First Sunday after Christmas
Service Date:
27 December, 2009
Matthew 2:1-12 - our royal correspondent
Sarah: Jerusalem FM wouldn't let me release this next interview till they were quite sure the
station won't get into trouble, and since it was the Sabbath yesterday, the lawyers couldn't
get onto it till this morning. Anyway, I am now assured that we don't risk being prosecuted
under the Civil Contingencies Act. Probably. Jean of Jerusalem is our royal correspondent.
You've a good surname for someone who keeps up with royal doings, Jean!
Jean: People have only told me so about a thousand times. But I've moved for the job,
actually; my family comes from Bethlehem. Can we get on with the interview, please?
Sarah: Sorry. I understand King Herod - long live Herod! - is troubled.
Jean: Yes, and I can tell you, all Jerusalem is troubled with him. And it's not very safe being
around a troubled king.
Sarah: I'm sure you're not referring to any incidents of royal rage, are you? What's the
problem this time?
Jean: Well, it all started when an embassy of minor potentates arrived at court.
Sarah: Potentates?
Jean: I suppose you could call them kings - though of course their power is nothing
compared with the power of Herod.
Sarah: Of course not. Perish the thought.
Jean: They swanned into the palace, demanding to know where the new royal child was, so
they could pay their respects.
Sarah: Oh dear.
Jean: Precisely. Ever since that occasion we would on no account see fit to mention,
involving a previously favourite wife, her sons and a lot of blood on the carpet, the question
of royal offspring has been rather sensitive round here.
Sarah: So what happened?
Jean: He sent for all the royal spin doctors - oops, political advisors - and someone
suggested looking in the Bible. Apparently centuries ago the prophet Micah fingered my
home town as the Messiah's birthplace. Thanks very much, Micah.
Sarah: So Herod sent them off to Bethlehem?
Jean: Telling them to be sure to report back, so he could pay homage too. And if you believe
that...
Sarah: Quite. Strangely enough, I think I can supply the other side of the story. There really
was a new king in Bethlehem.
Jean: Do you want the station shut down? And us dead? Those kings showed more wisdom
than you do.
Sarah: Why, what's up?
Jean: Once they'd found you-know-who, they went back home another way. And I
understand the parties in question have also disappeared. Last seen on the road to Egypt.
Sarah: All's well that ends well, then?
Jean: Not for the Bethlehem toddlers left to Herod's tender mercies.
Sarah: What child can this be, who's worth such pain?
Hymns:

R&S 187 was originally written by J.S.B Monsell, a priest of the Church of Ireland, for the
fourth Sunday after Easter, though the Companion to Rejoice and Sing can throw no light on
why. The tune Was lebet, was schwebet comes from 18th century Bavaria.
R&S 170 comes from W.C.Dix, and foreshadows Jesus' death at his birth. The tune
Greensleeves is supposed to have been written by Henry VIII, but sadly this legend has no
basis in fact.
R&S 183 by Bishop Reginald Heber was the first of his hymns to be published, in November
1811. The tune Epiphany Hymn was written for these words.
R&S 162 by the Pre-Raphaelite poet Christina Rossetti is all too appropriate to a time of year
when snow has recently been a problem. The tune Cranham is by Gustav Holst, named after
a village near his home.
Sermon:
Isaiah 60:1-6; Psalm 72:1-14; Matthew 2:1-12; Colossians 3:12-17
What child is this, whose birth is marked both by royal gifts and by royal slaughter? We
know the answer, of course; at least, we know the answer given by centuries of Christian
tradition. This child is God in human form. And in his presence all human powers have two
stark options: to offer him their homage, or to take up arms against him.
Isaiah's prophecy foreshadows the first possibility. Speaking to the ruins of Jerusalem, the
city of David, the city of God, awaiting rebuilding after exile, he promises that God's
presence there will gather in all the lost of Israel from the four corners of the earth. He
foresees a time when foreign nations who have always been hostile to Israel will queue up
with heavy-laden camels, offering their richest treasures to beautify her.
Yet while Isaiah saw the power of God dwelling in the temple, in the holy city, in Jesus we
see the vulnerability of God dwelling in human flesh, in the holy child. For what becomes
flesh is vulnerable to the ills of flesh. Jesus and his family escaped from Herod, as did the
magi, by heeding an angel's warning. Yet the boy children of Bethlehem and its surrounding
area were not so well protected, their lives cut short by the paranoia of an earthly power
which feared opposition above all things.
This is no new story. If earthly powers always acted for the common good, there would have
been no need in our psalm this morning to attribute to God's king the defence of the poor,
the deliverance of the needy, and the crushing of the oppressor. And even in this very psalm
we see the corruption of human power by violence. In the set lectionary reading verses 8
and 9 are missed out. Why? Listen again: May the king have dominion from sea to sea, and
from the River to the ends of the earth. May his foes bow down before him, and his
enemies lick the dust. According to the psalm, God's king's dominion involves humiliation of
those whom the king has subdued: they are not only to bow before him, but to lick the dust
trodden under his feet. Yet when God's king did come, he was mocked and spat on by those
who caused his death.
The choice to honour or to defy God through our treatment of Jesus, the true human being,
in neighbour or stranger, is not only there in Scripture, but in our modern world too.

Consider the HARC project, where again I've been volunteering this year: a crisis drop-in at
the Broomhall Centre where people in Sheffield with no roof over their head are served and
befriended by volunteers from all walks of life, of all faiths and none, who choose to treat all
who come through HARC's doors as worthy of respect.
Or consider, on the other hand, a recent Christmas card sent by the Border Agency, that
government department charged with processing people who wish to find sanctuary in the
United Kingdom and deciding whether or not they should be allowed to live here, which has
made our Zimbabwean church member Nobi wait more than six years for leave to remain.
The card uses the shape of a Christmas tree to speak proudly of the agency's tough
enforcement policies, ignoring the irony of treating all asylum seekers with suspicion while
celebrating the birth of Jesus, who had to flee his country and find asylum abroad precisely
because of a well-founded fear of persecution.
But where do we fit in here? We are in no position to bring caravans of camels laden high
with gold, incense and myrrh in procession along Upper Hanover Street - the very idea
seems ludicrous, like a fairytale spilling over into everyday life. Not everyone has the time,
or the energy, to give themselves in active service to Jesus through the service of others.
And, thank goodness, unlike Herod, or the Border Agency, we do not hold the power of life
or death over anyone. What can we offer to Jesus?
One power each of us has, though not each of us exercises, is power over our thoughts. I
don't mean the ability to think through a problem, but to notice what thoughts run through
our minds, and to decide whether what we are thinking is constructive or destructive:
whether it turns us towards or away from God. The letter to the Colossians puts the positive
side of the equation like this: As God's chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves
with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience.
It's as if a spectrum of thoughts is laid out for our mental shopping experience. Some will
help us act towards others, whether fellow church members or strangers, as though we
were dealing with Jesus. Others will do the exact reverse. And it's up to each of us to decide
which set of thoughts to choose. For example, if I find myself thinking, as I should be writing
my sermon, ‘I really want another bar of chocolate,' I can dismiss the thought, or allow it to
distract me. If, however, I'm so aware of my greed that all I can think of is how useless I am,
that's no better; I need to be loving with myself as well as others.
Our reading reminds us of the sort of attitude our thoughts should produce in us: Bear with
one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other; just as the
Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which
binds everything together in perfect harmony. And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts,
to which indeed you were called in the one body. And be thankful.
Sounds fantastic. But I know myself, and my inability to keep to my New Year's resolutions
about exercise. What can make this resolve to treat others as Jesus any more successful?
Prayer, that's what: asking God to help us do what we cannot do on our own, even control
our thoughts! Colossians suggests many ways into prayer. The words of the Bible; the words
of wise friends; the words of worship, the power of music can all lead us to conversation
with God. But like any conversation with a good friend, we don't need to wait to pray till we

need help, for God can share our joys as well as our trials. When we choose to turn our
thoughts Godwards, all our lives can turn into prayer. Walking the dog, changing the nappy,
lying awake at night, we can ask ourselves: where is God in my life? What gives me hope?
What makes me more loving?
The Magi brought costly gifts to Jesus. Herod sent a regiment after him. We may not be able
to give God anything on that scale, either positive or negative. Yet the gift of our thoughts
and the gift of our attention directed towards Jesus in others and towards God in prayer is
beyond any price. For that is the reason Jesus came to earth: to offer us and everyone
friendship with God.

Christmas Day service
Service Date: 25 December, 2009
As a result of my recent feature on the Great Bethlehem Mystery, you'll be delighted to
hear that I, Rabbi Sarah, have been asked to be a guest editor on the Ha-Yom programme.
So this morning I've decided to look a bit more closely into that fascinating story. First a bit
of background, from the prophet Isaiah.
Hebrew Bible reading: Isaiah 9:2-7
Sarah: Welcome to our political correspondent, James of Joppa.
James: an interesting prediction there, from Isaiah, one of our longest standing and most
highly respected prophets. What do you make of it from the political point of view?
James: Well, the military aren't going to be at all happy with this. If, as Isaiah predicts, the
oppressor's rod is going to be broken, it's a clear case for cutbacks in army spending on
equipment and weapons - rods broken, uniforms burned and so on, as he rather
picturesquely puts it.
Sarah: Any chance of that in the near future, do you think?
James: Well, as usual with these prophetic statements, there's a certain degree of
hyperbole. Even the world-famous royal house of David would be hard put to it to bring us
perfect peace. And justice established forever? In the real world? I think there's a certain
naiveté creeping in here.
Sarah: So all this business about the people who walked in darkness seeing a great light,
you'd discount that as wishful thinking? There's been enough darkness in recent times. It'd
be good to think there was a light at the end of the tunnel.
James: Yes, but what grounds does Isaiah give us for his optimism? ‘A child born to us, a son
given to us'? Speaking personally just for a moment, I rather suspect Isaiah was not married.
A child coming into the household is never going to produce much peace - irrespective of
the child's heritage.
Sarah: But what about all these great promises he makes about the child? Wonderful
Counsellor - I'm presuming, by the way, Isaiah's meaning a person who gives good advice,
not someone who sorts out your planning permission - Mighty God, Everlasting Father,
Prince of Peace? What do you make of all that, from the political point of view?
James: Now here we are moving from politics to religion. It's a boundary Isaiah's treading all
the time - remember all his advice to King Ahaz about making an alliance with Egypt? - but

it's not one I want to cross.
Sarah: You mean, politics and religion don't mix?
James: On the contrary: when religion comes into politics, it can be a force for
transformation and renewal. Or it can be a force for tyranny and repression. Beforehand it's
not always easy to tell which. We will have to wait and see what happens when this child
grows up. Then we'll be able to make a mature assessment of what it all means.
Sarah: In other words, you don't want to commit yourself. But what if Isaiah's promised
transformation can only take place if people do commit themselves to this new leader?
James: Rabbi Sarah, I'm surprised at you. Jerusalem FM is a strictly neutral broadcasting
station. We can't be seen to be taking sides.
Sarah: Even God's side?
James: Isaiah assures us that the zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this. I'm more than happy
to wait and see.
Hymns:
R&S 159 comes from the pen of Charles Wesley, one of the founders of Methodism. The
tune Mendelssohn comes from the famous composer's Festgesang, a piece for men's voices
and brass ensemble originally written to commemorate the 400th anniversary of the
invention of printing.
Christmas is coming is a modern teaching song from John Bell and Graham Maule of the
Iona Community about the waiting period of Advent, culminating in the triumphant lighting
of the last candle on the Advent wreath on Christmas Day.
R&S 146 probably comes from the United States, and was first published in a Lutheran
children's book in 1885, though the second verse in Rejoice and Sing was an addition from
1892. No one is sure who wrote the words. The tune Cradle Song is also American and came
over to these shores in 1927.
R&S 178 also comes from the Iona Community, and considers the gulf we sometimes
experience between the first Christmas two thousand years ago and now. The tune Scarlet
Ribbons is an English traditional melody.
R&S 167 is by Mrs C.F. Alexander, written to explain to children the line in the Creed,
‘conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary'. The tune Irby by H.J. Gauntlett was
written for this carol.
Sermon:
Gospel reading: Luke 2:1-7
Sarah: Well, we've heard all about this new Government census the Romans have given us.
And now we hear some of its effects at grassroots level. Our business correspondent, Ian of
Idumea, is here to reflect on what we've just heard. Ian, how does all this high-level
economics affect the man on the Bethlehem donkey?
Ian: As we've just heard, there's enormous economic dislocation involved. Just because
someone's family comes from, say, Bethlehem doesn't mean they're still living there. In
these hard times, people have been urged to get on their donkeys and look for work, and
that's evidently just what this Joseph has done - gone north to Nazareth, near the big
Roman city of Sepphoris, where a carpenter can find work. And then what does the

government do but get him to travel back down south to be counted. It doesn't make much
sense to me, but then I'm no Roman.
Sarah: Bearing in mind Jerusalem FM's policy of neutrality, would you care to expand just a
little on that last remark?
Ian: Well, as our listeners will know, Augustus Caesar - Hail Caesar! - has put a huge new
road-building project into place throughout the Empire. He's evidently keen on trade
expansion and employment flexibility, which is all to the good, economically speaking. But
just because GDP has gone up Sarah: Sorry, could you translate that for our listeners?
Ian: Yes, of course. GDP is Gross Donkey Product. If you add up all the wealth of a Roman
Province, measured in donkeys, and divide it by the number of people in the province, you
end up with the per capita GDP. Per capita means ‘by head', so of course the Romans have
to count all the heads in the province of Judaea to be able to calculate it properly.
Sarah: Thank you, Ian, I think we all know our Latin. But this GDP, how does it work out on
the ground? This Joseph, say, will he own more donkeys because of increasing GDP?
Ian: No, no, no, that's a very common mistake. It's the number of donkeys owned on
average. So King Herod - may he live long and prosper! - may soon own ten thousand
donkeys and Joseph here only the one, but on average GDP has gone up.
Sarah: Thank you for that. I'm sure we're all much clearer now. But aren't you forgetting
something in this equation?
Ian: It's a very thorough analysis I've made...
Sarah: What about Mary, his fiancée? How does GDP help her? She can't ride more than
one donkey, and from what we hear, she won't be in a state to ride at all for a while now.
Ian: There you have me, I'm afraid. As this sad story indicates, there are still massive gaps in
provision. In a modern empire, there should be no need for stopgap accommodation like
stables. But the rich still go on getting richer and the poor poorer, and I don't see that
changing much - not without a total change of heart for those in power.
Sarah: Is there no possibility, then, of people's lives improving when Jesus grows up?
Ian: I'm afraid you'll need to ask a wiser man than I.
Hymn R&S 146: Away in a manger
Gospel reading: Luke 2:8-18
Sarah: So far we've focussed on the macroeconomic aspects of this situation, but of course
we can't forget the human point of view. So as part of my guest editorship of the Ha-Yom
programme this morning, I've asked a legendary agony aunt, Ann of Arimathea, to give us
her take on the unfolding story. Ann, what would your advice to our young couple be,
should they be listening to the Ha-Yom programme this morning?
Ann: Good morning, Sarah, and thank you for having me on the programme. Well, to begin
with I'd advise them not to write off what the shepherds told them, however unlikely it may
seem. Shepherds get a very bad press these days, what with the way their job isolates them,
and the smell of sheep, but we should never forget that's how King David started out. So
maybe God still has a soft spot for shepherds today.
Sarah: Do you really place much credence in this talk of angels, then? Frankly, I thought
they'd had one nip at the whisky too many.
Ann: Have you ever seen an angel, Rabbi?
Sarah: Well, no, I can't say I have.
Ann: Then how do you know what one looks like?

Sarah: Um... they didn't teach us that at college.
Ann: So how do you know the shepherds didn't see angels? Maybe it happens more than
you think, and people keep quiet about it for fear of just such a reaction as yours.
Sarah: Well, that's given us all food for thought. Moving swiftly on, however, what's your
advice for Mary and Joseph, apart from taking dodgy characters seriously?
Ann: Well, they'll have to watch the denarii, now they're budgeting for three. Let's hope
Joseph can still find work when he gets back to Nazareth. And Mary will have to be careful
not to overdo it. Those first few weeks after childbirth can be very dangerous. They'd do
well to stay here in Bethlehem for a few months - as long as they can move out of that
stable.
Sarah: Sound advice for any young couple. But what about that prophecy? About the baby Jesus, I think they're going to call him? How is any child expected to grow up normally with
all that hanging over him? Should they put him into an accelerated learning programme, do
you think? With scripture and religious history as key points? And maybe, going by our
previous interviews, politics, economics and self-defence for good measure?
Ann: I think every child deserves a childhood. And this one most of all. He needs to learn
what it is to be human, one step at a time. He needs to play, to delight in the birds of the air
and the flowers of the field; to watch people farming and fishing, doing housework and
making bread. And he needs to find out what it feels like to be tired and hungry, angry and
confused.
Sarah: Do you mean he needs to learn what it is to be ordinary?
Ann: Precisely. If the shepherds are right, this child knows a thing or two about heaven.
Now he needs to find out about earth.
Sarah: Ann of Arimathea, thank you.
Fourth Sunday in Advent: Nativity Carol Service
Service Date: 20 December, 2009
Part One: The official story
Relevant extracts from the angelic archive, eternity, heaven.
My name's Rabbi Sarah. Some of you may remember me from last Easter when I was
reporting for Jerusalem FM. But they've had a lot of cutbacks this year, and as a result I've
had to go freelance, looking for interesting stories wherever I can find them. And have I got
a tale to tell you today!
What you've just heard is the standard version. The one everybody knows. But I've been
able to track down some of the sources behind the story. The characters no one else has
ever interviewed before. The good, the baaad and the naughty. And this is what really
happened on the night of the Great Bethlehem Mystery...
Sarah: It wasn't easy getting hold of an angel to talk to. When you've got eternity to play
with, it's not hard to avoid reporters. But eventually Gabriel got tired of not answering my
calls.
Gabriel: What exactly is this about, Ms...?
Sarah: Rabbi Sarah, thank you. I think you know what this is about, Archangel. The great
gathering of angels in the sky last night. The light show. The sound pollution. You didn't
think you could cover it up for ever, surely?
Gabriel: If you're referring to my colleagues' choir practice last night, surely hearing a group

of angels singing Glory to God isn't entirely unexpected?
Sarah: But on a deserted hillside above a little town like Bethlehem? Why go there, when
you have all of time and space for your rehearsals?
Gabriel: Not quite a deserted hillside. I understand the shepherds there quite appreciated
our singing. Some humans evidently have good taste in music. Noise pollution, indeed!
Sarah: And what about the sheep? Had you considered them?
Gabriel: More than the shepherds, I must say. They took off for Bethlehem without a
moment's thought. Fortunately we were there to take up their duties.
Sarah: And just why did they go rushing off to Bethlehem? Was it something you said?
Gabriel: It may have been. But all this is top secret archive material, young lady. Not
something for every Eli, Joseph or Samuel to hear. And, with respect, nothing you or your
public need trouble your heads about.
Sarah: I have sources who will tell me exactly what your message was. But why were you,
the great Angel Gabriel, detailed to go and tell anything to shepherds? They're not the
greatest synagogue-goers, after all.
Gabriel: Search me. Go and find the grubbiest humans you can, Gabriel. Tell them all about
my plan to come to earth, Gabriel. Don't worry about why, Gabriel - just do it. God certainly
works in mysterious ways. Oops... that was off the record, by the way. The bit about God's
plan to come to earth.
Sarah: Of course, Archangel. It's been a pleasure to interview you.
Part 2: The shepherd's tale
Sarah: As I suspected, even though he's angelically intelligent, the great Gabriel doesn't
really know what's been going on. Not surprising, really. He can't see things from the human
point of view, poor angel. But I have great hopes of this shepherd, now I've finally got him
out of the pub.
Shepherd: Are you recording this? Hello Mum!
Sarah: Yes, I'm recording. Is that OK?
Shepherd: Will it be on Bethlehem Today?
Sarah: That depends on what you can tell me, sir. What do you know about the mysterious
occurrences of last night?
Shepherd: Mysterious whatsits?
Sarah: What happened? It wasn't any ordinary night, was it, now?
Shepherd: There was the baby... Lovely little baby...
Sarah: Charming, I'm sure. But I'm afraid I've not got the time to chat about your family life.
Shepherd: Not my baby. Mary's baby.
Sarah: Who's Mary?
Shepherd: The baby's mother!
Sarah: I don't think we're getting very far here. Where was this baby?
Shepherd: In the cattle trough, of course. Like the angel told us.
Sarah: What angel? Gabriel?
Shepherd: He didn't give his name. Bit full of himself, he was, if you know what I mean. But
his mates were great singers. Could have given Hallam Choral Society a run for their money.
And that light show!
Sarah: Never mind about that. What exactly did the angel say to you?
Shepherd: Cheer up!
Sarah: I'm quite happy, thank you very much.
Shepherd: No, that's what he told us. ‘Cheer up!' he said. ‘There's a new leader born

tonight, one God's chosen. And if you want a sneak preview, go and have a look in
Bethlehem pub outhouse.'
Sarah: The pub outhouse? That insanitary lean-to? You'd have to be desperate to kip there and a young mother with a baby? Are you sure you got the message right? What did you
do?
Shepherd: Lady, you don't mess with angels. We went off to Bethlehem, of course. And
besides, they do very good beer in that pub. Warms you up on a cold winter's night. I think
I'll go and have another one. Wet the baby's head.
Sarah: Oh, this is hopeless. Go on, then. I'll just have to ask someone else.
Hymns:
O come all ye faithful
This began life as a Latin hymn, ‘Adeste, fideles', probably written in the 18th century. The
English version is by John Wade, who taught Latin and music at Douay Abbey, a Roman
Catholic school and seminary for priests.
Christmas is coming
Again we sing the Iona Community's ‘counting down to Christmas' song, with only one more
verse to be added on Christmas Day!
Infant holy
This Polish traditional carol from the 13th or 14th century, was translated by Edith Reed.
The words ‘W zlobie lezy', meaning ‘In manger lying', have sometimes incorrectly been
taken as the original author's name.
While shepherds watched their flocks
This paraphrase of Luke 2:8-14 has been found in many variations. The tune ‘Sweet Chiming
Bells' is part of our local carol tradition, one of many which will be sung in sacred and
secular settings this Christmastide.
The shepherds' farewell
This carol is the kernel of a larger work, ‘L'enfance du Christ' (Christ's childhood). When
Hector Berlioz wrote it under the name of Ducré, a fictitious 17th-century composer, it was
considered better than his own work.
Silent night
The well-known origin of this carol in a last-minute church emergency when mice ate the
organ bellows may resonate with St Andrew's, where Elders once cut up the bellows to
protest at the use of the organ in church...
Go tell it on the mountain
This traditional African-American spiritual takes its spirited tune from popular songs of the
nineteenth century.
Once in royal David's city
The author, C.F. Alexander, wrote this to help explain to children the portion of the Creed
that runs: ‘[Jesus] was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary' - so originally it
was not a Christmas carol at all.
Sermon:
Part 3: The sheep's tale
Sarah: I have to admit that it took all my interviewing technique to get anywhere with
Shaun the sheep. As his many fans will be well aware, Shaun doesn't actually talk. Not as
such. He's a great bleater, but that doesn't translate very well. So we had a long discussion
before I could actually find out what he wanted to tell me. But it was worth it. Again, as his
fans will know, Shaun is just as clever as any human being - come to think of it, a good deal

cleverer than the farmer on whose farm Shaun and the rest of his flock live - so I can pass on
to you the gist of what really happened in Bethlehem that night from a sheep's-eye point of
view.
Shaun saw the angel hovering above the hillside before the shepherds did. In fact, they'd
gone to sleep by the campfire, and he had to wake them up. But once the angel had their
attention, there was no stopping them. Up hill, down dale, they were off to town as fast as
they could run.
Shaun and the flock had no intention of missing the fun. So as soon as the angels
disappeared again, a few of the sheep rushed after their shepherds, leaving the lazier sheep
and Bitzer, the sheepdog, asleep by the fire. After all, he works so hard all day, he deserves
a night off.
It wasn't so easy getting through the streets unseen. Lots of coming and going, apparently,
even at that time of night - strangers in town losing their way, soldiers out on the streets
making sure no one thought about having a quick poll tax riot. The sheep were lucky they
didn't end up as kebabs. But under Shaun's leadership, they sneaked through the alleyways.
They were getting a bit tired now, and more than a bit hungry - especially big Shirley, who
always likes her food. So Shaun was very glad to smell animals - cows and goats and donkeys
- and to see the shepherds crowd into a shed. The sheep could fade into the shadows, take a
bit of a midnight snack from the hay on the stable floor, and see what would happen next.
Except Shirley's a bit of a careless feeder and her nose brushed something in the cattle
trough.
Suddenly a baby started to cry. He'd been in the manger, hidden by all the straw! His
mother came over and picked him up, to see if she could get him quiet. But he just went on
howling, however much she rocked him. Just like Timmy the lamb when he gets upset. And
then Shaun suddenly wondered - where was Timmy? Had he been left asleep with Bitzer
and the flock, or had he wandered off somewhere, the way Timmy often does?
Shaun was so worried, especially when somewhere in the stable Timmy started wailing. But
suddenly there was dead quiet. What was going on?
I'm afraid we have to leave the story at this point for our next musical offering. But don't
worry, soon we'll all find out what happened next...
Part 4: The lamb's tale
Sarah: As you can imagine, I tried even harder to talk to Timmy, since he was right at the
heart of the action. But Timmy talks even less than Shaun does, and I see he's wandered off
again - maybe he's helping the children make their sheep? Anyway, Shaun brought me up to
date. He tells me Timmy followed the flock all the way into Bethlehem as far as the
outhouse, but they went too fast for him to follow. He wandered into the stable anyway,
just in case they were there, but by now he was feeling so lost and miserable he started to
howl. But there was someone else crying too. So when the baby's mother put him back into
the manger, Timmy climbed up and lay down beside him.
Timmy had been afraid, because it's no fun when you're lost and you don't know where
your friends are. But this new little baby Jesus stroked his wool and they made friends, and
then Timmy wasn't frightened anymore, even before he knew where Shaun and the flock
had got to.
Shaun says Jesus' mother sang him a little song to help him go to sleep, a song sort of like
one Shaun knows, but the words were different.
This is how he thinks it went:

You're Christ the Lord, you're Christ the Lord,
a baby now but soon by everyone adored,
you're my dear son,
God's chosen one,
oh - my life's yours; you're Christ the Lord.
Shaun was quite impressed by that new baby. He says anyone who can cheer up Timmy like
that will make a good shepherd one of these days, even if he hasn't got Shaun to help him
look after the flock. But he's going to have to be on the watch all the time, because there's
always going to be one sheep in the flock, even if there's a hundred of them, that wants to
wander off and get lost, the way Timmy did. And I have to say that sometimes people are
quite good at wandering off and doing the wrong thing too.
Part 5: Our own tale
Sarah: I'm not sure how all this is going to go into my final report. The angel told the
shepherds to cheer up, there was good news for them, that God's new leader was born. But
he didn't know why God wanted him to tell shepherds, of all people. They weren't the
holiest people out - they never went to synagogue because sheep need looking after at
weekends too.
The shepherds went to Bethlehem and found out the angel's message was true. But they
didn't know how this baby being born was going to affect them. If I go back and interview
them in a few years time, I wonder if what happened to them will have made any difference
to their lives in the long run.
But Shaun the sheep went to see what was happening for himself, and so did Timmy the
lamb. And they found out that when Timmy had wandered off and was lost and afraid, baby
Jesus could comfort him.
So if we're like the angel and think God only talks to very good people, or if we're like the
shepherds and don't really know what God's got to do with our everyday lives, we might
miss out on the good news Jesus has for us: that if we do the wrong thing, wander away
from God and get lost, he can find us and bring us back again, just as if we were lambs
who'd wandered away from the flock. And missing out on good news like that would be a
real pity. It's the sort of news you want to pass on to other people too, in case they've not
heard about it.
Still, that's up to you. This is Rabbi Sarah, signing off on the Great Bethlehem Mystery.
Shalom, and a happy Chanukah to you all!
Third Sunday in Advent
Service Date:
13 December, 2009
Three dialogues from the Iona Community book Cloth for the Cradle were used: Mary and
the angel; Mary and Lizzie; Village gossips.
Hymns:
R&S 138 is one of Charles Wesley's hymns, first published in the collection Hymns for the
Nativity of Our Lord in 1745. The tune we will sing to this Advent hymn has many names from Corinth and Tantum Ergo through Bithynia and Benediction to Alleluia, Dulce Carmen which it has gathered from the various sets of words with which it has been partnered.
R&S 139, words and music, is a Basque carol from the Pyrenees, collected and paraphrased
in English by the Victorian vicar and eccentric Sabine Baring-Gould who wrote Onward
Christian Soldiers.

