sing.  In this hymn 
he had some very non-conformist things to say about the State: 
 
Hymn O God of Earth and Altar 

G. K. Chesterton (1874 - 1936)  R&S 346 Tune: King’s Lynn 
 
O God of earth and altar, 
bow down and hear our cry, 
our earthly rulers falter, 
our people drift and die; 
the walls of gold entomb us, 
the swords of scorn divide, 
take not thy thunder from us, 
but take away our pride. 
 

2: From all that terror teaches, 
from lies of tongue and pen, 
from all the easy speeches 
that comfort cruel men, 
from sale and profanation 
of honour and the sword, 
from sleep and from damnation, 
deliver us, good Lord!

 



testify in the Holy Spirit to the power of the Resurrection. 
  

We are reminded of this every time we attend an ordination service.  As the Statement 
of the Nature, Faith and Order of the United Reformed Church is read, we affirm these 



The churches raised their voices recently to protest government proposals to remove 
asylum seekers to Rwanda.  Since then, the inevitable court cases have revealed that 
the civil service advised that such a course of action would be both illegal and immoral, 
given our obligations under the United Nations Convention on Refugees and Rwanda’s 
poor record on human rights.  Retired URC minister, the Rev’d Ruth Dillon, wrote the 
following hymn reflecting on the plight of those who flee here for refuge from cruel wars, 
grinding poverty, and ruthless oppression. 

 
A Hymn for Refugees 
© The Rev’d Ruth Dillon 2015 Tune Scarlett Ribbons 

 



Assumptions about where the keys to church life are held seem to have shifted 
markedly, if gradually, over our fifty years. In the early years, debates at General 
Assembly about baptismal practice, or who could preside at the sacraments, or whether 
Elders could be Freemasons, implicitly assumed that these were matters on which the 
whole denomination should be held within a consistent policy. A generation later, the 
Assembly decided quite explicitly that it did not need to have a policy on same sex 
relationships and would choose not to have one; instead it handed those keys over to 
local congregations to lock or unlock as they deemed right in their settings. 

Across local congregations, diversity rules. There are examples where the dedicated 
service of an individual Minister or Elder has sadly degenerated into that person 
clinging tightly onto all the keys and strangling initiative. There are the examples where 
the Church Meeting still is the real centre of discernment, with the aid of high 
attendance, lively respectful debate, and much prayer. Perhaps, in the majority of 
cases,  the keys are now with the Elders, heightening concern about whether the 
congregation is growing enough excellent spiritual leaders to fill the seats on the Elders 
Meeting. 

And if those who pay the piper eventually call the tune, we should notice that the 
Synods are accumulating wealth at an unprecedented rate. 

One way of asking what the URC will evolve into next is to ask who will hold the 
keys.            

   
Questions 

 
• 



Hymn Writers 
 

Jill Jenkins was a member of Palmers’ Green URC and her hymn, Living God Your 
Joyful Spirit was included in Rejoice and Sing at  530 and set to the tune Abbots Leigh.  
The Rev’d Anne Sardeson’s forthcoming book Fifty Hymns for Fifty Years suggests a 
different tune written by URC minister Malcolm Fife which draws out the deeply  
reflective and spiritual nature of the hymn.  You can hear this version here 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d5li2nef1rw 
 
Gilbert Keith Chesterton (29 May 1874 – 14 June 1936) was an English writer, 
philosopher, lay theologian, and literary and art critic.  Chesterton created the fictional 
priest-detective Father Brown, and wrote on apologetics. Chesterton routinely referred 
to himself as an "orthodox" Christian, and came to identify this position more and more 
with Catholicism, eventually converting to Roman Catholicism from high church 
Anglicanism.  His one hymn is in Rejoice and Sing. 
 
The Rev’d Ruth Dillon is a retired URC minister living in Exmouth having served in 
Mersey, North Western and Wessex Synods. 

 
Contributors 

 
The Rev’d Dr Kirsty Thorpe is minister of Wilmslow URC, Cheshire, and a a

/.



Session 4  Reforming in Ordinary 
 

In our final session reflecting on themes stimulated by our Jubilee we think about our 
ongoing work as a church with perspectives from a former General Secretary, our 
Moderator and our current General Secretary.  First we sing a hymn by URC Minister 
The Rev’d Anne Sardeson  where acknowledge the struggle to remember the God is 
with us in everything, and encourages us to remember that this has always been the 
case. St Patrick’s Breast Plate speaks of God above us, before us, beside us, and 
behind us and Anne reflects in song the reality of that idea. 
 
 
Hymn   Come sing of our God 

  © Anne J. Sardeson 2012 Tune The Bard of Armagh (RS 583) 
 

Come sing of our God  
who is always before us: 
calling and guiding us  
through the unknown. 
Come sing of our God  
who is always before us: 
harvesting fruit  
rom the seeds long past sown. 

 
2: Come sing of our God,  
who is always behind us: 
keeping a past we will never forget. 
Come sing of our God  
who is always behind us: 
holding with care  
all that we might regret. 

 

3: Come sing of our God  
who is always beside us: 
Source of our hope  
in the plans that we make. 
Come sing of our God  
who is always beside us: 
Ground of our being:  
The Road that we take! 
 
4: Come sing of our God  
who is always around us: 
On distant horizon,  
in quiet whispered word. 
Come sing of our God  
who is always around us: 
Lifting our lives with a song not yet heard. 

