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INTERNATIONAL YEARS OF SOILS AND LIGHT 

 

In December 2013, the UN General Assembly designated 2015 as the International Year of Soils, after 

recognising 05 December as World Soil Day. The Food and Agriculture Organisation was tasked with imple-

menting the IYS within the framework of the Global Soil Partnership. The official launch will take place on 

World Soil Day at the UN headquarters and also at the FAO’s offices in Rome and elsewhere in the world.  

 

The International Year of Soils aims to: 

 raise full awareness among civil society and decision makers about the profound importance of soil for 

human life; 

 educate the public about the crucial role soil plays in food security, climate change adaptation and 

mitigation, essential ecosystem services, poverty alleviation and sustainable development; 

 support effective policies and actions for the sustainable management and protection of soil resources; 

 promote investment in sustainable soil management activities to develop and maintain healthy soils for 

different land users and population groups; 

 strengthen initiatives in connection with the SDG process (Sustainable Development Goals) and Post-

2015 agenda; 

 advocate for rapid capacity enhancement for soil information collection and monitoring at all levels 

(global, regional and national). 

 

The Global Soil Partnership is a joint initiative of the FAO and the European Union, formed in 2011 to:  

“Support and facilitate joint efforts towards sustainable management of soil resources for food security and 

climate change adaptation and mitigation” and to update the 1982 World Soil Charter. That Charter stemmed 

from the World Conference on Agrarian Reform and Rural Development held at the FAO’s headquarters in 

Rome in 1979 with the objective of addressing rural poverty in Third World countries. It also resulted in the 

declaration of 16 October (the anniversary of the FAO’s foundation in 1945) as World Food Day.   

 

However, those initiatives were limited to the soil and its relation to agricultural productivity, whereas the 

GSP’s ultimate goal is to achieve food security and restoration of ecosystems through conserving, en-

hancing and restoring soil resources through productive and sustainable use. The GSP also aims to create 

Regional Soil Partnerships to provide guidance on goals and priorities within specific regions and develop 

relevant activities within each region. To that effect, it established an Intergovernmental Technical Panel of 

Soils at its first Plenary Assembly, which was held in Rome in 2013. 
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It may be worth noting that much of the earlier work was done in Edouard Victor Saouma’s three terms as 

the seventh Director-General of the FAO (1976–93).  A Lebanese agronomist who had studied in France, he 

joined the FAO as its Deputy Regional Representative for Asia and the Far East in1962 and became Director 

of its Land and Water Development Division in 1965. His achievements included a new program for the 

prevention of post-harvest food losses in 1977, the creation of an International Commission on Plant Genetic 

Resources in 1984 and the convening of the first World Conference on Fisheries in 1985. 

 

In 1992, the first World Nutrition Conference was held in Rome in conjunction with the World Health 

Organisation. Also in that year, the FAO’s World Agriculture Information Centre came into operation, which 

contained the world’s most comprehensive data on agriculture, fisheries, forestry, nutrition and rural 

development. Saouma’s commitment to Third World issues often upset the wealthy donor countries – for 

example, the Fisheries conference declared 200-km Economic Exclusion Zones – but he is generally seen as 

having done more than many of his predecessors.  

 

If this all seems ‘earth-bound’, consider that 2015 is also the International Year of Light and Light-based 

Technologies, aiming “to raise awareness of the achievements of light science and its applications, and its 

importance to humankind”. It will be administered by an international steering committee headed by Prof. 

John M. Dudley, originally from Auckland and currently working in France, in collaboration with UNESCO 

and the Abdus Salam International Centre for Theoretical Physics in Italy. Other sponsors include a host of 

international and national scientific societies, educational and research institutions, technology platforms, 

non-profit organizations and private sector partners. 

 

They couldn’t have chosen a better year for the number of scientific anniversaries affecting light, going back 

to the first systematic work in optics by the Arab polymath, Ibn al-Haytham, in 1015. In 1815, the French 

physicist, Augustin-Jean Fresnel, formulated a definitive wave theory of light that ended two centuries of 

debate on whether light consisted of waves or particles. Then came James Clerk Maxwell’s proof that light 

waves were electromagnetic in nature in 1865.  

 

Albert Einstein made two contributions, firstly when he explained the photoelectric effect in terms of Max 

Planck’s quantum hypothesis in 1905; then, in 1915, he identified the speed of light as the universal constant 

in his Theory of General Relativity. Finally, in 1965, the Cosmic Microwave Background was discovered by 

Arno Penzias and Robert Wilson and quickly recognised as the ultimate proof of the ‘Big Bang’. Also in that 

year, Charles Kao performed his pioneering work in fibre optical telecommunication. 

 

The official launch of the IYL will take place at the UNESCO headquarters in Paris on 19 January 2015 with 

the unveiling of ‘1001 Inventions and the World of Ibn Al-Haytham’, part of a global campaign to publicise 

Ibn Al-Haytham's achievements in optics, mathematics and astronomy. Please see its official website for 

more information: www.light2015.org.  
 

 

SERVICE DIARY 
 

Meetings every Sunday from 10.30 – 11.30 a.m. 
(followed by coffee, tea and food) 

 

 

* These will be video presentations. 
 

[Please check the church website (www.sydneyunitarianchurch.org) for updates. The program for March will 

be available from the beginning of February.] 

Date          Presenter                            Topic 

    7th December Matthew Rowe  North Korea: The People’s State* 

  14th December Peter Crawford More Christmas Capers 

NO SERVICES FOR NEXT SIX WEEKS 
    1

st
 February Peter Crawford Aliens and Infidels 

    8
th

 February Mike McPhee The Light Fantastic* 
  15

th
 February Phil Buckle A Taste of Thai: Multiculturalism in Southeast Asia 

(Part 1)* 
  22

nd
 February Phil Buckle A Taste of Thai (Part 2)* 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alhazen
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We light our chalice flame to start our worship 

period. The light of the flame represents our 
unending search for truth; the heat of the flame 

represents the warmth of love; the beauty of the 
lighted chalice represents our religious quest to 

bring the best into our lives and our world. 

  
Just as the chalice candle/oil is consumed in its 

work of producing its light and heat, so too we will 

only be able to bring truth and love and beauty into 
our lives and into our world by transforming our 

beings into sacred flames—a sacrifice of self that is 
fed by the spirit of God acting through our lives and 

our relationships. 

  
May our sharings and reflections today help to 

make our inner lights burn more brightly, bringing 

the light of justice to our darkened world. 
 

Rydym yn cynneu'r fflam ar ddechrau ein 

gwasanaeth. Mae golau'r fflam yn arwydd o'n 
hymchwil am y gwirionnedd; mae gwres y fflam yn 

arwydd o gynhesrwydd cariad; mae prydferthwch 
goleuni'r fflam yn arwydd o'n hymchwil grefyddol i 

ddwyn y gorau i'n bywydau ac i'n byd. 

  
Fel mae'r gannwyll yn cael ei difa wrth gynnal y 

fflam a'r gwres, felly y llwyddwn ninnau I ddwyn 

gwirionnedd , cariad a phrydferthwch i'n bywydau 
ac i'n byd drwy drawsnewid ein bodolaeth yn 

fflamau cysegredig – sef aberth o'r hunan sydd yn 
cael ei fwydo gan ysbryd Duw yn gweithredu 

drwy'n bywydau a'n cysylltiadau ni. 