R&S 137 is dated to Dec.28, 1735 by Philip Doddridge, the youngest of 20 children, who
became a Nonconformist minister and died in Lisbon at 49 from TB brought on by
exhaustion. The tune Bristol was published a century earlier, in 1621.
Sermon:
Micah 5:2-51, Luke 1:26-2:5
Well, I'm not one to gossip either, so there's not much I can say after all that, except three
cheers for Mary! That's probably not something you hear too often in our sort of church; yet
her courage as a teenager in saying yes to God's child: when childbirth in those days was in
itself a hazardous situation, when the penalty for adultery was theoretically stoning to
death, and when the complex and painful consequences of her consent would not become
clear for many years to come - isn't it praiseworthy? But what exactly do I mean by ‘God's
child'?
You may have noticed recently that in our Communion services we have varied the
statement of faith used after the sermon and before Communion between the Apostles'
Creed, a traditional statement dating from the 6th century AD or earlier, and a modern
statement from one of our sister churches in the States, the United Church of Christ. Creed
comes from the Latin word Credo, I believe. And one of the major difficulties for some
members of our church in saying
‘I believe' to the Apostles' Creed is the line where Mary is mentioned. Remember what we
were all invited to say together last week?
‘I believe in Jesus Christ, God's only Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit,
born of the Virgin Mary.' When the Creed goes on to say that Jesus suffered under Pontius
Pilate, that is a statement of historical fact on which everyone can agree. But not all of us
can say with integrity that we believe Jesus to have had no human father.
What are the alternatives? Some offer an old explanation that has often been true for
young couples in love; that being engaged, Joseph and Mary felt under no compulsion to
wait until they were married, so that their child turned up before the wedding day at a
rather inconvenient time. Others suggest, more darkly, that Mary's pregnancy may not
originally have been chosen, but forced on her; in an occupied country, it is no surprise
when soldiers decide to violate women who can do nothing against this abuse of official
power. In either case, however, why would the Bible not record such a humanly
understandable event as having taken place? It might put Jesus in a bad light with potential
followers, yet in the Gospels there are stories both about his learning - remember the SyroPhoenician woman? - and about the first church leaders, which do nothing for their public
image. And given Jesus' welcome to those whom others despised, would not the Gospel
writers who wrote of good news to the poor have disclosed everything about the humble
origins of their leader? Well, it depends what they wanted to achieve in their writings. John
takes Jesus' origins right back to the beginnings of the universe, but is uninterested in his
early life on earth. And while Matthew tells of a virgin being with child by the Holy Spirit and finds a Greek mistranslation of the word for ‘young woman' in the Hebrew Bible to
prove his point - it is left to Luke, as we have heard this morning, to speak of Gabriel's
message; Luke, writing for an audience of Gentile Christians who would already know many
stories about Greek heroes, sons of the gods and of mortal women. To them a virgin birth
would be nothing less than they expected for Jesus.
We know much more about biology. From the scientific point of view the idea of a woman
spontaneously producing a male child seems impossible. But when we are dealing with God,
surely all bets as to possibility must be off?

I can't give a knock-down answer. Yet, as you have often heard me ask at this point, so
what? Does it matter to us whether or not Mary was a virgin mother, and if so, why? Mark,
the first Gospeller, says nothing about Jesus' birth - so we can still be good Christians
without agreeing! But why is it such an issue? For centuries people held, and Catholics still
do, that Jesus' sinless nature came through his mother, made perfect by God for this unique
role by her own immaculate or sin-free conception. But if we have no ideological stake in
Mary as a perfect receptacle for Christ she is a far more hopeful role model for all of us,
women and men. For that means God is to be found not only in holiness, remote from
ordinary life, but even in unplanned and maybe even unwanted encounters. We must go on
waiting for a few days yet for the outcome of Mary's labour. In the meantime, on this
Gaudete Sunday, let us, with the choir, rejoice always in God who comes to us through all
life's circumstances.
Second Sunday in Advent: Holy Communion
Service Date:
6 December, 2009
Hebrew Bible reading: Malachi 3:1-4
Sarah: Our Hebrew Bible reading this morning is taken from the prophet Malachi, chapter 3,
verses 1-4. [pause, no one moves]
Oops, I wonder if my answerphone message about who was going to do this reading got
through all right? Let's see: I can check in the Messenger - no, that's no use, it came out a
few weeks ago when I didn't know who I was going to ask yet. I can give it out in notices no, too late, we've already had them for this service. Ah, I know - I can text! Excuse me just
a moment... [texts]
Miriam [looks at her phone, starts moving] Excuse me... can I get through, please... [rushes
up to lecturn]
Sarah: There you are! Thank goodness for that. I thought my email reminder might not have
got through to you, and we might have had to miss out on God's message from Malachi this
morning.
Miriam: Sarah, I've looked at this reading. Are you sure you want me to read it?
Sarah: Well, it's from the Bible, so it's bound to cheer us up. Go ahead, we're behind time
already.
Miriam [reads]:
See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek
will suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight-indeed, he is coming, says the LORD of hosts.
Sarah: You see? It's inspirational!
Miriam [continues] But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he
appears? For he is like a refiner's fire and like fullers' soap; he will sit as a refiner and purifier
of silver, and he will purify the sons of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, until they
present offerings to the LORD in righteousness. Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will
be pleasing to the LORD as in the days of old and as in former years. [pause]
Sarah: Ah. [pause] Miriam, you've done a geology unit this term, haven't you? I don't know
if that includes metallurgy, but how hot, just in round terms, would you say a refiner's fire
was?
Miriam: At a guess, pretty hot.
Sarah: As I thought. And, um, what's fullers' soap when it's at home,

I wonder?
Miriam: Some chemical compound or other - you're the chemist, you should know! But
aren't you rather missing the point here, Sarah?
Sarah: What do you mean, am I missing the point? Who's the minister here, and who's the
student?
Miriam: Well, I'm just thinking, whatever the details, all these people need sorting out. Like
heating steel to get rid of impurities and make it strong, or like washing dirty clothes to
make them clean. They just won't do the way they are; God's going to have to change them.
And if I'm right in assuming the sons of Levi aren't just the fans of one brand of jeans, these
are God's people we're talking about, not any random group Malachi's dragged in off the
street!
Sarah: Hm. OK, I do see what you mean. The people who were listening to Malachi must
have been rather upset when they heard him say that. It is a bit of a vote of no confidence,
isn't it? Almost like someone standing up in church and saying, We should be doing more
praying together - or, come to think of it, someone daring to remind me that I, the ordained
minister, may need to look twice at a Bible passage to get the point of it. You may have
noticed, I don't much enjoy being challenged.
Miriam: Who does? But there is some hope in this reading too, isn't there? God is going to
clean the people up, so they'll live the way God wants, and then their lives will be better. So
maybe it's not as bad a message as I thought to start with. [Miriam sits down]
Sarah: We get a lot of messages thrown at us all the time, from the radio, from books and
talks and the papers, from our friends. But they can't all be right! Buy more! No, save more!
The world's in great danger from global warming! No it's not! We need to cut taxes! No, we
need more public spending! Get our troops out! No, send more soldiers! It's not always easy
to tell what messages are from God, or every Christian would vote for the same party. And
sometimes it's easier to listen to the messages telling us what we already think than those
which seem to criticise us or the way we do things.
It's said that a prophet's job is to disturb the comfortable, as well as to comfort the
disturbed. If we think we are doing well in our church life, maybe we need to hear Malachi's
warning that God's messenger doesn't always bring the news God's people expect or want
to hear. But if we can admit it when others point out to us that we're not getting everything
right, like Malachi's hearers we can rely on God's promise to clean us up. Soon we'll be
hearing of John the Baptist and his message from God that made people want to wash away
their mistakes in the River Jordan and start over with God. So this week's stained glass
window pane will show that river, to remind us that when we realise we've got grubby, God
can help us start again.
But first we'll light two candles on our Advent wreath: the first for God's promise, the
second for God's prophets.
Hymns:
R&S 134 began life in the 17th century in Latin as ‘Jordanis oras praevia' by Charles Coffin,
but was translated in the 18th century by John Chandler. The tune Winchester New is also
from the 17th century, popularised in England by John Wesley.
R&S 439 is by the recently deceased URC minister and hymnodist Fred Kaan, written for his
congregation in Pilgrim Church, Plymouth in 1968. The tune Sommerlied means Summer
Song.
R&S 131 was written in 1970 by the Roman Catholic Luke Connaughton under the pen name
of Peter Icarus. The tune Farley Castle was originally written for Psalm 72.

Sermon:
Sermon: Malachi 3:1-4; Luke 3:1-6
Messages come at us through all sorts of media these days, if we choose to use them:
landline, mobile phone, email, Facebook, text, Twitter, even good old-fashioned pen or
pencil to paper. But poor old John the Baptist had the advantage of none of these - though
some of us may be tempted to envy him his lack of electronic media. He had to rely on a
much older method of communication: listening and speaking.
When John wanted to hear what God was saying to him, he went into the desert to listen.
And doing that, he was following a distinguished tradition. Moses heard God in the desert
when he was leading his flock and turned aside to look at a bush that wouldn't stop burning.
Elijah heard God in the desert when he was running away from King Ahab and his own
depression: the still small voice in the middle of wind and earthquake, fire and storm. It
makes sense that when we want to hear something very faint, we go where there is the
least interference from competing messages. And in the desert, John found a place where
he could listen hard enough to hear the difference between God's voice and his own, which
isn't always easy.
When John was sure it was God's message he was hearing, he knew it was not for his own
benefit alone. So he started to travel in the area around the Jordan River, not going into
villages or cities but letting word of mouth inform others to join him in the countryside,
hearing what he had to say.
And what was John's message from God, spoken from his desert soapbox? Turn around,
change your mind, come back to God, and show you're serious about it by washing away
your old life in the Jordan. We know from the verses following our reading from Luke that
he didn't soften his words to make people like him. Who told you, you could escape God's
anger? he demanded of the Jewish crowds. Don't rely on all your years of synagogue-going;
God can make new and better followers out of the desert rocks if your lives don't match up
to the challenge of your faith. When they asked him, What should we do, then? his answers
were simple.
Share what you have with those in need. Don't cheat others, even if custom lets you get
away with it. Don't make your wealth out of other people's work. And don't look for more
than you need to live. Advice that's still good, not just for bankers and MPs but for us too.
People were so impressed by John telling it like it was that he was in danger of being
mistaken for God's leader, the Messiah. It would have been easy for him to foster that
mistake, just to make sure they were listening to him. After all, his message was from God,
wasn't it?
But John refused to let who he was get tangled up with what God wanted of him. His flesh
and blood, his evident passionate face-to-face sincerity was the medium of God's message;
but John was not the message. Yet Jesus, both God's medium and God's message, was on
his way.
We tend to think of Jesus differently from his cousin John. If John as a prophet specialised in
disturbing the comfortable, pointing out to good religious people how God wanted them to
live differently, as if their religion had an effect on their everyday lives, we often see Jesus as
humble, gentle, meek and mild: healing the sick, loving the outcast and forgiving the enemy,
not opening his mouth under false accusation, dying to cleanse us from the grubbiness of
our lives.
That's all true. But Jesus is God's medium as well as God's message. So in him there can be
no discontinuity between God's mercy and God's justice. God through Isaiah's prophecy

John quotes in our reading today promises salvation - wholeness and healing - for God's
people. Yet God in Malachi's prophecy promises a hard time for those who think they have
achieved perfection. And for us Jesus is both God's disturbance and God's comfort. Take for
example the bread and wine which we shall shortly be sharing. When God's people first
shared this meal, it meant liberation from slavery in Egypt. But for the Egyptians, it also
meant wholesale bereavement, as in every household the firstborn died; except in the
households of Israel where lamb's blood smeared over the door gave them exemption from
mourning.
When Jesus and his friends first shared this meal, it meant inclusion in God's company for
those who had long been shut out of religious life. But it also meant scandal for the faithful,
as tax-collectors and prostitutes flocked to eat and drink with Jesus - and even his own
followers didn't wash their hands properly before they ate!
When Jesus and his closest friends shared bread and wine just before Passover, liberation
and welcome, scandal and death were at the table together. He took the old story of God's
rescue and gave it new meaning, sharing his very life with his friends, a life soon to be laid
down for them and for all when the world's unjust values would collide with the justice of
God's kingdom. Now when we eat bread and drink wine together, we can gain great
comfort from God's promise of liberation and welcome. Yet unless we can tie in this meal
we are about to share with the life of the world and our own lives, we are blocking God's
message, worshipping Jesus lite, who offers only comfort, not challenge.
This danger may be particularly real as we approach December 25th and the coming of the
Christmas child. Yes, babies are sweet - except when they cry, which Jesus undoubtedly did.
But little children across the world are dying for lack of clean water and basic medical care,
and little children coming into our church need our welcome and our interest in their
families. How does our love of baby Jesus extend to children in urgent need of food in
Ethiopia, or of love in Broomhall? Again, when we share bread and wine, how can we forget
people dying of hunger because our trade system is unfair, or those in our midst whose
problem may be isolation or loneliness, whose hunger is for a friendly word from us?
So as we prepare ourselves for Jesus' coming to us, in bread and wine, in the manger and in
all our neighbours, we still need to heed John's message: Share what you have with those in
need. Don't cheat others, even if custom lets you get away with it. Don't make your wealth
out of other people's work. And don't look for more than you need to live.
First Sunday in Advent: Caledonian Sunday
Service Date:
29 November, 2009
Attachment
Attachment
Sermon 29 Nov 09.mp3
Jeremiah 33:14-16
Aren't we having lovely weather just now? No? You don't like the rain and wind and the
short days of winter? Do you think it's going to be winter forever? No? How will we know
when it's time to be spring again? Because flowers come out, the sun shines more, leaves
sprout, trees and plants grow again. Do you have hope that the springtime's going to come?
Why?
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When Jeremiah was alive, people didn't like the way the world was. People from his
country, Judah, hadn't cared about the poor people living with them, so they had been
beaten by people from another country, Babylon. The people from Babylon had made the
people from Judah leave their own country behind and go to Babylon instead. They had to
eat new food and learn new words and the people in Babylon teased them because they
were foreigners. They thought God had forgotten about them so far away from God's
country.
But Jeremiah, who had said a lot of harsh things to his people when they were still at home,
when they thought nothing bad could ever happen to them, had something new to say now.
We've only heard just a snippet from this chapter of his words to God's people, but the
whole chapter is full of promises of good things to come. Things will improve for the people.
Their own war-torn land will be restored from the ruins it's fallen into. And God will send
them a new leader, someone who will guide them to live the way God wants them to live.
Jeremiah puts it like this: God's spring is coming, after so much winter, and there's going to
be a new branch growing on King David's family tree, a new leader promised by God.
If you were one of the people Jeremiah was talking to, far away from your own country and
your own ways of doing things, and you listened to Jeremiah talking, do you think you'd
believe him? Would you have hope that things would get better? Why would you hope?
Jeremiah told people to hope because God wouldn't give up on them. God would sooner
stop day following night than give up on God's people. And they were right to hope God
wouldn't let them down, because in the end, after all their waiting, God made the king of
Babylon decide to let them go back home.
We're waiting for something else as well as the coming of spring, aren't we? What is that?
Christmas. How many weeks till Christmas? 4 and a bit. And who are we waiting for at
Christmas? Jesus.
Of course, in one way it's daft us waiting for Jesus. We already know he was born two
thousand years ago. But in another way, it does make sense. Because this world's still not
the way God would like it to be. We're still waiting for Jesus, God's leader Jeremiah
promised, to come back and to put right everything that's wrong now, to light up every dark
wintery corner.
When Jesus came the first time, he upset powerful people, and they killed him on a wooden
cross. That was like winter for his friends. But after three days, God brought him back to life,
like a tree sprouting green in spring. That's why Christians remember Jesus' cross, and
Scottish Christians remember a particular shape of cross called a Celtic cross. As we get
ready for Christmas, we're going to light a new candle and make a new shape every week.
Because like the people in Jeremiah's time we're hoping for Jesus, God's leader, to lead us
out of darkness into light.
Hymns:
R&S 656: Lo! He comes with clouds descending
Christmas is coming, the Church is glad to sing
To thee I lift my soul (Psalm 25, Scottish Metrical Psalter)
R&S 637: The day of the Lord shall come
R&S 638: Thy kingdom come, O God
Sermon:
Jeremiah 33:14-16; Psalm 25; 1 Thessalonians 3:9-13; Luke 21:25-36
Hope's not a very fashionable virtue just now. It's so much easier to look around and see
everything going wrong and shake your head sadly. For hope makes you vulnerable to jeers

of naïveté, stupidity. "Things are much more complicated than you're making out," people
can say. And that's true.
If, for example, I decide to explore on this Advent Sunday the possibility of Jesus' second
coming, I hit an immediate and obvious snag in our reading from Luke's Gospel - our first
reading from Luke, now we've switched Gospels at the beginning of Advent from last year's
focus on Mark. What snag? That neat little parable Jesus tells his hearers, that follows on
from the reading from Jeremiah we've already heard this morning: "Look at the fig tree and
all the trees," he says. "As soon as they sprout leaves you can see for yourselves and know
that summer is already near. So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that
the kingdom of God is near."
What things taking place? Cataclysms in the heavens. People fainting for fear on earth.
Rather obvious events, you'd think, that would be hard to miss. But in two thousand years,
though from springtime to springtime leaves have sprouted on every fig tree, they don't
seem to have happened yet. Yet what does Jesus say? "Truly I tell you, this generation will
not pass away until all things have taken place." Hm. Some mistake here, surely?
But maybe not. Some commentators think Jesus is immediately referring to a cataclysmic
event indeed, but one affecting people more locally in time and space than the end-of-theworld scenario we may be expecting: the siege and fall of Jerusalem to the Romans in 70AD.
To the Jews of Jesus' time, as to the Jews of Jeremiah's time, the fall of their beloved city of
David to foreign invaders would seem like the end of their world.
And that threat to and apparently final destruction of their culture is something that we can
understand very well here and now, speaking as I am to members of the Caledonian Society
of Sheffield. Last night with others here I enjoyed our St Andrew's Night Ball, at Tapton,
where we filled our dining space.
But someone who was looking back recently at the Society's historical records - and of
course the Caledonians have been in Sheffield even longer than has this church - told me of
St Andrew's Night Balls of yore when a thousand tickets were made available, and a lottery
had to be drawn, because more than a thousand people wanted to attend, but no more
could fit into the Cutlers' Hall! Times have changed...
We in this church, like you of many churches and none in the Caledonians, cannot escape
noticing the decline in Scottish numbers in Sheffield. Plentiful jobs in engineering and in
medicine, for which Scots came to Sheffield in droves, are a thing of the past. And Scottish
national identity, let alone interest in a church from the Presbyterian tradition, is no longer
a significant factor in the life of every Scot north of the border, let alone those still to be
found south of it. So where can we go from here? Should we fix our eyes on the past and
lament the present? Is hope a naïve reaction to our situation?
That was certainly not the case for the Christians in Thessalonica, to whom Paul wrote what
scholars now think is the first surviving letter to any Christian church. They were expecting
the return of Jesus any time now, so they weren't too bothered about questions of the past.
But by no means did they have an easy ride in their faith. Paul commends them earlier in
this same letter for standing fast under Roman persecution, and thus encouraging him in his
own work for God. But in our reading today, he urges them to increase his joy by holding
fast to the love which binds them to one another.
The Christians in Thessalonica could not at this early stage have been bound by a common
culture, a common history, common expectations of one another. It was the love of God
made visible in the story of Jesus' life and death and resurrection, not their own Jewishness
or Greekness, which held them together and drew others to join their number. And still

today people will want to join a group where those who start off as outsiders are welcomed
in, where there is evident concern for each other, and where the values holding them
together are expressed in ways attractive to newcomers, whatever their own background.
But what about St Andrew? as I got asked indignantly a few Caledonian Sundays ago, when
I'd stuck to talking about Jesus instead. Where does Andrew come into all this?
The last time we hear about Andrew in the Gospel story - it turns up in the Gospel of John he's giving Philip the benefit of his advice. And what is Philip asking him about? It's a
question of Greeks. Some Greeks have turned up asking Philip if they can see Jesus, and
Philip doesn't know what to do. So Philip consults Andrew.
It's coming up to Passover. Everyone's very busy getting ready for the festival. Andrew could
legitimately tell the Greeks to go away and stop bothering them. After all, they're not
Jewish. They have no right to join a Jewish group, especially at this holy time of year. But no.
Far from jealously guarding access to Jesus and keeping the power of decision-making in his
own hands, Andrew goes with Philip to tell Jesus. And that choice was one factor in the
eventual survival and spread of Christianity. If it had stayed a purely Jewish group, it would
probably have died at the fall of Jerusalem in 70AD. Certainly the energy of the church
moved then from Jerusalem to new churches at Thessalonica, at Corinth and at Rome, and
through the energy of Irish and Scottish missionaries it went on spreading outwards even as
far as us.
In the end, is St Andrew's still a Scottish church? Yes, but we are far more than that. We
come from Scotland, from Ireland, from England, from Nigeria, from Zimbabwe, from India,
from many nations and cultures and backgrounds, but together we are the church of Jesus
Christ. This Advent Sunday, as so many before, we are awaiting the celebration of Jesus' first
coming. But we are also living in the hope of his second coming, when God will fulfil the
promise to put all things right. And in the meantime, we are living the life of his body on
earth: welcoming the stranger, forgiving those who have hurt us, loving our enemies. It's a
tall order, isn't it? How can we live up to our ideals, hold onto our values, guard what is
precious to us, in a world that sometimes doesn't seem to care? That is up to our God, who
brings spring out of winter and new life out of death.
Last Sunday before Advent: Christ the King
Service Date:
22 November, 2009
John 18:33-37
It's a mystery. Pilate's trying to work it out. Jesus is a prisoner in front of him, and Pilate has
the power to decide whether to kill him or save him. Why isn't Jesus worried? Has he got a
rescue plan up his sleeve? What are his followers going to do? Has Pilate got a full-scale
rebellion on his hands?
So Pilate asks him: What's going on here? Do you have power or not? Are you a king or not?
And Jesus, who never gives a straight answer, doesn't give a straight answer.
Is this your idea? he asks Pilate, or is this someone else's idea about me you're just
parroting?
Pilate tries to get to the bottom of the mystery again. You explain, then! he tells Jesus. Your
own leaders have put you in my power! What do you think you're doing?
And Jesus goes on being unhelpful. I've got power, he says. I'm a king. But not the way
you're thinking. The very questions you're asking show you're on the wrong track. I'm not in
power like you're in power, because Rome has chosen you and Roman soldiers back you up.

My power doesn't work like that. Yes, I'm a king - but not your world's sort of king. My
power is the power of the truth. When people recognise the truth, it's me they find.
But poor old Pilate just doesn't get it.
And in the church we don't always get it either.
Sometimes we'd like to be top dog in Britain, like Christians always used to be, with
everyone in the country and the government taking notice of us. But Jesus isn't that sort of
king, controlling others by force, even if sometimes churches have been tempted to behave
that way.
Sometimes we'd like to forget about power and politics and think about Jesus the baby king
as if he were in a fairytale, teaching us moral lessons, but nothing to do with real life. But if
it means anything to say Jesus is our king, everything we say and do has to reflect that truth.
And how do we do that?
I suspect you know what answer I'm going to give; it's the same answer that Iona pointed us
towards at the end of our last church meeting. What we need, what all Christians need, to
show us how to live as if Jesus is our king, is Bible study and prayer.
But sometimes the Bible can seem a very complicated book, full of names we don't know,
ideas we're not sure about and stories that don't seem to connect with our lives now.
Sometimes it may feel easier just to wait till next Sunday when Sarah's bound to have
something to say about it.
If you do feel that way, help is at hand. For Sheila Dunstan has found for us some Bible
reading notes about the book of Revelation, one of the most mysterious books of the Bible,
for every day in Advent. After our Vision4Life year focussing on the Bible, why not challenge
yourself to take a little time every day from next Sunday till Christmas to help understand
more both about the Bible and how we can follow Jesus in the real world? But don't take my
word for it; I'm going to ask Sheila now, who's a very busy woman, to explain why she thinks
Bible reading notes are worth taking time over.
Hymns:
R&S 571 comes from the pen of Bishop Bell, a noted pacifist and friend of the German
Protestant theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer a guiding light in the Confessing Church which
resisted Nazism in the Second World War. The tune Vulpius was originally written for an
Easter hymn, ‘Praise be to God on his highest throne', which is also eminently suitable when
we consider Christ the King.
R&S 281, words and music, comes from the creative talent of Anon. The tune is likely to be
a Hebrew folk melody.
R&S 630 also has its origins in the Second World War, when in 1941 the annual Psalmody
Prize at Mansfield College was offered for ‘a hymn to be used after a sermon on the social
implications of the gospel'. The winning hymn, by George Caird, was ‘Almighty Father who
for us thy Son didst give' (to be found in Rejoice and Sing at 621), but this hymn by R.T.
Brooks was one of the other two entries received. Listeners at St Andrew's this morning will
have to judge for themselves to what extent the sermon before this hymn lives up to the
theme of the original composition. The tune we are singing this morning has been
composed by our multi-talented organist, Douglas Jones.
R&S 262 is a composite hymn by Matthew Bridges (vv1, 4) and Godfrey Thring (vv2, 3).
Bridges was a high-church Anglican turned Roman Catholic; Thring espoused a broader
theology; thus the resulting hymn may be seen as a triumph of ecumenism. The tune
Diademata was written for this hymn by George G. Elvey.
Sermon:

