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broadened its outlook and is bringing in an ever wider spectrum of readers and contributors.
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weekly coffee mornings in the local 

community centre, located in former 

farm steading buildings. ‘It didn’t 

take long to twig that people were 

responding,’ says Ken Brown, Chair 

of LUP’s Community and Outreach 

Group. ‘Covid is part of the story, 

because when people could get 

out of the house and meet and be 

together, they did just that.’ And The 

Barn is where they came. 

A few months into the pilot, Norma 

says, it became clear that ‘there 

was going to be a revolt among the 

customers if we didn’t keep going’. 

Three years later, the project has 

expanded to operate on two sites 

in the town: on Monday and Friday 

mornings in its original location 

and, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, in 

an area of Livingston where social 

needs are more evident and pressing. 

In addition, the Thursday café is run 

in partnership with West Lothian 

Council’s Learning Disability Service, 

providing volunteering opportunities 

for people to build confidence and 

skills, and giving volunteers the 

chance to contribute meaningfully to 

their local community.
Here, too, one of the project’s 

several offshoots has become 

Community Project Awards

THE BARN
LIVINGSTON

‘They’re not serving 
people, they’re 
helping them’

embedded in the rhythm of 

community expectations. With the 

support and advice of local health 

visitors, Soul Food gatherings were 

established on Tuesday evenings. 

These consist of two-course meals 

offered free of charge to a wide 

range of families and individuals of 

all ages, including senior citizens 

who know what it is to live alone 

and feel lonely. There are regularly 

around 60 people at the meals; 

sometimes up to 90.
Other offshoots include a Lego 

club and the vibrant Community 

Shed. The Shed began with a small 

group of men, all widowers, who 

met regularly at The Barn for a chat 

and something to eat. Between 

them, they shared a good deal of 

experience and different practical 

skills, and so they set up their 

own space and an independent 

charity, part of the Men’s Sheds 

Association. The workshop provides 

companionship as well as services P
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W
hy do a 
job miles 
away 
when you 
could do it 
at home? 
This was 

one of the game-changing questions 

that the Covid pandemic left many 

individuals and communities to 

ponder in its wake. Norma Brown 

and the members of Livingston 

United Parish (LUP), an ecumenical 

congregation in West Lothian, put 

the question a little differently. Why 

do ‘faith in hospitality’ somewhere 

else when you can do it on your own 

doorstep? ‘The Barn’ community café 

was the result.
Norma already had experience 

in setting up community cafés for 

churches in Edinburgh but when 

she was furloughed during one of 

the Covid lockdowns, she started 

looking around her, meeting people 

in her local community in Livingston, 

and asking why her church wasn’t 

doing what she’d been doing some 

15 miles away.
At LUP, she found herself pushing 

at an open door, and a one-year 

pilot project was set up – twice-

The lines between church and café are 

blurred when volunteers care and there’s 

great rhubarb pie. Laurence Wareing reports
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Reform We’re all talking about AI these days, so we assume that we know what we mean by the term, but do we? What do you mean by AI?It's a very slippery term. It arrives in the 1950s, in a conference of cybernetic logisticians, mathematicians and people interested in the development of this technology. They come up with the term artificial intelligence, by which they mean being able to do any activity of thought that a human could do. They think they're going to solve it in ten weeks over one summer, which is quite ambitious. There's only ten of them!Now it's an umbrella term for lots of technologies and ideas that people have about potential futures. It covers a range between ‘Here's a thing and how it actually works', and ‘Here's how we're imagining it and telling stories about it.' It's influenced by science fiction, and by loud voices who have their own idea about what AI should be. So it's very hard for people to understand what this thing is and how it works. The word AI gets attached to things that aren't AI at all - as does the word robot.

It’s tempting to jump in and ask what AI will be in the exciting/terrifying future, but let’s talk about the present for a minute. What form has AI taken so far?
At the moment, AI is narrow. It's specific to a particular domain and task. You can't take the AI that played [the computer Go program] AlphaGo against the professional Go player 

Lee Sedol and apply it to another task. You can take the techniques that developed it, as Google DeepMind has done, and come up with things like AlphaFold [which predicts protein structures] based on a similar theory of machine learning. But each example is trained on data to do a very specific task.
What people are excited about is how the more advanced this becomes, the closer it gets - in their theory - to something like artificial general intelligence which can move from one task to another. With generative AI forms, like ChatGPT, where you can have a conversation, it changes focus according to your prompts, which gives people the sense that it's capable of doing more things. And some people would say, if it was connected to the internet, maybe it would be able to do very different tasks. But we're not really there. We're still very much in the narrow domain.

