
 

THINK ON THESE THINGS…..    

Synod Moderators’ Report for General Assembly, July 2021 (Part 1) 

When the Synod Moderators’ report for General Assembly 2020 was being finalised, we were just 
beginning to hear of Covid-19 cases spreading in the UK. There was a discussion about whether 
we should mention this in the report or not, as we wondered whether it would still seem relevant by 
then. With hindsight, the pandemic was the defining event of 2020. It has seemed to many of us to 
be like a lens, magnifying and highlighting the faults and fissures that already existed in the URC, 
and also showing up with clarity the strength of faith which still exists. 
 
There can be little doubt that the virus has meant that we cannot carry on doing the same things in 
the same way. For some churches this has accelerated a move towards closure. For others, new 
technology has been embraced at a speed we could not have anticipated. For all churches there 
has been plenty of time to reflect on how we are meant to exist and serve and glorify God in 2021 
and beyond. The decay of the old order and the emergence of the new is happening at dizzying 
speed. These are what are sometimes called ‘liminal times’ – when old securities are ebbing away 
and new structures have not yet emerged. Liminal times are disorientating, difficult and downright 
scary.  
 
Richard Rohr, a Franciscan spiritual writer, describes liminal space in this way. 
 …a unique position where human beings hate to be but where the biblical God is always leading 
them. It is when you have left the tried and true, but have not yet been able to replace it with 
anything else. It is when you are finally out of the way. It is when you are between your old comfort 
zone and any possible new answer. If you are not trained in how to entrust and wait, you will 
run…anything to flee this terrible cloud of unknowing. 
 
The Bible is full of stories of liminal times – of people who wander in the desert to find the 
presence of God and the place where they must settle – Abraham & Sarah, Moses & Miriam, 
God’s people returning from Babylon  … all waited and wandered and wondered, until God’s way 
into the future was clear to them. We cannot hear the story of the life of Jesus without recognising, 
as the second order of communion in ‘Worship from the URC’ states, that God gave us Jesus 
‘To be born and to grow up in difficult times when there was little peace’. 
 
Our celebrations of Easter would not be complete without Holy Saturday – when the world holds 
its breath between death on Good Friday and resurrection on Easter Sunday. 
A liminal time is not a time for problem-solving or frantic activity. But that doesn’t mean there is 
nothing for us to do.   Susan Beaumont, a Baptist minister in the US and consultant in religious 
organisational life, states that -  During liminal seasons it is important to revisit and shape the 
important vocational questions of the congregation: Who are we? Who are we here to serve? 
What is God calling us to do or become? What are our most important priorities and how might our 
priorities be shifting in this season? 
 
As we recognise and live through liminal times we can return to the question of who we are in 
many ways, and perhaps as we prepare for the 50th anniversary of the formation of the URC in 
2022 it is a particularly good time to remind ourselves who we were then, what our lasting 
principles of faith are, and what those principles teach us about the church we need to be in 2022 
and beyond. 



 