Daniel 7:9-10; 13-14; Psalm 93; John 18:33-37; Revelation 1:4b-8
I said a little while ago that Revelation's a very mysterious book; well, I think the brief
reading from it we've just heard backs up my point. It's as if it's written in code or like a
cryptic crossword puzzle. And in fact that's probably not so far from the truth. Because
when Revelation was written, the Roman Empire hadn't yet adopted Christianity as its state
religion, and being a Christian or having Christian writings found on you wasn't necessarily
good for your health. So Revelation is written in picture language and if we want to decrypt
it, we need the help of our faith.
Some parts of this code are clearer than others. ‘The one who was and is and is to come' well, that's got to be the God made known to Moses in the burning bush as ‘I am who I am',
which in Hebrew can equally well be translated as ‘I will be who I will be': God, there in past,
present and future. Jesus - yep, we know about him, and ‘those who pierced him' must be
talking about his crucifixion. God as alpha and omega - well, that's just the Greek alphabet;
if we wanted to say God is the beginning and the end of everything, we'd say A to Z instead.
But what's all this about Jesus ‘coming with the clouds'? That phrase rather reminds me of a
cartoon superhero: Is it a bird? Is it a plane? No! It's Jesus! But you won't be surprised to
hear the book of Revelation had a very different idea in mind. It's one we find in our Hebrew
Bible reading this morning from the book of Daniel - another mysterious prophecy in poetic
language for us to decode, this time written in an age when being Jewish and criticising the
occupying power of Babylon wasn't good for the health.
The Ancient One must be God, enthroned in splendour. It's worth noting in passing that in
God, extreme old age is honourable! And God is enthroned not just as king, but as judge of
all. Imagine a kirk session in the old days, with the minister preparing to hear the case of
some notorious sinner, and you'll get something of the tension of the scene. But who is this
who approaches God's fiery throne, coming up before the judge of all?
A human being? Who is it so confident of their virtue as to approach the bench without fear
of being struck down? Could he be Israel perfected? A symbol of God's kingdom? Or of
God's long-awaited leader, the Messiah? As one of my commentaries so neatly puts it,
‘Surrealism is no respecter of logic.' We don't know exactly who it is that Daniel describes as
‘coming with the clouds of heaven'. What we do know is that Jesus sometimes called
himself ‘son of man' in a way that might refer back to this prophecy. And in our reading
from Revelation, we can assume that in using those words, the writer was indeed harking
back to Daniel's dream.
According to Daniel, this mysterious son of man is given ‘dominion and glory and kingship,
that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him. His dominion is an everlasting
dominion that shall not pass away, and his kingship is one that shall never be destroyed.' It's
the same superlative language as we find in our psalm this morning about God: clothed in
power and strength, firmly established, no matter what floods may arise - and given the
recent terrible news from Cumbria, that is a substantial claim to make, even about God.
But by this point, if not before, I wonder if a little bit of you may be thinking, ‘So what?
Cryptic crosswords may be all very well if you like that sort of thing, but what's all this got to
do with the price of fish in the real world?' And you'd be right to do so. We can play parlour
games with the Bible till the cows come home, but if we want to use it to help make sense
of our lives, we need something more.
But before you're tempted to discard Revelation and Daniel, or to keep them strictly for
rainy days when you've run out of crosswords to puzzle out, let's go back to the other thing
they have in common, apart from the fact that whoever wrote them was long on symbolism

and short on clarity. They were both written by people who weren't part of the dominant
worldview, who were risking their lives writing something that could be seen as criticising
the powers that be. So what is the dangerous message our readings are trying to get across
in this coded way?
God is amazing, they seem to agree. Huge, magnificent, all-powerful, able to withstand any
attack. But in a world where many gods fought it out for respect and worshippers, no other
powers get a look-in here. Could this be a covert way of commenting on the imperial power
of Babylon or of Rome, respectively? These powers may think themselves unassailable. But
in comparison with God's almighty power; well, they're pitiful and weak, not even worth a
mention.
Is this a religious delusion? Let's look at the facts. Where is imperial Babylon? Gone. Where
is imperial Rome? Gone. However incredible it may appear right now, today's superpower
with all its military and political might is always tomorrow's has-been. Even the power of
human beings may not, in the long run, survive on this planet. Only God's rule lasts forever.
So if today, say Daniel and Revelation, you are smarting under the power of forces which do
not recognise God: don't worry! Their defeat is assured, as is God's victory.
That was certainly good news for the Jews in Daniel's time, or the Christians in the time of
John of Patmos. But what's it got to do with us in St Andrew's, living in 21st century
Sheffield? What powerful forces in our society and even in ourselves may be working
against God?
At this time of year, the ruling powers of consumption and choice fill the airwaves. ‘Have
yourselves a merry little Christmas; forget about people without life's basics.' ‘This is how
things have always suited me. I don't want to consider any other point of view.' In the long
run I don't believe consumption and choice can remain as gods; they have no staying power.
But in the meantime, do we live as though we are serving them, or is Jesus the king who
commands our loyalty? For it will be our actions, our words and our lifestyle that
demonstrate to others whether or not we really believe he, the innocent man about to be
crucified, is the one who points us to truth.
Second Sunday before Advent
Service Date:
15 November, 2009
We retold the story of Noah and the flood using a wonderful knitted ark with Mr and Mrs
Noah plus two of far more animals than you would think anyone could knit... which the
children then took out to go on playing with.
Hymns:
R&S 47 is based on Psalm 104, though it also owes something to themes of Psalm 90: divine
power and human fragility. Like other hymns in Rejoice and Sing it has been adapted
somewhat from the original; the compilers felt that to describe us as ‘lisping' to God's praise
gave more the impression that speech therapy was required than that of inevitable human
weakness. The tune Hanover is probably named for the royal Hanoverian house.
Rise and shine (otherwise known as the Arky Arky song) is not noted for its theological
depth, but it does put across the story of Noah and the flood with considerable brio. When
we have more toddlers in church, we may even consider using the appropriate actions, but
for now you are safe.
R&S 85 comes from Fred Pratt Green and was first published in the 1970s, before the
environmental movement gained wide currency. It has been somewhat softened from its

original language describing, in one verse, ‘high-priests of Mammon' - a prophetic vision of
investment banking? The tune Stewardship was written by Valerie Ruddle for this hymn.
R&S 39 is based on a prayer ascribed to Francis of Assisi, encompassing all the wonders of
God's created universe. The tune Lasst uns erfreuen (‘Let us rejoice') has been traced back
to 17th-century Cologne but may derive from an earlier folk melody.
Sermon:
Psalm 104; Luke 13:1-9; Daily Mail Saturday 14th November 2009
I want to be green this morning, so I'm going to begin this sermon by recycling part of a
recent article from the Christian thinktank Ekklesia. This is what it says.
In a few weeks time, the fateful UN climate-change summit in Copenhagen will take place.
There is a mounting sense of urgency. We are in a race against time to save the planet. The
consequences of failure would be disastrous. What is at stake here is nothing less than the
survival of the human race as we know it.
It is hard to dispute the facts. Industrialisation has increased the world's temperature by
something like 0.75 per cent, and is set to increase it by roughly the same amount again, as
the consequences of past carbon-dioxide emissions make themselves felt. We have known
about the rising temperature for a couple of decades, but have done little to stop the
production of more and more carbon dioxide. Most scientists now think it impossible to
hold the temperature rise at two per cent. Then the ice will melt and the sea will rise and
swallow millions of square miles of land. The central part of the world will turn into a desert,
pushing people further north and south. Untold numbers of bird and animal species will be
made extinct. Wars will be fought over dwindling resources. Our grandchildren will live in a
world unrecognisable to us today.
So why is the climate-change campaign failing to change hearts and minds? Or perhaps it is
chang¬ing hearts and minds (we all do our little bit: recycling, green toothpaste, and so on),
but is failing to affect our fundamental thirst for energy which drives the deeper changes
that are taking place. Why?
One explanation is that many climate-change campaigners sweat gloom about the future.
That hardly gives them a Henry V leadership style. It can sometimes seem as if their
message is that, if we try extremely hard, then we can just about stop any more changes. In
other words: let's make huge sacrifices in order to make nothing happen. With that
message, it is hard to imagine how you might persuade someone to get out of bed. At
Lambeth Palace last fortnight, religious leaders got together to press a different message.
We are the generation that is being called on to be heroes, to make a difference, to save the
planet.
Now that is the right emphasis. The climate-change campaign needs a sense of can-do
enthusiasm. It would be really something if that was what faith leaders - and, I would add,
people of faith - were able to add to the mix.
Now you're back to hearing me, but as usual in a sermon I'm still in conversation with
several points of view: this morning from Luke's Gospel, the Daily Mail online and Thomas
Campion, the author of our anthem this morning, Never weather-beaten saile. To take the
last first, it might be possible for us as Christians to think, Why worry about the earth at all?
After all, listen to Campion: Ever blooming are the joys of heaven's high Paradise,
Cold age deafs not there our ears nor vapour dims our eyes:
Glory there the sun out-shines; whose beams the Blessèd only see:
O come quickly, glorious Lord, and raise my sprite to Thee!
Doesn't it sound attractive? Joys that don't fade, a body that never wears out, glory brighter

than the sun - heaven seen as a more beautiful version of earth, with our relationship with
God closer than ever before. So why get bogged down in the affairs of this planet, that
won't last for ever anyway?
But if we take seriously the beginning of Genesis, God called the earth and everything in it
very good. Even after the Flood, God is described as promising never again to destroy
everything on earth. If God takes that much of an interest in it, should not we? And as the
author of Psalm 104 makes quite clear, we do: not only in those aspects of the natural world
that tend to our own comfort, producing food for us to eat, but also in the lyrical
descriptions of springs gushing out in the valleys to quench the wild donkeys' thirst, rocks
where the coneys can take refuge, and seas where great Leviathan can play. Still today
natural beauty brings forth praise in people who would never consider going near a church,
but worship their Creator by appreciating creation.
You may be wondering why the Daily Mail has come into our conversation this morning.
Partly it's because a great Reformed Christian, Karl Barth, always recommended preaching
with Bible in one hand and newspaper in the other. Partly it was God at work through
coincidence while I was preparing this service.
I had a lovely time looking on the Internet for images of natural beauty, but
I also had to show the destruction of nature. I found pictures you will have seen in the news:
floods in the Pacific, where rising sea levels are already destroying people's housing; floods
in New Orleans, where the richest nation on earth failed to help the poor among their own
people; even floods in Sheffield, two years ago, when our own church boiler was drowned:
good parallels to Noah's story, but none of them struck home. Then I found a picture of
melting icebergs that stopped me in my tracks. As the Mail article says, though most
scientists believe the evidence for global warming being caused by human activity is
overwhelming, not all people are convinced that it is our fault. But look at that melting
iceberg - whatever its causes, the problem is there. And the Mail article, posted on the
Internet just yesterday, underlined that fact. There should just not be melting icebergs off
the Australian coast. And melting ice will cause seas to rise, which in turn will cause floods
greater than Noah's.
Maybe some of our reluctance to take global warming seriously comes from a feeling of
disgruntlement. For centuries people have been using the earth's resources with no
problems. Why are we the generation that has to foot the bill? Yet like every disaster, the
question Why me? has to come to the conclusion Why not me? As Luke's Gospel records
Jesus commenting, in his day, about Roman atrocities and manmade disasters, it's not that
the people whom global warming has already affected are any worse than us; but unless we
change our behaviour, we are liable to suffer a similar fate, as global weather conditions
become more extreme. So what can we do? We can accept our responsibility to look after
God's earth, and resolve to rethink our priorities in church and at home. We can pray for a
change in values that will make good use of earth's resources, not endless purchase and
consumption, the norm. We can ask our Prime Minister to go to Copenhagen and accept
cuts in power station CO2 emissions that will help address the problem. But just as
important, we need to experience the natural world locally, whether in Ecclesall Woods or
our own back gardens. That will motivate us to take the necessary steps to protect it.
Our sermon was followed by making origami arks of petitions to send to Downing Street,
asking Gordon Brown to make a good deal on climate change at the Copenhagen Summit on
6th December.

Remembrance Sunday
Service Date:
8 November, 2009
The annual act of remembrance for members of St Andrew's who served and died in two
World Wars and for all soldiers and civilians who have died in war then and since was held
at the beginning of our service.
Hymns:
R&S 67 by W. Chalmers Smith, a poet and a minister of the Free Church of Scotland, was
first published in Hymns of Christ and Christian Life of 1876. The tune St Denio, a Welsh
hymn melody, was named for a Caernarfonshire parish.
R&S 762 is well known for its first verse; but the second verse we will sing this morning
reminds the Sovereign of her responsibilities towards her subjects as well as ours to her.
The tune National Anthem is anonymous, and was first popularised c.1745.
CG 141, written by the worship group of Carnwardric Parish Church in Glasgow, reminds us
of the many different thoughts and concerns around Remembrance Sunday and those who
mark it. Its tune is by John Bell of the Iona Community.
R&S 620 is by the recently deceased URC minister and hymnodist Fred Kaan, first written to
mark Human Rights Day. The tune Oriel may have been named after the Oxford college of
that name.
Sermon:
Psalm 127; Mark 12:38-44
Whether they are biologically related to us, or simply part of our community: as our psalm
this morning reminds us, children are indeed a blessing from God. That makes it all the
sadder when we come to this Sunday of the year, a Sunday when we remember all those,
women and men, whose lives have been mutilated or cut short by war. And from the two
World Wars right up to today, there are enough and more than enough to remember:
soldiers, each one someone's son or daughter, some barely more than children; civilians,
including children, whose only fault was to be in the wrong place at the wrong time when
the bombs were falling; others killed or maimed by the hunger and random violence
generated by a country at war; yet others whose values have been skewed for a lifetime by
the fear and hatred war brings.
Though for a while, after the terrorist bombs in New York and in London, there was a faint
feeling of dread pervading everyday life, I suspect that I and most of those in my generation
and younger can have little idea of what it means to be at war. I don't even know what it
must have felt like to be almost at war, in the Cuban missile crisis of the early 1960s, when
nuclear holocaust looked imminent. Though headlines keep us up-to-date with the grim
statistics of British and American troops killed in Iraq or Afghanistan - much less often, I
regret to say, do we hear how many Iraqis or Afghanis have died - I find it almost impossible
to imagine the painful reality behind those numbers.
Sometimes voices of war do get through. In a recent letter read out on Radio 4, written to
his family by a young soldier who died, he tells them not to mourn his death, though his
mother comments, ‘I don't think he truly understood the impact of his death'.
And in the recent programme Wounded, following the paths to rehabilitation of two
soldiers with amputated limbs, in spite of the stoicism shown by both, the mother of one of
them confides to the camera: "If you could see what's in store, you wouldn't have your
children." For sacrifice in war is not only of that moment in life, but of all the subsequent
years of growth lost to that one individual and to the world.

But of course young people are not the only ones who are capable of sacrifice. Consider the
poor widow in our Gospel reading this morning. All the well-to-do worshippers are passing
on into the Temple, handing in their big subscriptions with a flourish. She is searching
frantically at the bottom of her purse for the tiny coins which are all she can afford to give.
And with the escalating cost of winter fuel and the diminishing returns on hard-won savings,
people we know may be in a similar predicament when it comes to asking themselves just
how much they can or should give to the work of the church.
Yet though Jesus commends her generosity - and it's not often enough that the contribution
of older women is praised out loud in church, given that they make up a large proportion of
so many congregations - he isn't so complimentary about some of the important men - the
pillars of the temple, you might say - whose own generous giving comes out of their surplus
income. It's not necessarily those who are up-front in what they give, he comments, but
those who give until it hurts, who are really worthy of our admiration.
This part of Mark's Gospel may not be very easy hearing for high-ups in the synagogue, or in
the church, come to that. In previous verses Jesus has just been demolishing awkward
questions posed to him by the Pharisees, legal experts, about paying Government taxes; by
the Sadducees, experts in temple order, about which of seven brothers will be able in
heaven to claim the poor woman married to each of them in turn; and by the scribes,
biblical experts, about the most important rule in the Bible.
And in each case, Jesus brings them down from lofty theological heights to the practical
outworking of belief.
He points out to the Pharisees that the filthy Roman lucre they scorn is the same as the
coins in their pockets, so not only in tax-paying but in every transaction they need to decide
whether to serve God or money. He reminds the Sadducees that God's relationship with
each of us is eternal, longer-lasting even than our relationships with each other. The scribe
who sees the point of Jesus' choice of rules: to love God with all we have, and to love one
another the way we love ourselves - is praised; we can imagine the relief of listening scribes.
Yet almost straightaway, Mark puts Jesus' warning to scribes and theological experts in
general: if you can talk the talk, then you should be walking the walk! If you know what it is
God wants you to do, how come your life's not reflecting that understanding?
The question of MPs' expenses is back in the news this week, so the idea of people with high
status getting so used to a feeling of entitlement that they forget their responsibilities to
those they should be serving is all too familiar. But Jesus' question isn't directed only at the
scribes, but to all of us, since we are each called to love God and neighbour and self. Given
those guidelines, what should our choices be about how to use our resources?
Let's go back to Jesus' example, the woman who gives all she has to the Temple. He
commends her, but is the Temple right to demand such a sacrifice of someone with so few
resources, or is the religious system taking from those whom it should by rights be
supporting? Take another example: should our state be asking women and men to go to war
on our behalf, to risk their lives with sometimes inadequate equipment, to try to win civil
wars where at times none of the factions seems worth supporting? Or would we be better
to put more of our energy and resources into peacebuilding: winning hearts and minds by
supporting development in infrastructure - roads, schools, electricity, hospitals - more likely
to make peaceful withdrawal possible?
Public questions of war and peace have few obvious or easy answers. The question of how
God wants us to use our resources is not easy either; it's one that no two of us will answer
in the same way.

But these are questions we need to go on asking ourselves and our representatives, and not
only on Remembrance Sunday. What sacrifices can we rightly ask, without exploiting loyalty
and willing service? And are we prepared to live out our beliefs in costly action, day by day?
For in war or in peace, God's gift to us of Jesus, his life, his death and his new life beyond
death, shows us the greatest love we will ever know, and calls us to respond with all that is
in us, as we look in hope to the time to come when war shall cease, and all be prayer and
praise.
Fourth Sunday before Advent: All Saints
Service Date:
1 November, 2009
Attachment
Attachment
011109sermon.mp3
Sheila: Well, Sarah, let's get down to planning this party. You've not given me much of an
idea about it so far, and I really need to know more if it's going to be a success. So let's go
down my check-list. Who's been invited?
Sarah [looks at Bible]: It says here... all nations.
Sheila: All nations? That's a bit vague. Haven't you got a better estimate than that?
Sarah: Sorry, no. We'll just have to see who turns up.
Sheila: Well, what about the menu, then?
Sarah: Um... rich food and well-matured wines.
Sheila: We can get Ian onto that, no problem. Any vegetarians, apart from you, that is?
Sarah: Well, it's certainly not just vegetarians - it says here, rich food filled with marrow, and
I don't think it means mature courgettes. Not my favourite food, but one woman's meat...
Sheila: We can make sure there's a good variety, so everyone gets something they like.
Curries... salads... pasta... maybe a salmon... a joint of beef... and haggis, of course.
But I have to admit, I'm still not quite clear why we're holding this party. Apart from food,
what's the attraction? Why will people want to come?
Sarah [looks at Bible]: Apparently, it'll make them cheer up. No, actually, it'll do more than
that. Every tear they've ever shed will be wiped from their eyes.
Sheila: Catering we can do in this church, but counselling?
Sarah: Not just that, all the shame and regret in their lives will be wiped out as if it had
never been.
Sheila: This really is more than we can handle.
Sarah: And listen to this - death itself will be swallowed up for ever. Isn't that fantastic?
Sheila: Sarah, I try to support you in your plans and hopes for the church. You know I do.
But this time, really, you've taken on far too much. We can't do this!
Sarah: Of course we can't! Sorry, didn't I say? God's going to be the one doing all this.
Sheila: God's going to do it. And what are we going to do then? Sit around and twiddle our
thumbs waiting for God to do it?
Sarah: Well, yes and no.
Sheila: Yes and no? Come on, Sarah, explain yourself!
Sarah: Yes, we're waiting for God - because obviously without God we have no chance of
doing any of this. But no, we're not twiddling our thumbs; because we're part of God's
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action plan. God's chosen to act through us, among others, and without our contribution,
the party wouldn't be as good when it finally comes.
Sheila: Finally? That was the last question on my list. When is this party happening?
Sarah: Well, the date's not actually been set. Here, I'll read you the whole thing. Then I hope
you'll agree this is a party worth planning for and looking forward to!
Sarah reads: Isaiah 25:6-9
This church does a lot of good things - we'll hear about some of them during our church
meeting after the service today. And sometimes I suspect we can get to feeling that all the
responsibility for the good things we do is on our shoulders. If we don't turn up, if we don't
give lifts or make puddings or lend an ear or do the audio or all the other things we've taken
on for the church, well, we've let the whole side down.
I suspect we get that from our Presbyterian ancestors, for whom duty was a very important
principle. And indeed without our contributions there would be no church here. But there
are two downsides to this approach. Firstly, and this is odd for Christians, we can catch
ourselves forgetting that God is also involved: that though we don't and can't always get
things right, though we may not always feel we have the energy to keep the show on the
road, God is committed to us and our transformation, and will never give up on that
commitment.
And secondly, when we are tempted to carry the weight of the church and the world on our
shoulders, we can also too easily forget that the Gospel is good news, that God's kingdom is
described not as a seminar or a working group but a party, where all the things which have
hurt us have been put right. Now we may only see that kingdom in flashes, in moments of
promise. But in the middle of a life that sometimes feels like hard work, and a world that
frequently feels all wrong, that's something worth choosing to rejoice over. R&S 286
(Rejoice in the Lord always)
Hymns:
R&S 681 is a Scottish paraphrase of Psalm 24. The tune St George's Edinburgh first appeared
in the 1820 Sacred Harmony for the Use of St George's Edinburgh, compiled by its
composer, Andrew Mitchell Thompson.
R&S 286 is also a biblical paraphrase, from Philippians 4:4, with an tune of unknown origin,
probably American.
When Lazarus lay in death's cold shroud is a modern hymn by Joy F. Patterson, who serves
as an elder in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and was a member of the committee that
prepared The Presbyterian Hymnal (1990). The tune Surrey was written by Henry Carey for
another psalm paraphrase, this time of Psalm 23 (‘The Lord my pasture shall prepare').
R&S 658 is a processional hymn by W.W. How, then Rector of Whittington in Shropshire,
which originally ran to eleven verses. The tune Sine Nomine (‘without a name') is by
Vaughan Williams.
Sermon:
Isaiah 25:6-9; Ps 24; John 11:32-44; Revelation 21:1-6a
Last week, something very unexpected happened to me. I'd prepared a lot of material for
Bible Sunday, I looked at my watch, and I realised the last section would take us 10 to 15
minutes over our normal ending time, so I decided to leave it out. But straight after the
service, three different people came up to me and said, You shouldn't have done that! We
wanted to hear what you were going to say next! I should have had more faith in you...

Well, past is past, and last week's sermon is stale bread. But because it was Bible Sunday I
was going to demonstrate how we can use our imaginations to enter the story of a Bible
text, and to find God speaking to us through it. And that technique doesn't just work with
the story I would have used last week, of Bartimaeus, the blind beggar who sat by the road
from Jericho to Jerusalem and called out to Jesus to help him. So today I'm going to invite
you to come with me on a journey of hundreds of miles and thousands of years. Together
we're going to Bethany, the home of Mary and Martha and Lazarus.
It's a small place, Bethany. Nothing much goes on there. The roads are quiet, apart from
clip-clopping donkey hooves. There aren't many houses in Bethany. But today there's a real
crowd outside Martha's house. What's going on? Is someone ill? No - worse than that,
someone must have died. The rabbi's there, with his long beard, and everyone's in their best
clothes, to show respect for the dead. Must be Lazarus - he's never been a strong man, and
he's not been out of the house for months. Those sisters of his do everything for him,
especially Martha. Mary goes round with her head in the clouds, but there's no real harm in
her, just a bit dreamy.
But today Mary's beside herself. Her hair's all wild and loose, as if she's been tearing at it.
She's talking to someone in the crowd, a man who looks as if he's been travelling. His
clothes are travel-worn, and he looks almost as upset as Mary does. What's she saying to
him? If you'd been here, Laz would still be alive. What happened to you? Why didn't you
come when we needed you? Could it be the miracle-worker who drops by their house?
Jesus, or something?
Looks a bit like him. What's he saying to Mary? Where did you bury him? Well, where would
anyone be buried in Bethany? He's in the village cemetery up the road, in the tomb with his
mum and dad and all their ancestors. Daft question. But it's obvious the man's in shock: he's
crying!
A grown man, and a teacher of the law, crying out loud! It's hard not to feel sorry for
someone that upset, but someone in the crowd mutters, one of those voices clearly meant
to be overheard, If you can make blind people see, why couldn't you do something about
this? But that's not fair. Only God holds the powers of life and death. Anyway, Mary's
showing him the road to the tomb. And it must be Jesus, because everyone's going with
them, the whole crowd, carried along by what? Excitement? Nosiness? Anticipation?
Now Martha comes from the tomb to join them, and if Mary's reproachful, Martha's angry.
It stinks! she shouts. Whatever I believe about you, whatever we hoped you are or could do
for us, I can't get round the fact that Laz has died! Someone's got to be practical around
here! And she's got a point. There's a reason funerals happen fast in this climate. But Jesus
seems to be going mad. He's going over to the tomb, and getting help to roll away the
stone. He's thanking God, for goodness sake, as though you could ever thank God for a
death. And just as if he were God, and could ignore the laws of nature, he's calling inside:
Come on out, Laz!
Who does he think he's kidding? But sure enough, there's movement inside the tomb. And
unbelievably, Lazarus is walking uncertainly towards the light, where his sisters are waiting
to unwrap him from the graveclothes they'd buried him in just three days earlier.
Everyone's crowding around Lazarus. Mary's hugging him so hard he's looking a bit unwell
again, and Martha's bossing everyone around, telling them to give him some air and for
goodness sake to stop fussing! Just for a moment, everyone seems to have forgotten about
Jesus. But you've not. You look over to him, this person who holds God's power, and you

find yourself sighing deeply. What's the matter? Jesus asks you. Do you need new life
too?***
On All Saints' Day, ironically, it's easy to get a bit intimidated by our ancestors in the faith.
There were so many more of them, for one thing: within living memory, this congregation
has gone down to a quarter of its former size. Yesterday I was watching the last games of
the season at St Andrew's tennis club - there were some very good men's doubles going on and reflecting that we'd be pushed to afford a site like that for a tennis club today. It'd be
easy to see our progress as a church in terms of a downhill slide towards the grave.
But as I reminded myself and you in our theme introduction, though without us there is no
church, the church was not our idea, but God's. And God is able to work with us and with
everything we bring: our lifegiving hopes and gifts, but also our deathly doubts and fears.
Look at Jesus with the family at Bethany: Lazarus, whose weakness has overcome him at
last; Mary who weeps bitterly for her brother and reproaches Jesus for having left them in
their hour of need; Martha who has to think of the practicalities, even when her own heart
is breaking. If saints always have perfect faith in God, these aren't saints. These are human
beings, hurting and looking for help, as we are too.
But when we look to God for help, what we don't get is life the way it used to be. Mary and
Martha as well as Lazarus were changed by the experiences they'd undergone with Jesus,
and their relationship with him would never be the same as when he dropped round for tea
and the sisters bickered about who should do the housework. And the church that we know
now is not the same as the church that once was. We have more links into the local
community - someone said to me recently, This church cares about Broomhall, when it
never felt like it before. We work more with people whom we may not see on Sunday
mornings, but still count as part of our community, on Tuesday afternoons or on Friday
mornings. These events are church, as much as worship on a Sunday or Network on a
Wednesday; and maybe they're easier for people to get to know us at first too. Of course,
we still have much transformation to undergo and a lot of wounds to heal, as individuals
and as a church, before we find ourselves at Isaiah's party. But with God working with and
on us, I see hope for our future. Do you?
Tenth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
9 August, 2009
John 6:35, 41-51
Last Monday I did something I've never done before. With some of the people here - the
Middletons, Pinky and Tyris, Margaret, Martha and Connor, not forgetting Sheila and
Elizabeth, I went to Graves Park. We had a picnic and then we made some scarecrows. You
may have seen some pictures in the hall of how we did it, but in case you don't know how to
make a scarecrow, let me tell you [ask Joshua] how - you may need to know some day. First
you tie together two sticks in the shape of a cross. Then you choose some clothes for the
scarecrow, a shirt and a pair of trousers. You put the shirt over the top of the tall stick, as if
you were dressing a person, and the sideways stick goes through the armholes. Then you tie
the trousers carefully to the top, so they don't fall down. Then you stuff the scarecrow's
clothes with straw, so his or her arms and legs are thick like a person's. You tie off the
trousers at the bottom for feet, and tie on gloves to the arms for hands. You tie a bag of
straw over the top stick for the scarecrow's head. And finally - and this is very important you draw a face for the scarecrow and stick it onto its head.