  
Boed i'n myfyrdodau ein cynorthwyo i sicrhau fod y 

goleuni mewnol yn llosgi'n fwy llachar, gan ddwyn 

goleuni cyfiawnder i'n byd tywyll. 
 

Submitted by the UK General Assembly of Unitarian and Free Christian Churches; English and Welsh words 

written by Rev. John Clifford (see also p. 20). 
 

 

In times of darkness we stumble towards the tiny 
flame. 
In times of cold we seek the warming fire. 
In times of repression we reach for the lamp of 
truth. 
In times of loss we pray for the comforting light. 
In times of joy we light a candle of celebration. 
Spirit of Life, as we kindle this light, help us find 

what we need this day. 
 

Submitted by the Canadian Unitarian Council; the 

English words were written by Rev. Brian Kieley, 
minister of the Edmonton Unitarian Church and 

past president of the ICUU, and the French trans-
lation was done by Rev. Diane Rollert, minister of 

the Montreal Unitarian Church. 

Dans les temps sombres, nous avançons avec peine 
vers une faible lueur. 
Dans les temps froids nous recherchons la chaleur 

du foyer. 
Dans les temps de répression nous tendons notre 

main vers la lampe de la vérité. 
Dans les temps de chagrin nous nous dirigeons vers 

une lumière réconfortante. 
Dans les temps de joie nous allumons des 
chandelles de célébration. 
En allumant cette flamme nous marquons le début 

de nos célébrations. 
Source de Vie, aujourd’hui en allumant cette 

flamme, nous vous prions de nous aider à trouver 
ce dont nous avons besoin. 
 

  

[These are the Chalice Lightings from the International Council of Unitarians and Universalists for the 
months of November and December.] 

 
ICUU NEWS 

 
The Annual Meeting of the UK General Assembly of Unitarian and Free Christian Churches will be held on 

20 March–01 April at the Birmingham Hilton Metropole. While that might seem an incongruous venue, it 

appears that the intended site suddenly became more expensive. 
 

The General Assembly of the UUA will take place over 24–28 June at the Oregon Convention Center in 
Portland, with the theme of ‘Building a New Way’. 

 

The Canadian Unitarian Council will hold its Annual Conference and Meeting at Algonquin College in 
Ottawa (the national capital) on 15–17 May. The theme will be ‘Seeking Justice in a Changing Land’.   
 

More details in the next issue but get your plane bookings before then. 
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MEMORIES OF E.G. WHITLAM 
 

By Peter Crawford 
 

“The evil men do lives after them, the good is oft interred with their bones” were words of the great Marc  

Antony in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. Well, the opposite was certainly the case in relation to Edward 

Gough Whitlam, Prime Minister of Australia from December 1972 until November 11th 1975, when his term 

came egregiously to an end under the direction of the Queen’s representative, Sir John Kerr. Whitlam, from 

the very outset of his government through to the time of his funeral almost thirty-nine years to the day from 

his sacking, has been the hero of social democratic and left-wing Australia. Yet those who do not look back 

on his years in government through rose-tinted glasses remember a very different story from the popular left-

wing paradigm that has become the official narrative. 

  

Those who ever had the honour to meet the great man, and I had that honour on two occasions, remember 

two aspects of his persona: first, his immense physical presence – he was strongly built and stood nearly two 

metres tall – and secondly, his vital and scintillating wit and aplomb. Before saying anything more about 

Gough, these two facts must be remembered. 

  

It is not necessary to remember his achievements. They have already been written about without end: his 

recognition of China, his introduction of Aboriginal land rights, his giving independence to New Guinea, his 

confirmation of the ending of White Australia, his termination of the last vestiges of Australia’s involvement 

in the Vietnam War, his introduction of free universal health care, his abolition of university fees. He started 

a vision for a new Australia but did so with a degree of common sense. While he reviled the White Australia 

policy, he was otherwise quite moderate and suspicious about immigration. 

  

Through the whole period of his government, only 130,000 immigrants entered the country and these were 

mostly offset by people leaving. In the year 1974–75, there was a net intake of only 5000. The philosophy of 

Whitlam and his immigration minister, Clyde Cameron, was that the effective implementation of 

immigration policy was only possible if the infrastructure and employment opportunities were in place first.  

Whitlam and Cameron had enough of the old Labor attitudes to protect the Australian working class from the 

idealistic stupidity and big-business greed that has turned our immigration policy into an out-of-control 

monster, a great population tap that can probably never be turned off. His first Minister for Immigration, Al 

Grassby, until he lost his seat in the premature 1974 elections, was a dodgy character who had many ill-

gotten associations. Clyde Cameron restored integrity and moderation to the post. 

 

Despite his brilliance and wit, Whitlam had many grave defects for a political leader. He was what is called 

in the left-wing section of the political trade a unilateralist. He acted vindictively and individually, often 

without reference to his ministers, his colleagues or his advisers. He ruthlessly sacked Speaker Jim Cope for 

some minor indiscretions, humiliating the old Labor stalwart on the floor of the House of Representatives. 

He secretly appointed ex-deputy Lance Barnard as ambassador to Scandinavia without serious reference to 

his colleagues, thus reducing his majority from five to three after a disastrous by-election in the Tasmanian 

electorate of Bass in 1975. 

 

He ruthlessly evicted Clyde Cameron from his position of Minister for Labour in order to promote the more 

rational and business-friendly Jim McLelland to the post. Cameron refused to go and had to be moved from 

his office under duress. The axing of Deputy Prime Minister Jim Cairns late in 1975 for lying to Parliament 

over the supposed ‘Cairnsville’ scandal (a land development project in Melbourne directed by his son) was a 

notorious dismissal. A slippery deal for his Attorney-General, Lionel Murphy, to resign and take a High 

Court posting led to the loss of yet another Senate position. 

 

But, in the end, the real failure of Whitlam and the cause of his early demise was his poor comprehension of 

limits in a very corrupt constitutional set-up. He failed to realize that longevity in government in Australia 

requires control, or at least cooperation, of the Senate. This required a sense of moderation and appeasement 

in order to survive in a hostile parliamentary milieu. The Australian parliamentary system works like this: the 

lizard that loses its tail today lives to grow a tail another day. Whitlam, like the current Tony Abbott, seems 

not to have realized this. 
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His early failures related to Senate hostility. His marquis legislation – divorce laws, universal health, etc. – 
were blocked in the Senate, which was invariably controlled by a hostile conservative opposition. He then 
employed ruses to get around this dilemma. In 1974, he tried the corrupt diplomatic appointment of DLP 
senator Vince Gair to get an extra seat in Queensland and so gain control of the Senate. It did not work, as 

the Queensland Premier, Joh Bjelke-Peterson, outwitted him by not filling the vacancy. 
 
In 1975, the Government tried to bypass Treasury regulations with the astonishing Iraqi Loans Affair, where 
a potato-chip-munching Pakistani spiv called Tirath Khemlani was hired to pull off an immense loan to 
cover the Budget shortfall. The ploy backfired and the Minister for Minerals and Resources, Rex Connor, 

was forced to resign. The Senate then refused to pass the Supply Bill, needed to fund the government, lead-
ing to Whitlam’s dismissal. 
 
