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DEAR FRIENDS,

Of all the characters who appear in the story of Good Friday, it is that of Simon of Cyrene
which intrigues me the most. | would like to know more about him if only to evidence my
belief that it was a black man who carried the cross for Jesus.

“They compel one passing by, Simon of Cyrene, coming in from the country, to go with them,
that he might bear his cross”
(Mark 14:21).

We come across Simon again in the Acts of the Apostles where he is in company with a man
called Lucius from Cyrene. Indeed, the impression is given that both Simon and Lucius came
from the same African town. Simon, moreover, is described as ‘Niger’ which, as we know,
meant black (Acts 13:1). Interestingly, both men were active within the ranks of the early
church.

| wonder what it was that influenced Simon to become a Christian. Is it possible that his
experience, that first Good Friday, played d part in the process? Let us try to recapture the
scene.

Jesus is on his way to the hill of Calvary outside the city gates. He has been up all night. He
has passed through the agony of Gethsemane. He has seen his disciples desert him in the
moment of need. He has endured the strain of four trials, one before Annas, one before
Caiaphas, one before Herod, and one before Pilate. He has heard a mob cry, “Crucify.” He
has been whipped with a leather scourge into which pieces of iron and lead have been tied,
a punishment frequently causing death to the victim. He has been crowned with a crown of
thorns.

Now they have placed on his raw shoulders two huge, rough beams of wood, under the
weight of which he staggers and falls.

The officer in charge of the soldiers does not know what to do. A Roman soldier must not be
asked to carry the wood for a criminal. No ordinary Jew in the crowd could be impressed
into the service of Rome. It would have made the man ceremonially unclean and provoked a
riot, possibly.

Simon solves the problem. The Roman officer catches sight of him and he ticks all the right
boxes. He is strong. He is a stranger. He is black. The officer will be able to say ‘How did |
know the black man was a Jew?’ So it was that a black African, possibly, carried the cross for
Jesus.



| don’t suppose, for one moment, that Simon wanted to carry that cross. He didn’t even
know Jesus. He just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

That said, | believe something must have happened to Simon on that walk. It is incredible
that Jesus would say nothing to one who, even under compulsion, was doing him a service.
If nothing else there would have some contact of spirit with spirit. On that journey to
Calvary Simon would have come into contact with the most transforming force in the world
— the friendship of Jesus and life, from then on, could not be the same again.

As one contemplates the part played by Simon in the drama of the Passion, there are three
things that make me glad. ;

First, | am glad that Simon, the black man, is in the picture and that he came to recognise

Jesus as Saviour.

In his book, ‘Personalities of the Passion,” Dr Leslie Weatherhead recalls a little girl in India
who was shown a picture of our Lord which had been made in England. When she saw it she
cried. When asked why she was crying she said, “I didn’t think he was a bit like that.” She
meant that he was too English to belong to her. Weatherhead comments: “When I think of
the Christ who belongs to everybody, it seems to me as though every race in the world is
engaged in painting his picture. We in the practical West can paint his hands. Africa can
paint his shoulders. India, | think, must be responsible for his eyes. And the picture is not
complete until every race has painted him as it sees him.”

It would be my view that the purpose of Jesus was not to found a new world religion but,
rather, to reform Judaism so that its appeal would encompass the whole of humankind.
That dream ended when the emperor Constantine, largely for political reasons made
Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire and then convened the Council of
Nicea (4th Century AD) which, again for political motives, transformed Jesus of Nazareth into
the third person of a holy trinity and declared him to be equal with God.

Such a development was bitterly opposed by many Christians but their voices were silenced
and the majority view held sway. Adherents of Judaism, with its belief in One God, were
scandalised by the event and any hope of a Jewish/Christian Church was now completely
negated. Later, Islam would come into being protesting, as it still does, that it is impossible
that God should have a son.

We cannot turn the clock back. What we can do is to foster closer relationships with people
of other faiths, agreeing where agreement is possible and demonstrating toleration where it
is not. We must listen to each other, appreciating views other than our own. It is only as
others contribute to our picture of Jesus that we will see him as he really is.