Beth Singler is an anthropologist 
of artificial intelligence. She spoke 
about AI at Greenbelt Festival this 
summer, discussing being human 
in an AI age and the future of AI. 
She talked to Reform about what 
impact AI is already having, the 
hopes and fears of an AI future, 
and whether AI is God.

The interview was transcribed by 
AI and edited by humans

IN BOT
WE TRUST

I N T E R V I E W

‘Some say, Don’t 
even think about 
going there’
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remain ready to support policies and initiatives 
that offer just and 
sustainable long-term 
solutions.’

The statement was 
issued through the Joint Public Issues Team of the three Churches. See jpit.uk for the full statement

Local churches 
respond to riots 

United Reformed churches in Sunderland and Roker have condemned the 
‘mindless violence and 
thuggery that rocked our beautiful city’ on 2 August, and taken part in a walk of peace. Anti-immigrant riots took place in more than 20 UK locations in July and August, resulting in more than 700 arrests.
The Revd Jane Rowell penned a statement on behalf of the URCs in 

Sunderland, affirming their solidarity with their Muslim friends and saying ‘no to violence, Islamophobia and mindless conflict’. 
‘We want to offer a hand of friendship and love to our friends at Masjid e 

Anwaar e Madinah [the largest mosque in the 
borough] and all other 
communities who are 
fearful at this time ... This is not the Sunderland we love. The perpetrators do not represent us. They will not win.’ 

The violence began in Keel Square in the heart of the city, and spread to other areas before reaching the mosque on St Mark’s Road. Zaf Iqbal, co-chair of the Sunderland Interfaith Forum, was among those who locked themselves in. Mr Iqbal told the BBC that members of the Muslim community remained 
terrified and unwilling to leave their homes, and 
asked why he shouldn’t feel safe on the streets where he was born and raised.

A walk of peace on 
Sunday 4 August (pictured)was organised by churches and involved people from different backgrounds 

across the area, walking peacefully through the places where there had been violence. 
Similarly, the Revd 

Matt Stone, the Minister at Herringthorpe URC 
in Rotherham, where 
police were attacked in a riot outside a hotel, 
said members of the 
congregation would be supporting a prayer vigil in Rotherham Minster on 7 August.

The leaders of the 
national United Reformed Church issued a statement saying ‘No one should 

suffer intimidation and violence because of their religious beliefs or ethnic background.’  
The URC leaders said: 

Pictured ‘I am doing a new thing’An image created by the artist Tariq Westcarr for July’s URC General Assembly. It was commissioned 

by the chaplains to their theme of innovation. ‘God is doing something new,’ says Mr Westcarr, ‘in the 

heart. It’s someone who has been saved, who is being saved, and who will glorify Jesus. At the start, 

they’re surrounded by enemies; then they’re drawing others to the light of God.’ urcshop.co.uk

‘We stand with Black 
and Asian friends and 
neighbours, and with 
asylum seekers and 
refugees. We stand against hate in all its forms, 

including Islamophobia and antisemitism, and call for all Christians to offer friendship and support to all those who are 
frightened or in need.’ 

This month in history

After twice turning 
back because 
of leaks, the 

Mayflower embarked 
on its third attempt to 
sail to North America 
in September 1620. 
The pilgrims had left 
England for the Netherlands years before, to build their nonconformist Church without persecution. Now they faced hard realities: decline in numbers, a failure to win new members, losing the younger generation. They reckoned their church would collapse within years.They believed God called them to something new, leading the across the Atlantic just as God had led the Israelites across the Red Sea to the Promised Land. Their first governor, William Bradford, said, ‘Their ends were good and honourable, their calling lawful and urgent; and therefore they might expect the blessing of God in their proceeding.’

Prioritise the 
marginalised, say 
Church leaders 
The Revd Dr Tessa Henry-Robinson, the immediate past Moderator of the 

United Reformed Church’s General Assembly, joined with Methodist and Baptist Church leaders in urging the new government to put the needs of those who are most vulnerable and marginalised at the forefront as it attempts to respond to key social and global problems.
The leaders said the new Labour government, led by Sir Keir Starmer, inherits a situation ‘where poverty in the UK has been increasing and deepening at an 

alarming rate’. They also identified the displacement resulting from conflict and persecution in different parts of the world, and ‘the existential threat of climate change’ as immediate 

crises, and pressures on the NHS, social care, the criminal justice system, education and other public services, as well as on the public finances.
Welcoming the 

commitment made by the new Prime Minister to build strong partnerships with faith groups, the leaders said that Churches across the UK ‘look forward to building relationships with the new government and newly elected MPs, and 

Albert Luthuli, Congregational lay preacher and President of the ANC. Ernest Cole’s 1960 
image captures him en route to receive the Nobel Peace Prize. On display as part of
Ernest Cole: House of bondage at The Photographers’ Gallery, London, until 22 September

Pictured Journey for peace

QUOTE OF THE MONTH
‘I asked God to show my heart, and this is my heart. I couldn't have done more.’

