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Introduction: 
 
In 2003 the Diocese of Coventry ran a project in which 60 
non-church-going people were questioned in depth about 
their spirituality and beliefs.  The research showed once 
again that ‘spirituality’ was alive and kicking in the minds of 
the wide range of people interviewed. This 'Beyond the 
Fringe' Research Project, as it was called, asked the 
interviewees what were the 'big questions' in their minds 
which they would like answered.  This produced the 
following ‘top six’ questions:  
 
God: Does he/it exist?  If so, what is he/it like?  What 
relationship could there be between humanity and God? 
 
The universe: How did it start? Is it designed, planned, 
controlled? 
 
Purpose: What is the point of life?  
 
Spiritual realm: Is there such a thing? What is it like? Is it 
relevant to me and my life?  
 
Suffering: Why is there so much suffering in the world and 
what can be done about it?  
 
Destiny: What happens when we die?  
 
The details of the research and its analysis are recorded in 
a report published in 2005 under the title “Evangelism in 
a Spiritual Age”   [Church House Publishing] 
 
The report also contains various useful and challenging 
chapters reflecting on the research project  and its 
implications for the mission of the Church in the early 21st 
century. 

What is our answer to the question of what happens after death?  
[For those who want to pursue that in more depth, Bishop Tom 
Wright’s book ‘Surprised by Hope’ is a fascinating read which 
challenges much of our present ideas on the subject!] 
 
A prayer: 
 
Christ our Advent Hope, 
bare brown trees, 
etched dark across a winter sky, 
leaves fallen, rustling, 
ground hard and cold, 
remind us to prepare for your coming; 
remind us to prepare for the time  
when the soles of your feet will touch the ground, 
when you will become one of us 
to be at one with us.  Amen. 
 
 
“Behold, I come quickly!” 
 

“Even so come, Lord Jesus!” 
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Ann Richards’ Comment: 
Jesus’ question to Mary after his death: ‘Who are you looking for?’ 
…. is one of the most profound of any encounter and certainly the 
most profound in terms of our ultimate destiny.  The answer to this 
question enshrines the spiritual search of every human being [even 
those who believe that death is the end] …. If we think about all the 
little poems and memorials you get in local newspapers after the 
death of loved ones, it is easy to see how the question is tentatively 
asked and awkwardly answered.  It is ….a question we ignore at our 
peril.  Consequently, if we don’t pay attention, we shouldn’t then be 
surprised if people answer the question ‘Who are you looking for?’ 
by going to the spiritualist church or to the psychic helpline.  
 
Questions for our discussions and reflection: 
As we come to the end of Advent and enter the Christmas season 
proper, we need to remember that Christmas is not the end of the 
Christian story.  It is, clearly, a remarkable moment in that story, and 
a climax to centuries of Jewish prophecies.  But it is a moment, 
 a stage on a journey that will lead to Jordan and the wilderness, to 
Gethsemane, through appalling suffering to Calvary, to the empty 
Easter tomb, and on to the still-future, final Advent.   
 
So, in our own hearts, who or what are we looking for this 
Christmas?  
What is our expectation, and how does that expectation differ from 
that of a non-Christian? 
 
As Christians we have to face the challenge of the biting question of 
‘innocent suffering’. 
How does the suffering of Jesus help us to understand and respond 
to today’s suffering world? 
What should be the measure of our response to the continuing deep 
needs and the sudden tragedies that occur from time to time in our 
world? 
 
In the light of the resurrection of Jesus, how does our approach to 
the subject of death differ from that of non-believers? 
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One of the contributors, Anne Richards, Mission Theology 
Adviser to the Archbishop’s Council, reflects on these 
questions and responds with what she thinks are the three 
big questions God asks of us.  To these I have added a 
fourth, No 2, in the following list: 
 
“Where are you?”   
  God’s call to Adam in the Garden of Eden 
 
“What are you doing here?”  
  God’s question to Elijah on Mount Horeb 
 
“Who do you say that I am?”  
  Jesus’ question to Peter just before the 
    Transfiguration 
 
“Who are you looking for?” 
  Jesus’ question to Mary at the empty tomb. 
 