Now you all know exactly how to make a scarecrow, you may be wondering what, if
anything, this has to do with the Bible story we've just heard. And to start us finding out, I'd
like to ask a few more questions. Does this scarecrow have a maker? [yes, Joshua and
Elizabeth] Does this scarecrow have a name? [yes, scary pumpkin man] So far, it looks as if
there's not so much difference between us and scarecrows. God made us, and Joshua made
the scarecrow. God knows each of our names, and Joshua knows his scarecrow's name. But
there's one major difference between us. Is this scarecrow alive? [no]
But when I say alive, I don't just mean breathing with a pulse. I mean alive with the joy of
life, knowing our lives count for something, knowing each of our lives is special. We in this
church have found this sort of life comes through knowing Jesus. In the story we've just
heard, he was telling people that though everyone needs ordinary food to live, if people
want to be really alive, knowing him is the way to do it. It's like eating bread to keep our
bodies alive.
Now I don't mean to say that knowing Jesus means nothing nasty is ever going to happen to
us. Some of us sitting here this morning have had horrible things happen in our lives, things
we wish had never happened. And it would be telling lies to say that if we know Jesus, when
something horrible happens to us, it doesn't matter. Of course it does.
But let's go back to our scarecrow. He starts off life, as I said at the beginning, as two sticks
tied together in the shape of a cross. And our lives as Christians are built on knowing that
though horrible things happened to Jesus, though his friends let him down, and his enemies
told lies about him, and in the end he was punished and killed for things he had never done,
that is not the end of his story. The cross of sticks that is the centre of a scarecrow's body
reminds us of the centre of our lives as Christians, because it is an empty cross. Jesus died
on a cross, but God gave him new life to show us how much God loves everyone. And that
truth, that even death cannot take God away from us, is at the heart of every Christian's
life.
Sometimes, like the scarecrow's old clothes covering up the cross underneath, we cover up
that truth. Maybe we think other people may laugh at us if we say knowing Jesus is as
important to our lives as eating bread is to our bodies. Maybe we don't want to think about
bad things happening, because that hurts too much. But if we remember how God gave
Jesus new life after he had died, it can give us courage to follow Jesus even when that
makes life hard for us. What sort of things do I mean by that? Loving people we don't find it
easy to love, who may not be nice to us back. Forgiving people when they hurt us. Standing
up against bullying and unfairness, even if other people say it's OK. And if people ask us
what we think life's for, sharing with them the help and strength and love we get from
Jesus. Because when we live like that, even if terrible things happen, we will find God is with
us, and will never leave us; and nothing can be better than that.
Hymns:
CG 41 is a contemporary Scottish hymn by Iain D. Cunningham, who says he is a
Presbyterian minister who enjoys life. The tune Regent Square is described by the
Companion to Rejoice and Sing as ‘one of the finest of Victorian tunes'; it was first published
in a collection of hymns edited by Dr James Hamilton, minister of Regent Square
Presbyterian Church, London.
CG 50 comes from the United States, and is written, words and music, by the Catholic Jesuit
writer Daniel L. Schutte. The words are clearly inspired by the Hebrew Bible, particularly the
prophets Isaiah and Jeremiah.
CG 97 is another Scottish hymn - the collection Common Ground comes from the Church of

Scotland, though it takes in music from many lands and churches. The words are written by
Kathy Galloway, the current leader of the Iona Community about to be succeeded by Peter
Macdonald; the music is by Kathy's former husband, Ian Galloway.
CG 35 was written by Leith Fisher, another Church of Scotland minister who died earlier this
year at the early age of 67. Holy Manna is an old American folk tune.
Sermon:
2 Samuel 18:5-9, 15, 31-33; Psalm 34:1-8; John 6:35, 41-51; Ephesians 4:25-5:2
I shall bless the Lord at all times, our psalm this morning boldly starts. All times? Well...
When I'm stuck in traffic and already too late to meet someone? When I've just said
something really stupid, and can't take it back? The time the phone rang, and it was my
father telling me my mother had just had a major stroke? What on earth was the psalmist
on? we might well wonder. Yes, there are wonderful times in life, times when beauty or love
or happiness overwhelm us and all we can do is to say thank you to God. But there are also
the other times - whether they're our own fault, or whether we or those we love are
innocent victims - times which make our hearts sink or ache. How can we even think of
blessing God under those circumstances?
Well, to start with, I don't think our psalmist - whether it was David or someone else - had
the power of positive thinking in mind: you know, just go on telling yourself life's wonderful,
and sooner or later the universe will give in and turn things your way. Because thinking like
that loses touch with the reality of being human, which does include devastating loss. Our
reading from the Hebrew Bible knows better. Old King David is grieved beyond measure for
the loss of his son, first through rebellion, then through death, to the point of wishing that
he, rather than Absalom, could have taken the consequences. He knows the reality of
human suffering; and David was close to God.
If we look a little further into the psalm, it doesn't look as though its author's life was
perpetually rosy. God saved him from all his fears. But that isn't the same thing as never
encountering anything to fear. Though fear helps us decide whether to fight or to flee what
threatens us, fear of future events can paralyse us, hindering us from being able to deal with
present danger. If, on the other hand, we can trust God to support us through future trials,
we can use the energy we might otherwise have wasted on fear a lot more productively.
Again, if we look a little further in the psalm, there is another apparently unlikely claim: that
the writer was saved by God from every trouble. But of course that doesn't mean to say no
trouble ever arose in his life. On the contrary, the wording with which our portion of the
psalm this morning ends: happy are those who take refuge in God is very clear that life can
be hard, and that sometimes we do need a refuge from all that would damage or destroy
us.
Yet our original problem remains. If our worst nightmares were to come true, how should
we, as Christians, respond? Should we be resigned to disaster? Should we be telling
ourselves, Well, compared with heaven, anything that happens in this world doesn't
matter? Should we be thanking God for allowing our faith to be tested in this way? I don't
think so.
There's an interesting phrase in our reading from Ephesians this morning, which is talking in
general about how Christians should behave. Be angry, it says, but do not sin. The letter
goes on to give an example: do not let the sun go down on your anger. In other words, if
harsh words have passed between us, we need God's grace to turn to each other and say
sorry, not ignore the problem and store up resentment, for that turns to bitterness, which
can hurt the person who is angry as much as their target.

The letter to the Ephesians advises us to get rid of bitterness, along with wrangling, slander,
malice, in our dealings with each other, and includes anger in that list. That may be more
what we're used to hearing about anger in church. From Sunday school we are used to
hearing Jesus described as gentle, meek and mild. But if we look at the names he calls
people who are sure they are right and who look down on those who have made mistakes in
life, we get a different picture. Snakes! hypocrites! tombs with nicely painted walls and
rotting bodies inside! Can you see a Jesus who never got angry calling people those names?
Because I can't. Back in the psalms, too, we find people getting angry with God. Don't you
care about us? they ask. Do something to help us! When we are mourning or in pain, that
sort of response can be a part of our honest reaction to what has happened; and anger in
the face of unfairness, as opposed to anger when we don't get our own way, can be part of
our truthful worship of God. We may fear to express such anger to God, in case either things
get worse, or - in the worst-case scenario - we have fooled ourselves by believing, and in
reality there is no one to hear our cry. Yet Jesus is our model for expressing anger and pain
honestly to God when, dying on the cross, he cries out, in the words of Psalm 22: My God,
my God, why have you forsaken me?
If we were to stay there, in such a place of bitterness and loss, not only would it damage us,
there could be no good news in Christianity to share. Yet the good news is that though our
world is shot through with suffering and loss, God's dynamic of love turns it, and turns us,
from death to life. King David's lament echoes down the years: Would I had died instead of
you, my son! David could not do it: we human beings cannot carry suffering for one
another, though our love would have us try. But God in Jesus can do it, and has done it, so
that no one else need do so. Jesus has plumbed the depths of despair to bring us out on the
other side of death, into life with no loss and no ending.
What I've said today may sound rather sombre in light of the wonderful weather we have
been enjoying, out of tune with your mood. Yet, week by week, some here will be finding
life hard to bear. Others, giving thanks for the good things in their lives, may feel they know
little of such pain, though no life is completely trouble-free. And the advice we hear in
Ephesians is meant for just such a mixed community as ours. When in it we are advised, ‘Be
imitators of God, as beloved children', it's a good comparison. By the way we bring up
children, and even more by the example we give them of the way we live, we provide them
with resources to deal not only with their little worries and griefs - which to them are
enormous - but with more major troubles later in life. And the letter to Ephesus addresses
us as Christians growing up in our faith. Share with those in need, encourage others rather
than pulling them down; share forgiveness, not malice, we are advised: in short, imitate
Jesus. Such simple advice may seem almost trivial, but practising it together is how God
helps us grow into people who can face loss, express anger, forgive each other. And, though
loss remains, in God's good time we will come out the other side of grief, able to bless God
for the life of the world. For unlike scarecrows, we have been given life by God: not just
breathing, with a pulse, but life based on Jesus' empty cross, life for ever.
Harvest Festival
Service Date:
11 October, 2009
Mark 10:17-31
We've just heard about a man who had everything, but didn't want to let go of it and share
with other people. That's not a good example for our harvest festival, where we're

remembering that God has given seeds to grow all the food we need, and we're saying
thank you. But here's a better example - here's a seed that can grow into a new home.
Would anyone like to help me find out what's in this seed that's called a starter pack? And
while we're exploring, Derek and Judith will tell us more...
In the early nineties churches in Sheffield were very concerned over the homeless, not just
rough sleepers but those in temporary and inadequate accommodation. Several churches
across the denominations came together to set up the Sheffield Churches Homelessness
Forum with the aims of giving the homeless a voice, lobbying on their behalf, promoting
schemes to help them and making people aware of homelessness issues. St. Andrew's and
Central URC's were founder members and with the support of the URC South Yorkshire
District Church and Society Committee decided to set up a starter pack scheme along the
lines of one we discovered was being run by Herringthorpe URC, the organiser of which,
Helen Morrison, met with us and gave us valuable advice. . We decided we would raise
money to buy new bedding, kitchen equipment and cleaning materials to make up into
starter packs to give to people, especially young people, who had been homeless, had now
obtained accommodation but did not have the wherewith all to fit it out.
We followed Herringthorpe in deciding that we would give out the packs through
organisations working with the homeless, more able to assess needs than we were. One
organisation working with the homeless was and is Nomad, so-called because one of its
founders said she felt like a nomad as she moved from temporary accommodation to
temporary accommodation. Nomad had a strong organisation including a furniture store in
Pitsmoor, where packs could be stored, and were, we felt, an excellent body to distribute
packs. We had very helpful discussions with them as to what should go in packs. We found a
wholesale firm willing to supply us with all we needed at a discount and deliver them to St.
Andrew's, the base for the scheme.
We were soon able to raise enough money from churches to make up some two dozen
packs, some for single and some for two people. Volunteers from the two churches made
piles of goods for the packs round the hall one evening and then bagged them, ready for
Nomad's van to collect the next morning. We held a few packs back as other organisations,
in particular, the YMCA and St. Wilfred's Day Centre, told us they could also distribute them,
collecting a pack from the church when they had a need.
This all worked well and we were able to obtain money not only from churches but also
especially from the University Student's Rag Committee, which gave us an initial grant of
£1000 and followed this with other generous grants .The Broomhill Festival made us one of
its charities one year, whilst volunteers from other churches joined in make-ups.
The scheme met a real need and continues to do so. One of the things most appreciated
about it is that the contents of the packs are all new. As one recipient at St. Wilfred's said,
he felt he had been given a clean fresh start.
Some fifteen years later, homelessness is still a social problem and the scheme continues to
meet a real need. Nomad, which Derek mentioned, lost its furniture store and could not
take packs so we started to distribute the majority of the packs through St. Vincent de Paul
and two organisations working with young people - New Leaf and Roundabout. We respond
to emergency requests from organisations such as the Northern Refugee Centre, women's
refuges and individuals known to churches including the soup run.
The project continues to depend on donations and grants. Recent and current supporters
include the University Student Charity Appeal, Sheffield Rotary, St. Mark's Church, St.
Columba's Church Crosspool, St. Andrew's URC and individual members of St. Andrew's. We

currently have very little money in our account so we are very grateful that Network is
supporting the scheme this Harvest Sunday.
What happens at a make-up? First of all Jean Dickson orders the goods from our supplier. I
contact St. Vincent de Paul, New Leaf and Roundabout to let them know that packs will be
available .On the agreed date the ‘Team' meets at the church hall at around 8.15 am and
sets up tables on which to stack the goods and make up the packs.
When the van arrives it is all hands on deck to unload it. Just how many duvets can you
carry at once! Our neighbour, Mr. Appleby, has kindly agreed to the van parking in his firm's
car park to allow us to bring goods through the side gate and straight into the hall.
About 45 minutes later, the long tables are stacked high with pots and pans, crockery,
cutlery, cleaning goods, towels and tea towels, kitchen utensils, light bulbs and loo rolls. A
mountain of bedding takes up the far end of the hall. We're now ready for the first tea or
coffee and cake of the morning.
The team then sets to work in pairs, bagging the goods and marking the packs according to
whether they are for one person or a couple. Our system of packing has been refined over
the years so that items are packed as efficiently as possible and resulting in packs which are
reasonably liftable.
By about midday the packs for immediate collection are ready and we are more than ready
for the second cup of coffee or tea. Operation clear up then begins, taking cartons for
recycling, disposing of other rubbish and putting the hall back to rights. Packs kept back for
emergencies are stored in the cupboard in the garden room. One person stays behind to
wait for the packs to be collected and the job is done.
There are always appreciative comments from the organisations and sometimes from the
eventual recipients of the packs. One lady who had moved into her own flat from a hostel
said what a wonderful help it had been as she made a new start - she simply couldn't have
afforded all these new things. One gentleman who we helped through the soup run simply
couldn't believe that the new bedding was his and for the first few nights in his new home
he actually slept on the floor alongside his freshly made-up bed.
After lunch you will hear about the work of Roundabout from Kat Dronfield,and how Starter
Packs help her help young people in need of a home.
So what have we found in our starter pack? The seeds of a new home, and others will thank
God, who gives everything that's good, for their harvest of shelter and support.
Hymns:
R&S 40: Come, ye thankful people, come
R&S 124: We plough the fields and scatter the good seed on the land
A rich young man came seeking - God's kingdom was his aim.
R&S 48: Praise and thanksgiving
Sermon:
Amos 5:7-15; Psalm 67; Mark 10:17-31; 1 Timothy 6:6-10
What's all this stuff about money got to do with harvest? you may be wondering. But
though money doesn't grow on trees, in a way we do seem to think of it like a crop. Just
think of good investments that give a rich yield: thirtyfold, sixtyfold or a hundredfold - no,
wait a moment, that's the parable of the sower, where Jesus tells us how planting just one
seed in good soil may give a bumper harvest. Some recent TV ads for financial investment
seem to go along similar lines - have you seen the one where putting a financial glasshouse
over golden coins makes them grow huge?
In the past few years, financiers who made a lot of money out of buying and selling

companies, or speculating riskily with buying and selling intangible products like mortgages
or future crop prices, have had a bad press; and when their risk has resulted in the ruin of
others, deservedly so. The prophet Amos, in our second reading this morning, condemns
people who ride roughshod over the poor, and take the bread out of their mouths - and
there's been enough misery for people losing jobs or homes. Now the commentators are
beginning to speak, cautiously, of things maybe going back to normal. If you're Gordon
Brown, things are going to get much better quite soon. If you're David Cameron, they'll get a
lot worse first. But of course, the financial system getting back to normal wouldn't mean an
immediate happy ending, for unemployment and therefore potential home loss lags behind.
What's more, we cannot point the finger exclusively at fat cats who will stop at nothing to
be rich. For it was our investments, our pension funds, that benefitted from the bubble until
it burst.
As Timothy says, it's not money, but the lust for money that brings nothing but trouble, as
everyone involved in deals like Bernard Madoff's pyramid scheme is now all too well aware.
I suspect that a congregation like this is less vulnerable to such flashy schemes than some
other churches, where it is mistakenly taught from the pulpit that being rich is a sign of
God's blessing, when in fact God is on the side of people with nothing. But maybe our very
prudence can become a trap, if our saving for a rainy tomorrow were to stand in the way of
our doing good today. The rich young man in Mark's story was a good young man. He
claimed to have kept all God's commandments, and Jesus didn't challenge him on it. But
that good young man didn't want to let go of the good things God had given him. And so he
lost out on God.
Many of Jesus' followers were nearer the other end of the social spectrum; maybe it was
easier for fishermen, even well-to-do fishermen who could employ workers, to walk away
from financial security with him. But they still assumed that having lots of money was a
better thing than not having it, that rich people were better off spiritually as well as
financially. Jesus disagreed. The focus rich people have on their possessions, he argued,
makes it harder for them to find God's kingdom. They may think they've already made it in
life, as they have by this world's rules; but without God's help, no power, even money, can
force the kingdom's lock.
Then what about us? Peter asks. We've given up everything for you. What's the return on
our investment? More of everything! Jesus retorts. More family, sharing with each other;
more trouble, when money-focussed people don't understand the primacy of love; more
life, life that God gives and no one can take away. When we sow the seeds of new homes by
paying for starter packs, when we give food for the Breakfast, when we buy fairly traded
products, we are also helping ourselves. For we are not only making our money work for
God - and as Timothy says, you can't take it with you - but also harvesting that ultimate trust
in God which money can't buy.
Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost: Holy Communion
Service Date:
4 October, 2009
Psalm 8
Yesterday, I was at the Northern College annual service for graduating students - St
Andrew's supports them financially, so we get an invitation every year. Their principle, John
Campbell, said that every time he went back to the Bible, after all his teaching years, he
found something new. And looking at Psalm 8 for our service this morning, I found a new

question coming to mind. When it says, ‘on the lips of children and of babes you have found
praise to foil your enemy' - what does it mean? I went to the commentaries, which just
shows you how desperate I was. But the answers I found didn't inspire me.
Some said that because children are so small and weak, it shows how powerful God is that
only such fragile support is needed against God's enemies. But that sounds as if God thinks
of children as weapons - no.
Some reminded us that Jesus used this psalm, when he was entering Jerusalem on Palm
Sunday, in great triumph, and children were singing his praises in the Temple. The religious
authorities wanted him to stop them, but he quoted this psalm against them. So they see it
as a foretelling of Jesus' life. Well, I can certainly see its relevance. But it doesn't seem fair to
the generations before and after Jesus if it didn't have something to say to them too.
Some in our own church used to take it as an encouragement to uneducated preachers
outside the Church of England, who weren't allowed to study in Anglican colleges like
Oxford and Cambridge, to spread God's word, even though they didn't have letters after
their names. But though you don't have to go to college to tell people about God, I don't
think that's what the words mean.
So what do I think it means? Well, I live in a little mid-terraced house between two young
families. And not a morning goes by when some little darling doesn't pipe up in the early
hours, either out of sadness or excitement or frustration, right through the thin walls into
my ears. Young children are loud. And when they're someone else's, I find it can be
annoying, especially at 6 in the morning. But when, occasionally, one of our church children
is heard in the middle of a prayer, that's different. Tyris or Harry or Thomas or Zachary are
part of us.
God must feel that way about every child, since every one is part of God's creation. Every
young voice raised to show a child's alive is praising God by its very existence, and when
we're not able to cope with the volume, we're not yet fully appreciating God. More
generally, each of us has parts of God's creation we really love, and other parts we would
happily do without. When we get to heaven, it's my own private theory - you won't find it in
the Bible - that we'll finally understand how all the things we couldn't cope with, such as
toddlers bellowing with excitement, are praising God in their own way. For when we get to
heaven, nothing in us will oppose God any more.
So to get us in practice for heavenly appreciation, our next hymn, as well as praising God for
the beauties of the countryside, also thinks about townscapes as scenes of God's praise.
And since honesty as well as love is part of our relationship with God, I invite you to sing all
the lines or verses describing things in which you do see God at work, and to listen to others
singing the rest.
Hymns:
R&S 339 was written by Brian Wren in 1973, as a rewriting of Wesley's hymn: And can it be.
The tune Abingdon was written by Erik Routley, organist of Mansfield College, Oxford,
named after the town where he honeymooned.
All things bright and beautiful is well known, but as some of the new verses we sing today
point out, the beauty of God's creation is to be found in towns as well as in the countryside.
The tune Royal Oak is adapted from a 17th-century English folk melody.
R&S 437 comes from Luke Connaughton, a Roman Catholic hymnodist writing in the 1970s.
The tune Worlebury was written for this hymn.
R&S 663 is frequently sung at Pentecost, but the need for God's Spirit to make us and all

things new is not confined to that time of the liturgical year. The tune Hyfrydol was written
when its Welsh composer R.H. Prichard was just 20; the name means ‘melodious'.
Sermon:
Psalm 8; Mark 10:2-12
So far I may have been sounding as thought I wanted to say of God's creation: ‘Whatever is,
is good'. But that's hard to maintain with the universe we know: just look at this week's
news, with long-ago rape and current child abuse competing with typhoons and tsunamis
for our horrified attention. Our Gospel reading this morning seems to be falling into dismal
line, too. In Matthew, Mark and Luke Jesus is recorded as being against divorce and
remarriage, but here in Mark's Gospel, the earliest, we have Jesus' most apparently
uncompromising condemnation of those who remarry after a first marriage breaks down.
Here, as in Psalm 8, I am forced to ask myself: what does this mean? But here, unlike Psalm
8, there are evidently consequences arising from how we respond to this difficult text,
consequences with an immediate bearing on people's lives.
In a way, I'm working backwards here from what is to what should be. As you will know,
unlike some other churches, our denomination is generally happy to celebrate the
remarriage of people who have gone through divorce. Yet like the other churches, we too
have Mark's Gospel before us.
So what has made us able to take this step?
Partly it's because unlike Roman Catholic or Anglican churches, we don't see marriage as
one of the sacraments, something like baptism or communion that tells us directly about
God. We see it as a partnership between people, an agreement sealing a relationship. And
sadly, like the relationship between people and God, this agreement sometimes breaks
down.
If a previous marriage has broken down, we ask people contemplating remarriage to think
and pray very carefully over what went wrong last time, so that mistakes are not repeated.
But we also believe that mistakes can be forgiven, that God offers us a new start in life. And
this is something we have learned from the Gospel stories about Jesus, who called tax
collectors away from collaboration with the occupying power into God's kingdom, who
healed paralysis and forgave sins, who brought lepers back into community. Where there is
damage, according to those stories, there is always an opportunity for God's healing and
transformation.
So what can we make of this story, seemingly so rule-bound and condemnatory? Can this
really be Jesus talking?
That's an interesting question. For if we take the cameo of Jesus in the house with his
disciples, teaching them directly about the impossibility of remarriage without adultery, a
strange anomaly arises. Jesus' private teaching runs: if a man divorces his wife and marries
again, he commits adultery. And likewise, if a woman... but hold on a moment. In the Jewish
society of that time, and indeed in Orthodox Judaism today, while a man could divorce his
wife, a woman could not divorce her husband. In Roman law, however, either party could
initiate divorce proceedings. So this saying must have been either originated or updated for
the benefit of Christians from a Gentile background. Do you remember, a while ago, my
suggesting that while Jesus gave us the parable of the sower itself, it may well have been
others in the early church who added the longer explanation of what sort of person each
sort of soil represented? In this case too, it seems quite possible that while Jesus did indeed
debate divorce with the Pharisees, and did underline the crucial importance of the marriage
bond as two people being made into one by God, it was his followers who later added a

rider forbidding remarriage to divorcees. And as we descendants of Calvin know, it's all too
easy to elaborate inspiration into a system more rigid than anything its originator had in
mind.
So what may all this have to do with those of us who have not experienced divorce? There
seem to be two different attitudes to marriage here, attitudes which may be seen in wider
contexts too. Firstly, Jesus' recognition of all that is good in marriage: of the God-given
support and partnership which can be found in a loving relationship of mutuality between
two people, which spreads wider than itself to bless children and friends and society in
general. Such a relationship does not come instantly; it arises through years of vulnerability,
of learning, if sometimes through gritted teeth, to appreciate the other person with all their
gifts and enthusiasms. I know I'm speaking to many experts in this congregation alone. But
sadly, such a quality of relationship does not arise from every wedding day, for some choose
to keep up the defence of a hard heart. And that is why the possibility of divorce is still
necessary.
Secondly, though, there is the legalistic attitude that, rather than focussing on the ideal,
puts unbearably heavy penalties on failure.
We have been asked today to mark an international day of prayer about climate change,
with the Copenhagen UN Summit coming up in November, when nations must decide what
commitments they can make in order to minimise global warming. Often the
environmentalist take on our planetary future has taken the second, legalistic approach I've
just described: activists try to frighten us into living greener lives, for fear of environmental
catastrophes to come. And just as in those churches which prohibit divorce altogether,
people find ways to ignore the ruling or to get around it, ways which do not promote the
desired end, but just leave us feeling guilty and furtive. How might it be if, instead, we
followed Jesus in focussing our attention on the good things God has given us in our
beautiful planet; if we decided that for our own sake and that of future generations it was
worth looking again at those aspects of our relationship with it, such as our dependence on
the motor car and on fossil fuels, that are clearly breaking down?
If you think I'm being too idealistic, think again about what we are about to do together. We
are about to remember Jesus' many meals with outsiders before his death, his last meal
before dying, echoing God's rescue of slaves, and his joyful breaking of bread with friends
after God raised him to new life. Our faith is built on the transformation of slavery to
freedom, of woundedness to healing, of death to life. We will eat and drink in hope of our
own transformation from despair to hope, from sorrow to joy; and that of the whole world,
including its horrendous headlines. In heaven, I will hear a toddler's bellow and smile - if
there is any 6am in heaven, which I wouldn't like to surmise. In heaven, we will recognise
and love everything that gives God praise, and all our tears and pain will be a thing of the
past. But now is the time to practise that appreciation of one another and of our beautiful
planet; now is the time to practise being God's friends, even if our attempts might make
anyone but a proud parent wince. And let me make it clear, I'm not talking about the choir!
17th Sunday after Pentecost: Vision4Life Welcome to Corinth!
Service Date:
28 September, 2009
Communion according to Gaius
"I'm Gaius Flavius Maximus - when all the house-churches in Corinth assemble in one place,
it happens in my house. I think these whole-church assemblies are very special. I think they

are the single best way of demonstrating the new relationship with God and with one
another that we've all found by following Jesus. Corinth is a very divided city, with lots of
different ethnic groups and people of vastly different status, all separated out into specific
groups and sub-groups. Most people here only get to know other people of similar
background and status. But, as Christians, we don't have any of these restrictions. We all
belong together, rich and poor, householders and slaves, male and female, Jew and Gentile
- all made one in Christ Jesus. And our whole-church assemblies, where we all eat and drink
together and share the one sacred loaf and the one sacred cup, show more clearly than
anything else we do that we are united in one holy fellowship, bound together in the love of
Jesus. I consider it a very special privilege to host these gatherings in my house. I truly love
these wonderful celebrations of the one, undivided people of God."
• How do we celebrate Communion at St Andrew's?
• How is it like or unlike what Gaius describes?
Communion according to Junia
"I am Junia. I don't know why any of you would want to listen to me. Yes, I'm one of the
people God has called together in Corinth in the name of Jesus, but I'm really struggling to
feel I belong. You see, I'm a slave. I belong to Antonius, a trader with a big villa near the
Temple of Apollo. Antonius and his wife Livia are not Christians. So, when the whole church
meets in assembly at Gaius' house, I can never get there on time. I have to serve the
evening meal before my mistress Livia will let me leave. Then I have to find my way across
town down streets lined with taverns filled with half-drunk sailors and travellers. If I am not
to be impossibly late for my dear Lord Jesus, I have to set off on my own, missing even my
meagre supper, and run the gauntlet of unwanted attentions almost all of the way. I know
that the big assembly is a special celebration of our togetherness in Jesus, but by the time I
arrive, it's a struggle even to get into the courtyard of Gaius' house and none of the food
that has been served in the dining room ever seems to reach us. All the time we can hear
the sounds of jollity and laughter coming from the dining room where Gaius and those who
host house-churches in their homes have been eating and drinking all evening. I know this
love feast is supposed to show our togetherness, but when I walk home hungry after being
left unnoticed at the edge of the gathering I still love my Lord Jesus and the welcome he
gives me... but I'm not so sure that I love the church and all the people in it. It doesn't feel
fair. It doesn't feel Christian."
• Share a time when you felt left out in a big group.
• Why does Junia feel so differently to Gaius?
Communion according to Paul
"Tertius! Can you come now? I'm ready to dictate more of that letter to the church in
Corinth. Come on, man, I'm waiting! The next thing I want to do is explain my objections to
the way they conduct their whole-church assemblies. You know, they are such a disgrace!
They claim these gatherings demonstrate their love and togetherness in Christ and their
unity in the Spirit of God, but anyone passing by would simply see or hear the world's ugly
ways reproduced. From what I hear, a passerby would hear loud merriment from Gaius'
guest dining room, watched silently by hungry, ignored slaves and traders gathered round
the door and in the courtyard. Where is the Gospel in that? Can't they see what they're
doing? Do they never stop to think what their fellowship looks like to people on the edges,
or people on the outside? How can they ever hope to attract new believers in Jesus if they

never do a reality check on themselves? How can they ever expect to succeed in mission, or
help the people of Corinth? Are you ready, Tertius? I'll try to put this firmly, but caringly.
Let's see...!"
• What does the way we celebrate our Communion service say about us and about our
God?
• What parts of our church life may need checking out to see what others take from them?
• Who do we need to ask to find out the signals our church gives?
All text taken from Vision4Life material produced by the United Reformed Church
Hymns:
R&S 95: God is love
R&S 447 (2nd tune): I come with joy to meet my Lord
R&S 449: I hunger and I thirst
Corinthian Christians undermined...
R&S 452: Let us break bread together in the Lord
Sermon:
I hardly need to give a sermon today, for in your groups you have already been considering
the significance of our Holy Communion, how we share it at
St Andrew's, and how the way we do things may help or hinder others to share it with us. I
would be glad if you felt you wanted to share with me what you have discussed in your
groups, but that will be up to you; I wait in hope...
What we have been doing here this morning is preparing for our Communion next Sunday,
just as, years ago, Presbyterians prepared for their Communion Sunday by extra services
beforehand. We are also building bridges between the worship of Christians in Corinth, far
away and long ago, and our own experience of worshipping God in Sheffield in the twentyfirst century. And of course we will also have brought with us many other experiences of
celebrating communion, whether it's in our home churches when we were growing up, or in
situations far from home and family; whether it was plain or magnificent, intimidating or
welcoming.
The simple act of eating and drinking together is foundational for being human, and that is
part of the power of Communion. Indeed, every time Christians from the Salvation Army eat
and drink together, they recognise Jesus present with them. Yet in this church we celebrate
this fellowship between Jesus and us, with solemnity and reverence, with display of
silverware and procession of Elders, in a way that might make an outsider think of the
Catholic church. And I suspect our ceremony may have been relaxed from former times; for
I know that within living memory, the Elders of St Columba's church in Oxford garbed
themselves in morning dress to distribute communion to the congregation.
What does this signal to others about our beliefs? We evidently take this holy meal very
seriously. Yet what is most important for us: that relationship with God which Communion
makes possible, or the particular way it has developed for us? When I visit other churches it
is frequently in order to celebrate Communion with them - firstly because I go to churches
which have no minister of their own, and secondly because I appreciate sharing in
Communion more frequently than we do here in St Andrew's. So the first time I visit a
church, I always ask them: How do you celebrate Communion? And they almost always
reply, Oh, in the usual way. Because this service is so universal, people assume that their
way to celebrate must be the way that everyone else does it - yet that's not so. Our way at
St Andrew's, ceremonial and organised, is characteristic of Presbyterian churches, yet for
Nonconformist churches like ours there is no set pattern to who does what when, which can

lead to some interesting muttered discussion in the middle of the service when wires have
been crossed. Elders here are all too well aware that for some inexplicable reason I hardly
ever remember to serve the table elders with wine from the chalice rather than from the
little chalicules - Table Elder 1 is often forced to hiss ‘Chalice!' meaningfully in my direction.
But they are a forgiving group, and in the end a momentary lapse in concentration doesn't
stop Communion being real.
What, then, in my experience, may stop Communion being real? Paul's mysterious phrase
about people ‘not discerning the body' may help us here; for when we are not including
everyone, Christ's body is unrecognised among us. It goes right back to poor Junia's
problem: when people may think they are being welcoming, but in fact stop others from
joining in, just because of the way things are set up. And wherever people are on the
outside, Jesus is there with them. We realised recently at a Youth & Education meeting that
whoever goes out with the children on Communion Sundays always misses communion.
Now we will invite them back in when we prepare to receive the bread and wine. But unless
the point had been raised, I'd not have realised the ironic fact that someone's work for the
church was keeping them away from Communion.
Paul was able to challenge the Corinthian Christians, who probably had the best of
intentions, to see how the way they did things contradicted the message of God's love that
had brought them all into the church to start with. And they weren't alone. Every church
needs a reality check from time to time, to see if what we think we're telling the world is in
fact what the world is hearing from us. In your groups you had the opportunity to consider
who we may be leaving out unintentionally. Let's use those insights to make this a church
for everyone.