We may call Christianity the final religion but it has surely not reached its final form. A final
religion must include the truth in every religion. If Christianity is to be the last word in
religion it will have to be something far bigger than the anaemic thing we label Christianity
in this elementary stage of the world’s development. There is a place for black people in the
picture, and red and yellow people as well.

Secondly, | am glad to think that Simon gave strength to a fainting Christ. He bore the cross
that could be borne by man, and so helped Christ to bear the cross that only he can bear.

One of the most meaningful descriptions of the Church is to liken it to the body of Christ on
earth. That said the body continues to let the spirit down and, time and time again, falls
beneath the weight of the cross. Sometimes we do not carry it at all. To cite Leslie
Weatherhead again:

“In this country we have churches on every corner. We have elaborate organisation and
structures. But how weak the Church is as an expression of the spirit of Christ. The body
needs to be reinvigorated. And whence will come the new life which the body needs? |
believe increasingly that it will come from Africa and India and China and the uttermost
parts of the earth. What if once more Simon of Cyrene, or the race which he typifies, gives
strength to a Christ whose spirit is deathless, but whose body is borne down almost to the
ground.”

Consider, thirdly, that when they got to Calvary, Simon knew that it was worthwhile bearing
the cross for Jesus. Those who have walked with Jesus, even for a few yards on the journey

of life will know what a wonderful experience it is. Those who have had a vision of what the
cross means and who have shared it with him, feel the honour of that sharing and know the

joy of that communion. They never complain but feel humbly proud.

As we think of Simon, the cross-bearer, let us dedicate ourselves to the task of bearing his
reproach, even if that bearing interferes with our immediate pleasures and takes us out with
Christ beyond the gate of comfort to the skull shaped hill of Golgotha where he is crucified
still.

Easter Blessings,

Mike Shephard



Family News

We extend the warmest of welcome to two new members. It was my privilege to receive
Megan Griffiths into membership on Sunday 4" January. A fortnight later | had the pleasure
of extending the hand of friendship to Iris Roberts. One doesn’t have to become an ‘official’
member of the church to be viewed as part of our family but it is always lovely when people
decide to do so. Megan and Iris — YOU ARE SO WELCOME!

A number of friends have been unwell during the winter months. Several have succumbed
to the usual winter ailments and, like us all, will be looking forward to the coming of spring.
Amongst those known to me are Sally, Alan, Vi, Janet, Lyn and Sian. A number of friends
have had other health related problems. We think of Nelda, Judith, Joy, Donna, Bronwen,
Bridget, Trevor, Roy and Keith. We wish them all well. Needless to say, | apologise for any
names omitted.

There are two friends who must be mentioned by name and we think of them at what must
be a worrying time for them. To Mandy Walters and Leslie Locke-Edmunds — our love.

As | write, my own hospital admission, on Feb 2", is now behind me and | am home again.
The Health Service, these days, is often criticised and, prior to the General Election will
continue to be used as a point scoring exercise by politicians of whatever shade of colour. |
can only say that | received excellent care from the staff at Glangwilli Hospital and that they
could not have done more to make the stay as comfortable and productive as possible. Yes,
the system is under enormous pressure and bed managers are being run ragged as they
attempt to do the impossible. That said, the whole team, inclusive of theatre staff, nurses,
pharmacists, caterers and cleaners deserve praise for all that they do on our behalf. |
cannot pretend that a trans-urethral resection of the prostate is a pleasant procedure or
that the recovery process involves no pain. It is quite debilitating at times but one hopes
that, ultimately, it will prove to have been worthwhile. If nothing else it has decreased my
reluctance to talk openly about such matters and | now am quite vocal in encouraging men
to get themselves checked out. In my case nothing ‘sinister’ was found but it could have
been otherwise. As men are now warned in poster campaigns — “Don’t die of
embarrassment!” It is unlikely that | will be back in church before the 1% Sunday in March. |
am grateful to Helen for leading worship on at least one of the Sundays when | was unable
to be present.