Australia’s Constitution is a disgrace. An undemocratic Senate driven by sectional interests is able to stymie 
effective legislative programs. An empowered High Court can poke its nose in any time and not be subject to 

legislative recall or overrule. Governor-Generals, as was shown by Sir John Kerr, can pull the occasional 
swifty. Whitlam was a great man, a Nimrod of Australian politics. He tried to do too much too quickly and 
fell victim to a perverse and undemocratic Constitution. His style would have been much more suitable to a 
presidential system, where he could have emulated his own heroes such as Abraham Lincoln or Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt. Perhaps he needed the American or English stage, rather than the Australian, to fully 
demonstrate his potential.   

 
 

THE WIT OF WHITLAM 
 
“Well may we say ‘God save the Queen’, because nothing will save the Governor-General!” 
(From his speech on the steps of Parliament House after his government’s dismissal.) 

 
“Let me make quite clear that I am for abortion and, in your case Sir, we should make it retrospective.” 
(To a persistent heckler on the campaign trail who was demanding to know his stance on abortion.) 
 
“The punters know that the horse named Morality rarely gets past the post, whereas the nag named Self-

Interest always runs a good race.” (In an op-ed he wrote for London’s Daily Telegraph in 1989.) 
 
“A conservative government survives essentially by dampening expectations and subduing hopes. Conser-
vatism is basically pessimistic, reformism is basically optimistic.” (From his book, The Whitlam Government 
1972-1975.) 
 

“I always thought of myself as an international treasure” 
(When asked about how he felt about being included in the National Trust’s 1997 public poll to f ind 
Australia’s living national treasures.) 
 
 “I’ve never said I’m immortal. I do believe in correct language. I’m eternal; I’m not immortal.” 

 
 

 

 

CHRISTMAS PARTY 

 

SUNDAY, 14 DECEMBER 2014 
 

EVERYBODY, COME! 
 

 
 

As is our custom, there will be a party after the service on Sunday, 14 December, to which members and 

guests are cordially invited. There will be a sumptuous range of food and drinks provided by our versatile 
catering team. As usual, our Music Director, Kaine Hayward, and his colleagues from the Conservatorium 
will entertain us with an impressive repertoire of Christmas carols. 
 
To assist with our catering, please confirm your attendance and any guests you are bringing either to the 

Committee at the church or ring Michael Spicer on 0423 393 364. 
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THE ABSOLUTE TRUTH OF A UNITARIAN JESUS 

 

By maikel annahlee* 

 

This year at Christmas 2014, we again celebrate in the 2019th year of Jesus’ birth, the failure of the ‘people 

of the book’ to recognize the Absolute Truth of a Unitarian Jesus. I use the term ‘Unitarian Jesus’ des-

criptively and not possessively, but to identify this Jesus as neither the Hebrews’ Messiah nor the Second 

Person of a hypothetical Trinity (Father, Son, Holy Spirit), so logically justifying a Moslem accusation of 

Monotheistic heresy. 

 

My intention is to restore Theology as the ‘Queen of Sciences’, for in its simple Monotheism is the symbolic 

foundation of our existence as a Cosmos. This Cosmos is not only to be seen by Science as a reflection in the 

visible and external Natural Order but to be conceived by Cognition as a reflection of our invisible and 

internal Natural Order, which underlies the External and also evolves in synergy from Polytheism to 

Monotheism. 

 

Unfortunately, the failure of the ‘people of the book’ to honour this axiom has now led to its volcanic erup-

tion as the Islamic State (I.S.). Although I.S. is clearly not Absolute Truth, it does make clear how a failure 

to provide proper nourishment by honouring Absolute Truth will inevitably ferment in our intrinsic cognitive 

need for Truth and Meaning in Life the misguided relativism of I.S. or other fundamentalisms.    

 

This may seem to some my largely idiosyncratic interpretation of Reality. Fortunately, this is not so. Rather, 

it is a demonstrable reply to what Stephen Hawking in A Brief History of Time termed ‘the Mind of God’.  

Whilst this ‘Mind of God’ does not require either belief or disbelief in God, it does require agreement that 

this term represents for the ‘people of the book’ and can for all who believe in the Natural Order of our 

Cosmos, an understanding of its symbolic relevance and validity as displayed by a Unitarian Jesus.  And, just 

as the existence of Jesus is acknowledged by all the ‘people of the book’ (but with varying interpretations of 

his identity) there is not only acknowledgement; but even agreement on the synergy of Heart and Mind that 

engenders our quest for Truth and Meaning in Life. 

 

Some seem to find it more readily in mortal Death and spiritual and/or bodily Resurrection to a new Life. It 

may seem simplistic to equate, in this sense, I.S. with Jesus; but the resultant choices made by inspired if 

immature followers young and old, to my eyes, look strangely similar. And therein it seems to me, lies a 

possible solution. If there is such agreement on Death, perhaps we can engender a similar agreement on Life. 

But there is a major stumbling stone in the Way: Sacred Scriptures. Each seemingly regard theirs as sacrosanct 

and unchangeable, which is a denial of the Natural Order of our Cosmos as it is seen by Stephen Hawking and 

by True (but not ‘blindly’ faithful) Believers as a Unitarian Jesus. 

 

This Jesus has a demonstrable scientific foundation in a valid Cognitive Cosmology of Sacred Scripture.  

Whilst written words may ‘fix’ cognitive meaning and thereby construct a ‘static’ cosmology, this denies the 

Natural Order of our dynamic Cosmos and Life. These written words can literally engender only ‘static’ on 

our radio or ‘white noise’ on our TV screen. So why not speak and listen and hear and understand sensually 

first and then, if needs be, logically what is our common identity: our quest for Truth and Meaning in Life. 

Here are some words from Wikipedia, which help explain why/how sacred scripture can be contaminated:  

 

Redaction criticism is a critical method for the study of biblical texts and regards the author of the text as 

editor (redactor) of his or her source materials. Unlike its parent discipline, form criticism, redaction criticism 

does not look at the various parts of a narrative to discover the original; instead, it focuses on how the 

redactor(s) has shaped and molded the narrative to express his theological goals. Redaction criticism has exist-

ed since antiquity; that is, the possibility of the various gospels having different theological perspectives. 

 

Redaction is a form of editing in which multiple source texts are combined (redacted) and altered slightly to 

make a single document. Often this is a method of collecting a series of writings on a similar theme and 

creating a definitive and coherent work (such as in sacred scripture). On occasion, the persons performing 

the redaction add brief elements of their own. The reasons for doing so are varied and can include the addi-

tion of elements to adjust the underlying conclusions of the text to suit the redactor’s opinion, adding 

bridging elements to integrate disparate stories. 

 

* This is the writer’s preferred signature – something about a ‘low profile’. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Editing
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Sometimes the source texts are interlaced, particularly when discussing closely related details, things, or 

people. This is common when source texts contain alternative versions of the same story, and slight alter-

ations are often made in this circumstance simply to make the texts appear to agree, and thus the resulting 

redacted text appears to be coherent. Such a situation is proposed by the documentary hypothesis, which pro-

poses that multiple redactions occurred during the creation of the Torah (Old Testament), often combining 

texts which have rival political attitudes and aims, together. 

 

Redactional processes are documented in numerous disciplines, including ancient literary works and biblical 

studies. Much has been written on the role of redaction in creating meaning for texts in various formats.  

 

As with so much academic study to date, Absolute Truth is often relativized (as above) to become just a 

‘documentary hypothesis’. One example of this is the ending of the first Creation story (Genesis: 1–2). First,  

a literal translation of the Hebrew: 

 
31 And he is seeing God all of which  he made, and behold! very good.  

And he is becoming evening, and he is becoming morning – day of the sixth. 

