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Dear Friends in Christ  
 
Last month I wrote to you on the theme 
of having a ‘generous spirit’; how in a 
troubled world we as Christians can 
embody in our lives a spirit of love, care 
and peace built upon the foundations of 
our faith. 
 
If you have followed the weekday Bible 
readings over the past few weeks you 
will know that the Old Testament lesson 
has been about the Kings of Israel and 
Judah.  Overall they didn’t embody a 
such a spirit, ignoring and even 
persecuting God’s prophets Elijah and 
Elisha.  Both of these holy men lived out 
God’s commands and devoted their lives 
to telling others of God’s will for his 
people.  Their words and their actions 
mirrored each other, that is they 
practiced what they preached.  Their 
lives had a spiritual and prayerful 
dimension but also a visible, active 
dimension too. 
 
It is often hard to get the balance 
between the spiritual and the practical 
(just think of Mary and Martha!) but 
trying to achieve this is an important 
part of our Christian faith.  It can also be 
hard to know what comes first, prayer 
and faith or an active encounter that 
inspires a spiritual reaction.  Recently 
one of the Sunday Bible readings was 
the healing of Naaman (2 Kings 5:1-15).   
Naaman, a foreign army officer, is 
persuaded to seek the help of Elisha who 
heals him, thus leading Naaman to 
declare ‘Now I know that there is no God 
in all the world except in Israel.’  Elisha’s 
faith allowed God to work through him, 
healing Naaman who had a spiritual 

 
 
 
transformation.  Faith and action were 
both involved. 
 
Mother Teresa wrote that action and 
prayer help one another: action needs 
prayer to be ‘productive’ and prayer 
builds upon the grace of God which is 
shown to the world by active service.  
Perhaps, she was inspired by St Paul’s 
words in the letter to the Galatians (6:9), 
‘So let us not grow weary in doing what 
is right, for we will reap at harvest time, 
if we do not give up.’  We need faith and 
prayer to guide our actions if we are to 
do God’s will. 
 
In these uncertain and troubled times 
we need to live out our faith more visibly 
than ever.  The world needs a true 
guiding light and we Christians are each 
a small candle shining into our families, 
neighbourhoods and parish.  

 
Every blessing 
Canon Janice 

 

  



  



Edith and her two younger sisters, 
Florence and Lilian, had their early 
education not at the recently opened 
village school but at home. Later in 
1881, Edith is thought to have spent a 
few months at Norwich High School. 
From sixteen to nineteen years old, Edith 
went to boarding school.. 
After leaving school, she 
took several jobs as a 
governess. Despite the 
demands of her job, she 
still found time to keep up 
her hobbies of tennis and 
dancing. She once danced 
till her feet bled, which 
ruined her new shoes but 
cured her chilblains.  
 
In 1890, Edith took a post 
with the Francois family 
in Brussels. She stayed 
there for five years and 
became a firm favourite 
with the family She continued to paint in 
her spare time and became fluent in 
French. 1895 saw Edith’s return to 
Swardeston to nurse her father through 
a brief illness. Helping to restore her 
father to health made Edith resolve to 
take up nursing as a career. At the age 
of 30, she was accepted for training at 
the London Hospital. In the summer of 
1897, an epidemic of typhoid fever broke 
out in Maidstone. Six nurses were 
seconded to help, including Edith. Of 
1700 who contracted the disease, only 
132 died. Edith received the Maidstone 
Medal for her work there – the only 
medal she was ever to receive from her 
country. Edith turned to private nursing 
in 1898 – which meant individual 
patients, in those pre-NHS days - and 
dealt with cases of pleurisy, pneumonia, 

typhoid and a Bishop’s appendicitis. 
However she soon moved back into the 
front line of nursing and in 1899 was a 
Night Superintendent at St. Pancras, a 
Poor Law Institution for destitutes where 
about one person in four would die of a 
chronic condition. At Shoreditch 

Infirmary, where she 
became Assistant Matron 
in 1903, she pioneered 
follow up work by visiting 
patients at home after 
their discharge. After 
working in Manchester for 
a short time, followed by 
a short break, Edith 
returned to Brussels to 
work for Dr. Depage who 
wanted to pioneer the 
training of nurses in 
Belgium along the lines of 
Florence Nightingale. 
Edith Cavell, now in her 
early forties, was put in 

charge of a pioneer training school for 
lay nurses on the outskirts of Brussels.  
 
