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The York Courses are well received by many as a means for individuals and groups to deepen understanding of Christian faith as they think through big questions facing humanity. This latest product geared to Lent 2012 is a five session course with participant’s booklet, CD and transcript of the audio material. It gives great flexibility for groups to be creative in the input they choose to engage with from wisdom shared by Archbishop John Sentamu, Bishop Graham Cray, journalist and broadcaster Clifford Longley, Methodist Church adviser Rachel Lampard, John Young and Simon Stanley of York Diocese and the former Archbishop of York, David Hope.

This year’s theme is about Christianity’s struggle in western society and what we make of it. Even if four million Bibles were printed and distributed in China in 2009 and a third of Church of English churches are growing the relationship of church and society in the UK is growing difficult. In 1910 the Thames tides were such that the Universities boat race had to be held in Holy Week and this happened uncomfortably without post-race celebrations. A century on the Christian vision is in a very different place. It no longer predominates. Gay rights triumph over religious rights. There is a new militancy in parts of the church but that is disowned by the majority. Discontent among Christians about the church has led both to the fresh expressions movement but it also represents a loss of confidence. Meanwhile many engage with the church as spiritual consumers balking at the challenge of accountability that being a disciple of Jesus has always been about.

Handing on the Torch  is a resource that invites engagement with some of these themes via a booklet rich in illustrations of where church and society are at with audio contributions on the same theme from leading Christian thinkers. These all come from ‘the best -sense of liberal’ churchmanship and provoke both thought and heart-searching along with John Young’s booklet and over twenty substantial quotations from contemporary observers. The capacity to select short tracks on the CD on different topics is a great advantage in customising a course. As you listen to the CD some topics addressed in order are abortion, disestablishment, euthanasia, whether sex is like food, vocations, the gay adoption crisis, surrogate mothers, bishops in the House of Lords, the Pope’s visit in 2010, experience of God, multiculturalism, horoscopes, atheism, church growth, the eucharist, wearing crosses in public and the Holy Spirit.
John Sentamu gives powerful testimony to the call of God upon his life and to how ‘in Christ alone we know ourselves as we truly ought to be as human beings’. Unsurprisingly he defends the Christian establishment and the governance of Britain as ‘the Queen in Parliament under God’. Nevertheless he expresses impatience with the church and people’s failure to see Jesus in her and inviting more prayer to the Holy Spirit. Clifford Longley affirms the eucharist as central to Christianity and reality. On sexual ethics he has critical loyalty to his Roman Catholic tradition but laments Freud’s duping of so many into ‘this idea that anything that doesn’t involve constant sexual activity is going to be bad for you’. He is critical of those who see wearing crosses in public as necessary obedience to Christian faith and says it is better to just be yourself where you are as a Christian. Rachel Lampard recognises the quest for visible Christian unity is on the back burner but applauds many ‘coalitions of the willing’ reengaging with particular issues from across denominations. She is cautious about church growth projects that draw like-minded groups together and counter the unity in diversity basic to what is Christian. Graham Cray insists that ignorance of Christianity more than secularism is the church’s main challenge with a third of all adults in England having never been to church. He notes how discontent with the church among her members is triggering creative renewal including fresh expressions. 
Handing on the Torch is a great resource that will find additional mileage in churches like my own lighting beacons on 4th June 2012 for the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee seeking resources to help communities look forward from that national anniversary symbolism. As Graham Cray says on the CD: ‘we have some wonderful heritage...but we are not a heritage faith. We are the people of the future’. 
The Revd Dr John Twisleton, Rector of St Giles, Horsted Keynes, West Sussex, UK   17th November 2011
