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IT IS just over a year since 
the nation woke up in a state 
of outrage.

For more than two dec-
ades sub-postmasters had 
been wrongly convicted of 
theft because of problems in 
the Horizon software.

Campaigners and jour-
nalists had been seeking 
recognition of these wrongs 
and justice for far too long 
but it was only when a 
dramatised version of these 
events was aired on televi-
sion that the story hit home. 

As an illustration of the ef-
ficacy of drama, this is a re-
ally good one.

The use of theatre to con-
vey messages and to win 
hearts and minds is much 
older than this, though. 

Every ancient civilisation 
was familiar with some form 
of dramatic art. 

In the Middle Ages, when 
most people were illiterate, 
mystery and miracle plays 
were used to share Bible sto-
ries and morality tales with 
everyone whatever their sta-
tion in life.

Some decades ago I saw 
Tony Harrison’s translation 
of the Mystery Plays per-
formed in London. I was 
left with an awareness that 
the experience had not only 
been theatrical, it had also 
been powerfully spiritual. 
I could not have been de-
scribed as particularly inter-
ested in religion at the time.

With this in mind, I felt 
strongly that an issue of 
“Transforming Ministry” 
(the national magazine for 
lay readers which I edit) fo-

cusing on “Making Christ 
known in a secular society” 
should include an article on 
the power of drama and so it 
was that I had the privilege 
of talking over Zoom with 
creative director of Riding 
Lights Theatre Company, 
Paul Birch.

Riding Lights was found-
ed in York in the 1970s by 
Paul Burbridge, in collab-
oration with a vicar, David 
Watson. 

David was passionate (as 
part of his ministry) about 
reawakening artistic tra-
ditions within the Church 
both as tools for evange-
lism but also in recognition 
of the fact that we are all cre-
ative beings and one of the 
ways we reflect our maker is 
through acts of creativity. 

Burbridge was passionate 
about excellence; he wanted 
the work he was involved in 
to be good in artistic terms, 
as well as a medium for 
sharing a message. So, right 
from the start Riding Lights 
went beyond being an evan-
gelistic tool.

According to Paul Birch, 
Paul Burbridge (who died 
in 2023) didn’t like the term 
“Christian theatre”. He was 
concerned about the expec-
tations (many of them nega-
tive) that such a term could 
set up. 

Rather, his aim was to use 
faith as a springboard from 
which to make work. In his 
foreword to the first edition 
of his sketchbook “Time to 
Act” (published in 1979), 
Burbridge wrote: “The King-
dom of God is not easi-
ly confined to our systems, 
whether artistic, theological 
or materialistic and it’s cer-
tainly not possible to encap-
sulate the greatness of God 
in a sketch.”

Paul Birch elaborates: 
“The Kingdom is pretty mas-
sive. It’s not always what 
people think it is. And we 
are using every theatrical 
means that we can, a play, a 
comedy sketch, a workshop, 
a building where people can 
come and drink coffee — to 
create the Kingdom of God 
where we are”.

This strikes me as com-
pletely congruent with Je-
sus’ parables where he uses 
all sorts of everyday exam-
ples and the Kingdom of 
God is not what we think it 
might be. 

It’s bigger and stranger 
but also more wonderful 
and in a way more recognis-
able than we could ever have 
imagined. It is both stranger 
and more recognisable and 
while people, in Paul Birch’s 
words, may have an expec-
tation that (as Christian the-
atre makers): “We come in, 

we have this polemic thing, 
then we go away”, he be-
lieves that it is taking the 
time to make space for con-
versations to happen and re-
lationships to build that ac-
tually makes the difference. 
This is less a question of de-
livering a message than of 
sharing news by engage-
ment and that, of course, is 
exactly what Jesus did, he 
didn’t shout at people from 
a pedestal or a pulpit, he got 
right down there with them 
and engaged with them per-
sonally.

By a happy coincidence 
I was able to see the lat-
est Riding Lights produc-
tion “Cups on a String” a 
few weeks after talking with 
Paul. 

This play was developed 
in partnership with Trans-
forming Lives for Good, a 
national children’s chari-
ty and explores how church 
volunteers can make a dif-
ference in the lives of strug-
gling young people in 
schools. Riding Lights hope 
to be performing this play in 
more venues in 2025. 

There is also a new Pas-
sion Play (“Night Falls”) for 
Lent written by Paul Birch 
(you can find out more, in-
cluding how to book a per-
formance, at ridinglights.
org).
Richenda Milton-Daws is 
a member (and former 
chair) of ArtServe. She is 
also a licensed lay minis-
ter (reader) in the Church 
of England.

The power of performance
Human beings love stories and a great way to share them is by dramatising 
them. Richenda Milton-Daws reflects on a well-tried art form. 
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Getting it ‘right’
A FEW weeks ago I wrote in
this column about the quest -
ion “Which is the right tune?”
(Recorder, January 20) I arg -
ued that a good tune enhan -
ces the words and does not
distract from them. 