Edith often returned to Norfolk to visit 
her mother, who since her husband’s 
death was living in Norwich. She was 
weeding her mother’s garden when she 
heard the news of the German invasion 
of Belgium. She would not be persuaded 
to stay in England. “At a time like this”, 
she said, “I am more needed than ever”. 
By August 3rd 1914, she was back in 
Brussels despatching the Dutch and 
German nurses home and impressing on 
the others that their first duty was to 
care for the wounded, irrespective of 
nationality. The clinic became a Red 
Cross Hospital; German soldiers 
receiving the same care as Belgian.  
 



In the Autumn of 1914, two stranded 
British soldiers found their way to Nurse 
Cavell’s training school and were 
sheltered for two weeks. Others 
followed, all of them spirited away to 
neutral territory in Holland. Quickly an 
‘underground’ lifeline was established, 
masterminded by the Prince and Princess 
de Croy at a chateau at Mons. Guides 
were organised by Philippe Baucq, an 
architect, and some 200 allied soldiers 
helped to escape. This organisation 
lasted for almost a year, despite the 
risks. All those involved knew they could 
be shot for harbouring allied soldiers.  
 
However in July 1915, two members of 
the escape route team were arrested. 
Five days later, Nurse Cavell was 
interned. During her interrogation she 
was told that the other prisoners had 
confessed. In her naivete she believed 
them and revealed everything. Many 
people think that Edith ‘shopped’ her 
compatriots simply because she could 
not tell a lie. In fact, Edith simply trusted 
her captors, was glad to make a clean 
breast of it and willingly condemned 
herself by freely admitting at her trial 
that she had “successfully conducted 
allied soldiers to the enemies of the 
German people”. Along with four others, 
she was sentenced to death, and the 
authorities were determined to carry out 
the executions immediately. Despite the 
intervention of neutral American and 
Spanish embassies, it was declared that 
Edith would be shot the next day, 
October 12th. The English Chaplain, 
Stirling Gahan, visited her on the night 
before she died. His account of her last 
hours is very moving. They repeated the 
words of ‘Abide with me’, and Edith 
received the Sacrament. She told him: “I 
am thankful to have had these ten 
weeks of quiet to get ready. Now I have 

had them and have been kindly treated 
here. I expected my sentence and I 
believe it was just. Standing as I do in 
view of God and Eternity, I realise that 
patriotism is not enough, I must have no 
hatred or bitterness towards anyone”. 
Her sentence was carried out hurriedly 
and furtively in the early hours of 
October 12th and her body buried 
nearby, with a plain wooden cross put 
over her grave. The outcry that followed 
must have astounded the Germans and 
made them realise they had committed a 
serious blunder. The execution was used 
as propaganda by the allies, who 
acclaimed Nurse Cavell as a martyr and 
those responsible for her execution as 
murdering monsters. Sadly, this was 
contrary to her last wishes. She did not 
want to be remembered as a martyr or a 
heroine but simply as “a nurse who tried 
to do her duty”. When the war was over, 
arrangements were made for Edith’s 
reburial. Her remains were escorted with 
great ceremony to Dover and from there 
to Westminster Abbey for the first part 
of the burial service. From there she was 
taken to Norwich Cathedral where she 
was re-interred. The East window in 
Swardeston Church is a memorial to 
Edith. Due to recent releases of British 
Secret Service files, we have a better 
idea of how much Edith knew of the 
personal danger she faced in carrying on 
with helping soldiers to escape. She was 
a very brave woman, driven by a sense 
of duty, of patriotism, and by the 
practical living out of her personal faith 
in the Lord Jesus Christ. She would have 
wanted all the glory to go to Him. 
Original Text written by Revd Phillip McFadyen, 
Vicar of Swardeston in 1985 and added to by 
his successor Revd David Chamberlin 
thereafter. [Edited for this publication.] 
Copyright © 2015 PCC of St Mary’s Church 
Swardeston, Norwich Norfolk NR14 8EB 





 

 
 