 
I thought, in the context of our present Chaplaincy strategy 
for growth, that it would be good to look at these questions 
in a series of studies through Advent, at a time when we 
focus on reaching out to non-church-going people through 
our various Carol Services and other seasonal activities.  I 
hope the studies that follow will help us in our objectives. 
 

Roger Cheale 
Bergerac  

October 2012 
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Study 1: Origins 
 
Project Top Questions: 
 
God: Does he/it exist?  If so, what is he/it like?  What relationship 
could there be between humanity and God?  
The universe: How did it start? Is it designed, planned, controlled?  
 
God’s Question:   
 
Where are you? (To Adam hiding in the Garden of Eden) 
 
Bible Reading: Genesis 3 
Now the serpent was more crafty than any of 
the wild animals the Lord God had made. He 
said to the woman, "Did God really say, 'You 
must not eat from any tree in the garden'?" 
The woman said to the serpent, "We may eat 
fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did 
say, 'You must not eat fruit from the tree that 
is in the middle of the garden, and you must 
not touch it, or you will die."' "You will not surely die," the serpent 
said to the woman. "For God knows that when you eat of it your 
eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and 
evil." When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for 
food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining 
wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her 
husband, who was with her, and he ate it. Then the eyes of both of 
them were opened, and they realised that they were naked; so 
they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for 
themselves. Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the 
Lord God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day, 
and they hid from the Lord God among the trees of the garden. But 
the Lord God called to the man, "Where are you?" He answered, "I 
heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so 
I hid." And he said, "Who told you that you were naked? Have you 
eaten from the tree from which I commanded you not to eat?" The 
man said, "The woman you put here with me-she gave me some 

Study 4:  Who are we looking for? 
 
Project Top Questions: 
 
Suffering: Why is there so much suffering in the world and what 
can be done about it?  
Destiny: What happens when we die?  
 
Jesus’ Question: 
 
Who are you looking for? (To a grief-stricken Mary at the empty 
tomb) 
 
 
Bible Reading: John 20 
Then the disciples went back to their homes, but Mary stood 
outside the tomb crying. As she wept, she bent over to look into 
the tomb and saw two angels in white, seated where Jesus' body 
had been, one at the head and the other at the foot. They asked 
her, "Woman, why are you crying?" 
"They have taken my Lord away," she said, "and I don't know 
where they have put him." At this, she turned round and saw 
Jesus standing there, but she did not realise that it was Jesus. 
"Woman," he said, "why are you crying? Who is it you are 
looking for?" 
Thinking he was the gardener, she said, "Sir, if you have carried 
him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him." 
Jesus said to her, "Mary." 
She turned towards him and cried out in Aramaic, 
"Rabboni!" (which means Teacher). Jesus said, "Do not hold on 
to me, for I have not yet returned to the Father. Go instead to my 
brothers and tell them, 'I am returning to my Father and your 
Father, to my God and your God."' Mary Magdalene went to the 
disciples with the news: "I have seen the Lord!" And she told 
them that he had said these things to her. 
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Christian discipleship is costly: recent writers on this theme [eg 
The Great Omission by Dallas Willard] emphasise that a 
Christian is not so much a believer in certain Church doctrines or 
statements of faith as a deliberate, informed follower of Jesus.   
 
Do we emphasise enough the dimension of active discipleship in 
our Church life?  How would that make a difference to our 
congregations and their impact on the community in which we 
live? 
 
Someone once said: ‘If Jesus is not Lord of all he is not Lord at 
all.’  Would you agree with that? 
 
How would you attempt to answer someone who said that all 
spiritualities are equally valid and that choosing a particular 
spirituality was entirely a personal matter? 
 
