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Secretary’s news
May I take an opportunity to tell you about a lovely project on our doorstep?  The Hampstead-based Charities Advisory Trust developed projects a few years ago which brought together women from traditionally hostile communities (Hutu and Tutsi war widows in Rwanda and Muslim and Hindu women in the slums of Delhi) to knit clothes for street children and orphans.  The knitters were paid and the clothes distributed by local NGOs. Knit for Peace was born.

UK knitters asked if they could join in on a voluntary basis – people who like knitting were connected up with those who needed their knitted garments.  Some knitters are linking up so they have company while they knit. Others are developing knitting groups in schools, prisons and community centres.  Radius Works in Back Lane, just round the corner from the church, has a big room full of donated clothes from tiny items for premature babies to very snazzy dressing gowns made from knitted squares (a good way of keeping older people warm).  These are sent all over the world via local charities and it is good to know that Knit for Peace has recently linked up with a local trust in Hampstead so that some of our local pensioners in need and parents and children in Hampstead’s homeless families accommodation have been given brand-new, beautifully knitted clothes.

Knit for Peace can use donated wool and needles as well as receiving new knitted items (adult sizes especially welcome).  Do have a look at the website, www.knitforpeace.org.uk or contact them via Radius Works, Back Lane, NW3 1HL.

And on the subject of our own projects… We are in the midst of inviting tenders for a small project on the ground floor, i.e. our plans for a universal WC (wheelchair accessible) and a beautiful new tea point to replace the current facilities off the vestibule, and seeing the new fire alarm finished and commissioned.  We value your continued prayer!

With love and best wishes

Gaynor Humphreys
Minister’s letter
If artworks can be counted among the great achievements of the human spirit, the films of the Japanese animation house Studio Ghibli must surely be among the greatest of our time.  Over the course of more than twenty-five years, film after film has flowed from the pens of the studio’s animators, of which at least a score will certainly stand the test of time, to be watched with enduring joy and wonder for however many centuries are left to run (or at least as long as film technology survives).
Hayao Miyazaki is the figurehead and founding father of Studio Ghibli.  Only a few months ago we saw the release of what was billed as Miyazaki’s swansong.  That film bore all the Miyazaki hallmarks: part morality tale, part romance, The Wind Rises was a painstaking period piece and a stirring fantasy about flight.  A large part of the Miyazaki’s remarkable power lies in the fact that although his films usually pit ‘good’ against ‘evil’ in no uncertain terms, he insists on endowing all his protagonists with rich, subtle, surprising life.  A Miyazaki story is like the real world: there is good and there is evil, but no goodies or baddies.
The evil in The Wind Rises is the hubris of Imperial Japan, seen against the menacing backdrop of nineteen-thirties power politics, the gathering storm of Nazism, and a squalid race of ‘civilised’ countries for power, prestige and arms.  Against that dark geo-political horizon, Miyazaki foregrounds the tentative romance of a young aeroplane engineer and a girl suffering with what turns out to be tuberculosis.  The boy is as idealistic and as upright as he is politically myopic.  The death of the young woman, just days after her marriage, is both a touching reminder of the fragility of life and a premonitory indication of the proximity of a war at whose horrors the film only hints.

It remains to be seen whether Miyazaki will hold us to his threat of permanent retirement.  Thankfully the prospect is not too bleak if he does, since in Isao Takahata he seems to have an able successor.  This month sees the theatrical release of Takahata’s The Tale of Princess Kaguya, a cinematic retelling of a folktale made famous in the Heian period.
[Heath Street-ites being such a cultured lot, you may well know that Heian culture is very roughly contemporary with our Norman conquest.  Or then again not…  Either way, the literature that survives from Heian Japan bears little resemblance to anything we Europeans would have been capable of at that time.  It comprises, inter alia, memoirs (see the noblewoman’s diary translated as As I crossed a bridge of dreams) fables, and even novels.  My favourite among the latter is Genji Monagatari, The Tale of Prince Genji, over a thousand pages of subtle, poignant, psychological, insightful prose.  In fact, most of the adjectives I have been throwing at the films of Studio Ghibli apply equally to Genji, and anyone who believes humanity is making perpetual progress from the darkness of barbarism toward enlightened civilisation ought to read Lady Murasaki’s masterpiece.  Her technique is every bit as advanced as that of Henry James or Proust.  She depicts a world which shimmers with a strange beauty that might make the gloomy reader ponder how a millennium could ever take us from there to Buzzfeed, Facebook, and the Metro.  But I digress…]