Fourteenth Sunday after Trinity
Service Date:
20 September, 2009
Mark 9:30-37
This Sunday we are celebrating the first ten years of our organist and choirmaster, Douglas
Jones, in St Andrew's. Douglas has chosen the hymns and readings for this service. And
some of you may be thinking after this reading, hold on a moment, we've heard this before
somewhere. You'd be right, for just a week ago we used this reading when we were thinking
about the work of the Contact Centre and how we, like Jesus, can be glad to welcome
children.
But last week we looked at the edited highlights. This week we can see there's more to the
story. Because the stories in the Gospels are like the different notes that go to make up a
tune - Mark has chosen very carefully what goes next to what. And just before our familiar
story about Jesus and children begins, we have a much darker melody line.
Jesus and his closest friends are walking through Galilee together. Some of them have seen
him on the top of a mountain, shining whiter than white and talking to Moses and Elijah. All
of them have seen him heal by his prayers a boy they could not help. But he's left the
crowds now, because he wants to teach them something hard to hear. He's already told
them once, just after Peter recognised him as God's chosen leader. But it's so difficult for
them to hear that he'll have to go over and over it with them, just like a choir leader trying

to help singers learn a difficult piece of music, until they have it by heart. And what's this
hard music he must teach them to sing? It's his death. Not just that he's going to die. No one
wants to think about that before they have to, and Jesus' friends are so involved with him,
even the idea is bound to hurt. But how he's going to die - that someone is going to break
the trust he has in them, to hand him over to his enemies. And that there are people who
hate him enough to want him dead. How can any of this be, when he's just shown how close
he is to God, how powerfully he can work for good, how much the crowds are drawn to
him? Why does he have to go into a minor key, when everything is sounding so triumphant?
And what on earth does he mean by rising to new life? They don't understand at all.
So they go back to songs they know well, songs they can hum without thinking, songs about
who's most important and who can do things best and who's the favourite. We know those
songs. When things are going well for us, there's the soundtrack of ‘We are the champions!'
in the background. When things are going badly for us, we're apt to sing a different tune,
‘I'm so terrible, nobody loves me, I'll always be a failure.' Horrible songs, but at least we
know the tune. But Jesus gives us a new song to sing: not ‘I'm perfect' or ‘I'm rubbish', but
‘I'm forgiven'. He invites us, like little children, to take each day as a gift, a new verse of our
song.
You'll have worked out the potential snag to this: most of us in this room are not little
children. We carry our histories with us like theme tunes: the joyful things, the sad things,
our shame and our gratitude. How can we pretend to forget all that? It's impossible. But
what Jesus asks us to do is to welcome and spend time with little ones - with their
spontaneity, their trust. And as we welcome those childlike qualities in others, we may find
them again in ourselves. It is no easy task, taking off the armour of status, making ourselves
vulnerable like children. But with Jesus' help, we can persevere.
Hymns:
R&S 405 was written in 1861 for the dedication of an organ in the parish church at Wingate
in Lancashire, and later published by the author, Francis Potts, with the title, ‘For the
Dedication of an Organ or for a Meeting of Choirs'. The tune Angel Voices was written for
the same occasion.
R&S 528 was adapted by Percy Dearmer from two verses in a medieval Latin hymn, Missus
Gabriel de caelis (‘Gabriel was sent from heaven') originally translated by J.M. Neale from
the Latin. The tune Quem Pastores Laudavere (‘Him whom shepherds praised') is a German
carol melody from the fourteenth century, arranged by Ralph Vaughan Williams.
Psalm 1 is sung this morning using ‘Anglican chant', a harmonized, metrical adaptation to
English texts of the Gregorian method of psalm singing, in which a short melody is adjusted
to the length of different psalm verses by repeating one tone, the recitation tone, for any
number of words in the text.
R&S 522 was written, words and music, by the contemporary hymn-writer Graham
Kendrick, for the 1983 Spring Harvest convention. Its poetry takes us from creation to the
cross.
R&S 39 is taken from the ‘Canticle of the sun' traditionally composed by St Francis during,
according to the Companion to Rejoice and Sing, ‘a period of extreme ill-health, incipient
blindness and physical discomfort' - which would not be guessed from the words! The tune
Lasst uns erfreuen (‘Let us rejoice') comes from Cologne in 1623.
Sermon:
Isaiah 11:1-9; Psalm 1; James 3:13-4:8a; Mark 9:30-37
Today we're celebrating Douglas' ten years with us as organist and choirmaster, and that

started me thinking about the idea of God as conductor, not only of the heavenly choir but
of us too, even the very few among us who are tone-deaf. Anyone who has been in choirs and I guess in sports teams as well - will recognise two sorts of leaders. One sort scares us
silly, and everyone does as well as they can in order not to get yelled at. The other sort still
gets the best out of us, but does it by love, not fear. From what I hear, Douglas is the second
sort of choirmaster, drawing unsuspected talent out of our choir and the boys he teaches by
patient encouragement - and I reckon in the long run that gets much better results. But I
suspect that some of us, through childhood training or through the circumstances of our
lives, may be tempted to think of God as the first sort: someone who will badger us into
heaven through our fear of hell. And that picture of God isn't just inaccurate; potentially it
damages us and our relationships with others as well as with God.
I don't mean to say that God, or a good conductor, will just wave a hand around in time to
the music and say, You just sing however you fancy, one way's as good as another. Our
psalm this morning shows that cannot be so. By Douglas' special request - and he has
chosen all this morning's readings and hymns - we have sung Psalm 1 using the method
known as Anglican chant. As we've heard, this method means we do a lot of singing on one
note, and it takes discipline to do that right. If Douglas had just said, Pick any note you like
to start on and go up or down depending on how you're feeling - well, I suspect angel voices
might not recognise the result. And the words of the psalm also make it clear that walking in
God's way, like singing a piece of chant right, involves us in making hard choices, in being
patient and in persevering. The psalm points to the source of Jewish faith in God's law,
which shows us how to live the way God wants. But we Christians can also look to Jesus,
God's worked example of the human song sung right.
But doing things right doesn't necessarily mean everyone doing things the same way. As we
know, Douglas is a great organist. But I also love it when he directs our choir singing a
cappella, with no musical accompaniment, and we hear four different voices at work, all
singing together yet each singing something unique. In a good choir like ours, whether the
music is unison or harmony, the singers not only listen to their own voices, but also to the
voices of those nearby, in order to produce a conversation between them. Difference isn't
something to fear or to suppress; it is part of the greater music which none of us can
achieve on our own.
Our Hebrew Bible reading illustrates that beautifully when it describes Isaiah's vision of how
the world should be, and how it will be when God's kingdom comes. Wolves and lambs,
leopards and goats, calves and lions will be best friends, herded by toddlers. Babies will play
near snakes' holes and come to no harm. There will be no hurt or destruction, yet no
uniformity either. Imagine sopranos and altos, countertenors and tenors and baritones and
basses, singing their hearts out, all being the best they can be.
Yet as Jesus has warned his friends twice now in our journey through Mark's Gospel, the
way to that kingdom, found by following God's leader, comes through suffering. Right now,
instead of justice and peace for all, there is poverty in the world and in Sheffield;
wickedness in the world and in Sheffield. And just as much as when Isaiah wrote, four
thousand-odd years ago, there is need for judgment, not by superficial observation or by
taking media reports at face value, not using as our measuring tools for respect wealth and
power and status, but God's wisdom, which welcomes small children and is on the side of
the unimportant and weak.
This is as true in a choir as in the rest of life. As you know, I have quite a strong singing voice
- apologies to those of you who use the loop, if you get deafened by me during the hymns!

But when first I came to join my school choir, I was told firmly that if my voice drowned out
the rest, I wasn't singing right, for everyone's voice must be heard.
When I speak of letting every voice be heard, I don't just mean the voices of people we may
not want to hear. Jesus' voice was hard for his friends to hear when he spoke of his coming
death, and impossible for them to understand when he spoke of his coming resurrection.
Within us there are also thoughts and impulses we may try to ignore, yet the letter of James
does not let us pretend that all is sweetness and light within. Our reading from James this
morning begins with a comparison between God's wisdom and the wisdom James calls
earthly. And that comparison is easily made. God's wisdom produces peace, gentleness, a
willingness to see the other's point of view, fairness, mercy. Earthly or rather devilish
wisdom gives rise to envy, selfish ambition, bitterness, destruction.
That may sound far from this congregation, but it's back to the trap Jesus' disciples fell into
along the road: who's most important? Who does she think she is, standing for that
committee? Why does the minister always talk to him and not me? Why did they make that
decision when they should have consulted me first? That sort of feeling, if unacknowledged,
easily spills over into whispering and arguments and church politicking. And James really
weighs into us. Why are there such conflicts in a Christian community? he asks us. It's
because instead of admitting our need of love and recognition and bringing it to God, we try
to satisfy it ourselves by playing the status game. That may be why people outside churches
often call us Christians hypocrites. We are trying so hard to be good that we don't want to
admit we have weaknesses, and hope they'll go away - but people will always see through
our pretences, and so does God. How much better for us and for others it is if we recognise
our own faults instead of ignoring them, ask for forgiveness, and thus draw ever closer to
the God who is mercy. For while God is our conductor who helps us keep to the note in
plainsong and helps us listen to one another in harmony, our God is also a jazz musician, an
improviser who will take all our notes, even the duff ones like betrayal and death, and make
unexpected beauty out of them, like resurrection.
Church Celebration Service
Service Date:
13 September, 2009
In this service, part of National Heritage Weekend, we celebrate people and organisations
beyond our worshipping community at St Andrew's who use our buildings: specifically the
Antioch Community Church, the Green Party, St Andrew's Tennis Club and St Andrew's Child
Contact Centre.
Hymns:
R&S 32 comes from the pen of William T. Matson, included in his alliterative Lays of Laud,
Life and Litany of 1891. The tune Groningen was written by Joachim Neander, better known
for R&S 74 with which this service ends, and is sometimes called Arnsberg.
R&S 407 is written by the contemporary hymnodist Alan Gaunt; its simplicity is deceptive,
giving us both a picture of Jesus and a challenge to our own faith. The tune North Coates
was written by T.R. Matthews, who led a church in the village of that name.
R&S 85 comes from another living hymn-writer, F Pratt Green, in the 1970s, and was one of
the first hymns considering ‘green' issues. The tune Stewardship was written for this hymn.
Celebrate all human beauty is fittingly paired with Beethoven's melody Ode to Joy, which
uses a text by Schiller celebrating friendship, the beauty of nature and the grandeur of God.
R&S 74, written by the German Calvinist Joachim Neander, is translated here by Catherine

Winkworth, a Victorian advocate of higher education for women who also translated many
hymns. The tune Lobe den Herrn (‘Praise to the Lord' in German) is by Anon.
Sermon:
Psalm 84:1-4 (Antioch Community Church)
Yesterday and today as part of the national Heritage Weekend we have opened up our
church to visitors. And as you may already have noticed, or as you can see after the service,
the sanctuary is full of little notes about what happens where in this church and why. The
lecturn is where we read the Bible in public worship. The pulpit is where God's word is
preached. The font is where people are welcomed into the Christian family through
baptism. The organ is the instrument we use to help us sing to God.
Of course, not every church does things the same way. When I worshipped with the Antioch
Church, which regularly meets in St Andrew's for their Sunday evening service and weekday
activities - their Children's Pastor, Janette Stanberry, has just read from Psalm 84 for us there was a baptism, but instead of using a wooden font indoors, they used a paddling pool
in the church garden! People in the Antioch Church write their own songs to sing with
drums and guitars. They cover the floor with beanbags and the walls with banners. People in
the Congolese Church, who also use our building, sing and pray in French as well as in
English, and their prayer is powerfully loud. And in some ways we, and the Congolese and
the Antioch Church, have all moved a long way from the worship described in Psalm 84. The
worship in God's temple in Jerusalem was based around the sacrifice of animals. The people
of Israel spoke and sang in a very different language and culture from any of ours. Yet the
words Janette read for us just now, describing the worshipper's delight at being in God's
house, God's presence, could be ours today. That doesn't change.
Today we are celebrating all the uses made of St Andrew's church building. Groups that are
church don't always meet in the sanctuary - the University computing prayer group is always
to be found in the Garden Room. And as we shall see, not all the groups that use our church
use it for worship. But today we are celebrating all the people God has made, and giving
thanks for all the ways our buildings are used, sacred and secular.
Psalm 19:1-6 (Green Party)
It has taken the Christian church an embarrassingly long time to work out that the
environment is part of God's creation and deserves our care and support. For too long, we
thought our instructions from the beginning of Genesis were to use the earth however we
wished, since we were the pinnacle of creation. But when we look more closely, our proper
role is as God's gardeners, taking care of all the good things God has made. So it is fitting
that from time to time the Green Party has used our premises for its meetings, that party
which brought the natural environment onto the political agenda, and must sometimes feel
the other political parties are trying to steal all its policies.
Other political parties also number people of faith in their membership, of course, and
rightly so. No party holds the blueprint for how we should be governed, and I believe every
party should be informed by the values Christians hold: of care and honour for the weakest
members of society, of forgiveness for wrongs and of love even for those who fight against
us. And it doesn't stop with political parties, either. There are so many points of view
looking for us to agree with them that sometimes it seems there aren't enough hours in a
day to find out about them all. And Christians who follow their enthusiasms and play their
part in local and national decision-making are living out their faith as surely as when we
gather for worship.
How can I make that claim? Because we believe that the whole universe was made by God,

all the world is important to God, not just the religious parts. As the psalm Jillian Creasy, our
local Green councillor in Broomhall, has just read reminds us, The heavens are telling God's
glory; day speaks to day and night to night about their Creator. And that's not just true of
astronomy! Geography and botany, politics and economics, arts and sciences, the natural
world and the human world speak to us of God. True, they have no voices to be heard. But
anyone who listens can hear God's call to transformation through all the current issues of
our world.
1 Corinthians 9:24-27 (St Andrew's tennis club)
The property we own at St Andrew's isn't only used for worship; it isn't only used for
information and decision-making; it's also used for entertainment; and the tennis club
which the church has owned for decades certainly comes under that heading. Not all St
Andrew's members are fit or active enough to play tennis these days - I'm certainly not, as
the tennis club coach can testify - and many members of the tennis club have faith
connections beyond St Andrew's and beyond Christianity; but still the tennis club bears
witness that, contrary to popular belief, Presbyterians do believe in having fun.
But Presbyterians do not believe in pointless fun. You do something, whether it's playing
bridge or golf or gardening or painting, in order to make proper use of your gifts. And
according to what Kevin Exell of the Tennis club has just read us, that's not so far from Paul,
writing to the church at Corinth about the Isthmian games held there, almost as famous in
their time as the games at Olympus, in which runners competed for a crown of parsley, of
all things. Parsley being prone to wilting, you can see Paul's point about runners punishing
their bodies only in order to gain a crown that's about to wither. Surely, he asks the
Corinthians, we can put as much or more effort into running the race of the Christian life, a
race which will bring those who complete it the prize of life in all its fullness?
People do put a lot of effort into physical exercise, whether it's walking, Pilates or
chairobics. It makes sense to do so - for our bodies and minds are intimately connected, and
anything which helps the body to be fit can also ease the mind of worries. But Paul seems to
be encouraging the church at Corinth to link the punishing regime athletes put themselves
through with our efforts to live the Christian life. And that's something for us to ponder.
How fit are we spiritually? Do we make time in our busy lives for prayer and Bible study? Do
we think about what values are important to us? Or do we make do with an hour a week
some Sundays?
Mark 9:33-37 (St Andrew's Child Contact Centre)
It's clear to see, just looking round this room, how worship is an integral part of Christianity.
It takes a bit more thought to see how politics and exercise fit into the Christian life, and you
may or may not think I've made a good case for them to be considered in church on a
Sunday. But the last representative of the groups that use our buildings, St Andrew's Child
Contact Centre, needs no defence from me. For as we've just heard from xx, representing
the Contact Centre, Jesus reckoned children should come right at the centre of life, and not
be ignored by adults with more apparently important things like power and wealth and
status on their minds.
Traditionally, ministers and churches have been expected to tell people loudly what sinners
they are and condemn anyone who has gone wrong. And quite a lot have lived up to that
expectation - just look at Robert Burns, up before the Kirk session for fathering yet another
child by yet another woman, forced to sit on the stool of repentance in church.
But it seems to me that the Contact Centre shows a more Christian spirit. It acknowledges
that things have gone wrong in a marriage or partnership, and looks to the interests of the

most vulnerable people concerned: the children. It does not seek to apportion blame, but
allows parents to arrive and leave without having to meet each other, and gives a safe
space, along with lots of toys, for the non-resident parent to maintain relationship with their
child. Sometimes this breathing space helps to bring reconciliation between parents, or at
least to defuse the situation. But it is not the Centre's task to try to make people feel guilty
at having failed. They feel that already. SACCC is there to offer support and help.
And that's true of churches too, when they work well. We are people who make mistakes,
so we know what it's like. But we also know we are loved and have been forgiven for our
mistakes, so we can pass on that gift to others. And that ability comes from the fact that we
follow Jesus, a man whose love for all was so strong that even death could not stop it.
Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
30 August, 2009
Mark 7:1-23
Does anyone watch the Antiques Roadshow? I find it fascinating, though I don't know much
about antiques, in 2 ways. Sometimes something the owner thought was really precious will
have a tiny crack, and not be worth nearly as much as they'd thought. But sometimes a
really ordinary looking object will turn out to be amazingly valuable. You can't tell from
appearances.
As most of you will know, I've been away on holiday recently - one week in Glasgow, which I
didn't know very well before, and one week in Edinburgh, where I studied a while ago. And
like the time when I first came to Sheffield, it was Glasgow that really surprised me. I knew
Edinburgh had fine buildings, high and low culture - I enjoyed the Festival fringe very much
this year - but I had no idea how many museums and art galleries Glasgow could boast, not
to mention the Charles Rennie Mackintosh trail. From its reputation I'd just not expected to
find so much beauty there; just as in Sheffield I'd thought to find a dirty picture in the
golden frame of the Peak District. But a good reputation can't always be relied on either when I first went to Edinburgh I was shocked by the dark side of the city which comes out in
history and literature: the body-snatchers Burke and Hare; good Dr Jekyll who turns into bad
Mr Hyde and even the churchgoing Deacon Brodie, who got up to very disreputable things
by night and ended up on the gallows he himself had designed and funded.
It's not always easy to get to the real truth of a place or a person behind their public face.
Someone with genius can be ignored in their lifetime, as Mackintosh was after his initial
successes. Or someone like the Pharisee in Jesus' story, who's so holy he dedicates all his
goods to God - but that way cunningly avoids having to spend any money looking after his
old parents - may get away with a lot just through his good reputation. I knew a woman
once, a pillar of her church, who made her daughter's life a quiet misery - yet no one would
have believed the daughter had she dared to reveal the truth.
Fortunately we're not called on to judge one another - that's God's job, for God can see the
inside as well as the outside of a person. If any of Jesus' hearers had gone away thinking,
Well, that's Mrs So-and-so to a T, she'd better change her ways, they'd have got the wrong
end of the stick entirely. And we'd be missing his point if we thought it applied to others. For
Jesus is talking to each of us, personally, about the damaging things in our hearts which
make us bend the rules for our own benefit - not ne'er-do-wells, but people like the
Pharisees, who know their way around polite society and church committees, and always
keep the rules to the letter.

I wonder if the Pharisee in Jesus' story realised what he was doing, when he decided to
dedicate his money to God and therefore had none left over to help out his parents? I
reckon he fooled himself into thinking he was being really holy. For a while, we can fool
ourselves as well as other people about the bad things we can find within us, things we
know Christians shouldn't feel. But Jesus was right: destructive thoughts end up in
behaviour which distresses us and others. So let's take his words as a warning and look into
our hearts honestly. For if we don't like what we find there, it's God who can help us to
change.
Hymns:
R&S 41 began life as a hymn after communion, but is now more generally used to remind us
of all God's gifts. The tune Lucerna Laudoniae (‘Lantern of the Lothians') was composed for
this hymn; the name refers to a monastery or church at Haddington, East Lothian.
R&S 493 was written by John Hunter while minister of Trinity Congregational Church,
Glasgow, between 1887 and 1896. The tune Herongate is an English traditional melody
noted by Vaughan Williams; the name comes from a hamlet near Brentwood, Essex.
R&S 538 is originally a poem by George Herbert, the gifted seventeenth-century poet who
gave up court life to become the rector of a country parish near Salisbury. It only became a
hymn in 1906 when set to the tune Sandys, originally written for the Christmas carol, ‘A
child this day is born'.
R&S 586 is a translation by the poet Robert Bridges of a hymn by Joachim Neander first
published in 1680, the year of his death (aged 30). The tune Michael was written by Herbert
Howells for this hymn, named after the composer's son who died of meningitis.
Sermon:
Song of Solomon 2:8-13; Psalm 15; Mark 7:1-23; James 1:17-27
I hope you didn't get the impression, from what I was saying just now in our theme
introduction, that I think the visible outside of things isn't important too. My time away
looking at art galleries and museums this summer reminded me how much I appreciate the
beauty of art. The volunteer guide at the Burrell Collection in Glasgow was so enthusiastic
that she led us round the museum for an hour and a half! We looked at Chinese pottery,
stained glass, Impressionist paintings, and felt we could go on forever learning from her how
to appreciate the elegance on display - or at least till our feet got too tired!
In the Bible we also find passages of great beauty, such as the reading we have just heard
from the Song of Solomon. While for centuries the church tried to argue this book was
purely about the relationship between God and us, it's also a series of love poems between
two human beings; and even if you're not in love, it offers wonderful images. Listen: "The
winter is past, the rain is over and gone. The flowers appear on the earth; the time of singing
has come, and the voice of the turtledove is heard in our land. The fig tree puts forth its figs,
and the vines are in blossom; they give forth fragrance." Even if we'd not just lived through a
summer where the rain is never over and gone, wouldn't that bring the freshness of spring
to mind? And the artists whose creativity refreshes us can be inspired by ordinary life, such
as a beautiful spring day.
Yet just because artists are inspired, it doesn't necessarily make them saints. If Solomon
really was the author of the Song of Songs, his tangled marital affairs don't exactly make him
a role model, and through the ages artists have been selfish, unfaithful and downright
irresponsible in the pursuit of their art. Like the Pharisee, so focussed on personal holiness it
damaged his family, they have put such a high priority on one part of their lives that all else
has been distorted. Going back to Sir William Burrell, the shipping magnate who

bequeathed the amazing collection which bears his name to the city of Glasgow, I suspect
that, though his business dealings acknowledged the letter of the law, he did not make the
millions he spent on his collection in the spirit of Christian generosity.
You may be wondering why, in a church coming from the Presbyterian tradition, I'm
bringing up the topic of art. For our Reformed forebears were pretty clear that God was to
be found in the Word, and not in pictures. Reacting to the art to be found in Roman Catholic
churches, and following the commandment forbidding us to make images of God, they
smashed statues and stained-glass windows, whether they attempted to depict God or
people. They forbad singing hymns unless the words came from the Bible - our traditional
metrical psalms and paraphrases. And the move away from the Catholic use of images to
help Christian devotion was seen in homes as well as in churches, as artists began to paint
family portraits, not scenes from the Bible.
Put this way, the Reformation sounds rather negative. Yet at the same time, God's holiness
began to be recognised beyond the walls of the church, as regular family prayers and joint
Bible reading replaced daily services. So we Reformed Christians were given the freedom to
become, as it were, theological artists, as we reflected on our experiences of God in daily
living.
Of course, not everyone could cope with such freedom. Some chose to replace the Pope as
final authority with the minister- and believe me, that's a mistake. Some made the Bible into
a book of answers about the faith, or short-circuited the process and learned the Catechism
by heart, saving themselves the trouble of trying to work out what they themselves truly
believed. But theirs was a mistake already found when James was writing his letter to
Christians: to become hearers of the word, not doers. And still today you'll get people who
know their Bibles inside out, but never consider how it should relate to their lives Monday
to Saturday.
You may still be wondering how what I'm saying can help us here. I'm no artist, you may be
thinking - though I know many in our congregation produce beautiful paintings and photos.
I'm no Bible scholar, you may be thinking - though I know of people in St Andrew's whose
reflection on the Scriptures is rooted deep in their lives. As James explains to his readers, we
are all given different gifts by God.
Yet one gift has been given to each of us Christians: Christ, God's word of truth. And, as Paul
tells us elsewhere, that gift makes each of us God's unique work of art, but an artwork with
a difference: one that is continually being created, by the way we deal with life. To use
James' metaphor, we are the first-fruits of creation. But again, we are no ordinary plants: for
we Christians have the responsibility of weeding ourselves! Get rid of all sordidness and rank
growth of wickedness, James tells his hearers, as though he were talking about ground
elder. Dramatic! But what he's telling them - and us - is mundane. Be quick to listen, slow to
speak, slow to anger. He sounds a bit boring. Surely we know how to behave? But
disagreements which hurt marriage partners, or friends, or fellow church members, can
have their origin when: ‘He didn't listen.' ‘She went into a temper before I could say
anything.' Nowadays, with email and texting, it's even easier for little weeds of
disagreement to sprout into big and troublesome conflicts. And James doesn't stop there,
for if like the Pharisee we take care not to do anything negative, but don't give positive care
to those in need either, we're still not growing as we should.
I need to go away this morning asking God how my own life can become more Christ-like. So
do you. If we think James is talking to other people, we have fallen into the Pharisee's trap.
But living as God's first-fruits, God's work of art, isn't something that only saints can hope to

