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Map-Making 
 
In the long-ago days before Aubrey and I discovered Unitarianism 
our lifeline was orienteering, and for a period of about fifteen years, 
apart from the basic activities required to provide for the necessities 
of life, we did little else. For those of you who are unfamiliar with 
this wonderful sport, it takes place in a forest or on open mountain-
side or a mixture of both, where you are on your own with only a 
compass and a map to help you navigate. Markers have been placed 
over a wide area in a number of locations and these are marked on 
your map.  You must visit these markers in the correct order, punch-
ing a coded card at each one, and do it all in the shortest possible 
time. Courses are graded according to age and ability.  You assemble 
in turn at a designated start area, you are handed the map which 
gives the location and sequence of the markers on your particular 
course, your start is timed, a whistle blows, and off you go. 
 We found it an absorbing activity and we loved it, but it’s a 
strenuous one and inevitably the years took their physical toll. When 
protests from our knees and ankles became too painful to ignore, we 
reluctantly hung up our orienteering shoes and wondered what we 
would do with all the Sundays that stretched ahead of us for the rest 
of our lives.  
Well, as my grandfather used to say, God never shuts one door with-
out opening another. My grandfather was right, God rose to the occa-
sion, and the door that he chose to open for us was the one to this 
church. We walked through it one Sunday and, while it might be an 
exaggeration to describe our entrance as a Damascus moment, we 
both felt pretty well instantaneously that we had come home. From 
then on, the Sunday mornings which used to be spent in the forest or 
on the mountain were spent here. Aubrey found a kindred spirit in 
the late John Ward and joined him in what he once later described as 
the long grass at the back of the church, and I took up a place near 
the commemorative plaque to the Falkiner brothers. Incidentally, had 
those young men lived, they would have been the uncles of my great 
friend, Hazel Falkiner, and I cherish the connection.  