Week 
Commencing 

Time and 
Location 

Service First 
Reading 

Second 
Reading 

Gospel Psalm 

Sunday 6th Nov 
3rd before Advent 

Marown  10.30 
Baldwin  18.30 

BCP Communion 
All Soul’s Service 

Job 19:23-
27a 
 

2 Thess 
2:1-5 & 
13-17 

Luke 
20:27-38 

17:1-9 

Sunday 13th Nov 
Remembrance 

Marown  10.45 
Baldwin  18.30 

Remembrance 

Remembrance 
Malachi 4: 
1-2a 

2 Thess 
3:6-13 

Luke 21: 
5-19 

98 

Sunday 20th Nov 
Christ the King 

Marown  10.30 
Baldwin  18.30 

CW Comm +choir 
CW Evening Prayer 

Jeremiah 
23:1-6 

Col 1:11-
20 

Luke 
23:33-43 

46 

Sunday 27th Nov 
Advent Sunday 

Marown  10.30 
Baldwin  18.30 

Morning Praise 
CW Communion 

Isaiah 2:1-
5 

Romans 
13:11-14 

Matthew 
24:36-44 

122 

 

CharityOfTheMonth : CharityOfTheMonth : CharityOfTheMonth :  

Curraghs Wildlife Park 
There are many ways that you can help the wildlife park. These include: 
 
Supporters of the Curraghs Wildlife Park (SCWP), an Isle of Man 
registered charity, established in 2018 for the purpose of Making a 

difference for the Curraghs Wildlife Park’s animals and visitors. SCWP supports the 
Curraghs Wildlife Park’s conservation work which includes 
participating in international breeding programmes for endangered 
animals, for example, Silvery Gibbons.  Membership of the charity 
costs £5 annually and leaflets with more information are available at 
the Park. You can also get information by email at 
supportersCWP@manx.net or via the Park’s website. 
 
Adopt an Animal Adoption makes a great gift for any animal lover. You'll be supporting 
the Park and its education and conservation work, as well as contributing to the 
animals' food bills. The most popular animals for adoption are penguins, meerkats, red 
pandas, lemurs, spider monkeys, macaques, lynxes and fishing cats.  
 
Volunteering Volunteers play a vital part in the running of the Park – helping with the 
many talks, animal encounters, discovery tables and craft activities that we run during 
peak times. If you enjoy talking to people and have an interest in animals, or if you 
have DIY skills to help with the many practical tasks around the Wildlife Park they 
would love to hear from you. Volunteers can also choose to get involved with crucial 
fundraising efforts and work parties to tackle jobs and projects around the Park. 
(Volunteers must be 18 or over, but there's no upper age limit.)  
 
For more information contact the Wildlife Park by visiting, by telephoning them on 
897323 or via their website at www.curraghswildlifepark.im  



 
Salvation cannot be earned.   
 
Salvation has been bought for us 
already, by the death and glorious 
resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. He 
bought our salvation and it was costly. 
But does that mean that we can 
therefore just sit back and take it easy, 
knowing that our place in heaven is 
assured? That whatever wrong we do 
doesn’t matter because we can just 
repent it and be forgiven?   
 
No, it does not mean that. Does it then 
mean that we can just go on living our 
lives any old way, just so that it satisfies 
us and keeps us happy? No, it does not 
mean that either. In Matthew chapter 7, 
we hear that Jesus said:  
“‘Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, 
Lord”, will enter the kingdom of heaven, 
but only one who does the will of my 
Father in heaven. On that day many will 
say to me, “Lord, Lord, did we not 
prophesy in your name, and cast out 
demons in your name, and do many 
deeds of power in your name?” Then I 
will declare to them, “I never knew you; 
go away from me, you evildoers.” 
 
So how do we know what is the will of 
our Father in heaven? Many years ago, 
my Mum had a book that was called 
“Enquire within upon everything”. Well 
as Christians, the Bible is our ‘enquire 
within about everything’. We must read 
our Bibles. Everything that we need to 
know to live Godly lives is in there, 
especially in the Gospels and the writings 
of the apostles. How can we know what 
God wants of us if we don’t read the 
instruction book? People talk to me 
about the beauty of the words of the 

King James Bible. Well, if the King James 
works for you, jolly good. But any Bible 
is as good as any other. The beauty of 
the words isn’t the point. The point is, 
do we read it? Do we understand it? Do 
we follow the maker’s instructions? The 
important thing is that we read the Bible 
and try to understand what it says, 
asking always for the help of the Holy 
Spirit to enable us to do so.   
 