 
1 And they are being finished the heavens and the earth all of host of them.  
2 And he is finishing God in day the seventh, work of him, which he did;  

and he is ceasing in day the seventh from all work of him which he did 
3 And he is blessing God day of the seventh and he is making holy him,  

that in him he ceased from all of work of him which he created God to do of. 

 

And now the NIV King James version: 
31 God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.  

And there was evening, and there was morning – the sixth day. 
 

1Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array. 
2 By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing;  

so on the seventh day he rested from all his work.  
3 Then God blessed the seventh day and made it holy,  

because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done. 

 

I have underlined key words which I suggest you compare. Most of them agree, such as sixth and seventh, 

but the events described by the words ‘finishing’ or ‘ceasing’ in the transliteration do not necessarily corre-

spond with those in our accepted English translation. 

 

I can see that the Hebrew has no mention of resting and, whilst it is possible that after finishing and ceasing 

work that God rested, it seems to me a redaction of the original Hebrew to translate ceasing as repetition of 

finishing and substitute resting. Why not sleeping or eating or whatever is God’s recreation after Creation? 

 

This example has been chosen not to destroy the integrity of sacred scripture but to show how easy it is to 

misunderstand that to claim it as a record of Absolute Truth can be fictitious and often is. It’s about time that 

those who claim to study and perhaps understand Jesus, whether historically or theologically, do so scienti-

fically and authentically. To quote Wikipedia once more on redaction criticism:  

 

Benefits 

1. Emphasizes the creative role of the author. 

2. Redaction critics from disparate traditions and presuppositions can still find wide agreement on their work 

since the purpose of an author/editor is largely still recoverable. 

3. It can show us some of the environment in the communities to which works were written. If an author is 

writing a Gospel, he is probably trying to correct or reinforce some issue in the social setting of the com-

munity to which he is writing. 

4. It recognizes the possibility that historical narratives in the Bible are not primarily concerned with chrono-

logical accounts of historic events, but have theological agendas (though this does not require one to believe 

that the accounts are not historically factual). 

 

[Continued on p. 20.] 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Source_text
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biblical_studies
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biblical_studies
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Documentary_hypothesis
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THE GOD WOUND 

 

By Rev. Theresa Gallano 

 

Today, the sound of howling winds too often heard in these parts tear through the glass windows sealed for 

comfort. Incorrigible. The deaths of 10,000 or so on one island during the last supertyphoon of this magni-

tude is still fresh in the collective memory of those in the 7,000 islands of this country that were spared. The 

winds don’t lash or buffet, they crush any sliver of faith that God will spare us from danger. At least for me. 

 

How does one heal from a God wound? 

 

Barely a year has passed after Typhoon Haiyan; today we get Typhoon Ruby. At this time, although it has 

made landfall, the news we get is that our luck can be summed in the few lives snuffed this time. Barely a 

handful, this time.   

 

But I sorely remember how, two days after Haiyan hit, after we all prayed in our heart of hearts and our 

deepest faiths to our God, the damage caused by the typhoon was zero. Somehow, it magically disappeared. 

And this to my mind was how the nuns in my Catholic high school described one typhoon that magically split 

into weaker forces, getting lost in a mountain range. How it was a miracle. Nothing is impossible with God. 

 

Tomorrow, I will still be expected to work. I will be talking to a Palestinian who has never experienced a 

typhoon in his life. I told him to expect floods and strong winds, but he will be safe because he lives in a 

good hotel. We talked about Haiyan and I could see his empathy. I’m quite certain a person who has no 

nation and no passport, hassled for his strange travel documents, can empathize with helplessness. 

 

In the few days I’ve met him we’ve talked about the Quran, about Israel, and my views on the beauty of 

dark-skinned people. He has been amazed at learning about the literacy rate in the Philippines, which is one 

of the highest in the world, our achievements in gender equality and our propensity to adopt the less 

fortunate as our own. He asked me, is adoption something you do morally. I said, “It’s more cultural. My 

aunt has adopted six, and I have an adopted brother.” No one will be able to tell. My colleague chimed in, “I 

myself have an adopted sister.” 

 

With all the corruption that has plagued this country, and with all our rebellions against our captors and bad 

leaders, you would imagine our God is not the God of obedience or compliance. And surely you may 

understand why.  Last supertyphoon, it was the first time we ever experienced a thing called a storm surge, 

that was a cross between hurricane and tsunami. We thought we had complied enough with our safety 

standards and the rest will be up to a rather merciful God, in our view. But the sea outdid itself and went 

inland along with the huge ships in the harbor.   

 

We eventually learned after two days that the reason we thought Haiyan miraculously dissipated was because 

it had wiped out most of the coast guard and the police force and locked in the whole town, both dead and 

alive. Instant news blackout. It wasn’t a miracle. It was the end of the world for at least 40 days. For about 40 

days the town ate mostly the feast-worthy dish it’s known for, roasted pork. Among the dead they feasted, 

there were barely any alternatives. After 40 days, help reached them after hurdling rotting corpses, logs, 

concrete slabs, and parts of wooden homes. 

 

Today, right now, we hear of minimal casualties. I wait. It’s past midnight and I won’t be able to sleep. And 

what do I pray for that seems doable or reasonable to our God? Compliance hardly saves us in this nation 

that is hard to rule over. Whatever semblance of stability we try for ultimately gets challenged by powers of 

nature or powers-that-be. Does God honor our efforts to suffer one another? When we barter our personal 

space for the accommodation of another, does God not see how little we feel? 

 

I only pray that, as minister, I have something to say next Sunday to the congregation I serve, when all the 

numbers are in and we all feel once again that nagging doubt. That I tell them that the wound of disappoint-

ment is where the light enters, as Rumi said.  That a Muslim is who I turn to for inspiration at this time. That 

I open the wound to a different care. That I am feeling small because I am. Because power does not lie in 

invincibility but in resilience, not in domination but in steadfastness. That it is not certainty around which the 

order of God is built, not in control, but in adaptability like forgiveness and love that adapts to the loved 

without losing yourself.    
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And in the core of doubt is the ability to accept the relativity of failure, of loss, of change. To doubt God is 

the coward’s way of doubting, if certainty and control is the way of the just. The best window to the eternal 

is the one where we find ourselves not as people comfortably looking out, but one in which we are the 

stranger looking in, uncertain and hopeful. And sometimes the darker it is inside, the better we see ourselves 

reflected. Our reflection shows our deepest intention. It takes courage to see God within ourselves. And that 

may be the message for the living. Perhaps only the dead can reside in certainty. 

 

[Rev. Theresa (‘Tet’) Gallano is minister of the Bicutan UU Church in Manila. This article was posted on her 

weblog, ‘The Spiritual Theorist’ (tetgallardo.blogspot.com.au), on 07 December 2014. Her masthead reads:   

 

I am an ordained church minister of a faith rooted in heresies. Heresy is rooted in the Greek word for choice. 

Choice is born of freedom. And freedom is the first lesson of faith. The universe was made so that not one 

truth can dominate it, so that not one person can rule with his truth. We are bound by an ultimate concern, 

that art touches upon, born of common needs and desire for human development, changing as we do. There 

are theories about the universe, and about Spirit. 