On 1% Feb, we welcomed Llangynnor School Choir to our church. This was an all age service
and was enjoyed by everyone. | consider Llangynnor School to be a special place and itis a
joy, both for Helen and myself, to lead morning assembly on the second Thursday of each
month. Incidentally, in Aled Davies, the school has a new head teacher. We welcome him as
he settles into his new role and look forward to an increasingly close link between the
school and Babell.



| must take this opportunity of congratulating our good friend, Emir Williams, on his
appointment as an assistant minister within the Presbyterian Church of Wales. He will share
responsibility, with Revd lan Simms, for some fourteen congregations within the
Carmarthenshire area.

Can | remind everyone that our next Quiz Night will be on the first Monday in March at 7pm.
Every team should have four members, the entry fee being £10 per team. This will include
the traditional St David’s Day Cawl which, in past years, has been much appreciated. We are
grateful, once again, to Linda Owen and Trevor Lloyd for organising the event. | am told
that, on this occasion, there will be no Bible questions!!!! However, there will be a section
on sport and another on James Bond. | feel seriously disadvantaged as a result of these
changes! Lee Whatley, though, will be smiling like the cat who got the cream! Do make the
event known. The quiz starts at 7pm.

Our Friendship Centre is becoming very busy these days and we will shortly have to consider
moving it into the church proper. Without the pews we now have the flexibility to allow for
this. The move would also enable us to develop the vestry area with new toilets and an
enlarged kitchen being a priority!!! Who would have thought that the lack of space would
be a problem? It is a lovely problem to have though — particularly for a chapel building that
is not in the centre of town. It is most encouraging.

How quickly the months fly by. | can scarcely credit it that it is almost three years since |
became minister here! | have had several pastorates over the years but none happier than
this. There are no factions here and few, if any, undercurrents. There is an atmosphere of
mutual acceptance which makes it easy to be minister here.

That said, | will be 69 in November of this year and have no wish to continue in ministry
beyond the age of seventy years. In other words, my intention is to retire as minister at
some stage during 2016, my hope being that, during these coming months, we can give
consideration to seeking someone to succeed me as leader. | will obviously have many
opportunities to thank you for your love and friendship, these being things that will
continue into the future. Meanwhile, let us use the time to grow as a church, both
numerically and in spiritual depth.

Mike Shephard

MINISTER WANTED

A vacancy occurred in a church and a new minister was required. In due course the
following letter was received by a senior deacon:



| understand that you have a vacancy for a minister and | would like to apply for the position.
| have many qualifications that I think you would appreciate. | have had considerable success
as a preacher and writer and churches have grown under my ministry.

It should nevertheless be noted that | am over fifty years old. | have never stayed anywhere
for more than three years at a time. In some towns where | have worked there have been
riots and disturbances and | have been sent to prison four times, though not for any real
wrong doing. My health is not too good but | get things done despite it. | have had to work
at a trade so as to help pay my way. The churches | have preached in have been small. | have
not always got on with religious leaders. | do tend to be quite controversial. | think it true to
say that | have not always been a popular minister but, if appointed, | will do my best for
you.

The diaconate discussed the application but decided not to take matters further. Why call as
minister an unhealthy, contentious, trouble-making, ex-convict who was also too old? In fact
they felt insulted that his application had even been presented. The diaconate asked the
name of the applicant.

The chairman replied, “The Apostle Paul!”

From the Newsletter of Memorial Baptist Church, Swansea.

“Your first baptism, js jt?*

I just don’t know what to make of
the new Minister . . .""



Joy Thomas Writes

Mike has asked me to write a few lines regarding possible outreach ventures for Babell.

Most people are aware of the Food Bank which operates on a voucher system to help those
in need in the Carmarthen area. It has been suggested that a box for collecting food items

could be available, in the vestibule and Friendship Centre. This would entail the recruitment
of a volunteer to set up and maintain the box and make deliveries to the central food bank.