So, what does the Bible tell us about 
how to live a Godly life, so that when we 
meet Jesus on that glorious day, he does 
not look at us blankly and say “I never 
knew you”? I want to look at two things 
in particular, compassion and negativity. 
In our modern society, compassion is 
shrinking and dying. Jesus said: “ This is 
my commandment, that you love one 
another as I have loved you.’” And in 
Matthew 22, when asked “Teacher, 
which commandment in the law is the 
greatest?” Jesus replied: “You shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, 
and with all your soul, and with all your 
mind.”  This is the greatest and first 
commandment. And the second is like it: 
“You shall love your neighbour as 
yourself.” On these two commandments 
hang all the law and the prophets.’” 
 
But what does He mean, to love our 
neighbour? We know from the Good 
Samaritan parable that Jesus didn’t 
mean the person that lives next door. He 
meant everyone who needs our help.  
Everyone. In Luke chapter 6, Jesus  is 
very explicit about this. “‘But I say to 
you that listen, Love your enemies, do 
good to those who hate you, bless those 
who curse you, pray for those who 
abuse you.”  That’s a tall order isn’t it. 
But we can at least try. Most people who 



have been to Church on Sundays will go 
back to nice safe houses feeling that 
they have done their duty. They’ve been 
to Church and they’ve worshipped. They 
settle down and watch the TV news and 
say ‘why is all this awful stuff 
happening?’ I had a Lent reader one 
year by Penelope Wilcox. It is written as 
a series of conversations with Jesus. On 
one day, she asks him “why does God 
just look on and let rich and powerful 
people oppress the poor? Why does God 
watch whilst children are abused and 
trafficked for sex? Why doesn’t he do 
something about it?” I don’t have the 
space to tell you the whole of the reply 
she penned for Jesus, but here’s a little 
bit of it, paraphrased.  
Jesus replies “I gave you wealth and 
instead of sharing it fairly you were 
greedy with it and wasted it. I entrusted 
into your care the most precious and 
beautiful gift of all – a little child – and 
you allowed her to be starved and 
beaten, neglected and abused.” 
 
Where there is inequality and 
oppression, wars come in. Why blame 
God? When it comes right down to it, if 
we took away all the human made 
troubles in the world, it would be a 
paradise.” In other words, these things 
happen because we let them happen.  
Theresa of Avila wrote this: 
Christ has no body but yours,  
No hands, no feet on earth but yours, 
Yours are the eyes with which he looks 
Compassion on this world, 
Yours are the feet  
with which he walks to do good, 
Yours are the hands,  
with which he blesses all the world. 
Yours are the hands, yours are the feet. 
 
We, the Church, the body of Christ, we 
are the ones who must do the good in 

the world.  It’s not enough to send the 
odd fiver to Christian Aid, we must act 
ourselves. Now I know what you are 
thinking – how can I make any 
difference? Well, we don’t have to do 
earth shattering things to effect change. 
We can eat an elephant one bite at a 
time! We can buy fair trade products. 
We can stand up for what is right. We 
can make a difference.   
 
Think about those who you have met 
today, whether you know them or not. 
Do you know what difficulties they are 
facing? Do we take their smile at face 
value? Are they lonely? We might 
assume that the homes that they go 
back to are places of safety, but they 
may be places of oppression and need. 
Ask yourself this, when was the last time 
you stretched out a hand in generosity 
to someone in need? Think about the 
things you’ve said to people today, 
yesterday, this week. Were they things 
to build them up and strengthen them, 
or were they things to bring them down? 
Remember that we seldom know what 
pain is behind the façade. Was that 
casual, throwaway line of negativity or a 
joke that wasn’t really a joke the last 
straw for someone? Were we basically 
kicking them when they were down?   
 
If we had to answer directly to Jesus for 
the things we had said and done this 
week, would we feel good about it or 
would we feel ashamed? If we, God’s 
people in this place, can’t reach out to 
the poor and the lost in our own 
communities, then who will?  And if we 
can’t - for which read won’t -because we 
can if we want to enough, are we really 
God’s people or just people who come to 
meet their friends on a Sunday? If Jesus  
walked in through the church door at 
next Sunday’s service, would we be 



happy, or would it just muck up our 
plans for the day?  As St Augustine once 
said “send me chastity and continence 
Lord, but not yet”. 
 
God is not dead. God is alive, gloriously 
alive. He is as ready to act as he ever 
was, but he’s saying ‘”I will if you will”.  I 
challenge you.  I challenge you this 
week to start to change things.  Here’s 
my challenge.  This week, every day 
starting today, I challenge you to do 
three kindnesses, expecting nothing in 
return.  And let’s be honest here, family 
don’t really count.  As Jesus  says in 
Luke 6, ‘If you love those who love you, 
what credit is that to you? For even 
sinners love those who love them.”  
 