 Our instant and seamless transition from orienteering to 
Unitarianism might seem surprising because at first sight they 
would appear to have little in common, but there are similarities. 
Both are infinitely varied, challenging and invigorating and in 
both, while you participate as an individual, you do so within the 
supportive network of a community that is accepting, supportive 
and totally non-judgmental. Perhaps the most significant similar-
ity is that each of them depends on a map. When I told the friend 
who introduced us to orienteering that I was worried I might get 
lost he said reassuringly if a bit optimistically: ‘You can’t get 
lost. You have a map’. But whereas orienteers are handed their 
map at the start of each event, Unitarians have to draw their own. 
 This of course is part of the interest. Joyfully, I set about 
drawing my Unitarian map and I have been doing so ever since, 
embellishing it and reorienting it - and myself - as the need arose.  
As any map-maker will tell you, the terrain changes over the 
years and you have to be constantly aware of this and represent 
the new reality as you draw. An outdated map is worse than use-
less; map-making is always a work in progress. All maps have to 
be constantly revised, and perhaps our individual map most of 
all.  
 As a small-scale example of how terrain can change, when 
Aubrey was one time remapping Ballinastoe Wood near Round-
wood, he came across an extensive area that had mysteriously 
become boggy and over a few years had turned into a complete 
swamp. All the previous features had disappeared. He solved the 
problem by drawing a red line on the map around the swamp and 
writing in ‘here be dragons’ and to clarify this he illustrated it 
with a line-drawing of a little dragon which he got from The 
Hobbit. 
 Dragons apart, you may say that this business of map-
making is all very well, but how does it translate into some kind 
of spiritual guide? I can’t speak collectively here, obviously, be-
cause Unitarian maps are individual constructs. We all work out 
our attitudes to religion, our opinions and our conclusions, for 
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ourselves. But it does seem to me that the bedrock of our map has to 
rest on what we know, deep down, in the innermost fibres of our 
being, to be true. There can be no room for fudge and we can’t ac-
cept anything second-hand. In his book Awareness (1990), Anthony 
de Mello quotes words attributed to the Buddha: ‘Monks and schol-
ars must not accept my words out of respect, but must analyze them 
the way a goldsmith analyzes gold – by cutting, scraping, rubbing, 
melting’. Or, as Walt Whitman had put it over a hundred years ear-
lier in Leaves of Grass (1855) ‘re-examine all you have been told in 
school or church or in any book and dismiss whatever insults your 
soul’. 
 I found this advice very helpful in my early attempts to draw 
my Unitarian map and it was a great relief to be able to shed out-
worn religious concepts that I felt insulted my soul. But of course I 
then had to replace them – you can’t leave a vacuum. I found this 
tricky because the whole area of spirituality uses terminology that I 
just didn’t understand. God, for example. What did we mean by 
God? Or, indeed, soul? I’d never even been sure if I had one of 
those. And what was meant by prayer? Or worship? Or any one of 
the multitude of words that made up what my sister-in-law called 
‘glory be to God language’. I found them vague and meaningless.  
 The problem, I gradually realized, was that I was committing 
the elementary error of holding the map upside down. In order to 
construct my new spiritual reality I was using the wrong language, 
and this was leading me to think in the wrong idiom. I was using an 
idiom that depended on the, logical, left-brain language that we 
were all trained in since childhood. I needed to engage the right side 
of my brain - that’s the one that employs the imaginative, flexible 
language that is used in poetry, story or myth.  Once I got that sort-
ed the map rotated itself effortlessly through 180 degrees so that I 
was now holding it the right way up and I could see my way. I 
could now accept that sometimes a different kind of language can 
convey the deepest truths more effectively. Factual statements ex-
press scientific concepts whereas poetry, story or myth express reli-
gious ones.  
 I went back to the mapping table and looked afresh at some 
of the words that I had found so puzzling. Let’s start with 
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‘worship’. I knew it comes from the Old English words for ‘worth’ 
and ‘ship’ and means to ascribe worth to something, but I didn’t 
understand its use in a religious context. After all, you can worship 
anything. Yet worship has to lie at the heart of religion because it is 
what distinguishes a religious group from any other kind. As a com-
munity we are bound together because we respect each other’s way 
of thinking, aims and aspirations, there are friendships between us, 
and by and large we have the same priorities and problems in our 
lives, but basically what underpins our community is that we meet 
in this church every Sunday for ‘worship’. Were it not for that we 
would be no different from any other philosophic or social or phil-
anthropic group 
 I attended a Unitarian workshop a number of years ago and 
one of the exercises we were given was to write down, in 5 minutes, 
what we understood by worship. Some of the responses were very 
thoughtful and some were inspiring but all I could produce was a 