ADAM PEATY, SWIMMER, AFTER WINNING SILVER IN THE OLYMPICS

“
”

The month 
in numbers

80%
Percentage of people globally wanting governments to take bolder climate action

1 in 6
People referred to Trussell Trust food banks who have no internet

40%
Proportion of MPs who made non-religious affirmation 
instead of swearing on a 
holy book at the opening of parliament, compared to 24% in 2019.

100
Riots the police had expected on 7 August, before anti-racism demos overwhelmed them

2,227
UK sites that won a Green Flag Award in 2024 for quality of open spaces. Churches recognised included Barry Uniting Church, Vale of 

Glamorgan
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Clare Davison
‘I pray we will be 

churches who invite 

others to join us’

I think about this question, as a 

local church minister who has 

had two of my four churches 

close within a year. I worry and 

pray earnestly for the other smaller 

church in my pastorate to keep alive 

and active, working with the elders 

to turn things around. Even for the 

larger church, which is strong at the 

moment, there is still that nagging 

thought of what the future might 

hold. So we, too, pray and work 

together for our church to flourish. 

I am very aware how many 

churches have closed across 

the country since the pandemic, 

and across denominations. For 

some it was the right time, with 

fewer people resources, both 

congregation members and 

theologically trained. Encouraging 

more congregation participation, 

which is after all part of our 

theology, is in most cases drawing 

on a smaller, older pool of people. 

Yet we believe that out of death 

comes resurrection: Christ’s Church 

is continually on the move. With 

richer money resources through 

sale of church buildings, my prayer 

is for these to be used wisely, maybe 

to buy in people who can help our 

churches to regain their reason to be, 

as Christ’s ambassadors, people who 

are not constrained by, and can think 

outside, the boxes of our structures.

One phrase struck me out of the 

Theos report that came out last year: 

‘We are quite good at outreach. 

We struggle with evangelism.’ 

(‘The United Reformed Church: A 

paradoxical Church at a crossroads’, 

p.50). That feeds into my prayer for 

the future of our Church. I pray, at 

a local level, that through the Holy 

Spirit, we will find strength, courage, 

motivation and resources to continue 

outreach in all aspects of Christ’s 

mission. That includes continuing 

to meet the needs of the local 

community and being graciously bold 

to tell others how our faith makes 

a difference to our lives. I pray that 

we will be, more and more, churches 

who don’t just welcome warmly, but 

who also invite others and are willing 

to be out there in the community, 

engaging with people where they are, 

in Christ’s name. 

My prayer for the future of our 

Church is that our churches will still 

be there to serve those around them, 

as a resource and as worshipping 

communities, drawing others into 

God’s generous Kingdom. I pray that 

God will take us and shape us as a 

body fit to share the good news for 

the current and next generations, 

whoever they are, thriving as 

community hubs, sharing God’s love 

both in word and action.

Prayer to me is central to the 

future; praying for our denomination 

is central to that. I am GEAR Prayer 

Secretary and we pray weekly for 

the URC on our Facebook page 

(pray4URC). Anyone is welcome to 

join in. The future is in God’s hands, 

and prayer can make a difference.

Clare Davison is a URC minister 

in Cambridgeshire and Prayer 

Secretary for GEAR

A GOOD
QUESTION
WHAT IS YOUR 
PRAYER FOR 
THE FUTURE OF 
THE CHURCH?

One question, four answers

‘Even for the larger of 

my churches, there are 

nagging worries’

1.
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G
od doesn’t seem 
to have a problem 
with age,’ the 
Revd Ruth Dewis 
says. Quite the 
contrary. Because 
her congregation 

at Lancaster Road URC, Enfield, has 

listened. She believes God has used 

this congregation of relatively older 

members. They are meeting needs 

within their surrounding community 

both practically and emotionally.

Ruth is referring to the church’s 

Food Hub, which began in December 

2020 and is a recipient in the latest 

round of URC Community Project 

Awards, announced at the URC 

General Assembly in July. As she 

points out, the project is a case of 

starting with a specific task in mind 

and then seeing ‘how the Lord opens 

it up’. It’s an approach that any 

church can take, she says, adding, 

‘Just don’t go too big at the outset.’

The Lancaster Road Food Hub 

arose out of a need for struggling 

families and individuals to get fresh 

food and other supplies during the 

Covid pandemic. The church was 

approached by a local charity that had 

the money but not the premises to 

meet such a need. The congregation 

embraced the opportunity, and when 

the partner charity’s funding ran out, 

they decided to carry on.