We don’t have to do earth shattering 
things to effect change.  Teeny tiny 
things are all I’m talking about.  Not 
rushing out and buying a huge bouquet 
for a stranger, but maybe picking a little 
posy of flowers from your garden for 
someone who doesn’t have a garden.  
Are there old people living alone on your 
street? Lonely old people often just want 
someone to talk to.  What about the 
young single mother who is struggling 
with how to be a good parent because 
she never had one herself?   
If we all did three teeny kindnesses for 
people every day for a whole week, that 
would be such a blessing. What an 
antidote to the crazy world we live in.  
And I think that God, who will be 
watching, will be smiling.   
 
And, whilst we are doing our three kind 
acts a day, will you accept a second 
challenge too?  Negativity is growing at 
a terrible fast pace.  And I do mean 
terrible. For the second challenge, will 
you try really, really hard for the whole 

week not to say anything negative, but 
only to say positive things? I don’t think 
that we realise just how much negativity 
there is in the world today nor how 
much we unconsciously reflect it in our 
speech.  Negativity pulls us down and 
makes us feel bad just as much as it 
does those around us.  Positivity lifts us 
up!   
 
A couple of years ago, we marked the 
100th anniversary since the end of World 
War I.  We have all heard about how 
dreadful it was, how awful the trenches 
were.  But one of the most popular 
songs the soldiers sang was “pack up 
your troubles in your old kit bag and 
smile, smile, smile.”  If they could sing 
that in that diabolical place, surely we 
can do our best in the world that they 
fought for? Mother Teresa once said “the 
biggest disease today isn’t leprosy or 
cancer, it’s the feeling of being uncared 
for, unwanted – of being deserted and 
alone.”  Let’s start to put right that great 
wrong.  Let’s start it right here, right 
now.  Who knows how far it may 
spread?  
 
God asks us to trust Him, to trust that he 
has a plan for our lives, to accept that 
He has the authority and that we must 
put ourselves in his hands. To see the 
world through His eyes.  When we come 
before God on the day he calls us home, 
can you imagine how it would feel if he 
has disappointment on his face and asks 
us sadly why we didn’t look after his 
other children?   
 
 

 
 
 

  



Protecting church buildings 
Church House Westminster has 
produced guidance for churches seeking 
to improve their building’s resilience, 
amid increasing climate change. A 
spokesman at Church House said: 
“Church buildings are often solidly built 
and, when maintained well, have 
withstood the weather over the 
centuries. However, as the climate 
changes, and weather events become 
more extreme, they can become more 
vulnerable.  We need to protect these 
precious buildings from harm.” He went 
to say that churches “act as sanctuaries 
for their communities: they are often 
built on higher ground, so they can be a 
place of safety during a flood, and also 
can act as a cool sanctuary in a 
heatwave.” Church House is running two 
webinars in November on preparing 
buildings for more extreme weather, and 
how to use them to protect your 
community. 
 

Winter challenge for Ukranians 

Eight months since Russia’s invasion, 
Christian Aid is warning that millions of 
Ukrainians face a bleak winter in 
temporary shelters and damaged homes. 
Christian Aid is working hard to help 
Ukrainians get through the cold months, 
when temperatures can plunge to -20C. 
Alongside its local partners and other 
charities, the programme for winter 
includes insulating shelters, restoring 
toilet and shower blocks, and handing 
out cash, food, blankets, toiletries and 
other essentials to support 57,000 
people. Christian Aid CEO Patrick Watt 
said: “Thanks to the unprecedented 
generosity of the British people, 
Christian Aid is helping local people to 
take the lead in tackling their own 

priorities. But with disrupted power, 
freezing temperatures lie ahead for 
conflict-hit Ukrainians already struggling 
with trauma and a lack of medical 
treatment. We must do more, and 
quickly. “One helpful measure would be 
for the Ukrainian government to lift the 
tax on humanitarian aid. We urge the UK 
government to use its relationships in 
Kyiv to achieve this. We want to 
complement state activities – not replace 
them.” 
 