achieve. Look at the description in Psalm 15 of those who live according to God's laws. They
do right. They say what they think. They don't lie or hurt their friends; they don't gossip
about their neighbours. They don't go along with evil, and aren't afraid to say they love God.
They keep their promises, even when it hurts them. They don't use their own power against
the powerless, or attack those who've done nothing wrong. Because we're human, and get
things wrong, we'll not always live up to that. But as we ask God's forgiveness for our faults,
and God's help in weeding them out, gradually, imperceptibly, we are all changing into
God's works of art: more precious, more stunning than anything you'll ever see on the
Antiques Roadshow or in the Burrell Collection. Thanks be to God!
Ninth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
2 August, 2009
Attachment
Attachment
Sermon 2 August 09.mp3
John 6:24-35
Sarah: Well, I don't know much about it. I was only on the edge of the crowd. I hardly saw a
thing. Good fish, though.
Marion: Good fish?
Sarah: When you earn your living by selling fish, you know. None of this three-day old muck
some people, and I wouldn't mention the Cohens, try to pass off on an unsuspecting public.
And come to think of it, the bread was fresh, too. Baked just yesterday.
Marion: How do you know that?
Sarah: Haven't you ever tasted a fresh loaf?
Marion: My gran baked the best bread I've ever tasted. But this is getting off the point.
Where did all this bread and fish come from?
Sarah: Well, that's where I can't help you much. Miriam bat-Ezra passed it to me, and Ruth
bat-Ephraim gave it to her, I think, but I couldn't see where Ruth got it. There were a lot of
people, you know. Thousands of them.
Marion: You're exaggerating, surely?
Sarah: No I'm not. I was there, and you weren't. Can't you believe me when I tell you what
I've seen?
Marion: I'll be the judge of what is and isn't evidence. Very well, that's what you say
happened yesterday. What about today?
Sarah: Well, people were a bit stunned by what had happened, not to mention rather full.
So when he and his friends crossed the sea last night, no one thought to follow them.
Sarah: But this morning when we realised, there was a bit of a stampede round the shore till
we caught up with them again. And then - come to think of it, were any of your lot around?
Because all the questions people started asking, they sounded just like you - suspicious, I'd
call it.
Marion: I'm not suspicious! I'm an investigator. I need to know what went on and why, and
how, and when, and whether...
Sarah: Whatever. Anyway, if you're still interested, I think
I can remember their questions. Number 1: When did you get here, Jesus? That seemed a
bit daft to me - everyone knows how long it takes to get across the lake - I reckon what they
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really meant was, Where've you been? Why did you leave us? We've been looking for you!
Jesus didn't reckon much to it as a question, either - at any rate, he didn't answer them.
Marion: Evasion! I knew this man was a fraud.
Sarah: No, I just think he wanted to save time and get to what they were really after.
Anyway, aren't you being a bit hard on him? I thought you inspectors had to have open
minds.
Marion: So what were they really after, according to him? Spiritual enlightenment?
Sarah: No, he knows folk better than that. They were after more food, of course! But he was
a bit disappointed, too. Can't you lift your minds above everyday things? Aren't you hungry
for what God can offer you? he asked us. That sounded interesting to me. Food - you fish it,
you cook it, you eat it and then you start the whole thing over again. There must be more to
life than that. But then someone went off on a tangent. How do we know what God wants
us to do? she asked him.
Marion: Simple. You look it up in God's Law, or you ask one of the religious experts.
Everyone knows that.
Sarah: Well, that wasn't what Jesus said. Trust the one God's sent, he said - trust him, I
suppose he meant. It sounds a bit big-headed, the way I'm telling you now, but it wasn't like
that when he said it. He was just answering her question.
Marion: Not only dodgy miracles, religious rebellion! Wait till
I get my hands on this Jesus. I hope people didn't believe him?
Sarah: Well, someone said, What's the proof?
Marion: Good question! Don't let these snake-oil merchants fool you!
Sarah: The same guy said, When our ancestors escaped to the desert, Moses said there
would be bread for them to eat - and there was manna. So what are you going to give us so
we know you're the real thing? Honestly, it sounded like asking a politician what he'd do for
them if they voted him in!
Marion: Sometimes people just aren't interested in the truth, unless they get something out
of it themselves.
Sarah: Steady on! Who talked about snake-oil merchants?
Marion: Like you said, we miracles inspectors have to keep our minds open. Anyway, what
did Jesus say?
Sarah: He pointed out it wasn't Moses who gave them bread in the wilderness - it was God
who sent manna from heaven.
Marion: Can't fault him on that.
Sarah: It went down well with the crowds. But just as everyone was saying: give us some of
God's bread, then, he said something really weird. I'm God's bread, he said. You come to
me, you won't be hungry again; you trust in me, you won't thirst.
Marion: So he's offering them a lifetime's supply of bread and water? That's the trouble
with these conmen - they can never keep it small and simple. Always have to get themselves
into trouble by promising too much. I think I've heard enough. Thanks for your help - I'll be
making my report to Jerusalem now.
Sarah: Will he get in trouble because of what I've said?
Marion: We were bound to hear about it sooner or later. You can't keep this level of fraud
quiet.
Sarah: But where's the fraud? There was bread, and fish. Here's one of the baskets of
leftovers I'm taking home for the village orphanage. You can taste it for yourself. That's
truth, as far as I'm concerned.

Marion: But the rest of it? ‘I am God's bread?' Honestly, some people are so gullible! How
could anyone live up to a claim like that? I'm only trying to protect people from their own
folly.
Sarah: I guess there's only one way to find out. When I've delivered this basket, I'm going to
follow Jesus for a while and see if he can live up to his hype.
Hymns:
R&S 345 comes from the Welsh Congregationalist tradition, though the English translation
by Peter Williams from the original version by William Williams is more a paraphrase than a
direct translation. The tune Cwm Rhondda was composed for the annual Baptist Cymanfa
Ganu (Singing Festival) at Pontypridd in 1905. The Rhondda is one of the rivers of
Pontypridd.
R&S 199 is also a translation, this time from the Indian language of Urdu, made by Carl
Monahan of a hymn originally collected by Kate Greenfield and used as a Sunday School
hymn teaching children about Jesus. The tune Yisu ne Kaha is the original folk melody for
which the Urdu hymn was written.
Forever in the heart there springs comes from Thomas H. Troeger, a professor of preaching
ordained both in the Presbyterian and Episcopalian churches who is also a professional
flautist. Its challenging words are matched by the familiar tune of St Patrick's Breastplate, an
Irish traditional melody which only became associated with the words ‘I bind unto myself
this day...' in the twentieth century.
R&S 489 is also of Celtic origin, a tenth-century Gaelic hymn of which we are singing a
much-altered translation. The tune Slane is an Irish traditional melody, first partnered with
‘Be thou my vision' in the Irish Church Hymnal of 1919, though also now associated with Jan
Struther's hymn ‘Lord of all hopefulness'.
Sermon:
2 Samuel 11:26-12:13a; Psalm 51; John 6:24-35; Ephesians 4:1-16
Download this sermon as an MP3 (8.71 MB)
I probably made that miracles inspector less sympathetic than I might have done - sorry,
Marion! - but her problem is the same problem that all of us face in life: how can we tell
what's true and what's not? It used to be the case that if we didn't know something, we
looked it up or asked the experts. That worked when we trusted books and experts to tell
the complete, unvarnished truth. Then people realised that every book is written from a
particular angle, and every expert comes from a particular background. That's fine when we
know what their bias is - I'd not expect to go to Gordon Brown's office and get an objective
view of David Cameron - but it does make finding out the truth a lot more complicated than
it used to be. And these days, authority figures we can unquestioningly trust to tell the truth
are few and far between: MPs are tarnished with the expenses scandals; even young
people's leaders have to prove their trustworthiness by regular CRB checks.
It must have been easier in King David's time. The king was appointed by God, through
God's prophet, and with prophetic help, as we've heard in our reading from the Hebrew
Bible this morning, he ruled the country justly and wisely. Or not. In fact, it seems to me that
human nature has changed little between then and now. We need, like God's prophet
Nathan, the ability to see clearly beyond our own background and experience, and even our
own advantage, to God's truth; and, like God's king David, the ability to admit when it is our
own folly God's truth condemns.
Of course, another possibility these days is to take the approach adopted by the inspector of
miracles: default disbelief. Convince me this is true! I suspect for us this is a hangover from

the last two centuries when scientific experimental truth was the only sort of truth that
counted. Happily people - including scientists! - have realised since that while it is
reasonable to ask for evidence, defining truth only as what can be proved by repeated
physical experiment cuts out a whole lot of reality. How could friendship, for example, be
measured or described in such terms? Yet it is one of the enduring realities of life.
Yet the inspector is right, though anachronistic, to warn us against snake-oil merchants. The
term describes travelling salesmen in American who used to offer traditional medicines to
cure all life's ills, secure in the knowledge that the next day they would be riding out of town
before anyone could realise they'd been duped and their money taken by a con-artist. And
religious faith can be used in this way, as can any deeply-felt conviction, to benefit those
who are whipping it up for their own purposes.
Anyone who has seen footage of the Nuremberg rallies when Hitler addressed the German
people, promising the future pride and greatness of Germany in a way calculated to
increase his own personality cult, will realise how hard it can be to tell truth from lies when
the lies offered reflect what we would dearly love to believe. And yet our own deepest
desires are not to be scorned as a way to finding the truth, for God made every part of us,
not just our brains or our hands. For a while we can be duped by manufacturers and
advertisers into believing this gadget, this holiday will make our lives perfect; but only until
we possess it. When our unease remains, we can be sure that though without material
things we would perish, they cannot satisfy us either.
What will satisfy our hunger, then? Hearing and telling the truth can help, as David
discovered. If we have spent a lifetime thinking ourselves either utterly worthless or totally
perfect, and have turned all our energies to supporting that false idea of who we are,
maintaining that lie can be draining, endangering our mental or physical health. Hearing and
confessing the truth that we are imperfect beings, whom God still loves, may come as an
enormous relief. Yet truth can also be used as a weapon of war. Doesn't your heart sink
when you hear the phrase: ‘To tell the truth...' or ‘To be honest...' ? So often it seems to
signal someone offering us an unpleasant truth as they see it, often about a third party who
is not there to hear the accusation against them. If we have hard truths to tell, we need to
tell them to the person concerned, as Nathan did to David, not to a sympathetic audience
who will pass on our views without any risk of unpleasantness to ourselves. Yet truth
without love can be deadly.
Paul has evidently come across conflict in the church at Ephesus, or he would not write as
he does. Live together with all humility and gentleness! he tells them. Have patience,
bearing with one another in love! Make every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the
bond of peace! Tell the truth in love! How can they, how can we keep up this difficult
balance between truth and love? Because we Christians are one, but also many. We are one
in Christ, because - as we were reminded last week - every Christian life is founded on
Christ's life, death and resurrection. We all enter through one baptism. We all worship the
one God. But we are also very different from one another. Our backgrounds, our
personalities, our experiences are different, which means that we each see truth in a unique
way. And this is no mistake on God's part; no, God has given each of us, including you,
unique gifts in order to strengthen and build up the whole church, the body of Christ in this
place, so that together we can show the world who Jesus is.
For if we are tempted to think these truths, this love is for us alone, we are living the most
dangerous lie of all: that God only cares for us. It was David's delusion that God cared so
much for him that he should have whosever wife he fancied; but God spoke up for Uriah,

the cuckolded husband David put into the front line so he should die and leave Bathsheba
free for himself to marry. It might be our delusion that because God cares for our needs,
material and spiritual, we need not concern ourselves overly much for the needs of those
who live and work beyond our church. But the reverse is true. I hope it is already your
experience, for some of you through decades of faithful commitment, that Jesus is the
bread, the nourishment of our lives; the water without which our spirits cannot survive. In
joy we praise him, in remorse we turn to him for forgiveness, when we are in need, we look
to him for help. And when we leave these doors, we will discover neighbours and strangers
like the woman in our theme introduction, people who are just as hungry for truth and for
love as we ourselves are, who are wondering whether Jesus can satisfy the hunger within
them. All we need to do is invite them to come and find out the truth for themselves.
Eighth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
26 July, 2009
I hesitate to say it's summer, in case it starts to rain, but it's surely picnic season, so I
thought we'd have a mini-church picnic today.
I hope you were all given a bag as you came in, with some sweets in? Everybody got a bag?
Yes? Everyone got some sweets in their bag? No? Oh dear, how can we fix this? [share]
Are we sorted now? Oh no, I've just thought. Can everyone here eat sweets, or do we have
some diabetics among us? Can anyone help? [nuts]. Well, once you've found something you
like, feel free to nibble!
This reminds me of one of the stories about Jesus, when he was on a picnic with his friends,
which we'll hear now from the Gospel of John.
Reading: John 6:1-14
We don't all start out with the same gifts. Some of us had more money when we were
growing up than others; some of us could run faster; some were more naturally patient, and
that all makes a difference to us. That's why some of your bags were empty, some had
sweets in and some had nuts instead. But in real life, no one starts out in life with a
completely empty bag; because even before we're born, God loves each of us; there's
nothing we could do that would stop that. And God has given each of us gifts to share with
others.
There are two gifts everybody has, if we choose to exercise them. And they go together:
generosity and gratitude. Everyone can be generous with something, whether it's giving
time to listen to someone else, energy to help someone or even sharing bread and fish on a
picnic. And everybody can be grateful, if we develop the habit of noticing the generosity of
others, and appreciating it.
I'm grateful for the generosity of so many in this church who've helped me in many quiet
ways, as well as all those who work so hard to keep our community going. And I'm sure you
too have things you're grateful for. As a quick exercise, I'd like you to turn now to someone
sitting near you and tell them about one thing that's happened to you in the last week, or
the last month, for which you're grateful: someone giving you something when they didn't
have to do so. It could be a smile on the bus; it could be a helping hand; it could be any
number of things. As you've already shared your sweets, I'd like you now to share your
appreciation of someone's generosity to you. And I'd like you to remember what you say,
because in a while we'll be saying thanks to God, the generous giver who has made us
generous too.

Hymns:
R&S 406 comes from a longer hymn by Horatius Bonar, a 19th-century Scottish minister and
Moderator of Assembly who spent his ministry in Edinburgh. The tune Richmond, written by
Thomas Haweis, first appeared in 1792.
Crowds followed Yesu was written by Tom Colvin, a Church of Scotland missionary in
Malawi, in the 1950s. The tune Amazing Grace is so familiar as to need no commentary.
R&S 636 is also a contemporary hymn by F Pratt Green, first published in 1971. The tune
Breslau, however, is much older, deriving from a 15th-century German folksong; Breslau is
the capital of Silesia (now Wroclaw in Poland).
R&S 42 is another F Pratt Green hymn; this prolific hymn-writer comes from a Methodist
background. The tune East Acklam is named after a Yorkshire village to which the composer,
Francis Jackson, retired.
Sermon:
2 Kings 4:38-44; Psalm 145:10-18; John 6:1-14; Ephesians 3:14-21
I think I may owe you all an apology. Ever since, at our last church meeting, some people
seemed to be of the opinion that within ten years we'd not be here as a church, I've been
worrying about what we should do, and as a result it may have felt of recent weeks as
though you were being got at from the pulpit. If that is so, I do apologise. But this last week
I've been away on retreat in Manchester, taking time to unwind, to eat, sleep and pray, and
I want to share with you now some of the thinking I've been doing while I was away.
I don't know if you've ever been away on an individually guided retreat - if you've not, I
recommend it to you - but the way it works is this: after the initial meeting, once a day you
meet with someone who gives you a Bible passage or two to pray over, and the rest of the
day is yours: to pray by walking or reading or painting or thinking in silence about what
you've been given. And the passage I was given on arrival carries right on from a very old
friend indeed: Paul's prayer in Chapter 1 of his letter to Ephesus, when he asks God on
behalf of the church there that they may know the hope to which they have been called,
and the riches of God's inheritance for them among the saints. Those of you with excellent
memories may remember that this reading came in my first Sunday with you, on May 8th
2005, when I prayed that prayer for us all. But the passage I was given on my retreat, to my
great surprise - with no hints on my part! - turned out to be the reading from Ephesians we
have heard this morning. And as it's not a long reading, I'm going to repeat it now for you, in
the Jerusalem Bible version I was using on retreat:
This, then, is what I pray, kneeling before the Father, from whom every family, whether
spiritual or natural, takes its name:
Out of his infinite glory, may he give you the power through his Spirit for your hidden self to
grow strong, so that Christ may live in your hearts through faith, and then, planted in love
and built on love, you will with all the saints have strength to grasp the breadth and the
length, the height and the depth: until, knowing the love of Christ, which is beyond all
knowledge, you are filled with the utter fullness of God.
Glory be to him whose power, working in us, can do infinitely more than we can ask or
imagine; glory be to him from generation to generation in the Church and in Christ Jesus for
ever and ever. Amen .
I used to take Paul's prayer as my prayer for you all. But last week I took it as Paul's prayer
for me, as a Christian rather than as a minister, someone just as much in need of God's
strength and guidance as ever I was when, as a church member, I sat where you are sitting
now. And last week I heard it as if for the first time. My hidden self - that I took to be the

self that I bring to prayer, the self I hide from others as too vulnerable for public display; the
self whom God has made unique and called to follow Jesus; my best self. And it is through
the power of God's spirit that this self of mine, and this self of yours, is to grow strong. Not
through the latest management techniques, or the oldest theology, come to that; not
through hard work or long hours or worrying; but through reliance on God's spirit, trust in
Christ's desire to live in us.
This may sound like pious waffle, or even emotional manipulation. How can we produce in
ourselves such faith, such trust in the power of God? The answer is, of course, that we
cannot; but we need not try, if we accept the Christian claim that God's unconditional love
for us - not for humanity at large, but for me, for you, in all our individuality - is true. The
metaphors in this passage of being planted and built on love are powerful. Our roots go
down into the rich soil of God's love. Our lives are founded on the immovable rock of God's
love. From our creation in God's image, to Jesus' sharing of the whole human experience, to
the Spirit's new life within us, the Christian record tells this story. Our part is to choose
whether to take it seriously, or to dismiss it as wish-fulfilment.
Yet we do not have to take this leap of faith unaided. Protestant churches have traditionally
been rather embarrassed by the idea of saints, seen as haloed semi-supernatural beings
who seem to get in the way of our own relationship with God. But if we think of the saints
as friends who have gone before us into a fuller experience of God's love, people whose
generosity has mirrored that of God for us, and made us realise that we are lovable, that's
another story. I'm sure you can think of people, some in this congregation, who through the
years have shown you by the strength of their love what God is like. I know I can, in my
short time with you so far.
If we were, all of us, to be completely convinced that God loved us, what difference would
that make to your life? How would it affect our life as a church? Like Philip and Andrew in
our Gospel reading, I know that so often I am tempted to think in terms of scarcity. We have
only so many people. We have only so much time. We have only so much energy. Let's not
take too many risks, in case something goes wrong. Blessed are those who don't expect too
much, for they will not be disappointed.
Yet our God is not like that. The bank of God's love for us and for all will never go bust,
because there is an endless supply. As our psalm testifies, The eyes of all look to you, and
you give them their food in due season. You open your hand, satisfying the desire of every
living thing. God is the sower who goes on scattering seed on the path as well as the rich
ground, because there is always more where that came from and harvest can come from
the most unpromising ground. God is the power behind the fields ripening with corn, each
head heavy with grain from just one seed fallen into the earth. God is the source of all
human love and generosity, sometimes shown in the most unexpected places by the most
unlikely people. And God's power, working within us, is able to turn us too into mirrors of
God's loving generosity, doing through us more than we could ask or even imagine.
In our Hebrew Bible reading, a prophet of God threw a party in the midst of famine, saving
his fellow prophets from food poisoning when one of them contributed the wrong sort of
leaves for the pot, and unexpectedly shared his part of the harvest offering with a hundred
guests. God's generosity to us urges us to be equally generous to others beyond our
number, people whose paper bag seems to be empty, but may hold just what we need. And
if God's generosity is the lifeblood of this place, I need fear no further how to ensure our
survival, though our November church meeting will be looking at the way ahead; for
whether we die or live, we belong to God. My concern will be my and our obedience to

God's calling here and now. Glory be to God from generation to generation, in this
congregation and in Christ Jesus. Amen.
Seventh Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
19 July, 2009
Mark 6:30-34, 53-56
Does anyone here remember a TV programme called Call my bluff? There were two teams
of three people, and each had a hard word from the dictionary that they had to guess its
meaning. But the other team had to give two made-up definitions as well as the real one, so
two of the three people who explained what the word meant were always bluffing, hoping
the other team would believe their wrong explanation of what the word meant. And for
some reason, one of the made-up definitions always seemed to be a disease of sheep. So I
grew up thinking sheep must have an awful lot of diseases - scrapie, footrot, mastitis, these
days even bluetongue. And that means shepherds must have a lot of work to do, keeping
their sheep healthy and happy.
One of the names we give Jesus is the good shepherd, not because he looked after sheep,
but because he cared about people and looked after them the way a shepherd cares for
sheep. In the story about Jesus we've just heard, he starts off by looking after his good
friends, the people who've chosen to leave behind their homes and their families to travel
with him. If you were here a fortnight ago, you'll remember how he sent them all off in pairs
to tell other people about him, and how they did wonderful things, healing people in body
and mind. But now they've come back, and they're exhausted. So Jesus, the good shepherd,
sees how tired his friends are, and tells them to come away from the crowds with him and
get some rest.
Maybe that's something some of us need to hear as Jesus' friends today. Many of us lead
very busy lives, whether we're working for money, or looking after family, or helping other
people. But being very busy's not always good for us, because we get tired. When I get tired,
I start to forget things and I get cross with people. I don't know what happens when you get
tired, but I bet it's no fun. So sometimes we need to get away from everything and everyone
and have some quiet time on our own with Jesus, whether it's first thing in the morning, last
thing at night or even going away on retreat for a few days, as I'll be doing this coming
week.
Their time of rest didn't last very long, because people caught up with Jesus; they wanted to
hear what he had to say, and they wanted him to make them better, just as sheep have to
rely on their shepherd to make them well when they get diseases. And from our story, we
can tell that Jesus' reputation for making people better was spreading through the whole
area. Even people who couldn't walk were being brought on mats to where he was.
Imagine being sick in the time of Jesus, travelling over a bumpy road, in a wagon if you were
lucky, or dragged on a mat if you weren't so well off, just to have a chance to be healed by
him. People went through a lot of pain and discomfort because they believed he could make
them better. And as we know from our own experiences of being ill, getting better isn't
always easy or pain-free. Sometimes it involves breaking and remaking a joint that isn't
working properly. Sometimes it means putting poisonous chemicals into our system. Yet
because we want to get better, we are prepared to trust our doctors and to go through
difficulty and pain to be healed of what is wrong with us.
You can be thankful I don't know much about diseases of sheep, so I can't tell you much

about their symptoms. But what about diseases of people, or even churches? Do we think
Jesus is able to do anything about what is wrong with us today, or are the stories about him
out of date?
Doctors and hospitals, thank God, can cure our bodies and our minds. But sometimes we
are sick in heart because we cannot forgive someone who has hurt us badly. Sometimes we
are suffering from fear or hatred or loss, pains which can eat us away from inside and make
our bodies hurt too. And then we need the help of Jesus, our good shepherd, to heal our
spirits and make us able to trust and love and live again.
What about churches? What sort of health check might we need as Jesus' flock here at St
Andrew's? Do you remember the foot and mouth outbreak that happened a few years ago,
when sheep couldn't be moved because they might give each other the disease if they did?
One television picture I remember from that time showed a field that was little more than
mud, because the sheep in it had eaten every little blade of grass but couldn't move on.
That's a very different picture from Jesus' day, when the shepherd was always moving the
sheep on to good pastureland and clean water. So I'm going to give you a few questions to
think about, to think about how well people at St Andrew's are prepared to move on with
Jesus and to share his love with others.
• When new people come to church, do we make an effort to get to know them, or are we
only interested in being with our friends?
• Are there things we defend as our own - our own seat, our own role in church life - or do
we welcome others?
• Are we happy to learn more about our faith, or would we rather stick with what we know
already?
You might well protest that religion is meant to make us feel better, not worse; to comfort
us, not to disturb us. But because Jesus is our good shepherd, he does both. He comforts us
when we hurt. But he also challenges us to trust him and follow him into difficult places,
because sometimes that's needed for our healing and our happiness.
Hymns:
R&S 645 focusses on those who are sick - but, as the Companion to Rejoice and Sing
reflects, ‘everyone is in need of some degree of blessing, forgiveness, healing, courage and
renewal, and therefore qualifies as sick'. The tune Diva servatrix has the intriguing title
‘Saviour Goddess', possibly referring to the high view Roman Catholic Christians take of the
role of Mary, Jesus' mother, in our salvation.
Loving Shepherd of thy sheep is a hymn often learned at school, but the obedience to God's
will which this prayer requests is not always a comfortable, cosy experience and can require
a mature level of faith in times of hardship. The composer of the tune Battishill (which was
given his own name) was, appropriately enough, rector of Sheepwash in Devon.
R&S 646 published by retired URC minister Fred Kaan in 1974, highlights the necessity of
mutual care and shepherding within the church, rather than focussing only on the desire for
God to meet our own needs. The tune Acceptance was written specifically for this hymn.
R&S 650 is our most recent hymn, written by another URC minister, David Fox, in March
1986, under the title ‘Reconciliation'. The tune Gonfalon Royal was composed around 1902
for use at Harrow School with the hymn ‘As royal banners are unfurled', hence the name
Gonfalon Royal (a gonfalon being an old Norman word for a military banner).
Sermon:
Jeremiah 23:1-6; Psalm 23; Mark 6:30-34, 53-56; Ephesians 2:11-22
We come up against this question from time to time in our readings, a burning question for

the first Christians yet one that makes little sense to us today: what on earth are we meant
to be doing about the Gentiles? Jesus our leader is Jewish. All his first followers are Jewish.
He worshipped in the synagogue. He told us that what's in our hearts is more important
than what goes into our mouths, but even so, we keep God's laws about food and
everything else - we've been brought up that way. But here come people who want to know
more about Jesus, but who don't give two hoots about our ancient way of living and don't
see why they should become like us in order to follow our Lord. What do we do about
them? Do we say, you have to become like us if you're to join us? Or do we let them join us
anyway, even though they don't understand or respect much of where we're coming from,
even though that may mean changing really important things about who we are?
In our reading this morning, the writer - who may or may not be Paul - is addressing
newcomers in the church at Ephesus, the non-Jewish Gentiles: men who have never been
circumcised as every Jewish male is, at a very young age; women who know nothing about
keeping a kosher kitchen. And he doesn't pull his punches. You come from a very different
culture from ours, he reminds them. Once you knew nothing about the God my people had
worshipped for centuries or God's promises to our people. Then, you were complete
outsiders. But now, he goes on, because of Jesus, we are no longer two peoples, divided by
religion, culture, expectations. Now we are one people. And he gives them lots of pictures
of this. They are one body in Christ, fellow citizens in God's kingdom, all part of God's
household, stones in a living temple built to God's glory on the foundations of God's
prophets and those who first knew Jesus; all of them together supported by Jesus, the
cornerstone; all of them together making a place where God chooses to live.
The union turned into a Gentile takeover - now hardly any Christians are of Jewish birth - so
it was generous of Jewish Christians to take that risk.
Had they not done so, Christianity might well have turned into a footnote in history, a
Jewish reform movement that had its day and died. But because the first Jewish Christians,
like Paul, were willing to risk their beloved traditions to welcome others who were different
from them, Christianity grew and prospered, and in time became the bedrock of our lives.
That's an old, old story. Yet it is also a story of our time, of St Andrew's Church in Sheffield.
For in every generation, Christian communities must decide which is more important to
them: where they have been or where they are going. Sometimes culture is a matter of
geography. When Dr Jim Coleman, the Training Officer for the Yorkshire Synod, came to
speak with the Elders a few months ago, he told us of a church in England he had served
with a strong Presbyterian identity and many Scottish members. Like our own church, it had
run out of new Scots. That church decided that while they still felt Presbyterian, they didn't
feel so strongly about being Scottish, so they welcomed members from Presbyterian
churches in very different cultures, such as Ghana and South Korea, and shared power
within the church. That changed the way their church looked, sounded and functioned, but
it is alive and flourishing.
Yet you don't even need geography for different cultures within churches; all you need is
the passage of time. When I help at the Broomhall Homework Club,
I realise how differently children learn now from when I was at school; those of you who
have families may have reflected on this too. Many of you here will have learned by rote,
from a teacher at the front of the class giving lecture-style lessons. Those in paid
employment now may have learned through discussion and making presentations to the
class themselves, while children today learn individually through computers and the
Internet. Yet the way we learn in church is heavily weighted towards the older end of the

age spectrum, with the lecture sermon taking pride of place. When we have discussed our
faith during worship, I always have positive comments from students, who find it an exciting
way to learn, alongside negative comments from longer established members, who are not
used to behaving this way in church and find it uncomfortable.
Several people have asked me whether these Vision4Life services are imposed from on high
by the national URC, and I am forced to lead worship in this way. This is not at all the case.
The URC would never force ministers to lead worship in one particular way, and if they tried,
I would never comply. I have led worship in this way from time to time to make our church
more accessible to people of all generations and cultures, not just the majority.
Yet I am painfully aware that in offering worship which helps some in our church to grow in
their faith, I run the risk of alienating others, whose expectations of worship have been
shaped by a lifetime of faithful attendance. And my responsibility is particularly pressing
when I hear our reading from Jeremiah this morning. Woe to the shepherds who destroy
and scatter the sheep of my pasture, says God. The Jewish people in exile had been abused
by their leaders, responsible for the bad decisions which had taken them into exile,
scattering them among the nations. But God promised to gather them and unite them
again, under one leader, David's descendant.
We Christians believe that God kept that promise in Jesus, our good shepherd. Yet when
Jesus came, he disrupted the order and unity of religion. He healed Gentiles as well as Jews.
He spoke to Samaritans. He befriended women and children, tax-collectors and prostitutes
as well as Pharisees. He united people not by trying to make them all the same, but by
reconciling everyone with God. For whether we're Scots or English, old or young, women or
men, rich or poor, none of us can live up to God's perfection; each of us, in our own
particular way, needs the forgiveness and healing that Jesus offers. How can he offer that
forgiveness and healing? A complex mixture of power and culture and fear led to his
innocent death on the cross; motivations in which we too share, part of our humanity. Yet in
spite of that supreme human destructiveness, Jesus never stopped loving or forgiving or
accepting us, and nor did God. That foundation of Jesus' death and his life-giving
resurrection, in which as Christians we all share, is how we can learn to accept one another,
different though we are, as a family, and to become, together, a place where God chooses
to live.
Sixth Sunday after Pentecost: Calvin Anniversary Sunday
Service Date:
12 July, 2009
Last year some of us had the chance to go and see Cousin John, the musical written by John
Earwicker of St Mark's Church about the life of John the Baptist. Myself, I only got to see the
DVD of the performance, but one actor who stuck in my mind was Salome, Herodias'
daughter, the one who danced for her daddy with bloodthirsty results. So with thanks to
John Earwicker and to Mark's Gospel, here's one take on Salome's story.
I never liked that John man. Long beard, looked down his nose at me, scowled whenever we
met. You could tell he thought I was a typical teenage girl - frivolous, head stuffed full of
fashion and boyfriends and nothing else. Well, when I was anywhere near him, I did rather
play that up. He looked as if he never had any fun - but that didn't mean he had the right to
spoil it for everyone else. And the way he talked was so bo-ring. On and on for hours and
hours about politics and how the king should behave and who the king should and shouldn't
marry.