Fresh food is currently purchased 

weekly from a local supermarket, 

and once a week the bakers Greggs 

donate surplus rolls and cakes. The Hub 

is also registered with Neighbourly, 

a charity which matches businesses 

with local charities that need support 

(neighbourly.com). Neighbourly liaises 

with the project to identify surplus 

food donations available at local 

supermarkets, including Aldi  

and Sainsburys, which are collected 

weekly and delivered to the church by 

a Food Hub volunteer. 
Non-perishable foods are 

purchased mostly from Makro 

Wholesalers to obtain best value by 

bulk purchasing, while non-food 

items, such as toiletries, are sourced 

through the online agency In Kind 

Direct (inkinddirect.org), a UK charity 

that distributes consumer products, 

again donated by companies, to 

charitable organisations in its network. 

‘

Community Project Awards

LANCASTER ROAD

FOOD HUB
It is not just food that is being provided 

by the Lancaster Road Food Hub, 

Laurence Wareing discovers – it’s the 

gift of community

‘They are such down 

to earth people, no 
airs and graces’

Pictured: The Revd Ruth Dewis with 

users of the foodbank and volunteers 

It’s all about maximising value for 

money. The support networks are 

out there, and Lancaster Road has 

researched how to benefit from what 

they offer. The result – a project that, 

at a practical level, is manageable 

even for a smaller congregation. 

The Hub is not just about the 

practicalities. Thames North Synod 

Moderator and awards judge the 

Revd George Watt observed when he 

visited the project: ‘It was striking how 

the volunteers saw their role as not 

just distributing the food and clothing 

but to take time to listen and engage 

with everyone including the children.’ 

This makes Lancaster Road much 

more than just a food pick-up point. 

One of the project coordinators, 

Clare Locke, says the Hub has 

become a community within the local 

area. People come from a distance 

of up to five miles away. They don’t 

have to bring a voucher or evidence 

of who they are, and they can enter 

discretely through a clearly marked 

side door. ‘This is a very welcoming, 

non-judgemental and calming space’ 

George says. 
One customer, Natasha, says, ‘This 

place has been my safe haven.’ Since 

2020, Natasha has been dealing 

with some mental health issues and 

hasn’t been getting out much. But 

at Lancaster Road, she says, ‘I feel 

very comfortable to be myself’, and 

this has helped her to re-grow her 

self-confidence. She says the fresh 

food – the apples and oranges, the 

experience of receiving hand-picked 

food alongside other store-cupboard 

basics – makes you feel good, but 

she also adds that the volunteers 

themselves are ‘such down to earth 

people, no airs and graces’.

The Hub works within limited space 

– the fruit and veg are distributed 

from the minister’s vestry – and 

so a deli-style queuing system is in 

operation, with everyone given a ticket 

when they arrive. There is tea and 

coffee for those waiting, and volunteers 

support visitors who have additional 

issues or concerns. Leaflets and pointers 

are at hand, and a welfare benefit advisor 

also attends. Just as important, Clare 

says, ‘people are lonely, and they like to 

come here for a chat’.
‘It is so welcoming and friendly and 

relaxing’, says another customer, Mel, 

‘and I’ve got to know local people.’ 

She and others were especially struck 

by a recent memorial service that 

Ruth planned for a friend of one of 

the customers – one where people 

who don’t regularly attend church 

nevertheless felt welcomed and 

comfortable. Ruth herself senses that a 

lot of people ‘think this is their church’, 

which means there is the possibility 

of offering pastoral care – something 

that will increase with the upcoming 

appointment of an associate minister. 

With the £2,000 received from the 

Community Awards, the team hopes 

to create better storage space to help 

streamline their work, and because the 

‘welcome’ is key they want to develop 

a proper coffee and seating area, 

rather than just using the pews in the 

church. New display racks for notices, 

magazines and leaflets will also improve 

the wider service the Hub offers.

Clare and Ruth agree that the model 

they’ve developed is one that other 

congregations could replicate. You 

need volunteers willing to engage with 

customers, they say, and at least one or 

two with their own transport. And, yes, 

at times the work will be tiring – but 

‘the Lord provides you with the energy 

you need’. We tend to restrict our 

ambitions and put up obstacles, Ruth 

suggests, but the Hub has proved ‘that 

any church can do this if they listen to 

God and not just what we think’.

Lancaster Road URC Food Hub was 

awarded £2,000 in the 2024 United 

Reformed Church Community 

Project Awards, sponsored by 

Congregational. urc.org.uk/awards

‘The project is 
manageable even for a 

smaller congregation’
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Callie Cooke as
Lindy in Dr Who

Reviews

Watch your mouth
Oliver Tomkins reviews
Douglas is Cancelled

Tudor Bibles and bloodshedJeremy Clarke

Intergenerational churchIan Fosten

Memories
of Myanmar
Liz Kam
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