blank page. Now, I would answer by quoting lines by Jacob Trapp: 
‘To worship is to stand in awe under a heaven of stars, before a leaf 
in sunlight, or a grain of sand’. That I can grasp. That’s what wor-
ship means to me. To stand in awe.  Interestingly the English poet 
William Blake uses much the same imagery: ‘To see a world in a 
grain of sand/ And a heaven in a wild flower/ Hold infinity in the 
palm of your hand/ And eternity in an hour’. Worship is beyond 
time. Like meditation, which is a part of it, worship can enable one 
to transcend time, to fuse so totally with – call it what you will – 
call it the inner self, call it the Spirit of Creation, call it a sense of 
togetherness, call it God – that one loses all awareness of time and 
sidesteps for an instant into complete timelessness, or if you don’t 
think it’s too fanciful to put it this way, into eternity, for what is 
eternity but a different dimension of time? 
 The question of time brings us to the question of what might 
happen to us after we die. People have speculated since forever 
about this. John Ward said he hoped for ‘blissful oblivion’ which I 
rather like. I don’t believe in Heaven, although, as Bertrand Russell 
said, if I eventually find myself there, I shall be perfectly happy to 
change my mind. But generally speaking, I find A E Houseman ad-
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dresses the whole question of where we come from and where we go 
after death most satisfactorily in lines which to my mind wrap up a 
whole philosophy: ‘From far, from eve and morning/ And yon twelve
-winded sky,/ The stuff of life to knit me/ Blew hither: here am I. /
Now – for a breath – I tarry/ Nor yet disperse apart -/ Take my hand 
quick and tell me,/ What have you in your heart./ Speak now, and I 
will answer/ How can I help you, say/ Ere to the world’s twelve quar-
ters/ I take my endless way’. 
 Prayer, too, posed problems. You probably know the story of 
the minister leading an ecumenical service who said ‘Now let us 
pray, and no doubt the Unitarians among us will do whatever it is that 
Unitarians do on these occasions’. Well, what is it that we do? How 
does prayer differ from meditation, or reflection, or contemplation 
and if it doesn’t are these terms interchangeable, and does it even 
matter? And if we elect to pray, to whom, or to what, do we address 
our prayers? Arthur Long, a prominent English Unitarian, said mem-
orably: ‘In prayer it’s not the pray-ee who matters. It’s the pray-er’. 
That was very helpful but I still felt I had no idea how to pray untiI I 
heard Unitarian minister Art Lester quote words from the fourteenth 
century mystic Meister Eckhart: ’If the only prayer you ever say is 
thank you, it is enough’. I find that wonderfully sustaining. 
 And how about soul? I no longer ponder fruitlessly whether I 
have one or not, instead I turn to a few lines by the Polish poet Adam 
Zagajewski: ‘Wake up my soul. /I don’t know where you are, /where 
you’re hiding, /but wake up, please, /we’re still together, /the road is 
still before us, /a bright strip of dawn /will be our star’.  
  Finally, to the biggest puzzle of all. God. If directly chal-
lenged by the question ‘do you believe in God?’ I would reply ‘it de-
pends what you mean by God’. But that might provoke a long and 
non -productive argument, and, these, like dragons, are best avoided. 
I might quote Rory Delany: ‘well, I do and I don’t’. But if I had to 
give a direct answer I would have to say no. I don’t believe in God. 
But there again, it all depends on what you understand by God. Who 
was it – was it William Blake or does it go right back to the Upani-
shads? - who said: ‘All the gods in the world, and all the devils, re-
side within the human breast.’ I wouldn’t argue with that. If there 
were no humans in the world there would be no gods – or devils – 
either.  Is God therefore a construct of the mind?  Perhaps. But I am 
well aware that there are more things in heaven and earth than are 
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dreamt of in my philosophy.  God has to remain a mystery. And as the 
little girl said witheringly to the bishop when he asked her what she 
understood by some theological matter: ‘you’re not meant to under-
stand it – it’s a mystery’. To echo that, here are a few lines by Louis 
MacNiece. His poem Meeting Point begins: ‘Time was away and 
somewhere else’ and then a few stanzas further on: ‘God or whatever 
means the Good/ Be praised that time can stop like this/ That what the 
heart has understood/ Can verify in the body’s peace/ God or whatever 
means the Good.’ That’s God for me. ‘God or whatever means the 
Good’. I’m content to leave it at that. 
 I wish you all joy in your map-making. I would add only one 
caveat. No matter how accurate a map is, or how much work we put 
into it, we have to remember that we are never in charge of our own 
destiny; there will always be factors beyond our control. We may run 
into a patch of fog for example, we may take a wrong turning or fall 
into a bog or be benighted or we may even encounter dragons. Mindful 
of this, and mindful of the fact that we have just crossed the threshold 
of a new year, I would finish with lines by the English poet Minnie 
Louise Haskins: ‘And I said to the man who stood at the gate of the 
year: “Give me a light that I may tread safely into the unknown”. And 
he replied: “Go out into the darkness and put your hand into the hand 
of God. That shall be to you better than light and safer than a known 
way.” 
 