 

‘Ruby’ is the local name for Typhoon Hagupit, itself a Tagalog word meaning ‘lash’. The earlier Typhoon 

Haiyan was known in the Philippines as ‘Pablo’ (Spanish for ‘Paul’). We can indeed be grateful for the 

minimal loss of life this time, though there was still a lot of property damage, power outages, flooding and 

landslides as the storm moved across the country.] 

 

 

KNOW YOUR STORMS 
 

Interestingly, the practice of assigning personal names to tropical cyclones originated in Queensland in 1887, 

when the Government Meteorologist, Clement Wragge, used Greek letters, mythological figures and female 

names for storms in our region. When the recently formed federal government failed to establish a national 

weather bureau, with himself as its director, he started using the names of prominent politicians! 

 

Naming storms fell into disuse after Wragge’s retirement in 1907 and didn’t start again until World War II. 

The American writer, George Stewart, learned about him and wrote his 1941 novel, Storm, about a fictitious 

typhoon named Maria that battered California. The book was popular with meteorologists in US military so, 

when the Army Air Force established a weather station on Saipan, the forecasters took to naming typhoons 

after their wives and girlfriends. 

 

This use of female names was taken up by the US Weather Bureau in 1953 and applied to both typhoons in 

the Pacific and hurricanes in the Atlantic. Initially, a single list of names in alphabetic order was used year 

after year but it was later decided to retire the names of particularly severe storms for ten years. In 1958, 

French names came into use when the New Caledonia Meteorological Office started naming typhoons in the 

South Pacific, followed by the Mauritius and Madagascar Weather Services in the South-West Indian Ocean 

in 1960. The Philippines started contributing Spanish and Tagalog names in 1963 and the Australian Bureau 

of Meteorology began naming cyclones in our region in 1964. 

 

Inevitably, pressures grew from about 1970 for cyclones to have male names, as well, and also names from a  

greater range of languages. The New Zealand Meteorological Service was the first to accede to the former in 

1975, quickly followed by Australia and the US (which also agreed with Mexico and other Caribbean states 

to use some French and Spanish names). 

 

While there are only seven ‘basins’ where tropical cyclones usually form, some 11 national agencies now 

name storms in their self-declared ‘areas of responsibility’. The UN’s World Meteorological Organisation 

eventually stepped in and today the authorised countries and their basins are: US (North Atlantic and North-

Eastern Pacific), Japan (North-Western Pacific), India (North Indian), Mauritius and Madagascar (South-

West Indian), New Zealand and Fiji (South Pacific), and Australia, Indonesia and Papua-New Guinea in this 

region. As of 2009, those centres have agreed not to rename storms that move from one basin to another.  

 

In case you were wondering, while tropical storms in the South Atlantic are not infrequent, the only one on 

record that was powerful enough to be called a hurricane was Cyclone Catarina, which struck Brazil in 2004. 

Not more than ten people died but it caused millions of dollars worth of damage.    
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                    THE MONTH BEFORE CHRISTMAS 

 

’Twas the month before Christmas when, all through our land, 

Not a Christian was praying nor taking a stand. 

See, the PC Police had taken away 

The reason for Christmas – why, no one could say. 

 

The children were told by their schools not to sing, 

About Shepherds and Wise Men and Angels and things. 

It might hurt people’s feelings, the teachers would say –  

December 25th is just a ‘Holiday’. 

 

Yet the shoppers were ready with cash, checks and credit, 

Pushing folks down to the floor just to get it! 

CDs from Madonna, an X BOX, an I-pod –  

Something was changing, something quite odd! 

 

Retailers promoted Ramadan and Kwanzaa1 

In hopes to sell books by Franken & Fonda.2 

As Targets were hanging their trees upside down, 

At Lowe’s the word Christmas was nowhere to be found. 

 

At K-Mart and Staples and Penny’s and Sears 

You won't hear the word Christmas; it won’t touch your ears. 

Inclusive, sensitive, Di-ver-si-ty 

Are words that were used to intimidate me. 

 

Now Daschle, now Darden, now Sharpton, Wolf Blitzen! 

On Boxer, on Rather, on Kerry, on Clinton!3 

At the top of the Senate, there arose such a clatter 

To eliminate Jesus in all public matter. 

 

And we spoke not a word, as they took away our faith; 

Forbidden to speak of salvation and grace. 

The true Gift of Christmas was exchanged and discarded; 

The reason for the season stopped before it started. 

 

So, as you celebrate ‘Winter Break’ under your ‘Dream Tree’, 

Sipping your Starbucks, listen to me. 

Choose your words carefully, choose what you say 

Shout MERRY CHRISTMAS, not Happy Holiday! 

 
1  Kwanzaa is an African-American celebration that runs from 26 December to 01 January. (Whether the 

writer knew that Ramadan can occur in any month of the year is unclear.)  

 
2  Alan Franken is a comic actor and writer who became a political activist and is now a Senator; everyone     

knows who Jane Fonda is. 

 
3  Some prominent Democrat members of the Senate (the last was Hillary Clinton). 

 

This intriguing piece has been on the Internet since 1998, though its author remains unknown. Some versions 

are titled ‘The Week Before Christmas’. While Unitarians can relate to the writer’s antipathy to the commer-

cialisation of Christmas, the main theme of a secular/multicultural ‘War on Christmas’ seems very paranoid, 

even if many Americans of Christian Right political persuasions believe in it. 

 

The original poem, entitled ‘A Visit from St. Nicholas’, was published anonymously in the Sentinal news-

paper of Troy, New York, in 1823. Its author was identified in 1837 as Clement Clarke Moore (1779 –1863), 

who went on to become a professor at the General Theological Seminary of the Protestant Episcopal Church 

in New York City. (Please see ‘Footnotes’ on p. 15 for more information about these matters.) 
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TO IRON-FOUNDERS AND OTHERS 

 

When you destroy a blade of grass.  

You poison England at her roots:  

Remember no man's foot can pass  

Where evermore no green life shoots.  

 

You force the birds to wing too high  

Where your unnatural vapours creep:  

Surely the living rocks shall die  

When birds no rightful distance keep.  

 

You have brought down the firmament,  

And yet no heaven is more near;  

You shape huge deeds without event,  

And half-made men believe and fear.  

 

Your worship is your furnaces.  

Which, like old idols, lost obscenes,  

Have molten bowels; your vision is  

Machines for making more machines.  

 

O, you are busied in the night,  

Preparing destinies of rust;  

Iron misused must turn to blight  

And dwindle to a tettered crust.  

 

The grass, forerunner of life, has gone;  

But plants that spring in ruins and shards  

Attend until your dream is done:  

I have seen hemlock in your yards.  

 

The generations of the worm  

Know not your loads piled on their soil;  

Their knotted ganglions shall wax firm  

Till your strong flagstones heave and toil.  

 

When the old hollowed earth is cracked,  

And when, to grasp more power and feasts.  

Its ores are emptied, wasted, lacked.  

The middens of your burning beasts  

 

Shall be raked over till they yield  

Last priceless slags for fashionings high,  

Ploughs to wake grass in every field,  

Chisels men’s hands to magnify.  

 

                                                                           Gordon Bottomley  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This will have to do for a poem on soil conservation, as a lengthy search yielded nothing better. Gordon 

Bottomley (1874–1948) was an English poet and writer of verse plays, born in Yorkshire and educated in the 

local grammar school to the age of 16. A recurrent tubercular condition cut short his career as a bank clerk, 

so he took to writing poetry in 1892. His first collection of poems was published in 1896 and his first play, 

The Crier by Night, came out in 1902. (It was later set to music by composer Edgar Bainton.) 