 
The Rev’d Dr David Cornick, a former General Secretary, reflects on ordinary, 
everyday, faithful saints who make up our church across our three nations and whose 
lives reflect the discipleship Anne Sardeson wrote of in that first hymn.  First we read 
from St John’s Gospel. 

 



 
Reflection 

 
David writes 
 
For nine years I had the privilege of teaching church history at Westminster College. 
Church historians, it seems to me, hold the keys to the Church’s treasure chest, and its 
skeleton cupboard!  Historians, of all the Church’s servants, are peculiarly aware of the 
humanity of the Church.  They are constrained by the traces that people leave behind 
them, with the biases that brings – clergy rather than lay people, rather more men than 
women, the articulate and able rather than those differently gifted. 
 
As I look back over fifty years of the URC, it is the URC’s ‘saints’ that I am profoundly 
grateful for. Some have been big canvas men and women, those whose words and 
actions will be sifted by future historians. Most aren’t. They are ordinary folk who came 
to our doors with their five loaves and two fish, and without realising it found themselves 
turned into blessings for other people. My personal pantheon includes two middle aged 
women who had a vision of a lunch club for the lonely that transformed the lives of 
generations of elderly people, a Junior Church leader whose care for the young people 
extended to taking them all to a Christmas pantomime so their parents could breathe in 
the run up to Christmas, and some remarkable non-stipendiary ministers who gifted 
churches with Word and Sacraments despite the almost impossible demands their day 
jobs were making on them. But the list expands to include those who turned sickness 
and misfortune into the stuff of discipleship, and those whose patient love for those 
struggling with the difficulties of old age was transformative and life-enhancing, true 
demonstrations of Christian love. 

 
Most of that escapes the eye and pen of the historian, but God rejoices in the 
faithfulness of that United Reformed Church. 

 
Questions 

 
• David Cornick contrasts the great and the good who are noticed by Church 

historians and the ordinary saints who escape such attention.  Who are the 
ordinary saints in your congregation? 

• What ordinary things could you do with your congregation to make a difference in 
the lives of its members and your local community? 

 
Prayer 

  
Gracious God 



The Rev’



Reflection 
 
John writes 

 
Within the space of three chapters, the writer of Isaiah entirely contradicts themself. Are 
we to remember the former things, or NOT remember them? A treasure at the heart of 
the Reformed Tradition is the way we return anew to Scripture in every time and place, 
and with the help of the Holy Spirit, hear something new.  

 
A slogan emerged in the Reformed tradition, Ecclesia Reformata Semper Reformanda 
Est Secundum Verbum Dei, ‘The Reformed Church, always Reforming according to the 
Word of God’. We turn back to the Word of God in Scripture and, centrally, the Word of 
God made incarnate in Christ. In response to the perpetually fresh thing we hear, we re-
form the proclamation of the Church in ways that become the living Word of God in our 
own time and place. We re-form Church itself. 

 
The Basis of Union of the United Reformed Church: “The United Reformed Church, 
under the authority of Holy Scripture and in corporate responsibility to Jesus Christ its 
ever living head, acknowledges its duty to be open at all times to the leading of the Holy 
Spirit and therefore affirms its right to make such new declarations of its faith and for 
such purposes as may from time to time be required by obedience to the same Spirit.” 

 
At our best, following the call of Isaiah, we remember the former things of old that God 
has done for us, and the plans God has for us. We also forget the things of old that tie 
us down, holding us back from responding to the blowing of the winds of the Spirit in 
our midst today. My prayer is that this year of Jubilee will recall us to be the most 
faithful church we can be. Remembering and forgetting, ever faithful to the Word of God 
come amongst us in Christ.  

 
Questions 
 

§ What are the things we’ve done well over the last 50 years – as a denomination 
and in your local church? 

§ What are the things we need to let go of as they tie us down now? 
 

Prayer 
 

Living God, 
we give you thanks for the gift of your Spirit: 
opening our ears to hear anew; 
opening our eyes to see anew; 
opening our hearts to you anew. 
May we set down the human traditions that hold us back; 
treasure the tradition of your Word that leads us on; 
be a people who faithfully forget; 
and a people who faithfully remember. 
In Jesus name we pray.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Moderator of General Assembly, the Rev’d Fiona Bennett, concludes our 
reflections on the Jubilee by musing on how the first disciples had to fulfil their mission 
in uncertain times drawing parallels with our calling now.  Our final hymn in this series is 
A F Bayley’s reflection on those first disciples and their mission showing how we join 
with them. 
 
 
Hymn   A Glorious Company We Sing 

  A F Bayly (1901 - 1984) altd.*  570 R&S Tune St Magnus “The Head That once Was     
  Crowned with Thorns”  This was written for a celebration, in 1946, at what was then  
  Morpeth Congregational Church.   

 
A glorious company we sing, 
the Master and his friends, 
he sent them forth to tell his love, 
and all his love intends. 
 
2: A faithful company we sing, 
the steadfast martyr band; 
for Christ & for his kingdom's cause 



daunting and their calling to be his tasked community, could have seemed 
overwhelming. I am amazed that only some doubted! 

 
Jesus spoke to their doubt by inviting them to see things not from a place of scarcity but 
abundance. 

  
Just as for those first disciples and for many of our URC ancestors, so we find 
ourselves marking our 50th Jubilee amidst times which may seem daunting and 