Another venture, set up primarily by the Lammas Street Centre is called ‘Fresh Start.” It also
operates on a voucher system and provides those in need with basic essentials. Items are
assembled in various packs, such as for use in kitchens, bedrooms and bathrooms and, on
receipt of a voucher, is given to those who are attempting to make a fresh start in life. It
may not be possible for Babell to store equipment but individuals could may wish to make a
direct approach to the Lammas Street Cent. The Centre can alswo be accessed via the
Internet. The email address is: freshstart@englishbaptistchurch.org.uk.

Thank you for this Joy. It gives me much pleasure to hear of the English Baptist Church in
Lammas Street as | was minister there from 1987 until 2000. | had a part, along with others,
in setting up what was then known as the ‘Drop-In’ Centre and it is good to know that the
work we started has not only been sustainéd but expanded. | am particularly proud of having
had involvement in initiating the annual Christmas Day Lunch which, twenty five years on, is
ongoing catering, last year, for 80 or more persons.

| would like to start something similar at Babell, next Christmas. Our aim would not be to
compete with Lammas Street but, rather, to complement the wonderful work done there.
We could begin by sharing the day with members of our own congregation who are on their
own during the festive season. | appreciate, of course, that many have families and are
committed elsewhere that day. Speaking, only for myself, | would prefer to be part of a
church based Christmas and would be glad to hear from others who share that view. Do let
me know what you feel.

MES

BETHESDA RIP WIRE

Did you see the recent series of ‘Weatherman Walking?’ Everyone’s favourite
weatherman, Derek Brockway, was walking in the vicinity of Bethesda, North
Wales and, whilst there, took the opportunity of going on the mile long Rip
Wire which enabled him to ‘fly’ at speeds of 60 miles an hour over the slate

quarries and beyond, looking down on the wonderful scenery of Snowdonia.



| suggest that we make the ‘Rip Wire’ a sponsored event, possibly in late May,
the aim being to raise money towards that cost of upgrading our kitchen and
toilet facilities and, once again, enhancing our work on behalf of the
community in which we have been set. Please let me know if you would like to
do the Rip Wire? | believe it costs £50 per person. We would also need to pay
the cost of B&B for one night. Each participant would need to meet these costs
themselves, so maximising the amount of sponsorship that will be raised. It
could be really exciting and something to be remembered all our lives.

MEFS -

LENTEN DISCUSSION GROUP

We will all have been shocked by the recent happenings in Paris. For the

umpteenth time in recent years Islamic fanatics, believing that Allah approved
of their actions, murdered those who, in their view, had dared to insult the
prophet, Mohammed. |

As is always the case politicians, afraid of offending Moslem sensitivities, are
quick to emphasise that violence of this kind has nothing to do with Islam and
is representative of a perverted interpretation of the Islamic faith.

There may be some truth in that assertion. That said, the Koran is like a pick
and mix selection. If you want peace you can find peaceable verses. If you want
war you can find bellicose verses.

The problem with Islam is that the Koran is seen as the very word of God. As
such one must not criticise it. It is not possible to describe any verse as being
unworthy. To suggest that the text is in need of revision is not permissible and,
Islam, in consequence, is stuck in a time warp. It is incapable of being
reformed.

Patrick Sookhdeo, director of the Institute for the Study of Islam and
Christianity wrote an article for the Spectator in 2005. He pointed out that the
Koran contains contradictory views about violence and that, in order to cope
with the contadictions, Islamic scholars developed the principle of abrogation,
whereby later texts trump earlier ones. Unfortunately, the peaceable passages
in the Koran are mostly early, dating from Muhammad’s time in Mecca. The
more belligerent verses tend to date from later, after his flight to Medina. The



result is that “the mantra ‘Islam is Peace’ is almost 1,400 years out of date. It
was only for about 13 years that Islam was peace and nothing but peace. For
today’s radical Muslims — just as for the mediaeval jurists who developed
classical Islam — it would be truer to say ‘Islam is war.” Sookhdeo concludes
that those who murder in the name of Allah may well come from the very core
of the Muslim community and are motivated by a mainstream interpretation
of Islam.