If you are reading this letter hot off the press, you might still have time to catch Princess Kaguya at the Everyman Hampstead.  It will be worth every penny of your overpriced ticket to see this little film on the big screen.  It tells the story of a moon-dweller who longs to experience for herself life down here on planet earth.  The moon, if I understood rightly, is the domain of the Buddha.  In any case it’s clearly a place of changeless, eternal perfection.  While the happy inhabitants of the moon generally look down on our world with horrified scorn, our heroine, longing to know for herself its secrets, takes certain (unspecified…) steps to have herself hidden inside the stalk of a tree.  Soon she is found, as an infant no bigger than a handspan, by an astonished cutter in the bamboo grove.  Together with his wife, the woodcutter raises her in a paradise of rural freedom.  ‘Little Bamboo’ is quickly drawn into the raucous games of the local children.  They introduce her to a life ruled by the seasons’ ceaseless round.  The children live on the border of earnestness and play, climbing trees, feasting on wild berries, chasing (and sometimes catching) wild pheasants, and gathering wild mushrooms.   This is all brought to unforgettable life by the painterly work of the animators, who bring something of the simplicity and luminosity of Chardin to this part of the film.
‘But everything changes’ - as they say in movie synopses - when one day the woodcutter finds magical gold hidden in the bamboo grove.  It is evident to him that this is a message from the heavenly powers.  Clearly, the miraculous child is not to be raised in the obscurity and poverty of the mountains, but in the splendour of the imperial capital, with all the glittering accoutrements that belong to a princess of noble birth.  And so the family heads for Tokyo.
This is a move whose consequence is to turn the princess into a three-way exile.  First there was her descent from the heavens to earth.  Princess Kaguya was the child of perfection who willingly fell under the sway of the rhythms of our changing world.  Now comes the bewilderment and depression of free-spirited girl from the mountains, suffocated by the stiff formality of the aristocratic capital.  Here, the film gently hints at the feminism typical of Studio Ghibli productions.  Thirdly and finally, yet one more exile rounds off the tale, as Little Bamboo, obviously belonging heart and soul to our ‘impure’ earth, puts on Buddha’s cloak of forgetfulness, and is taken on a cloud of glory back to the moon whence she came. 

With the film fresh in my mind, this quick summary feels very barren, and really doesn’t even begin to suggest how good it is. What makes the film so haunting is not so much the beauty of the individual drawings, gorgeous as they are, but the lithe, fluid, living way in which the animation moves.  The film itself perfectly realises its story’s vision of “great creating nature”, teeming with sumptuous life.  As Kaguya sings: “Birds and bugs and leaves and streams / Teach us how to feel” - or words to that effect… .  Some day it would be nice to screen this film at church, along with Geoff Dunbar’s animation of Janáček’s Cunning Little Vixen and Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale in a triptych of great nature tales (perhaps Kurosawa’s Derzu Uzala could sneak in as a fourth).

Having read this far, you have probably divined that I’m moving toward what at Youth Club used to be called the Epilogue.  Clearly Studio Ghibli’s new film shares a great deal with the old story around which we gather.  So much of what Takahata celebrates was right at the heart of Jesus’ message. Like the synoptic parables, the film joyfully insists on the life-world and values of an unsentimentalised rural peasant economy.  Like Jesus’ stories, the film presumes incalculable value of simple spontaneous life (“if you … give good gifts to your children, how much more will your heavenly father…”). And on the other hand the film shares with Jesus an insistent awareness of the treachery of worldly privilege and power and of the riches that “bring a snare”.

But it would be misleading to overemphasise the harmony between this beautiful film and the Christian story from which our identity is derived.  At the film’s core is a painful tension between the religious teaching which the narrative unquestioningly takes as its frame, and the inner message of the actual story, a tension born of the relation between the perfect and the imperfect.
Since the dawn of our history, human beings have nourished a dangerous fascination for the idea of perfection.  Like all animals, we are driven by an inner power to seek things that seem to us good.  But alone among the animals – as far as we know - we find it in ourselves to imagine a good not subject to the changes of our transitory world.  Every culture has its legends, every people its sacred stories, of foods that never perish, of a fabric that never frays, of men and women who neither age nor die.  Christianity is by no means alone in speaking of a water so satisfying that having drunk of it we would never again grow thirsty.

If any realm of reality corresponds to this imagined perfection, life’s big question is the relation of our world of flux to that changeless realm.  It’s no wonder that so much religious speculation turns around this very question.  For a moment at the end of the Kaguya’s tale, we wonder whether she will turn her back on the moon and all it stands for, as she delivers an empassioned vindication of our world (“It’s not impure!”).  But despite her tears, Kaguya does not resist as the divine figure at her side gently drapes her in the cloak of forgetfulness.  Like those who, having drunk of the waters of Lethe, dwell in the eternal peace of the Elysian fields, Kaguya’s beatitude will consist precisely in her obliviousness to the voices of the earth, and in heedlessness of all the transient joys and abiding sorrows of which they tell.  

As Christians we are called to proclaim a story that is very different.  In fact it is a much better story that we tell.  We speak not of a citizen of heaven, but of the very Lord of heaven, taking on the fragile form of a helpless child.  Most extraordinary of all, this incarnation is no charming episode in the life of God, but rather a revelation of the innermost core of God’s very self.  God proves this when the human whom he has become bears his scars back into very being of the Godhead.  In the end no chasm divides heaven from earth.  On the contrary, God takes upon himself our transience, weeps with those who weep, and carries a fellow feeling for our frailty into the heart of his eternal beatitude.