Understanding wasps 
Chances are that you were irritated by 
wasps this summer – there were a lot of 
them about. But did you know what they 
were really looking for? According to Prof 
Seirian Sumner, a behavioural ecologist 
and entomologist at University College 
London, we should try to “understand 
what wasps want, and what they’re 
doing at certain times of the year.” In 
early and mid-summer “they’re not that 
interested in sugar, they want meat. The 
adults are vegetarian, but they hunt prey 
to feed to the larvae, who give them a 
sugary reward,” she says. 
 
“Then, when the larvae pupate [in late 
summer and early autumn], there’s 
fewer that need feeding, and they don’t 
need to hunt, so wasps are sort of 
furloughed. And then they go in search 
of sugar, usually in flowers. But your 
prosecco, or beer, or jam sandwich is 
just as appealing.” Her advice, then, is to 
distract wasps from yourself by offering 
them meat in early to mid-summer, and 
a saucer of cider or some jam on a lid in 
late summer and early autumn. Sumner 
stresses that the world would be much 
worse off without wasps: they are 
excellent at pest control and are also 



fine pollinators. More on wasps in her 
book:  Endless Forms: The Secret World 
of Wasps (HarperCollins) 
 

Driving after dark 

Have you ever driven down a road after 
dark, only to shield your eyes from 
dazzling beams of a large SUV coming 
straight at you? If so, you will know the 
blinding effect those lights can have. 
Now a recent study by the RAC has 
found that almost two thirds of drivers 
have noticed the problem is happening 
more often than even a couple of years 
ago. And the RAC has found that 
because the SUV-style vehicles are 
higher off the road, their beams are in 
the direct eyeline of drivers in lower 
vehicles. One in ten drivers admitted 
that they were unable to see clearly for 
six seconds or more when dazzled by 
such oncoming headlights. If they were 
travelling at 60mph, that means they 
could be covering 160 metres, more or 
less blind. Overall, the RAC finds that it 
is LED lights which are the problem. 
“This presents a real irony – the brighter 
and better your vehicle’s headlights are, 
the clearer your night-time view of the 
road ahead is; but often, it seems, at the 
expense of anyone coming towards 
you.” 
 

Remembering prisoners 
More than 80,000 people are currently 
being held in UK prisons. Many of them 
have caused acute misery and hurt to 
innocent people, and so it is tempting to 
forget about them now. But Jesus 
commanded that we do the opposite – 
that when it comes to showing 
compassion, we should include in our 
care even those who may seem to us to 
be the least deserving of consideration. 
When Jesus said: ‘I was in prison and 
you visited me,’ (Matt 25:43), He meant 

something amazing: that when we do 
any goodness to prisoners in His name, 
He will reckon that we have shown that 
kindness to Him. That is quite an 
incentive to do something for them. 
 
The Prisons Week initiative has prepared 
prayer literature for UK churches to use 
for more than 40 years and so is an 
excellent place to start. The needs for all 
those affected by prisons: prisoners and 
victims, their families, their communities, 
those working and volunteering in 
prisons and the criminal justice system, 
are huge and complicated, and need 
God’s help. As Jonathan Aitken, who 
works with Prisons Week says: “Almost 
everyone has a spiritual dimension to 
their lives, however much they have 
suppressed it or ignored it. Prison is not 
a bad place to explore the part of your 
being which is called the soul. Yes, you 
have hit a rock-bottom low point. But 
you will recover from it and can rebuild 
your life. Be willing to extend or accept 
the hand of friendship.” 
More info at: www.prisonsweek.org 
  

https://web.spck.org.uk/societyforpromotingchristianknowledgelz/lz.aspx?p1=M4kDUwMjY2MVMxMzM6NTM0NDU0NzU0OEJDODUwQzQ0NEI5N0M5QjlFNjBFQTA%3d-&CC=&w=18670


 
Isaac Watts (1674 – 1748) is often called 
the ‘Father of English hymnody’. 
Certainly, before his hymns came along, 
congregational singing was apparently a 
tedious business.  
 
At the time of his birth in 1674, in 
Southampton, his father was in prison 
for his Nonconformist sympathies. His 
father was eventually freed but Isaac 
respected his courage and 
remembered his mother's 
tales of nursing her 
children on the jail steps. 
Young Isaac showed 
genius early. He was 
learning Latin by age 4, 
Greek at 9, French at 11, 
and Hebrew at 13. He also 
had an unusual ability for 
easy rhyming in English. 
At the age of five, when 
scolded for giggling in 
family prayers, it was 
because he had seen a 
mouse on the bell-rope, and instantly 
composed the line: ‘There was a mouse, 
for want of stairs, ran up a rope to say 
his prayers’  Several wealthy 
townspeople offered to pay for his 
university education at Oxford or 
Cambridge, which would have led him 
into Anglican ministry. Isaac refused and 
at 16 went to London to study at a 
leading Nonconformist academy. Upon 
graduation, he spent five years as a 
private tutor. 
 