 

Altogether, Bottomley produced seven books of poetry and fifteen plays. It is a pity that more of the latter 

were never performed, as he was well aware of modern (in his time) technical innovations that were enhan-

cing stage productions. Today, he is better remembered for his correspondences with the artist, Paul Nash, 

and fellow poet, Edward Thomas. 
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RENDEZ-VOUS WITH ANDREY 

 

By Patrick Bernard 

 

After a pleasant, albeit clandestine, week holiday in Paris I rented a car to drive about nine hundred kilo-

metres down to the South of France to see my aging mother, “may be for the last time”, as I fear every time I 

return to visit her. 

  

On the way there I had planned to make a little detour to drop by and greet an old friend but since I now live 

on the other side of the world and I am not getting any younger either, I wondered if that too wouldn’t also 

be a last encounter. 

 

It was a calm and sunny morning but heavy clouds and cold winds would have been more appropriate in the 

circumstances considering both Andrey’s and my preferred weather patterns. 

  

My first challenge was to escape the metropolis via a snake-pit of black soot-covered tunnels, multi-lane 

freeways, overpasses, underpasses and bypasses slithering through the grim industrial landscapes surround-

ing Orly Airport, where I used to go as a child to watch with starry eyes aeroplanes taking off for exotic 

destinations, dreaming that one day I would go there myself. I then drove through a succession of so-called 

‘dormitory suburbs’ plonked on the outer reaches of every Western capital. 

 

As on previous occasions I did not find my way easily – as a matter of fact, I got lost a few times and I had to 

backtrack repeatedly, wondering if I shouldn’t abandon this side trip altogether. The signage was either 

sporadic or ill-placed or plainly misleading. When I asked a few rare pedestrians for directions, they looked 

at me with suspicion, were vague and unhelpful but, having crossed the threshold of endurance, I welcomed 

all these obstacles as necessary hurdles in any journey. 

  

Finally, almost inadvertently, I found myself in front of the Russian Cemetery at Sainte-Geneviève-des-Bois, 

which is situated only thirty-three kilometres south of Paris – although, due to the difficulty of getting there, 

it felt like a much greater distance. 

  

The Russian Cemetery at Sainte-Geneviève-des-Bois, now the largest Russian necropolis in the world out-

side of Russia, was established in 1927 to house the burials of White Russian émigrés who had somehow 

survived the Bolshevik massacres. In 1927, Sainte-Geneviève-des-Bois was a somnolent village surrounded 

by wheat fields and woodlands, far away from the tumult of the French capital, but since then the city has 

spread its nasty tentacles all over what used to be a verdant countryside. 

  

As a consequence, the Russian Cemetery is now encircled by dreary blocks of council flats and tall cranes 

dominate the skyline like nightmarish birds. Under pressure from exponential population growth and from 

rapacious developers, the local Council is regularly raising the threat of ‘rezoning’ the cemetery – in other 

words desecrate it, bulldoze it and turn it into yet another casualty of the cancerous urban sprawl. Here, having 

hoped to rest for eternity, Grand Dukes and Princes from a bygone age after fleeing from their devastated 

homeland, now face the risk once more of being expropriated – but this time, instead of by Bolshevism, they 

will be dispossessed by rampant capitalism. 

 

The purpose of this visit was to express my gratitude and deep affection for an artist whose work had meant 

so much to my life since my late twenties. In my darkest moments, he had been a reliable travelling com-

panion who had lightened my burden when it became too heavy. Most importantly, he had encouraged me to 

defy gravity stirring me up with the very human desire to see beyond the visible and open what Russian 

Iconographers call ‘windows on Eternity’.  

 

To celebrate this precious moment, I took great pleasure in strolling quietly among these Russian Orthodox 

graves with evocative Slavic names steeped in the turbulent history of the early Twentieth Century. I took this 

opportunity to pay my respects to Ivan Bunin, who was the first Russian writer to receive the Nobel Prize in 

literature.  
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Ivan Bunin’s grave 

 

I marvelled at Rudolf Nureyev‘s flamboyant memorial, which was exquisitely draped in a mosaic artwork 

created by set designer Ezio Frigerio in the style of an oriental kilim. Decades earlier, I had been blessed to 

see Nureyev when he gave an electrifying solo ballet performance to Ravel’s ‘Boléro’ at the awful Palais des 

Sports in Paris, so I took this belated opportunity to congratulate him and thank him. 

   

 
Rudolf Nureyev’s grave 

 

I also saluted the tomb of one of my favourite Russian Impressionist painters, Konstantin Korovin, who had 

affectionately recorded the delights of a leisurely life surrounded by friends and relatives al fresco in the 

Crimea, Paris and other Arcadian locations. 

  

 
“At the tea-table” by Konstantin Korovin – 1888 – oil on canvas 
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A few Romanovs survivors were there too. Grand Duke Andrei Vladimirovich was buried in an unassuming 

grave with his wife, the charming Mathilde Kschessinska, who had been Prima Ballerina of the Marinski 

Theatre in Saint Petersburg before the First World War, apart from being now better known as Nicholas II’s 

first great love prior to his coronation as Tsar of All the Russias in 1895. 

 

                
                      Mathilde Kschessinska                                          Grand Duke Andrei Vladimirovich 

 

 
Grave of Mathilde Kschessinska and Grand Duke Andrei Vladimirovich 

 

Further down a tree lined alley, was Prince Gabriel Constantinovich, who narrowly escaped execution by the 

Bosheviks and lived in France until his death in 1955.  
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I then reflected on the vicissitudes of destiny at the grave that Prince Felix Yusupov shared with his beautiful 

wife, Princess Irina of Russia. 

  

 
Prince Felix Yusupov and Princess Irina of Russia 

 

As we all know, Prince Yusupov had tried in vain to save the monarchy from itself by killing Grigori Ras-

putin on the night of the twenty-ninth to the thirtieth of December 1916. Ironically, the assassination of 

Rasputin saved Prince Yusupov’s and his wife’s lives, as Nicholas II leniently condemned them to exile out 

of Russia a few weeks before the Revolution. So there he was, the man who had been even richer than the 

Tsar, maybe the wealthiest man in the world at that time, now lying in a humble grave outside Paris. 

 

 
Grave of Prince Felix Yusupov and Princess Irina of Russia 

  

Here they all were, survivors of an epoch of unequalled grandeur and magnificence, resting for eternity in 

simple plots in a foreign land, nearly completely forgotten. 

 

Meanwhile a group of indifferent Russian tourists were led at great speed from one sepulchre to another. A few 

too many times, our paths crossed so I sat down under an elm, or may be it was an oak tree, to let them 

disappear out of sight. I wanted to be alone in silence and the monotonous recitation of their dispassionate 

guide was an unwanted distraction from the tranquillity I was seeking. 
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After much searching, I finally found Andrey’s last resting place. In truth, I never had the good fortune of 

meeting Andrey Tarkovsky but his films and his diaries have so enriched my life that I feel towards him the 

inexplicable affinity one has towards an old friend. This may be only a figment of my imagination but it is as 

real to me as the air I breathe or the water I drink, and that is all that matters. In fact, it is probably better I never 

met him in person as I may have been disappointed, although I doubt it. An artist’s work is often better than 

him as it transcends the individual with all his limitations and his failings.  

