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by James Dunlap

Two dozen of us, mostly from St John’s, went to Kerala in 
southwest India from 24th January to 1st February 2014 on 
a pilgrimage led by George Thomas and Susan George. We 
benefitted immensely from their intimate knowledge of Kerala 
and its churches and their hard work organising things.

Kerala is over 20% Christian. Its Christian churches by tradition 
were founded by St Thomas the disciple in 52 AD. That tradition 

is far from fantastic. The St Thomas churches certainly go 
back to at least the fourth century AD, over 1000 years before 
European missionaries reached India. Some one third of Indian 
Christians belong to them.

On Sunday 26th January we worshipped in St Francis Church 
Fort Cochin, which is the oldest European church in India.  The 
Portuguese explorer, Vasco da Gama’s body was originally 
buried in this church, but after fourteen years his remains were 
removed to Lisbon. 

On Monday there was a liturgy at the Orthodox Theological 

Seminary at Kottayam, in English for our benefit. We then 
sat down with M. P. George, who had presided at the liturgy. 
He had studied Russian Orthodox liturgy in Russia, and was 
delighted that I also knew that liturgy and spoke Russian. He 
discussed ecumenism. “We like it, but we won’t change our 
liturgy or theology. I often start ecumenical meetings with 
Hail Mary. Most of them aren’t too happy with that, but that’s 
fine!” He discussed too the role of women, relations with other 
denominations and religions, the war in Syria, Marxism (it and 
capitalism both failed to create equality) and much else. We also 
met His Holiness Baselios Marthoma Paulose II, the Catholicos 
(primate) of the Orthodox Church of Malankara.
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On 28th January we met Dr Philipose Mar Chrysostom, 
Metropolitan emeritus of the Mar Thoma Syrian Church of 
Malabar. He was 95, physically feeble, and spoke so softly he 
could only be heard up close, but had a sharp wit and dropped 
provocative, paradoxical pearls of wisdom:

•	 Anglicans and Orthodox used to excommunicate each 
other.   Now they’re good friends, but still not in communion. 
The church’s real problem is people don’t have the religion 
Jesus has.

•	 A communist politician once told me: “I don’t believe 
in God.” I said, “You are right. But God believes in you.” 
Man with limitations has a hard time understanding God 
without limitations.

•	 A friend was asked, “Do you believe in God?” He said “No”. 
The fact that he doesn’t believe in God doesn’t mean that 
God is not there. So I don’t trust him on this. But he is my 
friend.

•	 God is somebody who is there, whether you believe in him 
or not.

•	 No one has ever seen God. The God you know is not the 
God that other people know.

•	 Please come again. If I’m not here, come to heaven. I’m an 
old man. But I am happy to hear that there are people in 
Hong Kong who want to see me.

Martyn Percy is Principal of Ripon College Cuddesdon, near Oxford, one of England’s leading Anglican 
theological colleges. He’s also no stranger to Hong Kong, but a regular visitor in recent years, where 
we have come to know him as a speaker with the gift of articulating a vision of Anglicanism that is 
wise, generous and challenging.

His latest book Thirty Nine New Articles does not disappoint. It pays homage to the original 39 
Articles of Religion, forged in the mid-16th century at a time of religious strife and upheaval as 
the young Anglican Church sought to establish a firm foundation, and which can still be found at 
the end of the Book of Common Prayer. Martyn’s 39 New Articles (many of which were originally 
published in UK newspapers including The Guardian, others delivered as sermons), together form a 
rich survey of Anglicanism today – hence the subtitle An Anglican Landscape of Faith.

Covering subjects as varied as the Resurrection (God doesn’t give proof, but clues), Scriptures 
(inspiration, not a fax from God), and Healing Ministry, Martyn also includes seasonal sermons, 
reflections on Anglican unity and diversity, and a celebration of some of the saints and heroes of 
our faith.

These articles were written over the course of a decade, and some themes recur: openness, waiting 
in hope, valuing difference, holding in tension rather than rushing to closure; and a frequent word, 
‘miscibility’ – the ability to be mixed. Martyn asks if the Anglican Church is built on rock or sand? 
And typically he concludes that the foundation is neither solid nor fluid, but ‘flexi-rock’. This is a 
Church able to hold together intensely held competing convictions; open because we see ourselves 
as incomplete. We seek clarity and certainty, but walking with God is hesitating to come to quick 
conclusions.

There are some delightful illustrations along the way. I love the image of the Trinity as Jazz music; 
or the parish church as ‘God’s local orchestra’, with the priest as conductor; and Woody and Buzz 
Lightyear from Toy Story – ‘falling with style!’ (in a sermon on St Alban). But it’s not all gentle 
warmth: from St Columba we learn that faith is passion, and religion is about extremes: extreme 
love, extreme sacrifice, extreme selflessness.

Martyn doesn’t avoid the current divisive issues of sexuality, but he concludes on the optimistic note 
that Anglicans work through conflict and difficulty; our faithfulness to God and one another sees to 
it that we find enrichment rather than weakness in our apparent rifts and tantrums. The truth of the 
Church lies not simply in its doctrines or dogma, but in its pastoral heart.

This is a book to dip into, reflect on, return to, and enjoy. It is available from the Cathedral Bookstore. 

Sense of right and wrong 
(1 Corinthians 8:7) (10)
Coming (John 11:17) (7)
‘All I have is — , and all you 
have is mine’ (John 17:10) (5)
Smarten (Acts 9:34) (4)
Hold back (Job 9:13) (8)
Member of the Society of 
Friends (6)
At ague (anag.) (6)
Citizen of the Greek capital (8)
So be it (Galatians 6:18) (4)
Twentieth-century poet and 
dramatist who wrote Murder in 
the Cathedral, T.S. — (5)
Empowers (Philippians 3:21) (7)
Imposing (1 Samuel 9:2) (10)

Healed (Luke 7:21) (5)
Central space in a church (4)
Co-founder of Spring Harvest and 
General Secretary of the Evangelical 
Alliance 1983–97, Clive — (6)
Moses killed one when he saw him 
beating a Hebrew labourer (Exodus 
2:12) (8)
Bravery (Acts 4:13) (7)
It interrupted Paul and Silas singing 
hymns in a Philippian jail (Acts 
16:26) (10)
Transgression (Psalm 36:1) (10)
Irish province in which Dublin is 
situated (8)
Same hit (anag.) (7)
‘The Spirit of God was hovering over 
the — ’ (Genesis 1:2) (6)
Author of the immortal stories of 
Winnie the Pooh, A.A. — (5)
Cab (4)
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Will Newman reviews Martyn Percy’s latest 
book Thirty Nine New Articles

The In Touch Crossword
Across Down

.............................................................................................................................................................................................................

Solution on Page 23 - No Cheating

On 31st January we met leaders of the United Christian 
Movement, which unites 15 Christian denominations for prayer, 
worship and other activities. In answer to a question, one said 
they don’t try to cooperate with the government because that 
just guarantees that nothing will happen. “They want bribes 
even to give money to orphanages. But some government 
people are helpful and good.”

The last two days in Chennai we visited St Thomas Mount and 
St George’s Cathedral, Church of South India, had lunch with 
Sunday School teachers who’d previously visited St John’s, and 
did some shopping before departing for Hong Kong late that 
night.