Jennifer Flegg 
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Heart and Soul  
Contemplative Spiritual Gatherings 

 

Then next session of  Heart and Soul will take place in person at the 
church on Monday evening January 23rd January at 7.30pm, facili-
tated by Shari McDaid. Shari is a member of the congregation and 
has been participating in Heart and Soul regularly over the past five 
years. There is no requirement to attend all sessions – come as and 
whenever you wish but please book in advance. For further infor-
mation or to book a place, please contact Shari at  
                                  shari_hello@yahoo.ie. 

mailto:shari_hello@yahoo.ie


 

Social Action  
 
This morning, I’d like to talk about social action - it’s a key 
Christian calling, a human vocation. I’ll talk about some ex-
amples from our own Unitarian world and in particular I’ll 
talk about how to counter far right messaging. I believe this 
issue is something not far from our collective minds as we 
watch what is happening in our world. But first a question for 
you: how do your beliefs, convictions, even theology inform 
your understanding of social justice? 
 I want to reflect on our gospel reading. Do to others as 
you would have them do to you. Also known as The Golden 
Rule. The first century Rabbi, Hillel said that this phrase was 
the paramount command of God. ‘Everything else’, he said, 
‘is commentary’. Jesus also said this and then added a whole 
list of very difficult behaviours we should adopt. 
 This is a most difficult set of teachings given by Jesus. 
And I am challenged here. Jesus is not talking to one person, 
he is speaking to a group of people…and he is talking about 
relationships. We look at the world and see so many enemies 
of the good.  
 What is called the New Testament was originally writ-
ten in Greek. Wycliffe’s bible in the 14th century is generally 
accepted at the first English translation. And it was based on 
the Catholic Church’s Latin vulgate. Tyndale’s translation 
came in the mid 16th century - and he based his translation on 
the original Greek. The word that is translated as Love in this 
passage is the Greek word, Agapé. There are several words in 
Greek that we translate as Love. Philia, (deep friendship), 
eros, (romantic or passionate loving), Storge [store-jay], re-
fers to the affection between parents and children.  
 Agapé is an attitude of positive regard towards other 
people by which I wish for their well-being. Agapé is the love 
God holds towards God’s creation. It is a holy and sacred 
thing. 
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 Agapé spurs us towards doing good, it brings with it em-
pathy and compassion. Fully lived, it requires our resilience -  
resilience is knowing we will come against big and small trou-
bles, we will suffer disappointment, setbacks, tragedy - resilience 
is about understanding that, accepting that, and learning how to 
navigate it with grace and strength. And I reckon many here, if 
not all, have had to learn resilience - which is gained through 
adversity and pain, deep disappointment and the feeling of hope-
lessness. 
 Jesus in this passage is talking about relationships and 
how we might relate to each other; sinners, enemies and friends. 
People. We cannot do this alone - we need each other, we need a 
community - a beloved community perhaps. 
 We all seek an abundant and meaningful life - I under-
stand this as salvation. Agapé love with a healthy dose of em-
pathy, compassion and resilience helps us understand what hurts 
and what helps. God tells us that you are loved, you are enough 
and you must share your goodness and your gifts only when you 
can. In the Beloved Community, we share with one another ho-
nestly, our brokenness and what makes us whole; so that the 
place I inhabit doesn’t feel like I am under the wrong piece of 
sky. 
 We often begin our services with the words: Love is the doctrine 
of this church - and we love not to earn a place in the life hereafter, but 

because love is what nourishes the soul - it is salvation: and salvation 
means health and wholeness. It is agapé, striving to live in right 
relationships with all - sinner and saint alike. In our Gospel pas-
sage today, Jesus was speaking to everyone; not just those who 
thought themselves as righteous, not just those who thought 
themselves sinners. 
 
Every authentic religious tradition has social campaigning and 
action a key part of their mission and Unitarians are no different. 
In fact, our Good Samaritan window is a common fixture in Uni-
tarian chapels and churches. The story is a call to love and help 
everyone, particularly those in need, regardless of their back-