 

As far as I could see, Tarkovsky’s grave was the only one with a little marble bench built purposely right next 

to the headstone for the lone visitor to sit and contemplate close by the filmmaker’s remains. Sheltered under a 

maple tree the grave itself, designed by the Russian sculptor Ernst Neizvestny, is a clumsy effort to commem-

orate one of the greatest poets of world cinema. It is a Brutalist pile of mistreated marble dumped there, so far 

away from Andrey’s homeland, surrounded by monstrosities of the Twenty-First Century within eyesight.  

 

 

 

 

 
Andrey Tarkovsky’s grave 

 

But ultimately, why not? Once we are dead, what does it matter how aesthetically pleasing our graves are? 

The first time I had visited Andrey’s tomb, an enamel reproduction of the Icon of “Our Lady of Vladimir” 

was on display but it now appears to have been removed or stolen. 

 

The inscription on the gravestone reads: “Andrey Tarkovsky 4.IV.1932 – 29.XII.1986”. Then Neizvestny, or 

someone else, felt obliged to add underneath this inane epitaph to summarise an artist of sublime complexity: 

“To the man who saw the Angel”, reducing poor old Tarkovsky to the kind of religious kitsch utterance one 

finds in garish places such as Lourdes. In any case, Tarkovsky gave us no indication that he indeed “saw the 

Angel”. Why the definite article ‘The’? Which angel in particular was he supposed to have seen? He may have 

wished to do so, in a lyrical sense at least, but angels have a tendency to remain rather elusive. 

 

In fact it is the deafening silence of God and his emissaries (i.e. the angels) which runs like a golden thread 

throughout Tarkovsky’s films. He recorded this absence more poignantly than anyone. His quest for the divine 

was never concluded one way or other. It would have been more accurate to carve on Andrey’s headstone: 

“To the Man who tried to see the angels” and even add “but never quite made it”, a very human failure which 

underpins the aching beauty of so many of his images. The presence or the absence of God remains a mystery 

harder than ever to reconcile ourselves with. Belief in the existence of God is an act of faith without which 

human life may seem “short, brutish and nasty” to many. As the philosopher George Steiner suggested in his 

essay ‘Real Presences’, the least we can do to make our existences more bearable, if not meaningful, is to 

carry on “as if” we did have faith, and this seems to be an essential prerequisite in the creative processes. The 

divine presence, or the nostalgia caused by its absence, is the fire that burns behind so much great art. 
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Andrey would most likely turn in his grave if he saw the inept sepulchre where he now rests, uneasy no 

doubt. In any case he would have wished to be removed from this alien land and transported back to his 

beloved Russia to be finally interred in a little country cemetery, surrounded by birch trees and fields of wild 

flowers swaying in the gentle summer wind nearby the village of Myasnoye where he had his dacha. If 

indeed he could observe the world from beyond, he would shed many tears at the spectacle of his mother-

land’s transformations since 1986. 

 

Various questions then came to me: “Tarkovsky was ten years younger than I am now when he died. He had 

filmed seven masterpieces but what have I done? What was I in fact doing there? What did I expect from 

such a visit? Was it a morbid obsession or was I just ticking another box in my busy schedule of cultural 

activities? Had I become another obsessive fan in search of trophies? Did I expect that my naïve brush with 

greatness, even dead greatness, would somehow rub off?” Thankfully, it was none of the above and in truth it 

was much more than that. 

 

Such a pilgrimage may appear futile to a rational person and, as far as communicating with the dead is 

concerned, it probably is, but it seemed important to me at the time and gave me, for a few minutes at least, the 

opportunity to meditate on the purpose and meaning of my own existence, reconcile myself with its mysteries 

and besides it helped me to recall some of the unforgettable images Tarkovsky had filmed. As in Taoism, for 

which he had a keen interest, there is such splendour in simple things and humble objects otherwise ignored or 

discarded. A small brook winding its way through meadows over pebbles, rusted metal and ancient statues 

abandoned there in unknown circumstances, reminding us that all things must pass, including ourselves. There 

is such an unbearable beauty in the roofless ruins of a medieval church, mercilessly exposed to the elements, 

reminding us that we may have lost something essential to our survival as a civilisation, although we cannot 

even remember what it was we have lost. As George Steiner lamented: “We have lost the meaning of meaning”.  

A dog barked and a jet plane glided silently overhead. A lonely cuckoo called monotonously in the distance 

like a lost soul, repeatedly striking a single note on a broken piano. A gust of wind rustled through a grove of 

birch trees. The camera catches a glimpse of the ephemeral beauty of a breeze waving softly transparent 

curtains in the diaphanous light of a tranquil summer day. These are only a few of the multitude of visual 

treasures that Tarkovsky left us to reflect on Aristotle’s dictum that: “The aim of art is to represent not the 

outward appearances of things, but their inner significance”.  

 

We often read books, at least some books, to ease the pain of our incurable solitude. Tarkovsky’s movies may 

not have answered any existential questions but they have brought me the solace that few other films have. 

Instead of escaping into a world of fantasy, Andrey’s moments of ‘sculpted time’ are more real to me than 

anything else I have seen and they continue to comfort me with the reassuring certitude that I am not alone, 

wandering in a semantic vacuum.  

 

Having forgotten to bring flowers with me on this occasion, I searched my pockets to find something to offer and 

I ridiculously slipped my business card into the dirt covering Andrey’s remains. Feeling that this bizarre gesture 

was completely inadequate, I started to sing one of my favourite Russian Romances “Ytpo tymaннoe” (Morning 

Mist), a melancholic song whose lyrics had been written by another of my imaginary Russian friends, Ivan 

Turgenev, who had also died in France. I felt that this song was an appropriate offering that Andrey would have 

appreciated if he could have heard me.  

 

This was when it dawned on me that I too was a filmmaker, as I was in fact making a movie right there and then. 

Yes, I was making a film, mentally at least, of me singing a melancholic Russian song to Andrey Tarkovsky in a 

cemetery on the outskirt of Paris. Suddenly it dawned on me that most of my adult life had been just that: a 

movie where I had been the script-writer, the director, the cinematographer, and of course the main actor, I even 

selected the soundtrack but most significantly I was also the sole spectator. 
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“All the world's a stage, 

And all the men and women merely players. 

They have their exits and their entrances, 

And one man in his time plays many parts...” 1 

 

I wondered if that was how we all live our lives to various degrees. Had our subconscious been ‘colonised’ by 

the film industry as much as the minds of previous generations had been shaped by literature? If successive 

defining media have had such an influence on the human psyche then one fears to think how the Internet, 

computers with all associated varieties of electronic gadgets and applications will rewire our brains in times to 

come. So far, early indications are dire: increased surveillance, end of privacy, ubiquitous narcissism and 

epistemological anarchy. Apart from the comforts provided by what my dear friend Norbert calls ‘the autism 

of reading’, literature and films at least offered us occasionally a plausible variety of coherent structures, ways 

of seeing which eased the torments of our celestial perditude.  

 

 
Andrey Tarkovsky 1932 - 1986 

 

In any case, what is real and what is imagined? It does not matter whether things happen because of us or in 

spite of us. We can either be subjected to reality, whatever form it takes, or we can choose to manufacture it. In 

the end it is all real, simply because we perceive it to be so. With these thoughts, I left Andrey having achieved 

nothing concrete but feeling much better. Having farewelled him, I reluctantly crossed the iron gates of the 

Russian Cemetery at Sainte-Geneviève-des-Bois to descend back into the realm of crass commercialism, con-

fronted by a large billboard promoting yet another one of those banal new developments sprouting all over the 

countryside. 