A prayer: 
 
Lord, take as your right, and receive as my gift, 
all my freedom, my memory, 
my understanding and my will. 
Whatever I am and whatever I possess, 
you have given to me; 
I restore it all to you again, 
to be at your disposal, 
according to your will. 
Give me only a love for you, 
and the gift of your grace; 
then I am rich enough, 
and ask for nothing more.  Amen. 
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fruit from the tree, and I ate it."  … [The Lord God then curses the 
serpent and the ground, vs.14-20, after which ] … The Lord God 
made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them. 
And the Lord God said, "The man has now become like one of us, 
knowing good and evil. He must not be allowed to reach out his 
hand and take also from the tree of life and eat, and live for ever." 
So the Lord God banished him from the Garden of Eden to work the 
ground from which he had been taken. After he drove the man out, 
he placed on the east side of the Garden of Eden cherubim and a 
flaming sword flashing back and forth to guard the way to the tree of 
life. 
 
Ann Richards’ Comment: 
In Scripture, God often asks questions of human beings, drawing 
them out of themselves, making them examine their motives, their 
choices, their actions and their beliefs. In the Garden of Eden 
narratives, which deal directly with matters of origin, God’s question 
’Where are you?’ exposes how consciousness of sinful behaviour 
makes us hide from God and conceal our failings.  We can’t ask 
questions about origins if we can’t face what responsibilities those 
origins lay upon us. Truth telling is a tough business in the 
‘conversation’ between human beings and God, and it is no wonder 
people turn to ‘softer sources’ such as mediums and psychics, who 
often make their money telling people things they want to hear. 
 
Questions for our discussions and reflection: 
Clearly, argument continues to rage between certain sections of the 
Christian community and some atheistic scientists over the origin 
and purpose of the universe and the existence of God. 
 
How would you seek to answer the two Project Questions posed at 
the head of this Study?  
 
How can we help ourselves/each other to answer them with 
integrity? 
 
How do we best answer people for whom these questions pose real 
problems if they were to consider becoming a Christian? 
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Ann Richards says  ‘We can’t ask questions about origins if we 
can’t face the responsibilities those origins lay upon us.’ 
 
What responsibilities do we have which result from our origins?  
Environmental? Social/political? Moral? 
 
God’s question to Adam ‘Where are you?’ gets to the heart of the 
matter.  Something has happened to spoil the relationship 
between Maker and Man.  From that flows much grief and 
sorrow. The repair of that relationship is told in the Christian 
story, and in particular in the story of the coming of a baby.  
Through Advent we explore the beginnings of that story and our 
own personal preparation to participate in it.   
 
What sort of preparation for the Christian community is 
appropriate for Advent?  
 
How would we answer the question if God posed it to us: ‘Where 
are you?’ 
 
A prayer: 
 
Creator God, we worship you.  
In the beginning you said, “Let there be light”; and the light 
shone, piercing the darkness. 
You have made the vast universe and, amidst its movements and 
glories, your Spirit is at work within it. 
Scattering the stars and moulding the hills, you have made a 
world full of beauty. 
You have made humankind in your own image. Stewards of the 
earth and partners in creation. 
We are here because of you: that we exist is your doing.  
 You are our God, our parent giving us life, lavishing gifts upon 
your children. 
The distances of space praise you.  The depths of our being 
acknowledge your creating power. 
Creator God, we praise you.  Amen. 
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Ann Richards’ Comment: 
[We are] made in God’s image and called by God to work in and 
for the creation.  Jesus challenges Peter: ‘Who do you say that I 
am?’  In responding to this question, Peter has to make much 
more than a statement of faith.  His answer represents a choice 
of action, one that will determine the rest of his life and the 
manner of his death.  How many ‘question-answerers’ in the 
spiritual marketplace can offer such a prospect? Such an answer 
has important consequences for Peter, for his fellow disciples, for 
new converts, for the Church.  All Christians have to answer this 
question and what we say to Jesus in this context has important 
consequences for our spiritual lives.  What do we want, soft truth 
or hard truth?  The rich young man’s question to Jesus got him 
an answer he didn’t like at all.  But the woman taken in adultery is 
given an entirely unlooked for and unexpected physical and 
spiritual freedom: ‘Has no one condemned you?’ 
 