9 



ground or perceived status, to practice agapé. But also notice 
that this story is about a pattern of abuse; insult upon injury…
he was beaten and robbed and subsequently walked over, ig-
nored by seemingly righteous men. It took a Samaritan, the last 
person you’d expect, to care for him. Samaritans were a hated 
Jewish minority - they were considered outcasts and unclean. 
This was the hero of the story. Thankfully, society is full of 
Samaritan’s. 
 Social action within our own congregation has a long 
history - from our own Margaret Huxley and James Haughton, 
Theodore Parker and Channing in the past to our Unitarian 
Community Support Group more recently. 
 Margaret Huxley became a pioneer in the education of 
nurses and the raising of nursing standards. She was President 
of the Irish Nurses Association. She was also the driving force 
behind the efforts of church members to relieve a housing cri-
sis in Dublin. The Margaret Huxley Public Utility Society con-
structed ten family homes on Cork Street Dublin (named Hux-
ley Crescent in her honour). The Margaret Huxley Memorial 
Window on the east side of the church beside the Good Samar-
itan was gifted to the church by her good friend, the artist Sa-
rah Purser.  
 James Haughton was social reformer and anti-slavery 
campaigner. Trustee of Strand Street and St. Stephen’s Green. 
He was born in 1817 and was a member and activist in many 
organisations seeking social improvements. He actively pro-
moted social and educational outlets for working people such 
as the Peoples’ Gardens, the Botanic Gardens and the 
Mechanics Institute. He was a prominent anti-slavery cam-
paigner, and represented Ireland at the ‘World’s Anti-Slavery 
Conventions’ in London in 1838 and 1840. At his grave in 
Mount Jerome. 
 He died 20 February 1873. He knew Frederick Douglass 
who was in Dublin in September 1845. Writing to William 
Lloyd Garrison, Douglass quoted from a speech delivered by 
Daniel O’Connell. “I am the advocate of civil and religious 
liberty, all over the globe, and wherever tyranny exists, I am 
the foe of the tyrant; wherever oppression shows itself, I am 
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the foe of the oppressor; wherever slavery rears its head, I am 
the enemy of the system, or the institution, call it by what name 
you will. I am the friend of liberty in every clime, class, colour. 
My sympathy with distress is not confined within the narrow 
bounds of my own green island. No—it extends itself to every 
corner of the earth”. Douglass remarked: “I confess, I have nev-
er heard one, by whom I was more completely captivated than 
by Mr O’Connell”. This idea is echoed by Martin Luther King 
who’s said injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. 
His vision extended beyond simply being physically present at 
protests or marches. He recognised the power of moral leader-
ship and the ability to mobilise people through words and ideas. 
He encouraged individuals to make a difference by taking a 
stand for what they believed in, even from a distance.  
 Incidentally, James Haughton hosted Douglass in his 
home on Eccles Street and Douglass wrote about how much he 
enjoyed being with Mr Haughton. 
 William Drennan (1754–1820) was a United Irishman. 
He was a member of a close circle of radical political thinkers 
and activists. He was the first president of the Dublin Society of 
United Irishmen, he was arrested and put on trial on charges of 
seditious libel in 1794. A minor poet, he coined the term 
‘Emerald Isle’ as a poetic description of Ireland. Fergus Whelan 
wrote about the Unitised Irishmen in Dissent into Treason - and 
I quote: “There were men of enlightened democratic politics and 
liberal religion. They created a non-sectarian organisation which 
reached out to Irishmen of every creed. They were dedicated to 
achieving the rights of man. They called their organisation "The 
Society of United Irishmen". Less noble spirits called them "the 
king-killers of Pill Lane". The United Irishmen were utterly de-
feated...the values they held dear, such as the right to individual 
conscience and opinion, the right of people to choose or change 
their government, the rights of man and civil and religious liber-
ty are the foundation stones of modern secular democracy.” I 
need to check with Ferguson if women were included… 
 What was common among all those Unitarians I just 
spoke about? They all sought to build coalitions - they came 
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together with others who were seeking to bring about social 
change - Haughton with the anti-slavery organisations and Fred-
erick Douglas. 
 Huxley with the medical profession and her own congrega-
tion - Drennan with roman Catholics and other dissenting 
protestants, the refugee resettlement group with the Irish Refugee 
Commission and the Irish Government - and us here too. Coali-
tions emerge out of a realisation that we all suffer from the injus-
tices apparent in our society - and therefore, we must come to-
gether with all our diverse needs, talents and create one voice for 
change. 
 So how might we honour that Christian tradition, that Uni-
tarian tradition of social action? We already are - the Unitarian 
refugee welcome group is one. And I know many here are en-
gaged in some form of social action. 
 The refugee welcome group have the template: Choose 
one campaign we can, as a community, get behind. Perhaps we 
might restart the Justice and Peace committee that was a working 
group within this church. Build alliances with other NGOs who 
are working on a cause. Be part of a coalition of like minded peo-
ple and organisations - our collective voice will in the words of 
Martin Luther King, bend the arc of the moral universe toward 
justice.” (Eire Dialogue, Teni). 
 One key issue facing our society is the strength of far-right 
narratives and the resulting violence that it inspires. 
 Hope and Courage Collective is an non governmental or-
ganisation. Their key mission is to enable communities to coun-
ter far right narratives, whether that’s against sex education in 
schools, the LGBTIQ+ community, migrants, refugees or asylum 
seekers. They’ve worked with local community groups who wish 
to say Yes to welcoming refugees to their community. Coolock 
for all, ballymun for all, etc. they assist groups in making public 
statements to counter far right messaging; for example “Ireland is 
full”, using a dangerous combination of words such as; unvetted 
- military - age - men. And “we should look after our own”.  