I would really love to know
which tune, if any, Charles
Wesley had in mind when he
wrote that hymn so beloved
by many Methodists, “And
can it be that I should gain”
(StF 345). He cannot possibly
have had in mind the tune
now familiar to Methodists
(Sagina) because that was
written many years after the
words. Other words were set
to Sagina originally and as the
“Companion to Hymns and
Psalms” (MPH 1988) indica -
tes, the link between “And can
it be” and Sagina probably
only dates back 1922. An al-
ternative tune, Didsbury, was
set to these words in “Hy mns
and Psalms” but I have never
heard it sung. 

In “Singing the Faith” there
is an intriguing note: “May
also be sung to Abingdon”.
Abingdon is probably best
known to most Methodists
as the tune we sing to Brian
Wren’s words “Great God,
your love has called us here”
(StF 499) but it was written by
the URC composer Eric Rout-

ley for “And can it be” and is
set to those words in the URC
book “Rejoice and Sing”. 

Triumphant
This Methodist is a suffi-

cient heretic that I find Sag-
ina far too triumphant for at
least some of the words and
prefer Routley’s tune to what
almost every other Methodist
would call the “right” tune.

There are the cases where
different tunes are regularly
sung in different traditions or
within one tradition in differ-
ent places. Many years ago
I was preaching at an ecum -
en ical evensong in a village
par ish church in Dorset. The
vicar at the time was a good
friend. He had chosen a com-
plete set of Charles Wesley
hymns in honour of the ecu-
menical occasion. 

As I often do in a church
which is using an unfamiliar
hymn book, in case I am ab -
out to be faced with an unfa-
miliar tune, I asked if they had
a music book which I could

use. A book was provided but
then they also offered a piece
of sheet music because “we
are going to sing ‘O for a thou-
sand tongues’ to this tune”.
The sheet music was for the
tune Azmon which I have not
found in any British hymn
book but which I know be-
cause it is the tune which Ger-
man (and many other Euro-
pean) Methodists use. It is the
tune widely used across tra-
ditions, I believe, in North
America and can certainly be
found in American Methodist
hymns books. 

The hymn “O for a thousa -
nd tongues” was for most pre-
vious generations, and still in
the American “The United
Methodist Hymnal”, the first
hymn in Methodist hymn
books.

At the end of my sermon
on that occasion, having said
“Amen”, I turned to the vicar
and said but I need to say
something else. I spoke along
the following lines. We are
about to sing a hymn familiar
to most of us, but which divi -

des Methodists and Angli-
cans because we sing it to dif-
ferent tunes. Anglicans al m-
 ost always sing it to a tune
called Richmond while Meth -
odists sing it to Lydia or Lyn-
gham, but today we are going
to sing it to a tune which I
know and which the choir
have learned but which will
probably not be familiar to
most of you. It is the tune
widely sung in North Amer-
ica. It is a simple tune, easily
picked up, I said.

Obvious
Sometimes the “right” tune

is close to obvious. I cannot
imagine singing “Thine be
the glory” (StF 313) to a tune
other than that by Handel to
which it is regularly set. That
Handel tune comes originally
from an opera and seems to
have been the tune envisaged
by the author of the origin-
al French words (and proba-
bly also of an earlier German
hymn on the same theme). 

Of course there is also the
question of how the tune is
played and sung. Many of the
older tunes we know now as
hymn tunes started life as folk
or dance songs; how might
some of our hymns sound
if we sang the tunes as they

were sung originally? For ex-
ample, suppose we were to
sing “O little town of Bethle-
hem” (StF 213) in a way which
reflects the origins of the tune
Forest Green as a dance tune! 

The tune Wachet Auf (HP
249) is almost always (in my
view) played too slowly and
is at least as likely to send folk

to sleep as to wake them as
the words demand, and Win-
chester Old to “While shep-
herd watched” (StF 221) can
become a boring dirge if pla -
yed too slowly.
Dudley Coates is an ArtServe
member and a local preacher in
the Yeovil and Blackmore Vale cir-
cuit.

The career of a remarkable composer
SOME months ago we were
trying to find the connection
between the tune “Hatherup
Castle” and the place from
which it takes its name. We
learned a bit about the cas-
tle and a bit about the tune.
The link between the two
sadly eluded us. Hatherup
Castle is the “modern” tune
sometimes used for the hymn
“O Jesus I have promised”
(StF 563). This month we
shall be looking at the more

traditional tune called “Wol -
vercote”. This month we shall
be more successful in find-
ing the link between name
and music. 

The words of the hymn
were written by John Ernest
Bode (1816-74), who wrote

the hymn for the confirma-
tion of his daughter and two
sons in 1866.

The tune was written by
W H Ferguson (1872-1950).
Although there is only one
of his tunes in “Singing the
Faith”, I found several oth-

ers in different hymn books.
Five have names of places
connected with various st -
ages of his life; his CV in the
names of his hymn tunes.

Wolvercote has links with
Ferguson’s early education.
It is a very attractive village,

part of the City of Oxford,
about three miles north-west
of the city centre and of Mag-
dalen College where Fergu-
son was educated and was
also a chorister.