In 1702 he became pastor of London's 
Mark Lane Independent (i.e. 
Congregational) Chapel, then one of the 
city's most influential independent 
churches. But the following year, he 

began suffering from psychiatric illness 
that would plague him for the rest of his 
life. He had to pass off more and more 
of his work to his assistant and 
eventually resigned in 1712. Though 
German Lutherans had been singing 
hymns for 100 years, John Calvin had 
urged his followers to sing only metrical 
psalms; English Protestants had followed 
Calvin's lead. Watts’ literary ability, 
combined with his interest in theology, 

made him very unhappy 
with this. Watts didn't 
reject metrical psalms; he 
simply wanted to see them 
more impassioned. "They 
ought to be translated in 
such a manner as we have 
reason to believe David 
would have composed them 
if he had lived in our day" 
he wrote. One Sunday after 
church, Isaac complained to 
his father about it.  His 
father challenged him to 
write something better.  

Though only 18, Watts accepted the 
challenge, and produced his first hymn – 
which was duly sung the following 
Sunday.   
 
His first book ‘Hymns and Spiritual 
Songs’ was published in 1707 and he 
followed it with ‘Psalms of David 
Imitated in the Language of the New 
Testament’ in 1719. This book was 
intended to be hymns based on the 
psalms, but it was criticised by many of 
his English colleagues, who claimed that 
they couldn't recognize these 
translations. Watts was unapologetic, 
arguing that he deliberately omitted 
several psalms and large parts of others, 
keeping portions "as might easily and 



naturally be accommodated to the 
various occasions of Christian life, or at 
least might afford us some beautiful 
allusions to Christian affairs."  

Furthermore, where the psalmist fought 
with personal enemies, Watts turned the 
biblical invective against spiritual 
adversaries: sin, Satan, and temptation. 
Finally, he said, "Where the flights of his 
faith and love are sublime, I have often 
sunk the expressions within the reach of 
an ordinary Christian." 
 
Watts was also a scholar of wide 
reputation, especially in his later years. 
As well as around 600 hymns, he wrote 
nearly 30 theological treatises; essays on 
psychology, astronomy, and philosophy; 
three volumes of sermons; the first 
children's hymnal; and a textbook on 
logic that served as a standard work on 
the subject for generations. But his 
poetry remains his lasting legacy and 
earned him acclaim on both sides of the 
Atlantic. Benjamin Franklin published his 
hymnal, and John Wesley acknowledged 
him as a genius. In his later years, Isaac 
Watts once complained about hymn 
singing in church: "To see the dull 
indifference, the negligent and 
thoughtless air that sits upon the faces 

of a whole assembly, while the psalm is 
upon their lips, might even tempt a 
charitable observer to suspect the 
fervency of their inward religion." 
 
Watts wrote "Our God, Our Help in Ages 
Past" in 1708 as a paraphrase of Psalm 
90. 30 years later, hymn writer John 
Wesley changed the 'our' to 'O' so the 
hymn became 'O God, Our Help in Ages 
Past'. The tune is known as 'St Anne' 
and was composed by William Croft in 
1708 whilst he was the organist of the 
church of St Anne. Other famous works 
written by Watts include the hymn 
'When I Survey the Wondrous Cross' and 
the carol 'Joy to the World. 
 
Apparently 'O God, Our Help in Ages 
Past' was the last hymn sung at the last 
church service aboard the doomed ship 
‘Titanic’.  in 1708: Often sung at 
Remembrance Day services, this hymn is 
a faith-strengthening reminder, at any 
time, of God’s permanence. The hymn 
was played on BBC radio when World 
War 2 was declared, and sung years 
later at Winston Churchill’s funeral. It 
was also used in at least one memorial 
service following the September 11, 
2001 tragedy in the U.S. 
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Last Month’s Puzzle Solution 

Don’t forget that the clocks go 

back night of Saturday 29th night/ 

Sunday 30th  