12 



 The vice president of the United States recently said that 
your compassion belongs first and foremost to your fellow citi-
zens and then you can think about others. He says this as a faith-
ful roman catholic. And the new pope, when he was a simple 
cardinal bishop tweeted - JD Vance is wrong. Reference the gos-
pel reading today. 
 We can’t keep the container of who belongs in our com-
munity small and inward looking. The hope and courage collec-
tive would encourage us not to spend our energy correcting or 
arguing with your opposition, focus on your positive message 
that amplifies your vision and values. We, as a dissenting com-
munity can be very good at that. Rather than articulating what 
we don’t believe, we do well when we say what we do believe.  
 First, they suggest that the community define who you are. 
2. Amplify the positive. 3. Say what is needed to address the is-
sues the community care most about. And if there are serious 
issues in the community, name them, offer solutions, point out 
who’s responsibility it is to address the problem. Shift the con-
versation towards solutions. Don’t use the terms used by the far 
right because by using their words we risk enabling their hate 
narrative. We need to acknowledge that there is anger and fear in 
communities, but we can channel those emotions towards con-
crete, constructive and positive action. Let us not cancel people 
or call them out; rather let us call them in. We may not convince 
the haters, but we can convince most people when we speak 
truthfully and assertively. 
 This is how challenging it is, and I’m going to demon-
strate that with some words from Dr.Michael Ryan, executive 
director of the World Heath Organisations health emergencies 
programme. He delivered these remarks on the first of May; We 
are starving the children of Gaza. If we don’t do something about 
it we are complicit with what is happening before our very eyes. 
We are causing this, you and us and everyone who does nothing 
about it. It’s horrific. The children of Gaza should not have to 
pay the price as all children have done in the past for the sins of 
anyone around them. This just has to stop. Any right thinking 

13 



human being must stand up. As a doctor, as a physician as someone 
watching more than 1000 children without limbs, thousands of chil-
dren with spinal cord injuries and severe head injuries from which 
they’ll never recover thousands and thousands of children with se-
vere psychological distress that they may never recover from. We are 
watching this unfold before our very eyes and we’re not doing any-
thing about it; as a physician I’m angry. I’m angry with myself that 
I’m not doing enough. I’m angry with everyone here. I’m angry with 
you. I’m angry at the world. This should not be happening, it cannot 
continue. It has to stop, this is an abomination. We have to ask our-
selves the question how much blood is enough to satisfy whatever 
the political objectives are of any regime.” Michael Ryan is here 
sounding helpless, despite his platform, influence and privilege.  
 Finally, These words I found recently, and I can’t find who 
said them: Living a life that matters doesn't happen by accident. It's 
not a matter of circumstance but of choice. Choose to live a life that 
matters. Our sympathy with distress need not be confined within the 
narrow bounds of our own green island. No—it can extend itself to 
every corner of the earth. 
 
Gavin Byrne                                             18th May 2025. 
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