 

 
Front gate of the Russian Cemetery at Sainte-Geneviève-des-Bois (looking out) 

                                                             
1
 From William Shakespeare’s “As you like it” 
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Ever since I was a child, I had this horrible vision that one day the Earth would be completely covered by such 
developments. In 1975, I even painted a series of heartfelt but mediocre pictures where the whole planet was 
taken over by high rise buildings, so much so that you could not see the ground. There was a similar dystopian 
view in Tarkovsky’s film “Stalker”, where access to the only remnant of something resembling a wilderness 
sanctuary is now prohibited to prevent us mere mortals from contemplating the extent of our losses. As 
Tarkovsky made “Stalker” in 1979, one is tempted to think that this film was the shamanistic premonition of 
an inspired artist. Seven years later, in the aftermath of the 26th of April 1986 Chernobyl disaster, a vast tract 
of land of about thirty kilometres in radius was declared unfit for human life for the next twenty thousand 
years. The then Soviet government named this area a very Tarkovskyan “Zone of Alienation” and the brave 
individuals who ventured in this “Zone” to fix the damaged nuclear reactor Number 4 were called “Stalkers”. 
The parallel to Tarkovsky’s “Stalker” is even stranger, as this “Zone of Alienation” has now become a surpris-
ingly successful natural habitat where plants, insects and animals thrive, where even wolves and bears that had 
previously disappeared have returned. Nature, no matter how damaged, will not only survive but revive when 
people disappear. 
 
Back in my rented car, I readied myself for the long drive south and, to ease the anticipated pain of such a 
journey, I turned on some classical music radio station. Amazingly they were playing the Aria from Saint 
Matthew’s Passion: “Erbarme dich, Mein Gott…” (Have mercy my God…) by Johann Sebastian Bach. It also 
happened to be the last piece of music played in the last scene of Tarkovsky’s last film “The Sacrifice”, which 
he managed to complete as he was already dying of cancer. In this scene the main character gives up every-
thing, including his sanity, to honour his part of a tacit agreement he was convinced he had made with God. It 
was the sort of one-sided contractual arrangement we all make in our more youthful years with an invisible 
and omnipotent creator  “If you do this….I’ll do that” but, let’s face it, unlike the hero in “The Sacrifice” few 
of us ever respect the agreed conditions, even if we fortuitously get what we asked for. 
 
At first, I diagnosed this musical interlude that so delighted me as a wonderful example of synchronicity, but 
then I chose to believe that this broadcast was a present from Andrey himself, to thank me for my visit. For 
these few enchanted minutes I sat there quietly, unable to start the car and instead transported by Bach’s 
heavenly music to other realms, wishing I could stay there. 
 
[This extravaganza is our esteemed President’s way of making up for all the time his work has prevented him 
from sending us the regular articles that we have been accustomed to. He hopes that his summer holiday will 
enable him to send us something more early next year.] 
 
 

FOOTNOTES 
 
Clement Clarke Moore’s poem has been described as “arguably the best-known verses ever written by an 
American” and it certainly crystalised the modern conception of Santa Claus in many parts of the world. This 
is not without its ironies, as Moore depicted him as an “elf” with “a miniature sleigh and eight tiny reindeer” 
– the small size being what enabled him to negotiate chimneys. He was clad entirely in fur, not red flannel 
with white fur trimming, and there was no mention of the reindeer and sleigh f lying. Today, he is a full-sized 
(to say the least!) human and the only elves are in his workshop at the North Pole. 
 
A further irony is that some ‘War on Christmas’ placards show Christmas trees being chopped down when, 
in fact, the real fundamentalists don’t like such pagan or secular aspects as Santa Claus or Christmas trees – 
the most they will accept are manger scenes and other events that the Gospels refer to. 
 
Anyone who thinks this mentality is only held by a minority in the US should read the book released last 
year by Sara Palin, former Governor of Alaska and Republican candidate for Vice-President in 2010. In 
Good Tidings and Great Joy: Protecting the Heart of Christmas, she says: 
  
“The war on Christmas is the tip of the spear in a larger battle to secularize our culture and make true 
religious freedom a thing of America’s past.” 
 
“No matter how much the liberals protest, there’s a relationship between Christianity and a healthy civiliza-
tion, and we must resist those efforts to push God out of the culture.” 
 
“Public schools are the front lines of the cultural and legal battle for both the soul of the nation and the way 
we celebrate December 25th.” 
 
Admittedly, those lines are a bit milder than her statement on the campaign trail: “We’re keeping our God 
and we’re keeping our guns!” 
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UNITARIAN JESUS  
 

(Continued from p. 7.) 

 

Controversy 

1. In Gospel studies, it assumes Markean priority which, while widely agreed, is not unanimous. 

2. The logical extreme of strengths (1) and (4) above; i.e., such methodology may unwarrantedly imply that 

the author is too ‘creative’ and give a false account of the reliability of the text. 

3. Sometimes it is wrongly asserted on the basis of redaction criticism that what has been added or modified in 

a text is unhistorical when it could simply be the addition of another source or perspective. 

4. There has also been a tendency to overemphasize only what an author has modified as being the important 

aspects of his theology (even though such modifications are usually peripheral to the message), while 

ignoring the possible importance of those things which he has preserved. 

5. Sometimes, redaction critics make too much out of minor differences in detail. Is every instance of omission 

or addition of material theologically driven? It could very well be from a lack or surplus of information, an 

omission for the sake of brevity and fluidity, an addition for clarity or background information, or other 

reasons. 

 

**STOP PRESS!!** 

 

We have just heard some ‘insider’ news from our friends in the Glasgow Unitarian Church that their former 

minister, Rev. John Clifford, has been nominated to be the next President of the UK General Assembly of 

Unitarian and Free Christian Churches. This will not be confirmed until the Annual Meeting in [April?], so 

please keep this information to yourselves until then. 

 

This will be a good thing for us, as Rev. Clifford has a lengthy history with Australia, having served as a 

Visiting Minister in Adelaide and leading our Christmas service some years ago. He is hoping to attend the 

2015 ANZUUA Conference in Melbourne, in which case he will probably speak at that. In addition to his 

various ministries in the UK and here, he was also the Executive Secretary of the ICUU for some years.  

 

 

Membership renewals for 2015 should be paid before the end of the year. Those wishing to join our 

church can use this form by way of application but should not send payment until their membership is 

accepted. 

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

MEMBERSHIP/RENEWAL FORM 

 

 

I, (name) ___________________________________________________   

 

of (address) _________________________________________________ 

 

                    ________________________________ Postcode _________ 

 

Phone(s):   (home) __________________ (other) ___________________ 

 

Email: ______________________________________________________ 

 

I apply to join/renew membership in (delete one) the Sydney Unitarian Church and agree to abide by the 

rules as set down by the Constitution and management of the church. 

 

Signature: ________________________________  Fee enclosed: $_____* 

 

Cheques should be made payable to: Treasurer, Sydney Unitarian Church. Membership will be valid for the 

calendar year 2015. 

 

* Annual membership is $20 and includes the SUN journal; subscription to the SUN only is $15. 