The Bible, arguably, contains far more violent passages than does the Koran
and to read certain parts of the Old Testament is to enter a world in which
Yahweh, the god of the Hebrew people, appears almost psychopathic. Even
parts of the New Testament encourage Anti-Semitism, with the Gospel of
Johns’ tirade against ‘THE JEWS' being cited by the Nazi Party as justification
for the Final Solution. As a thinking Christian | have the right, denied to
Moslems, of saying — “These scriptures have wrought much evil and have
nothing to do with the God revealed in Jesus Christ.”

| would go further. | believe that the Christian Church, sooner or later, will have
to address the unworthiness of some of its scriptures.

What | would like us to do during Lent is to examine the violence in the Bible
and to discuss our response to the passages in question.

| would emphasise that these discussion groups may well be uncomfortable.
They will certainly challenge our belief systems. If we are to find them helpful
an open mind is essential. A fundamentalist approach to these discussions
could well prove destructive.

Lent, this year starts in the middle of February. | will not be back in action until
March. Our Quiz Night is on Monday March 2. | suggest that our discussion
group meets on the subsequent Monday evenings — MARCH 9*, 16*"", and 23"
at 6.30pm. A WARM WELCOME.

Mike Shephard

Space Filler Multiply your age by two. Add 5. Multiply the result by 50. Add the
number of coins in your pocket. Subtract the number of days in a year. Think silently of the
total thus far reached. If you add 115 to the number you should be left with 4 digits. The
first two give your age, and the second two the number of coins you had in your pocket.



AN IMPOSSIBLE LANGUAGE

It was mutations that finally beat me;

| was foxed by my mab and my fab.

My merch and my ferch just confused me;
As too did my tad and my thad.

I soon learned the Welsh word for children,
And was aware that they were called plant.
But nothing in Welsh is that simple;

For then came the phlant and the blant.
The Welsh word for brother perplexed me.
I truly believed it was brawd.

But then came those damnable changes,
Which made him my frawd or my mrawd.

| thought on these changes at brecwast;

Or frecwast as it can be named;

Yet another example of nonsense,

For which someone should be blamed.

| attended a meeting in Caerdydd -

Which often mutates to Gaerdydd.

That this makes a language flow smoothly,
Is something | can’t quite believe.

| went to my GP in turmoil;

Mutations were making me ill.

| cannot remember who saw me;

It was doctor or noctor Gill.

| said that the language depressed me —

I spoke of dark cloud in life’s sky.

I told her the word was cymylog;

When she offered gymylog, | cried.

| said that Welsh made me difias,

And told her how I truly felt.

She told me to render it ddifias,

And explained just how it was spelt.

It was starting to snow when | left her;

I thanked God | had a warm cot.

But then came the doubt and the questions;
Is it a chot that I've got?

| soothed my stressed mind with calm music;
| spell cerddoriaeth with C.

There can be a variant spelling,

For the word, being female, takes G.
I've decided that all female cousins,
Should, from this moment be banned.
If I tell you the word is nghefnder,

My reason you will understand.

| am certain our long distant forebears,
Were cruel and heartless and mean;
They invented these awful mutations,
To add to one’s tears and screams.

And so, in frustration and sorrow,

| bid the Welsh language, Goodbye;
From now on the book, Cwrs Mynediad
Unused on my bookshelf will lie.

Mike Shephard ©

Actually the poem, mistakes included, is not quite true. | continue to enjoy learning Welsh
and am grateful to Mrs Bronwen Wilkins for her patience with the Beginners Class that
meets at Babell Chapel, Carmarthen every Thursday from 9.30am to 10.30am. Do feel free

to join us. There is no charge.

That said it is a hard language to learn and one does wonder if mutations are necessary.
Incidentally, | know of one language that is harder than Welsh. It is the language of love, as
preached by Jesus. Not one of us is able to master it fully. Fortunately God has given us the

gift of eternity to learn it!!!






















