 
Questions for our discussions and reflection: 
Following our discussions last time on the purpose of life, we now 
find ourselves, in our journey through Advent, with Jesus’ blunt 
question to Peter.  It wasn’t a request to recite a statement of 
faith, it was a face to face encounter with a demand that Peter 
could not duck.  And his answer, as Anne Richards states, would 
affect the whole of his life hence forward, giving it a purpose and 
point it had never previously had. 
 
Does our own ‘Christian spirituality’ acknowledge that one-to-one, 
face-to-face, type of encounter with the Jesus who is ‘the Christ, 
the Son of the living God’ of Peter’s confession?  If not, how does 
it differ from other modern ‘spiritualities’? 
 
Or, to put the question another way, are our affirmations of faith, 
that we regularly make, too intellectual rather than affirming a 
personal relationship with Jesus Christ? 
 
Our Scripture reading above also includes the subsequent 
teaching of Jesus about ‘taking up our cross and following him’.  
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Study 3:  Jesus Christ - Who is he? 
 
Project Top Questions:  
 
Spiritual realm: is there such a thing? What is it like? Is it 
relevant to me and my life? 
 
Jesus’s Question: 
 
Who do you say that I am? (To Peter at Caesarea Philippi, 
known for its many temples and deities) 
 
Bible Reading: Matthew 16 
When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked 
his disciples, "Who do people say the Son of Man is?" They 
replied, "Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still 
others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets." "But what about you?" 
he asked. "Who do you say I am?" Simon Peter answered, 
"You are the Christ, the Son of the living God." Jesus replied, 
"Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed 
to you by man, but by my Father in heaven ……. Then he warned 
his disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Christ. From that 
time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to 
Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, 
chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed 
and on the third day be raised to life. Peter took him aside and 
began to rebuke him. "Never, Lord!" he said. "This shall never 
happen to you!" Jesus turned and said to Peter, "Get behind me, 
Satan! You are a stumbling-block to me; you do not have in mind 
the things of God, but the things of men." Then Jesus said to his 
disciples, "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself 
and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save 
his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it. 
What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet 
forfeits his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his 
soul? For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father's glory 
with his angels, and then he will reward each person according to 
what he has done. 
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Study 2: Purposes - What are you doing here? 
 
Project Top Question: 
 
Purpose: What is the point of life? 
 
God’s Question: 
 
What are you doing here? (To Elijah hiding on Mount Horeb) 
 
Bible Reading: 1 Kings 19 
Now Ahab told Jezebel everything Elijah had done and how he 
had killed all the prophets with the sword. So Jezebel sent a 
messenger to Elijah to say, "May the gods deal with me, be it 
ever so severely, if by this time tomorrow I do not make your life 
like that of one of them." Elijah was afraid and ran for his life. 
When he came to Beersheba in Judah, he left his servant there, 
while he himself went a day's journey into the desert. He came to 
a broom tree, sat down under it and prayed that he might die. "I 
have had enough, Lord," he said. "Take my life; I am no better 
than my ancestors." Then he lay down under the tree and fell 
asleep. 
All at once an angel touched him and said, "Get up and eat." He 
looked around, and there by his head was a cake of bread baked 
over hot coals, and a jar of water. He ate and drank and then lay 
down again. The angel of the Lord came back a second time and 
touched him and said, "Get up and eat, for the journey is too 
much for you." So he got up and ate and drank. Strengthened by 
that food, he travelled for forty days and forty nights until he 
reached Horeb, the mountain of God. There he went into a cave 
and spent the night. 
And the word of the Lord came to him: "What are you doing 
here, Elijah?" He replied, "I have been very zealous for the Lord 
God Almighty. The Israelites have rejected your covenant, broken 
down your altars, and put your prophets to death with the sword. I 
am the only one left, and now they are trying to kill me too." The 
Lord said, "Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of 
the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by." 