The only reason I listened to any of it, to be honest, was that my step-father Herod was the
king, because he'd married my mum after my own dad, his brother, had died. I think he
must have had a guilty conscience, or why should Herod care what some stupid desert
prophet thought about him? After all, if you're the king, you make the laws, right? No one
tells kings what to do, especially if they're going to drag God into it. Because that was what
this man John did, on and on and on. What God wanted, what God didn't want. I began to
think his God was as boring as he was.
After a while, it started getting on Mum's nerves too. I mean, what woman wants to hear
her marriage is a sham and her husband should divorce her? Really rude, I thought John was
- kept on muttering something weird about ‘the monstrous regiment of women'? Whatever.
But I knew Mum wouldn't take it lying down. So when it came to my birthday party, she and
I hatched a little plot together.
I go to dancing classes, and I'm not half bad if I say so myself. I mean, the teacher has to say
I'm wonderful because I'm the king's daughter and she'd be thrown in prison otherwise, but
I still am pretty good when I do my Michael Jackson routine. You should have heard all those
VIPs clapping. And when silly old Herod did his ‘anything up to half my kingdom!' stuff, Mum
and me knew just what to ask for. Horrid old John's head on a plate, that's what. It was a bit
gory, when the soldiers came back and gave it to me. Even though he was dead, his eyes
sort of looked through me, and for a moment I felt like everything had gone pear-shaped.
But no more boring lectures about how to be good from John, anyway! Only my dad tells
me what to do. And he's dead anyway, so what's the point in having rules? I can choose
what I want as well as any grown-up can, and no one can stop me having fun. It's my right,
having fun. Except that everyone looks at me out of the corner of their eye, almost as if
they're scared of me. And I'm not sleeping too well just now.
I wonder who you were sympathising with in that story, whose part you might imagine
yourself taking?
• Herod, trying to rule a kingdom under the Romans, caught up in power struggles but with
half an uneasy eye on God and what this prophet John said about what was right and
wrong?
• Herodias, his wife, who'd already lost one husband and didn't want some religious nutter
cutting her off from the support of another?
• Salome, bored to tears with grown-ups who wouldn't let her have a good time, but still
shocked when things went too far?
• Or John, speaking truth to power, and refusing to shut up, however bad things got for
him?
His story is a good one for us to think about today, when we're remembering John Calvin,
whose 500th birthday we are celebrating today. The two Johns have quite a lot in common,
quite apart from their name. They were interested in political and religious reform. They
wouldn't keep quiet just because powerful people told them to shut up. They got into
trouble with the civil authorities - the first time Calvin tried to make Geneva in Switzerland a
city run according to God's laws, the city council showed him the door, and he never did
manage to shut down all the pubs and turn them into coffee shops instead. And, as you can
tell from that last example, a lot of people are inclined to think of them both as partypoopers, dour and solemn people who didn't want any fun themselves and tried to stop
other people having a good time too.
In both cases, we as Christians and people from a Presbyterian heritage are likely to see the

other side of the story. We admire John for sticking to his principles as well as for being the
first public figure to recognise Jesus' ministry and tell others to follow him. We admire John
Calvin, and John Knox after him, for being properly serious and not frivolous about religion,
for challenging the societies of their day to take God seriously in the public street as well as
in churches and in homes.
But I can't help feeling sorry for Salome if - as John Earwicker guesses - she was no sultry
temptress throwing off seven veils but a mixed-up teenage girl whose father was dead,
trying to make sense of the power struggles of the dangerous court in which she was
growing up. Young people growing up today without either the restraints or the safety nets
that many of you had in your younger years, need our support, not finger-pointing
condemnation. And we do better to admit our own faults than to feel smug about those of
other people.
So as we celebrate John Calvin, let us never, as some Calvinists may have done, be tempted
to become caricatures of God's prophets, stern and relentless in condemning and chasing
down sinners. Let us be followers of Jesus, to whom both Johns point us, whose promise is
forgiveness and whose command is love.
Hymns:
R&S 712 is a well-known metrical version of Psalm 100, hence the name of the tune, ‘The
Old Hundredth'. William Kethe, who put the psalm into metric form, was a Scottish
clergyman who was exiled for his faith. He spent time in Geneva, where he helped to
translate the Geneva Bible, especially the psalms. The tune was written by Louis Bourgeois,
a French composer who was jailed in Geneva for putting new tunes to old hymns and only
released after Calvin's intervention.
R&S 669 is also a psalm - Psalm 1 - following Calvin's desire that only psalms should be sung
in Christian worship. It is a modern paraphrase by Erik Routley, once organist at Mansfield
College, Oxford, where the Minister trained for ordination. The tune Sri Lampang is a Thai
folk hymn, underlining the fact that there are churches of Presbyterian origin all over the
world.
R&S 501 is a sixteenth century hymn which has been attributed to Calvin himself, though
this is now in doubt. It was translated from French in the nineteenth century by Elizabeth
Smith. The tune set is Song 24, by Orlando Gibbons, a contemporary of the hymn's author
though a member of the established Church.
The true Church is found... comes from a twenty-first century Reformed theologian and
hymnodist, Alan Gaunt, first published in the latest issue of Reform, the URC monthly
magazine which everyone at St Andrew's should be reading. The Bard of Armagh is an Irish
traditional tune.
Sermon:
Amos 7:7-15; Psalm 24; Mark 6:14-29; Ephesians 1:3-14
If we're already thinking about prophets who lay down the law, Amos fits well into that
tradition. He comes to the main temple in the northern kingdom of Israel, at Bethel northerners didn't want to worship in the southern kingdom of Judah, at Jerusalem - and in
the hearing of Amaziah, the official chief priest, he passes on God's judgment on Israel. The
whole nation is out of true, like a wall built crooked, and Amos' words are like a plumbline
reminding people how they should be living. Oh yes, and there's a penalty: the whole
country is going to collapse, enemies will overrun it and everyone will go into exile.
Amaziah feels it's his patriotic duty to tell King Jereboam Amos' treacherous words, and tells
Amos, if he must be a prophet, to go off and bother the southerners instead. But Amos

refuses. He's not a prophet, he insists. It's not his tradition or his family business. If God
hadn't taken him away from his ordinary affairs, looking after herds and plantations, he'd
never have done it; but who can go against the power of God?
John Calvin may have had some fellow feeling with Amos. His father wanted him to train for
the Catholic priesthood, but he annoyed some powerful people in Paris and decided to train
as a lawyer instead, leaving France when he got into big trouble with the Catholic
authorities. Because of his scholarship Calvin was asked by his friend Farel to move to
Geneva to help reform the church there. Apart from being shown the door once by the city
council, he stayed there the rest of his life, writing books of theology and Bible
commentaries, trying to make Geneva into God's perfect city. Yet he had never intended to
be a reformer. Life would be much more comfortable for us if Amos and Calvin - and John
the Baptist, come to that - had been professional prophets, coming from a long line of
people trained up specially for the job. That way we could breathe a sigh of relief and leave
all thoughts of changing our world into God's world to the professionals. But if God speaks
to amateurs, could God be speaking to us too?
Leaving that for you to consider, let's look in a little more detail at what Calvin thought; but
don't panic, you've not let yourselves in for an hour's lecture! One good way to get into his
way of thinking is to look at the very beginning of the catechism about the basics of
Christianity he wrote for children to learn by heart when they were preparing for church
membership. Listen:
Minister: What is the chief end of man?
Child: It is to know God his creator.
Minister: What reason have you for this answer?
Child: Because God has created us and placed us in this world that he may be glorified in us.
And it is certainly right, as he is the author of our life, that it should advance his glory.
And it goes on that way for chapters and chapters.
As far as Calvin is concerned, because God has created us - and please don't get hung up on
creationism here!, that's not his point - relationship with God should be our chief purpose in
life, motivating all that we say, do and are.
I can't really imagine someone like Salome, the stroppy teenager demanding to have fun
and John the Baptist's head on a platter, finding it easy to become Calvin's perfect
catechism candidate. Most of us will find ourselves somewhere on the spectrum between
the two. But everything Calvin believed and taught, whether it's about original sin, our
inevitable lapses from God's perfection, or about predestination, God's supreme power over
our destiny, derives from his basic conviction of God's total authority over the whole of
creation, including human society.
This is not always easy for us to hear, faithful churchgoers though we may be. Society
teaches us that science will one day be able to solve all our problems, that we can go on
using up the world's resources with no bill to pay, that whatever we human beings choose
to have, we deserve to have and will have. But in the long run, I reckon Calvin's reminder
that ‘man proposes, God disposes' is more realistic - though that should never stop us from
trying to improve this world while we are in it, and many good Presbyterians and other
Calvinists have worked their socks off doing just that.
But where does Calvin think we can get the inspiration and the stamina even to aspire to
live as God wants, let alone managing it day by day? Easy: he's a Reformer, so he takes us
back to the words of the Bible, pointing us to Christ. And our reading from Ephesians is a
good example of that. David Hill tells me that in the Greek all this is one long, breathless

sentence - though I implored him to use an English translation so he didn't run out of breath
- and we can see why the writer is getting so excited about his topic. The Christians in
Ephesus, a small and struggling church among many religions and cults in central Asia, are
being reminded that it is not our idea but God's that we should follow Jesus; that it is God
who will give us all the resources - forgiveness for past mistakes, wisdom for present choices
and the hope of future transformation - we need. And if our own faith or hope or love run
low, God has given us external resources: the love of others in this church, the sustenance
of Communion, which Calvin would have liked to celebrate every week, and the power of
God's Spirit within us, connecting us with Jesus.
Calvin would have laughed to scorn the modern idea that religion is a private matter; for
him, every part of life, from work to leisure to worship, was holy to God. And five hundred
years after his birth, we can be thankful for his insistence that God reigns supreme. Yet in
some ways Calvin is a strange ancestor for us to have. I suspect many of us, though our
church comes from the Presbyterian tradition, have never read or heard much about his
thought or that of or his disciple, John Knox, whose influence on our churches in Scotland
and Ireland has been so enormous. He comes across in popular culture as a condemnatory
killjoy - not precisely an attractive role model. But to be fair, I think he would have been
horrified at being a role model at all. Like John the Baptist and Amos before him, his
intention was to point people towards a life orientated on God, a life he reckoned was the
best a human being could get. This approach may put us in danger of becoming so adept at
pointing out failings, others' or our own, that we despair of humanity. But then we only
need to remember Jesus: God's supreme power, who yet chose to become powerless for
love of us and of all.
Fifth Sunday after Pentecost: Holy Communion
Service Date:
5 July, 2009
Mark 6:1-13
Peter: Um, Jesus?
Jesus: Yes, Peter?
Peter: You know what you just told us, that stuff about going out in twos and entering
houses and proclaiming things about turning round and coming back to God?
Jesus: If you don't want to go with Andrew, you can always pair up with someone else.
Peter: No, it's not that, John's said I can go with him. It's something else.
Jesus: Well?
Peter: This is going to sound really horrible, and I don't mean it that way, but... how on
earth can you send us out like that after how they treated you in the synagogue just now? I
could see how much it hurt when that idiot started going on about your mother, and
dragging your whole family into it. And that saying you came out with about prophets
being... what was it?
Jesus: Prophets are not without honour, except in their home town, and among their own
kin, and in their own house.
Peter: Well, that was right on the money. You could see from their expressions you couldn't
do anything to impress them. And the worst thing was, they were right! All you did was heal
a few people. I've seen you do so much more - remember that little girl you brought back
from death? And now you're asking us to put ourselves on the line to be laughed at like
that?

Jesus: Peter, remember when I first called you?
Peter: We were out fishing. I remember we'd just thrown out our nets, and you came along
and interrupted Andrew and me. And then you said something so weird I had to take notice.
Jesus: Namely?
Peter: Come with me, you said, and I'll show you how to catch people instead of fish.
Jesus: And what did you make of that?
Peter: I remember thinking, He'll need a much bigger net.
Jesus: Preserve me from literalists!
Peter: But I know you can't have meant that really. You must have been talking about God's
kingdom.
Jesus: Good, Peter! Why do you say that?
Peter: Every time you say something I don't understand, you're talking about God's
kingdom. But as well as that...
Jesus: Stop teasing me, Peter!
Peter: Well, it seems to me you're putting out little ideas about what it's going to be like in
God's kingdom, and waiting to see what our reaction is - like a fisherman casting out bait to
see what bites. Every year of my life I've seen sowers at work in the fields, but it took you to
show me that's how God works too, spreading good news patiently in every sort of soil,
time after time, and seeing what grows.
Jesus: You're getting the hang of it!
Peter: But not everyone wants to take notice of what you say and do. That crowd in
Nazareth, all they saw was a local boy grown too big for his boots. I see God's power at work
in you. And that scares me.
Jesus: Why?
Peter: Because I'm not like you. I'm ordinary. I don't know God the way you do, and I can't
tell anyone else about God the way you can. If you send me off to talk about God, all I can
do is get it wrong. And I hate not being able to do things right.
Jesus: Do you remember the man who couldn't walk, whose friends let him down through
your roof?
Peter: Do I remember! It took me three days to mend that roof.
Jesus: Do you remember what I said that caused such a fuss?
Peter: You said... hold on... you told the man his sins were forgiven. The Pharisees didn't like
that. Only God can forgive sins, they said. But you said what was harder, healing him or
forgiving his sins? And you told him to walk off with his bed, so looks like you did have the
authority to forgive him.
Jesus: You know what happened. So you know I can forgive people who make mistakes even you! But how are people who weren't there going to know, unless someone tells
them?
Peter: So that's why you're sending us out, because we know what you've told us about
God, and we can tell other people?
Jesus: Got it in one!
Peter: But what if it's like Nazareth, and they're not interested?
Jesus: It hurt when they didn't believe in me at home, but God never comes into someone's
life uninvited. If they're not interested, just walk away and talk to someone else instead.
Peter: I still don't feel I can do this.
Jesus: When you first went fishing, did you catch a lot?
Peter: I was so nervous, it was amazing I caught anything at all! But my dad knew a good

place to go, not too far out, and we made a good day's catch. I learned everything I know
about fishing from the old man.
Jesus: Peter, try trusting your heavenly Father too, and give this trip a go. You may be
surprised at the results!
Hymns:
R&S 495 written by Love Maria Willis has been compared with Psalm 23, though it focuses
on the life of the pilgrim rather than God's provision. The tune Sussex was adapted by Ralph
Vaughan Williams from an English traditional melody.
R&S 518, a more modern way of describing our reliance on God, was copyrighted in 1975,
words and tune, by Jenny Hewer.
R&S 454 is by far the oldest of our hymns today, translated by Alan Gaunt from the fourthcentury Liturgy of St James. In the Orthodox liturgy it is sung immediately before bread and
wine are brought in. The tune Picardy comes from 17th century France.
Called to your service is one of Alan Gaunt's own compositions; the tune Som Stranden is of
Danish origin, by Lars Lundberg.
Sermon:
Mark 6:1-13; 2 Corinthians 12:2-10
Everyone has their weaknesses: and I'll tell you one of mine - no, not chocolate, you already
know about that. My weakness is wanting to do things well or not at all. If you're kind, you
may call it perfectionism; if you're not, you may mutter ‘control freak', but either way, it's
something I've had to get used to in myself. Why is that a weakness? you may wonder. Well,
if
I know I don't do something very well, I may be demotivated from moving out of my
comfort zone and trying at all. And some things just don't go right from day one, but take
time and effort and practice to get right. So
I keep a sharp eye on myself, in case I avoid trying things just because
I may get them wrong and look like an idiot in public. That, I tell myself firmly, wouldn't be
the end of the world.
We have no idea what Paul's weakness, his thorn in the flesh, may have been. Some people
speculate it was a disability, like the loss of eyesight, or a tendency to epilepsy; some that he
is referring to an opponent who won't stop attacking him - though surely that could never
happen in church circles? Anyway, it seems perfectly reasonable for Paul to ask God for its
removal: surely if this thorn weakens him, that means he can serve God less well? Three
times he appeals for God's help; but finally he concludes that, instead, he must learn to trust
God in his weakness as much as when he is feeling strong.
This is not an obvious conclusion. I've been watching some of Wimbledon, and the constant
call to poor Andy Murray was to strengthen his first serve. If you detect weakness in
yourself, surely you should eliminate it? If I were cynical, I might suggest Paul gives up
praying about his thorn in the flesh only when it became apparent that it is not going to
change and decides: what can't be cured, must be endured. Again, in this whole letter he is
trying to defend himself, seen by the Corinthian church as a spiritual weakling, against socalled superapostles who have impressed the congregation with their spiritual powers. But
there is more than this at work.
There is something very strange about the Christian way of portraying God through the
person of Jesus. Compared with the Muslim view of God as totally almighty, it doesn't make
sense. The creator of all that is chooses to enter creation as a baby. The wisdom of God
chooses to become a wandering teacher in a small backwater of the Roman Empire, whose

hearers can choose to jeer at or ignore him. The power of God chooses to demonstrate his
strength by hanging on a cross and being walled-up in a tomb. Incredible as it may seem,
the God whom we as Christians worship seems to find something valuable in weakness.
How can this be?
I don't know your weaknesses, but my guess is that like me you don't enjoy the way they
make you vulnerable. For that can be an invitation to others to attack and destroy. And is
God not the most powerful we can imagine, and more? What is the point of vulnerability for
God?
Maybe, just maybe, that incident in the synagogue at Nazareth, followed by Jesus'
instructions in how to start spreading good news about God, give us some insight. Jesus
could have chosen to make his message irresistible. Evidently he did not. He could have
given his followers superhuman powers of persuasion. But since the first Christians left in
the Gospel instructions about what to do when people rejected his message, we can deduce
he did not do that either. Instead, he left them free, as he leaves us free, to accept or reject
him and his teaching. God never pushes into someone's life unasked. God leaves us freedom
of manoeuvre. And we have room to exercise this freedom because of God's chosen
weakness.
At times, the Christian church has not been quick to follow Jesus on the path of weakness
and vulnerability. During the golden age of Christendom, ever since the Emperor
Constantine made Christianity a state religion, churches have been tempted to exert
political and moral power over people's lives. Some of our ancestors in the URC felt the
force of such power when we protested against having to use a particular prayer book, or to
follow the lead of bishops, and paid a heavy price for that protest.
Now churches are much more vulnerable than before, more vulnerable than at any time
since the days of Constantine. We have less money, we have less status, we have less
power. This congregation has known some of that increasing weakness; gone are the days
when the Master Cutler was one of our members and St Andrew's knew many of the city's
movers and shakers. Yet now, however painful our loss, I believe we are following Jesus
more faithfully than for the many years when our riches made Jesus' instructions about
travelling light difficult to follow.
What about the other main theme of our reading from Paul's second letter to Corinth? I
suspect that some here might find the visionary language of the Jewish mystical tradition
almost as difficult to take on board as the language of weakness. It is code for an experience
which cannot really be put into words. Indeed, as Paul hints, it may be wise not to make
such experience a matter of public comparison. As someone mentioned to me recently in
the context of talking about prayer, it's all too easy to come across as boastfully pious or
spiritually one-up, like Paul's superapostle opponents in Corinth. Yet we would be foolish to
cut off the possibility of God's communicating with us in our spiritual lives. John Calvin
believed that every time we receive Communion, God's Holy Spirit catches us up to heaven
to encounter God, and Christians from other traditions are also blessed by God's mystical
presence in the bread and wine we share. Such an idea may be out of our comfort zone; yet
if we can be inexpressibly blessed by contact with God through music or poetry, natural
beauty, human love or our sharing of bread and wine, may we not find that the whole world
acquires a mystical dimension, feeding our spirits?
And if we do dare to open ourselves to God in this way, it will become good news for us and
for others. For Christianity is no religion for masochists. We do not make ourselves weak to
please God. But there are advantages to our vulnerability. When we are feeling strong, in

need of no one's help, God may not be able to attract our attention. Yet when we are weak
through no choice of our own, God can touch and bless us with the strength we need - if we
give our permission. And that is a story others need to hear from us.
Fourth Sunday after Pentecost: Vision4Life Service - Remembering Jesus
Service Date:
28 June, 2009
Hymn (tune: Stories of Jesus)
1. Tell me the stories of Jesus I love to hear;
things I would ask him to tell me if he were here:
scenes by the wayside, tales of the sea,
stories of Jesus, tell them to me.
As you listen to the first of our stories of Jesus today, I should like you to bear the following
question in mind, because in a moment I'm going to ask you to split up into small groups as
we did for the last Vision4life service and discuss in your groups this question: If this were to
happen in your street, and you were there to see it and to remember it afterwards, who
from these stories would you remember and how would you remember them?
Gospel reading I: Mark 5:21-43
Groupwork I: Who from these stories would you remember and what sort of things would
you remember about them?
Gospel reading II: John 21:20-25
As this Gospel reading reminds us, there are many many stories about Jesus' life, as well as
stories he told. Today we're going to remember just a few of the stories of Jesus we have
been told. As you came in, you were given a postcard with two words on one side and an
unfinished sentence on the other. It's time now to share in your groups the two-word
phrases you've been given. Each is a clue to a story Jesus told, or a story about Jesus, though
not all the clues directly describe him. I'll give you two examples: ‘inheritance-grabber'
might start you thinking about a son who wanted all his inheritance now, and a generous
father, about the son's partying and poverty, about his shamefaced return, his father's
welcome and his brother's annoyance. ‘Hand-washer' on the other hand may make you
think of Pilate's frustration when Jesus refused to defend himself. Some phrases may
remind you of more than one story, and that's OK. So decide between yourselves a story
each of these phrases makes you remember, and briefly retell these stories in your small
group to each other. Put up your hand if you get stuck, and I'll come over and help. And one
more thing - Bibles are not part of this exercise. We're going by memory here.
Groupwork II: Here are some stories of Jesus and about Jesus boiled down into two-word
phrases. Which stories? Can you retell them to each other?
Gospel reading III: Mark 8:22-29
You'll realise from the last exercise that there are many names we can find for Jesus, some
more familiar than others. ‘Manger-sleeper' will have reminded some of Christmas carols,
and ‘Bread-breaker' will have made others think of our Communion service - but what about
‘Pharisee-insulter', or ‘mother-in-law-healer', which are also true ways to name him? All
these names come from Gospel stories, so when you think of a story about Jesus, you also
think of a way to name him. And names tell us a lot about a person. ‘Donkey rider' reminds
us he is our king, but not the expected sort; ‘child hugger' reminds us how he welcomed the
least important people of his day. Everyone will have their own favourite stories about
Jesus, naming him in ways that say what you find most important about him. So in the last

part of this exercise, I invite you to turn over your postcards and finish the sentence
describing Jesus by writing a name for him that shows anyone you tell it to just what it is
about him that you love. Again, there are no wrong answers, and you can do this on your
own or in the group, as you prefer.
Groupwork III: In this reading Peter found an important name for Jesus. Write on a postcard
words about Jesus you think best tell others who he is.
Hymns:
CG 66: Jesus calls us here to meet him
Tell me the stories of Jesus (first verse and new verse:
2. Pass on the stories of Jesus we've heard you tell,
so that the others you meet may know him as well.
light in our darkness, help when we call,
hope of forgiveness, God for us all.)
Heavenly Father, may your blessing rest upon your children now
Sermon:
Mark 5:21-43; John 21:20-25; Mark 8:22-29
Today's Vision4Life service is focussing on our remembering Jesus. In conversation recently,
some people at St Andrew's have been telling me they don't really feel they know much
about their faith, so it would be hard to share it with other people. I know about Jesus,
somebody said, but I don't have much idea about God - and others nodded. Now when we
had this conversation there wasn't much time to tease out what they meant, but when they
said, I know about Jesus, I rather suspect they didn't mean, I've read everything Calvin wrote
about Jesus, I know the creeds inside out and back to front, but rather, I know stories about
Jesus, stories I was told at Sunday school, and they have stayed with me all these years, but I
don't know all the Bible references for them, let alone all the jargon words, and there are
lots of big questions about God I'd have no chance of answering if someone were to ask me.
The good news is, as I hope we've just discovered, that if we know the Bible stories about
Jesus, we know much more about him, and therefore about God, than we may think. For
stories tell us about people. If you want to describe one person to another, one of the best
ways to do it is to tell a story about them. For example, recently Sheila Dunstan and I were
remembering Jean Burden, who died this year. Sheila was telling me how Jean told her off
roundly when Sheila didn't want pigeons taking over her birdtable. They're all God's
creatures, Sheila! she said. And that was Jean in a nutshell: concerned for all creation, and
feisty enough to challenge her friends on behaviour she thought wasn't right.
But stories don't just have the power to tell us about people, they can tell us about God, too
- we know that because Jesus told us about God and God's kingdom by telling us stories of
everyday life, about women putting yeast into dough, and farmers trying to sort out weeds
from wheat. And because they are good stories, we can go on retelling his tales ourselves.
Just this last Friday morning, when I was at the Broomhall Breakfast, where you get the best
breakfast conversation in town - just ask Ann Cathels if you don't believe me - I was catching
up with a young Ukrainian man who visits us from time to time and reads the books on our
bookstall to help his English. From a casual enquiry about how he was getting on, I heard he
was going back home in the autumn. He felt that he had made a mess of things, that he had
let drink spoil his life, that he had to take responsibility for everything that had gone wrong
and start over again at home. And I found myself saying, That reminds me of a story Jesus
used to tell, about a man whose son wanted all his inheritance now, went off and wasted it,

