LENT COURSES
I was so thrilled by the latest York Course, that I kept playing bits of it to my long-suffering family over the Christmas break – that I’m still around to write this review is testimony to the course’s quality! The taster pack includes a highly professional CD (with a complete and indexed transcript) as well as an attractive course booklet, written by John Young, which complements the five sessions exploring Christianity’s engagement with the secular world. Each week relaxed broadcaster Simon Stanley chats to the three course participants, who are initially introduced by former Archbishop David Hope, with Bishop Graham Cray finishing off each session with a brief reflection. The three participants include journalist and broadcaster Clifford Longley and Rachel Lambert, who is responsible for the Methodist Church’s engagement with political issues. These two play the role of substantial straight guys to the undoubted star of the show, the ever-chuckling Archbishop John Sentamu, who sets out nothing less than a smorgasbord of faith and life to tempt and sate every appetite. More than that, at times the Archbishop’s personal and revealing reflections are deeply moving as well as deeply cheering, enabling nothing less than the gales of Easter to blow through the Lenten living rooms and church halls wherever this course is played. 
Magnificent Jesus by Wendy Virgo, co-founder of New Frontier, is a well-presented glossy booklet focussing on six titles adopted by the Johnannine Jesus, the Water of Life, the Bread of Life, the Light of the World, the Good Shepherd, the Lamb of God and the Resurrection and the Life. Though clearly intended for a Charismatic/Evangelical audience, the sound Biblical teaching will have a wide appeal, as will the clear structure of each session, which includes an icebreaker, prayer, Bible readings printed out in full, eye-opener sections, contextual background, discussion starters and final thoughts from the author. Two of the sessions naturally and very encouragingly move towards a simple Eucharist, proving Father Ted’s famous dictum, that after all there is a great deal to be said for another Mass!
Experiencing God’s Love by Bishop Stephen Croft is an extremely erudite and prayerful course, which presents five images of transforming love, including expositions of Psalms 1, 51, 27, 23 and 16 (using the author’s own translation), paraphrases from John’s Gospel (focusing on Christ the true vine, the healer, the light of the world, the good shepherd, and the host at the feast) and final tips on how the week’s theme should form our habits and practices. As with last year’s course, Exploring God’s Mercy, there is a great deal packed into 92 pages, with helpful pointers to additional downloads, film and music clips. This year I felt the course structure was clearer and more achievable, although I found the Johannine paraphrases lacking in sparkle, failing to harness the comic possibilities in the selected texts and nowhere near the calibre of a David Kossoff, Jonathan Magonet or Gerd Theissen.
The Way to Freedom by Keith Clements is accessible, well-written, with a theological depth centring on Bonhoeffer’s life and writing, particularly his poem, Stations on the Way to Freedom, and his short book, Life Together. The six themes covered are Freedom, Discipline, Action, Mothering, Suffering and Death, with carefully detailed contemporary examples of faith in action celebrating civil courage. I have found previous CTBI Lent Courses disappointing, whereas this one is of high promise: relevant, up-to-date (including verbatim accounts and substantial reflection on the urban riots during the summer of 2011) and blisteringly honest both about the possibilities of faith as well as the problems that can ensue when denominations pull in different directions and opt to take their bat and ball home.  All this reality is juxtaposed against Bonhoeffer at his best; ‘the Church is Church only when it is there for others’. The course can be downloaded from http://www.ctbi.org.uk/572, and to CTBI’s immense credit, is available in Welsh as well as English.
Finding a Voice piggybacks on the success of the film, the King’s Speech, providing a Lent course, a life-coaching course and a course in English comprehension all rolled into one. There are some strong themes on the power of friendship and being a supporting role, choosing and staying with the dream, daring to press forward and break through, avoiding discouraging and poisonous words and the dichotomy of stammering for good with being eloquent for evil. All these are generously illustrated and interpreted with Biblical references, and each session is sandwiched between a starter and a follow up, ending with a specially written prayer. I felt The King’s Speech unfairly and cheaply lampooned Archbishop Lang, who (according to his official biographer) made a sensitive but massive spiritual contribution to George VI’s coronation. But if, like the rest of creation, you loved the film, you will like this course; undoubtedly it will also prove an excellent tool for mission, drawing in un-churched royalists in this Diamond Jubilee year.
Despite being accompanied by lengthy recommendations from virtually every senior cleric who has staffed the Salisbury diocese since the building of Stonehenge, The Naturalist and the Christ would be a remarkable piece of work by any priest, let alone a recently ordained one. Drawing on the film Creation Tim Heaton explores Darwin’s life, his theory of evolution and how his Victorian faith simply failed to address his grief at the death of his daughter. Juxtaposing this with the Temptations of Jesus as set out in Luke’s Gospel, Heaton comes up with some extremely helpful pointers to synthesise faith, creation, evolution and the problem of suffering. Along the way we are introduced, with the lightest of touches, to Studdert Kennedy, Martin Luther, Karl Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Elie Wiesel and Jurgen Moltmann, who give eloquent support to the kenotic Christology and Theodicy which Heaton brilliantly expounds. A roller-coaster of a course that will both stretch and thrill every participant.