Ours may well be the heavenly anthem that is said to ‘drown all music but its own’.  But anyone with eyes to see this beauty of this film is unlikely to feel any sense of superiority over its creators.  Do Christian churches ever extol the glory of God’s creation with such convincing passion, with such humble and painstaking devotion?  Perhaps so.  But here, as so often, God’s people have much to learn about our own story from people about whose religious or confessional stance I know nothing.  If the religious import of this film was a cause for confrontation, it would be an open question which anthem is the more heavenly, theirs or ours.  But as it is, there is more reason for us to be grateful for every insight into His truth we are given and to rejoice that God is not envious.

Let us pray that our own proclamation of Christ’s gospel here at Heath Street would be infused with something of this same joyful certainty in the glory and goodness of God’s handiwork.  And then let us pray that to this, we may add the still more joyful tidings of God who, in Christ, was reconciling this precious, painful world to Himself!
With love
Ewan
DAILY PRAYERS AND BIBLE READINGS

March 29th – April 4th


Matthew 21.1-11
29th
Stan Dorer

30th
‘By withdrawing our thoughts
from wandering in the streets of this World,
31st
to the contemplation and serious 

meditation of His blood sufferings.’

(Apr)
1st
The life and ministry of St. John’s Parish Church, Hampstead
2nd
Neil McLeod

3rd
For the work of Henderson Court

4th
Hildegard Williams
April 5th – 11th



Acts 10.34-43

5th
Ewan King

6th
‘Angels adore the Glory of Thy Godhead

7th
in the highest heavens.

8th
Who in every thought and in every work

9th
didst Glorious things for me from Everlasting.’

10th
Ethan McLeod

11th
David and Eleanor Neil

April 12th – 18th



Acts 2.14a, 22-32
12th
Christian Wangler

13th
Andrea MacEachan

14th
Euan McLeod

15th
Tom Brandt

16th
Annie Fang

17th
Anselm King

18th
Susan Brandt

April 19th – 25th



Acts 2.14a, 36-41
19th
Nesa Thorne

20th
Sharon Williams

21st
HM

22nd
Frida King 

23rd
For the Ukraine

24th
John Baker

25th
Lydia Baker

April 26th – May 2nd


Acts 2.42-47
26th
Edward Humphreys

27th
Theresa Thom

28th
Robin Thorne

29th
Susan Le Quesne

30th
For our Sunday school teachers

(May)
1st
For our deacons

2nd
John Walsh

May 3rd – May 9th


Acts 7.55-60
3rd
Chris Little

4th
Joachim King

5th
Margaret Smith

6th
Marie Isaacs

7th
Gaynor Humphreys

8th
Heini King

9th
Judith Peak

WEEKLY ACTIVITIES

Sundays

11 am

Divine Worship

8 pm

Contact Club

Mondays

10 am

ShowMeSpanish Rhyme Time

Tuesdays

10 am

Oldtime Nursery
1 pm

Lunchtime recital

2nd Tuesdays

7 pm

Sacred Harp hymn singing
Wednesdays

10 am

Songsters

4 pm

After School Dance
5 pm

Contemporary Technique (Foundation) Dance Class

6 pm

Contemporary Technique (Intermediate) Dance Class
Thursdays

7:30 pm
Heath Street Choir

Friday


4pm-5pm
Hampstead Dutch School

Saturdays (alternate)
11 am

Coffee morning

CHURCH DATES

April 

Wednesday 1st

7.30 pm
Gaia Duo concert

Friday 3rd

11 am

Good Friday – Shared service at Christchurch

7.30 pm
Good Friday – Fauré Requiem performance

Sunday 5th 

11 am

Easter Sunday, Communion, Pat Took preaches

12 noon
Easter Egg Hunt

May

Saturday 2nd

All day

Spring Fair

Sat 16th




Ascension day

Sunday 24th

11 am

Commissioning of James Melloy’s reredos

Tuesday 26th

Evening

Juliet Russell gig
Church officers:

Gaynor Humphreys
(Church Secretary and Treasurer)

Anni Fang

(Deacon)

Nesa Thorne

(Deacon)

After the Sunday morning service:

don’t rush away

Please stay and have a cup of coffee with us in the vestibule.

To contact Ewan King

please e-mail: ewan_king@mac.com

Copy for the May Newsletter should reach Ewan King (ewan_king@mac.com)

not later than Wednesday 22nd April
For requests regarding church membership, Baptism or opportunities for Christian ministry in the church please contact the minister.

For questions regarding space use and room hire please contact the minister.
***  ***  ***

Heath Street Baptist Church

84 Heath Street, Hampstead, London NW3 1DN
020 7431 0511

Web:  www.heathstreet.org

Twitter:  @HeathStCHampst