Following a call to the pri -
esthood he studied at Cud-
desdon Theological College.
So Ferguson gave the name
“Cuddesdon” to his tune for
“At the name of Jesus” (HP
74).  

After Cuddesdon, Fergu-
son became chaplain, mas-
ter and organist at Lancing
College in West Sussex. A
few years ago I was able to
attend a short course for or-
ganists and choir trainers at
Lancing, with the opportu-
nity to play on the magnifi-
cent Walker organ with four
manuals and 70 drawstops.
When Ferguson was organ-
ist there he had to make do
with another Wal ker instru-
ment, built in 1862 at a cost
of £172. 10s 6d; one man-
ual, seven stops. One of the
hymn tunes he wrote for the
school was “Ladywell” (HP
787). Ferguson wrote the
tune for “All hail the power

of Jesu’s name”. It is not for
me to say that Ladywell is a
much better tune for that
hymn than either of the two
set in StF, but I will, beca -
use it is.   

Ladywell first appeared in
print in the “Public School
Hymn Book”, where Fergus -
on’s accompaniment for the
last verse has a plethora of
chords made up of seven or
eight notes, possibly to com-
pensate for the limited re-
sources of the Lancing organ
at the time. Ladywell is a val-
ley near Lancing College.
Wo ndering why he did not
call the tune “Lancing”, I di -
s covered another tune by
him, with that name, in the
“BBC Hymn Book”.

The fifth tune is Frilford
(MHB 743). In 1935 Fergu-
son became warden of Rad -
ley College, Abingdon, three
miles from the village of Fril-
ford. 

The career of this remark-
able composer peaked 12
years later when he became
canon and precentor of Sal-
isbury Cathedral, retiring in
1947. Following a call to the priesthood, composer W H Ferguson studied in Cuddesdon and gave the name to his tune for “At the name of Jesus”.

Where’s that hymn tune?
By Alan Sharp

‘Many of the older tunes we
know now as hymn tunes
started life as folk or dance
songs; how might some of our
hymns sound if we sang the
tunes as they were sung
originally?’ 

A still from “Cups on a String”.

FOR the past three years 
I have been writing in this 
column about place names 
for hymn tunes. For this 
new series I would like 
to take a more varied ap-
proach to hymns in gener-
al. This month we shall be-
gin to look at the hymns of 
George Herbert.

Herbert was born in 1593 
in what was then the county 
town of Montgomeryshire.

He did brilliantly at West-
minster School and Trinity 
College Cambridge, where 
he became public orator.

This involved making ora-
tions in Latin to both King 
James I and Prince Charles 
on their respective visits to 
the university.

As well as being a poet of 
religious verse, he was also 
highly musical, playing on 
the lute and viol and sing-
ing his own compositions. 

He was noticed by King 
James and began to move 
in court circles. He became 
an MP and was clearly des-
tined for a great career.

However his health began 
to suffer and he gave up the 
aristocratic life. 

Eventually, in September 
1630, he became parish 
priest of two tiny villages 
near Salisbury, Fugglestone 
St Peter and Bemerton. 

He died of consumption 
on March 1, 1633, shortly 
before his 40th birthday.

As he lay dying he asked 
a friend to give the manu-
scripts of his poems and 
of a book he had written 
to Nicholas Ferrar at Little 
Gidding. 

Ferrar was to burn them 
all if he felt they were not 
worth keeping. Fortunate-
ly he realised the inspira-
tional value of both works 
and they were published 
posthumously, the poems 
in 1633 and the book in 
1653.

Herbert has three hymns 
in “Singing the Faith”. 

All three come from “The 
Temple”, his collection of 
poems. 

The first, titled “Praise 
II”, begins “King of Glory, 
King of Peace” (StF 56). 

Verse three reminds us of 
our need to praise God eve-
ry day: “Seven whole days, 
not one in seven, I will 
praise thee”.

This is reflected in his 
practice of encouraging his 
parishioners to join him and 
his family in morning and 
evening prayer every day. 

As he rang the church 
bell at 10 am and 4 pm the 
farm labourers, who com-

prised most of his parish-
ioners, would pause for a 
moment from their work 
and reflect that the vicar 
was about to pray for them 
as well as for the tiny con-
gregation gathered in the 
church.

It is a practice which, 
surprisingly, is growing. 
Since Covid a number of 
Methodists and members of 
other denominations have 
joined members of their lo-
cal parish church in saying 
morning prayer regularly on 
Zoom. 

(This has the added ad-
vantage for me, an elderly 
man living on his own, that 
if one day I fail to log on, 
someone will check up af-
ter the service to make sure 
I am alright.)

The literary form of this 
hymn is typical of Herbert. 
The original was written in 
seven four line stanzas. The 
short lines follow a distinc-
tive pattern alternating be-
tween “I” and “Thou”:

“I will love thee/move 
thee; thou hast heard me/
spared me.’

More about Herbert next 
month.

Posthumously 
published works
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The first in a new series

George Herbert’s portrait by 
Robert White, 1674 (Na-
tional Portrait Gallery).