7 



Then a great and powerful wind tore the mountains apart and 
shattered the rocks before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the 
wind. After the wind there was an earthquake, but the Lord was not 
in the earthquake. After the earthquake came a fire, but the Lord 
was not in the fire. And after the fire came a gentle whisper. When 
Elijah heard it, he pulled his cloak over his face and went out and 
stood at the mouth of the cave. 
Then a voice said to him, "What are you doing here, Elijah?" He 
replied, "I have been very zealous for the Lord God Almighty. The 
Israelites have rejected your covenant, broken down your altars, 
and put your prophets to death with the sword. I am the only one 
left, and now they are trying to kill me too." The Lord said to him, 
"Go back the way you came, and go to the Desert of Damascus. Yet 
I reserve seven thousand in Israel-all whose knees have not bowed 
down to Baal and all whose mouths have not kissed him." 
 
My Comment: 
The above incident occurs immediately after Elijah’s crowning 
success on Mount Carmel when he challenged the prophets of Baal 
to a ‘duel’ as to whose sacrifice would be accepted – theirs to Baal 
or his to the God of Israel.  It had been a glorious vindication for 
Elijah and yet he was running away as fast and as far as he could.  
He travels many miles south to the desert of Sinai and eventually he 
comes to Mount Horeb where God had revealed himself to Moses 
and given the Ten Commandments.  If Adam hid away through 
shame and guilt, Elijah ran away through fear and exhaustion.  He 
could no longer face the battle – he had had enough.  Elijah’s 
unspoken question could well be that articulated by the Coventry 
Research Project interviewees. ‘What is the point of it all?’  
Sometimes in our spiritual journey we get to a point when we 
wonder why we have bothered to try and lead or serve the Christian 
community or the secular community in which we live when all we 
get for our efforts is criticism or rejection or worse.  At such points – 
and many a Christian pilgrim has encountered them – God also has 
a question: ‘What are you doing here?’  Elijah’s response might 
seem to imply a complaint that God was somehow indebted to him 
for all his hard work.  Perhaps we, like Elijah, need to remind 
ourselves that it is God who works through us and not we who work 
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as a favour to God. 
On the other hand, if, indeed, there is no God, then it seems to 
me there is no purpose, no point in life, and we are excused if we 
sink into despair and disillusion, or abandonment.  The constant 
search by many people for meaning and purpose through various 
spiritual avenues may surely be evidence that such meaning and 
purpose exists, and hence we are not deceived that God exists. 
 
Questions for our discussions and reflection: 
The Elijah story shows that God was with Elijah even in his flight 
from Jezebel: the angel appeared and fed him, providing for the 
long desert journey; God appeared to him at his deepest point of 
despair; He revealed to him that He was at work on a much 
greater scale than Elijah realised (7000 faithful worshippers) and 
He graciously recommissioned him. 
 
When we feel at the end of our tether, how might we position 
ourselves so that God can speak to us? What resources might 
we be able to turn to for help?  
 
How might we support those who are feeling at the end of their 
tether? 
 
How would you seek to reply to someone who saw no point to 
life, or who was engaging in potentially destructive behaviour 
because life had lost meaning for them? 
 
How might you answer the question for yourself: ‘What am I 
doing here?’ 
 
A prayer: 
Almighty God, you called us to labour in 
your vineyard: keep us faithful in your 
service, whether the harvest be plentiful, or 
the soil seems barren and our labour 
unprofitable; knowing that the harvest is 
yours, and you will reap in your own 
appointed time; to the glory of your holy 
Name.  Amen. 
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