and then saw what he was doing to himself and decided to face the music and go home,
where his father welcomed him with open arms. Do you know that story?
Yes, he smiled, he knew the story - as many people do, even in society today. And I hope
that remembering that story will have reminded him that God's forgiveness is always there
when we realise we've gone wrong and decide to turn away from our mistakes and start
over again.
Just finding out about that one story of Jesus can speak powerfully about the possibility of
forgiveness to someone who thinks they've made such a bad job of their life that God
couldn't possibly want to know them. And I'd be very surprised indeed if you here today
only knew one story Jesus told, or one story about Jesus. I suspect you don't realise till you
start to think about it how many you know. How did it feel to remember the stories you had
clues for on your postcards? How did it feel to retell them? Did it feel frightening, because
you didn't have exactly the words as they're written down in the Gospels? Did it feel
perplexing, because you didn't know quite what story was behind my hint? By the way, if
anyone is still stumped by their phrase, do come to me afterwards and show me. Or did
some of them remind you of a story that has supported or challenged you in the course of
your own life?
For the stories of the Gospels are interwoven with our life-stories. The names for Jesus you
have found most memorable and meaningful, the ones which finish your postcard
sentences, may well have something to do with the experiences of your own life. After all,
that was how the Gospel stories we have now were chosen, because they rang a bell with
the first Christians, trying to make sense of their lives as people of a minority faith living in a
multicultural society. As they tried to live their Christian lives, they remembered Jesus'
stories and passed them on to one another and to others beyond the faith, because they
held important truths about God they didn't want to forget. And you too have these
treasures in your memories!
So I encourage you to be generous with your memories of Jesus' stories. Let's share with
one another those that mean the most to us. And let's pass them on to others whose lives
could be encouraged or transformed if they knew the stories we do. As Christians we
believe that what we know of Jesus, we also know of God. So when we remember a story of
Jesus, and ponder on what it means, we are reflecting theologically on our God. And when
we share one of those stories with others, without a word of theological jargon, we are
sharing our faith in God and what it means to us.
Second Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
14 June, 2009
Theme introduction given by Ruth Grayson, from SAVE (Sheffield Agencies for the
Vulnerable and Excluded)
The parable of the Good Samaritan is well known, but we always tend to focus on the priest,
the Levite and the Samaritan when reading it. We rarely talk about the victim, far less about
the innkeeper. Yet the latter was surely as important to the (apparently satisfactory)
outcome of the story as the Samaritan, which might not have been the case if the
Samaritan, after tending the victim's wounds, had left him by the roadside, possibly to await
another mugging or to die of exposure.
Therefore, if we want to help those in need, we cannot draw the line at the ‘first aid' of soup
runs, daytime provision of centres and hot meals etc., of which Sheffield has an excellent

supply and among which St. Andrew's Church has an excellent reputation. These have their
place, particularly in providing both physical and spiritual nourishment. However, shelter is
one of the most basic human needs and at certain times of year may be even more
important than food in the battle against homelessness.
Sheffield has no dedicated emergency night shelter. There may, very occasionally, be a bed
available in one of the hostels but there is no guarantee of this. Moreover, the way the
statistics are gathered, the City Council argues that there is insufficient evidence of a
problem; and the ‘cold weather provision' of emergency beds that is supposed to be
available during the severest winter nights may not function if the temperature is not low
enough for long enough, however bitter or wet the nights may be.
SAVE has as one of its aims the need to fill this basic gap in services for the homeless in this
city. A small working group has been set up, mostly drawn from volunteers from some of
the church soup runs but also now comprising others, including clergy, with a concern for
this issue. We are exploring different possibilities and different models with regard to
premises, etc. In the longer term we hope to acquire a permanent base, but in the
meantime we are looking for churches that might be prepared to lend their premises, on a
rota basis, to provide a very simple, basic night shelter during the coldest months of the
year. We are not planning to duplicate existing services - we would not provide meals, for
example - and every care will be taken to ensure that those who use the shelter are
genuinely homeless and normally resident in Sheffield. There is some funding available for
overheads and other expenses.
Jesus concludes his Good Samaritan parable by saying ‘go, and do likewise'. Some of us may
already be counted as Samaritans. Can we be innkeepers as well?
Hymns:
R&S 378 was a morning hymn written by Bishop Thomas Ken in 1695 for the use of pupils at
Winchester College. The tune Morning Hymn was composed for those words.
R&S 474 is a contemporary hymn from New Zealand, written tune and words, by an
Anglican author, Richard Gillard.
R&S 198 comes from the pen of the 19th century poet John Clare, originally written as a
poem beginning ‘When trouble haunts me, need I sigh?' The tune Carey's or Surrey
originally accompanied a paraphrase of Psalm 23; it was written by Henry Carey.
R&S 520 was written by Fred Kaan during the third assembly of the All Africa Conference of
Churches in Lusaka in May 1974. The tune All Saints is a 17th century German hymn melody,
adapted by W.H. Monk for a hymn for All Saints Day called ‘Who are these like stars
appearing'.
Sermon:
Ezekiel 17:22-24; Psalm 92:1-8, 12-15; Luke 11:25-37; 2 Corinthians 5:6-17
Ruth Grayson, whom some of you will know from St Luke's Lodgemoor, has been helping us
think about the traveller whom the Good Samaritan aided when he lay bleeding on the
road, about Jesus' approach to people in need and about one possible response we as a
church in Sheffield might consider getting involved with, an emergency night shelter for
people needing a roof over their heads in the coldest part of the year. Sadly, it's not too
hard for any of us to think of ourselves in that traveller's shoes, unsafe on a deserted
country road; but maybe it's one step further for us to imagine the plight of someone in
Sheffield in 2009 with no home to go to, no friends or family to put them up for the night,
and no money to pay for a room. It would be easy for us to look at someone in that position
and wonder how they could have gone so badly wrong as to drift away from all the support

we normally take for granted. It would be easy, too, for us to assume they must have done
something terribly wrong, must somehow have earned their misfortune.
But our psalm this morning explodes such lazy thinking. In the long run, people of faith
whose energy comes from God have staying power, like evergreen trees. But right now, the
writer reflects, some people who are flourishing like summer grass really don't deserve to
do so. That underlines what we all know - that in spite of our efforts, the world's resources
are not always handed out fairly. And it is unnervingly easy to turn from one of the haves
into one of the have-nots. All you need is to lose your job, your health or your relationship given our economy, any of these events singly may set off the others - and your ability to
pay rent or mortgage on your home is in danger. If, to avoid thinking about your situation,
you turn to alcohol or other drugs, things may get worse fast. Before you know what's hit
you, your family can't cope any more, friends don't want to know, and you may end up at
10pm on a cold winter's night looking desperately for somewhere safe to stay. That's
looking at things from a human point of view: if we can sympathise with someone's plight
enough, we can be persuaded to help them - yet, according to Paul, that's not enough.
Paul started off his religious life knowing exactly who was right and wrong, who deserved
God's love and human approval and who did not. Those who did not, those revolting
Christians, deserved to be thrown in jail till they'd seen the error of their ways. Yet after he
had met Jesus on the road to Damascus, Paul could no longer be a hardliner about who was
in and who was out of God's favour.
In this passage from his second letter to Corinth, we can see that he still believes strongly
that all of us are accountable for our actions, and will have to answer for them before God.
He would by no means be soft, for example, on addictions of any sort: we must focus no
longer on our own self-gratification, whether we focus all our time and money on drugs, on
alcohol, on shopping or even on golf or bridge, to the exclusion of God and our fellow
human beings. Yet rather than writing off people who have gone wrong, Paul believes
equally strongly that it is possible for anyone and everyone to turn and be transformed by
the power of God working within them. He has seen it in his own life: an addiction to
righteousness which led him towards violence and death has been turned by God, on the
Damascus road, into a passion for sharing the good news of Jesus' death and resurrection:
the ultimate sign of God's love for all people, even those we might naturally hold in
suspicion or contempt.
And that very same love is at the root of the rather strange snippet from the prophecy of
Ezekiel we have heard this morning. At the beginning of chapter 17, Ezekiel has reminded
his hearers of the power politics of the time: the king of Israel, exiled into Babylon with all
his court, has tried to rebel by making links with Egypt, the other great superpower of the
time. His designs have failed: Israel, transplanted in Babylon, seems to be withering like a
transplant that did not take. But now, through Ezekiel, God promises to start again, to
transplant Israel back into her own land, where she can flourish like the cedar of Lebanon in
our psalm. We, of course, are not God. We cannot transform lives, though like the Good
Samaritan, we can choose to offer beaten-up people a safe resting place on their journey.
But we know Jesus, who understands what it is to be despised and rejected, promises to
make new all lives - even our own.
Trinity Sunday 2009
Service Date:
7 June, 2009

Isaiah 6:1-8
My name is Isaiah - you may have heard of me. I work in the great temple at Jerusalem,
offering sacrifices for people who come to say thank you or sorry to God. I'm in the temple
every day, just about - it's my second home. But once something very strange happened to
me in the temple, something so strange that I still don't know if it was a dream, or if it really
happened to me.
In my vision, I was in the temple as usual - but it wasn't at all as usual. Because instead of
people praying, and priests burning incense, and animals being killed for sacrifice, God was
there in the temple, on an enormous throne. It was just like being at the royal court. You
can't imagine how huge God's presence was. It filled the whole temple, so I felt I could
hardly breathe for holiness. You couldn't look anywhere else but at God, but somewhere I
could hear voices calling to each other, holy, holy, holy is God.
How did I feel? you ask me. I felt very confused. Because I was overjoyed to be in the
presence of the one who made me. But at the same time, I was suddenly very aware of
everything I've messed up in my life, everything I've got wrong, whether or not I meant to.
The big things, like when I didn't want to follow my father and be a priest in the Temple. The
little things, like yelling at my sister before I left the house that morning. God was here,
where we always looked to worship - but if I was anything to go by, when God did come in
answer to our prayers, people weren't good enough to worship God. And it seemed so sad
that I started to sob: I'm no good, take me away from here.
One of the voices that called holy, holy, holy came nearer - I can't describe how it looked our word seraph means on fire, and it was burning bright. But it asked me what the matter
was. And in the presence of God - and there's no point trying to fool yourself when God is
around - I told it everything, all about how sorry I was not to be the person God wanted me
to be.
But the seraph brought me a burning coal from the altar, and its touch burned away
everything that was wrong in my life. God had given me a new start, a new life, different
from everything that had gone before. And that new life gave me the courage to say, when
that great voice echoed through the Temple, Whom shall I send, and who shall go for us?
Me, I said. Send me, God. You know who I am; you know I'll go wrong again. But you are
stronger than anything that's bad, and I want to tell everyone about you.
Then I found myself in the temple again in the ordinary way, in the middle of a service. Was
it real? I can't tell. But if you know anything about me, you'll know it's made a real
difference to my life, that meeting with God.
Isaiah met God through his work, as a priest in the temple, and it started him off being a
prophet - someone who speaks for God and often gets into trouble for it. But because
people are different, we meet God in many different ways. Some come to know God
through the beauty of creation. Some through the love of people. Some through the
inspiration of beauty or wisdom. That is why today we celebrate the three ways we know
God, as Creator, as Jesus and as Holy Spirit - the Trinity. I wonder how you have met God.
But however different our stories, our response is the same: to sing with the angels: Holy,
holy, holy is God.
Hymns:
R&S 405 was first written in 1861 for the dedication of an organ in the parish church at
Wingates in Lancashire and then published in the author Francis Pott's collection of hymns
in 1866. The tune Angel Voices was written for these words on the same occasion.
R&S 34 echoes both Isaiah's vision of God and the universal praise of God described in the

book of Revelation; written for Trinity Sunday by Bishop Reginald Heber, it paints a picture
of God's majesty through mystery. The tune Niceae derives its name from the town in
Turkey (now Iznik) where one of the early councils of the church first attempted to define
the Trinity.
R&S 36 is ascribed to St Patrick in the fourth century AD, but the earliest written evidence of
this originally Irish text, relating God's glory to earthly powers, comes from the seventh
century.
Mrs C.F. Alexander (also known for ‘There is a green hill far away' and ‘All things bright and
beautiful') wrote the English paraphrase which we sing as St Patrick's Breastplate. The tunes
St Patrick and Clonmacnoise (each an Irish traditional melody) are both used for this hymn,
the latter for the verse ‘Christ be with me...' which has a different rhythm from the rest,
thus confusing the unwary.
R&S 623 was written by John White Chadwick just before his graduation from Divinity
School in Cambridge, Massachusetts, during the American Civil War. The tune Song 1 by
Orlando Gibbons has been associated with these words since the English Hymnal of 1906.
Sermon:
Isaiah 6:1-8; Psalm 29; John 3:1-17; Romans 8:12-17
I hear Trinity Sunday is one of the hardest preaching slots to fill, just because so many
preachers would rather tackle anything else apart from trying to make sense of God as
Trinity. But I look forward to this Sunday, because it's one example of how we Christians
make sense of God through what happens to us, and of our experience through what we
know about God.
Is that clear? If not, you're in good company. In our Gospel reading today Nicodemus, one of
the academics of his day, was really confused - so, being sensible as well as being an
academic, he came to talk to Jesus about his difficulties. Mind you, he came out of office
hours, so no one else in the Sanhedrin could see him asking someone without proper
qualifications about God. Let's eavesdrop on their conversation, carefully crafted by the
writer of John's Gospel.
Nicodemus starts with uncontested facts: Jesus must have been sent by God, as Isaiah was
in our first reading, otherwise he couldn't possibly have done the amazing things he has
done. At this point in John's Gospel, Nicodemus would be mainly thinking about the way
Jesus boosted the wine supply at a wedding. Nicodemus plainly sees God's hand at work in
Jesus' increasing reputation, but it worries him too - after all, Jesus holds no official position,
he's an outsider. But that's nothing compared with the poser Jesus is about to bowl him: no
one, he says, can see God's kingdom unless they are born from above - in other words,
unless they are looking at things from God's perspective. It sounds as if Jesus is calling him,
Nicodemus, an outsider! But that's not the only problem Nicodemus has with this
conversation. He is evidently not someone who has much time for metaphors, for what's his
immediate objection? You can't be born a second time! You'd never fit into your mother's
womb again!
Actually, I may be a bit unfair on Nicodemus here - that's always a temptation for preachers,
to embroider the gaps of a biblical story in a way that suits us. In fact, he may be raising a
very valid objection: how is it humanly possible to leave our old ways of thinking, to see
things in God's way?
But whatever he meant, Nicodemus evidently has the wrong end of the stick. So to explain
further what he means, Jesus brings in God's Spirit. Think of the wind, he says to
Nicodemus. You can't see it, but you can tell by the way everything else reacts to its passing

that something real is happening. So when someone sees things in God's way, they're
bound to seem different from others, to show by what they say and do that God's Spirit is at
work in them.
That's what Nicodemus has noticed in Jesus' life, why he's come to Jesus by night to start
with. And here John is starting to show us the intimate connection between Jesus and God's
Spirit - you start talking about one, and the other inevitably comes into the conversation.
Jesus is born from above, born of God's Spirit; that is why he can do the things he does. But
John's really getting going now. We've seen all this happening, he tells his readers. We
didn't start off from nice theories - this came out of us trying to make sense of the amazing
things we saw Jesus doing. And if you have trouble with that, he adds, you're really going to
be up a creek without a paddle when we get to the climax of this story, Jesus returning to
heaven.
What's John on about now? Jesus died lifted up on a cross - a cursed death, a terrorist's
death. How on earth can a shocker like that be described as ‘returning to heaven'? Yet when
Jesus has been raised from death by God, and seen by many witnesses thereafter, how else
can it be described? And the very intimacy of the relationship between Jesus and God which
such an outcome entails comes back to the image of birth by calling Jesus God's son. The
kings of Israel have already been described as God's sons in the Hebrew Bible, and Greek
myth has many sons of the gods, so the idea's not completely unknown, but still it's a bold
leap for John's hearers, a way to explain to them just how those who experienced the reality
of Jesus, and had to make sense of him, could make a place for him within their own frame
of reference.
But it doesn't stop there. Once we have this new concept of Jesus as born of God's Spirit, as
God's Son - the dance of God's relationships later generations would try to formalise, define
and generally tidy up by calling it the Holy Trinity - John can use that new framework of
experience to help us understand more about how God connects with God's world.
For in the ancient world fatherhood meant power. Fathers in ancient Greek society could
choose whether their new-born children would survive or be left outside to die. Men in
Roman society had total authority over their wives, children, slaves. Even our Hebrew psalm
this morning emphasises God's power over the whole of nature. But the way John describes
God here is about love, not power, about self-sacrificial giving, not compelling others, about
offering us innumerable second chances to bring us from Isaiah's sad self-reproach to the
energy and delight of accepting God's call.
I wouldn't like to leave you thinking that our experience of God's love is always trouble-free.
Isaiah's feeling of total inadequacy and Nicodemus' embarrassed approach by night are two
ways of describing how painful it can be to have to reconsider ways of thinking we'd
assumed were set, years ago, into our own personal account of How the World Is. When,
like Isaiah or Nicodemus, we are exposed to a deeper understanding of God, we can either
make an excuse - whether we say we're too sinful or too clever to change - and turn away
or, recognising that it may hurt, open our minds and hearts to a new way of seeing. It's a
decision which we will have to make again and again throughout the course of our lives.
But I don't want either to leave you thinking this God stuff is more trouble than it's worth.
For if we believe Paul, writing to the church in Rome, all who are led by the Spirit of God,
even including us, have become God's children. God has chosen to bring us into the life of
the Trinity - if we will acknowledge that choice. So what might that mean in practice for us?
We will all encounter God in different ways, depending on our personality and experience,
as the one who created us, who walks beside us or who inspires us. As individuals we are

each invited to share the love of God-in-relationship and to pass it on to others. So
collectively, too, let us take up the invitation to love and to bring others into God's love, as
we like Isaiah respond in worship and in service.
Pentecost Sunday 2009
Service Date:
31 May, 2009
This was a service held at Broomhill Methodist Church with that congregation and St Mark's
Broomhill. It is the only joint morning service of Churches Together in Broomhill and
Broomhall (CTBB). It was also the occasion of Sarah Hall's induction into the Moderatorship
of CTBB, an annual rotating post.
Hymns:
Come down O love divine
Taize chant: Veni Creator Spiritus
Come teach us, Spirit of our God, the language of your way
Father, we give you thanks who planted your holy name within our heart
Come, all who look to Christ today
Sermon:
John 15.26-27, 16.4b-15; Acts 2.1-21; Romans 8.22-27
I can sympathise with Jesus' friends in our Gospel reading. Remember, it's the very last
week of his life. They're sharing a pre-Passover meal together, Peter has finally allowed
Jesus to wash his feet - under protest; Judas has disappeared, no one but Jesus knows
where; the mood is dark and confused, and Jesus' explanations don't really help much.
He's off somewhere, but they can't follow him now, though they will later. He's going ahead
of them to prepare the way - no, he is the way. He's so close to God that it doesn't make
sense thinking of them separately - look at the signs of God's presence he has already
shown them - but his followers will do even more amazing things in future. They must love
each other as much as he loves them, as much as God loves him. But the world will hate
them for it.
Can you imagine yourself into the scene? It's getting later and later, there's all this high
theology going on, and you just can't make sense of it, though it's evidently desperately
important to Jesus that you do understand. But he can tell you're not getting it, and how
much that upsets you, so he tries again.
Don't worry, he says. It'll all be much clearer when it's actually happened. I can see you can't
cope with all the implications right now, but trust me, God's going to send someone to
explain everything you can't understand yet. And then off he goes again. He's going to send
a defence lawyer, who'll stand up for you against the world when your standards don't fit in
with other people's expectations of what's right and wrong. He's going to send a teacher,
who'll take all the stuff God's explained to him and make it make sense to you too. He's
going to send God's Holy Spirit.
Clear to Jesus' friends, at that crucial point? Clear as mud.
And sometimes in our churches I wonder if we get to that point of frustration. We know we
can't go on as we are. The structures we've lived in all these years just aren't working the
way they used to do. People outside aren't interested, to put it mildly. People inside are
talking high theology, but it doesn't always seem to connect up with the rest of our lives.
We need something to make sense of it all, to give us hope that it's worth going on. We
need God's Holy Spirit. But what does that mean for us?

One interim vignette to help us fill in the gaps. Having appeared several times to his friends,
Jesus speaks to them for the last time on earth. They want to know when God's kingdom is
coming - surely it must be soon now, the time when everything is made new and all their
enemies are gone? But Jesus hasn't lost his old habit of speaking cryptically. The coming of
God's kingdom isn't set for a particular date in the calendar. But that doesn't mean business
as normal. They should stay together and wait for power from on high, helping them to tell
the whole world about him.
Waiting. That's one thing churches are good at. Another day, another committee meeting,
another delayed decision. We wait through the weeks of Advent till Christmas. We wait
through the weeks of Lent till Easter. And we are waiting together: not just the leaders, but
faithful church members too. What are we waiting for? Partly for answers to the questions
which perplex us. Partly for the nerve to share those answers with others. But maybe we
are waiting for power, too: a return to the time when everyone respected and attended
churches. Will that time return? Should it? What did Jesus mean by power from on high?
And realistically, do we hope for anything to change if we go on waiting, or by now is it just
a habit?
Fast forward several weeks to the day of Pentecost as described in Acts. And the group's
changed. It's not just the twelve now, or even the faithful few. It's ‘everyone', gathered
together in one place - a hundred and twenty or so, according to a few verses earlier - with
a few alterations. For obvious reasons Judas is absent. Matthias has been voted to take up
the empty place among the twelve. And suddenly as they wait all heaven breaks loose: wind
and fire, unexpected languages, unaccustomed boldness, unrestrained communication, and
a whole lot of new interested people from every country under heaven - and this is even
before the Gentiles come in on the act. Is this what it means to receive God's Holy Spirit? Do
we want it? Can we cope with it?
Sadly this Churches Together grouping doesn't have any Pentecostals, who are good at
spontaneity, but occasionally we have our spontaneous moments too, especially when
children are around. And I reckon that's good for my church - I don't know about yours since we're so used to doing things decently and in order. For sometimes God can get
through to us precisely when we welcome people who do things differently from us.
Yet even when our church life is dignified and ordered, the rest of life does not always
follow suit. And that is when our reading from Romans comes into its own. Paul takes up the
theme of waiting - it's as hard as the labour of giving birth. But it's no longer just the inner
circle, the faithful few or even the whole of humanity who wait: Paul speaks of all creation
groaning in labour pains, waiting for release from all that is wrong. And we do know
something about that. We know about bodily pain; about mental agony; about the fear of
losing savings or work or home, of breakdown in relationships through difference or
distance. We know our fear of terrorism, of war and famine and disease, of the damage
done to earth and seas and sky by our pollution. And we know that many problems have no
easy answers, that sometimes all we can do is groan from our very depths for God to save
us and all that is.
That deep hope of transformation is God's Spirit praying in us. And it is God's Spirit working
in us that can make us into hope for others - if we allow it to do so. But that involves our
letting go of certainties, facing awkward questions and risking the chaos that can come with
a change of mind or heart, not to mention the possibility of getting it wrong. In other words,
it involves learning. But in God's Spirit we have the best teacher going. And God has given us
one another too. So what do I hope for, during my Moderatorial year? I hope the inevitable

stresses of church life will draw us together, helping us to share good news and bad, our
resources and our need for help. I hope our good work together may flourish, showing the
world that Jesus still cares and serves in Broomhill and Broomhall. And I hope we as
churches together can learn to hope and not fear the future, as God's Spirit leads us into
more truth. May my hopes be fulfilled. Amen.
Sixth Sunday in Easter; Vision4Life Bible Year Service
Service Date:
17 May, 2009
Sharing in congregation: Who do we think we are? I
Family trees - how much do you know about yours?
Gospel reading: Matthew 1:1-17
Comment: Skeletons in closets?
I don't know what stories you've been sharing about your family tree. My guess is that not
many of your ancestors will have had such unpronounceable names as some of those you've
just heard about in Jesus' family. But some of them at least will ring a bell. Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob you'll know about. Judah, Joseph's eldest brother who eventually developed a
conscience and offered his own life to Joseph, powerful in Egypt, instead of their father's
youngest, Benjamin. He's sort of familiar. But Tamar? What's she doing in that masculine
list? You'll have noticed that Jesus' ancestors listed by Matthew are all men - or at least,
almost all of them. And the five who are women - Tamar, Ruth, Rahab, Bathsheba the wife
of Uriah and Mary - have something in common: they're skeletons in the family closet.
When I was at a conference once, the speaker asked people to raise a hand if there were
any messy parts of our family story, bits we didn't necessarily like talking about in public.
And as she went through a list: divorce, adoption, gay and lesbian family members, children
born outside marriage, disabilities, mental illnesses, stepfamilies - every single hand went
up. That stuck in my mind. We all have sensitive parts of the family story that aren't easy to
tell, though they can involve just as much love as the tidy bits.
But what on earth is Matthew doing, starting his Gospel, his story telling everyone how
important Jesus is, by washing his dirty linen in public? By only talking about five women,
he's drawing them to our attention, and making us wonder, What is it about these five
that's so important?
And they have some tales to tell, Tamar, Ruth, Rahab, Bathsheba and Mary. We don't know
much of Rahab's story, other than that she was a Caananite entertainer in Jericho who let in
Israelite spies and hid them, in return for safety promised to herself and her family. Very
patriotic, Rahab was, from the Israelite point of view, anyway - but going by her chosen
calling, no better than she should be.
Tamar was the wife of Judah's eldest son, but he died under a cloud. Under the rules of the
time, Judah's second son was made to marry Tamar, and should have given her a son to
inherit for his brother - but he didn't want to be bothered with a son that would be treated
as his brother's heir, and wouldn't give her children, so she had to go back home and give up
hope of her own life unless she did something drastic. Meanwhile, Judah, on a journey,
stopped off for rest and recreation with a mysterious veiled stranger by the roadside, who
turned out to be - guess who? - Tamar herself, who revealed her identity and her pregnancy
at the same time. So in the end Tamar got her family - and Jesus got a maternal ancestor
who was prepared to think the unthinkable in order to get what was hers.
Ruth we know about. You may wonder: what's awkward about her? But Ruth was another

foreigner, a Moabite, bringing foreign blood into the family tree, and after the Exile, when
there had been a lot of people marrying across racial boundaries, some priests went as far
as saying it was God's will that all Israelite men should send away their foreign wives.
Bathsheba's story we know, too: fancied by the King on a rooftop, her husband Uriah sent
into battle to be killed so that her child with David could be born in wedlock. And then
there's Mary. Jesus' own mother.
Again, you may wonder: what's the problem with Mary? We may not think about her as
much as Catholics do, but as Jesus' mother she has our respect. Yet when Jesus was born,
Mary was an unmarried mother, probably a teenager: a tabloid scandal. The stories must
have circulated when Jesus grew up. So Matthew decides to make a point of it: God is in all
our family life, not just the public bits. And I wonder: does that make you think any
differently about any skeletons in your own family closet?
Sharing: Who do we think we are? II
Who else belongs in your family besides blood relations?
New Testament reading: Acts 10:45-48
Comment: Belonging together?
Sometimes people come into your family by marriage or partnership - and there can be
problems. They're all very well, but would you let your daughter marry one? She's not really
our sort of person. People form relationships across racial lines; in some countries that's
been illegal, and it can still get people hot under the collar. Maybe you've talked about
people who you'd never have chosen as family - I hope they've ended up fitting in, or if it's
you, that your in-laws recognised your sterling qualities. Or maybe you've remembered
people who aren't family of any sort, who still end up playing a really important part in our
lives, even though you'd never have thought it when you first met.
That snippet of text we get in our second reading this morning comes from the end of a very
surprising story to its first hearers, though the shock may have worn off for us. Remember
how Peter had a vision of all the things good Jews shouldn't eat, all neatly presented in a
tablecloth, with a voice telling him, What God's made clean, you shouldn't turn your nose
up at? And as soon as he'd woken from the dream, there was a knock at the door? It was
messengers sent by a Roman centurion to ask Peter to visit his house. A Jew visiting
Gentiles, in a house that wasn't kosher? Peter would never have done it before his dream.
But now he decided to go and find out what was going on.
When he got to Cornelius' house, Peter went in, told Cornelius and the others what had
happened to him. Cornelius matched his vision with another: he'd been told to invite Peter
in so he could tell everyone what God wanted them to know. So Cornelius was outside his
comfort zone too. Imagine a British soldier in Iraq going to the local imam and asking him
about God's message, and you'll get an idea about just how unlikely the whole thing was.
But that wasn't the end of the unlikeliness. Peter started to tell everyone about Jesus:
inspired by the Spirit, a healer, put to death by crucifixion but raised to life. But while he
was still talking, God's Spirit started to inspire the Gentiles in his audience, just as it had
happened to Jews in Jerusalem at Pentecost. So firstly, the Gentiles suddenly turned from
outsiders to members of the family - and secondly, God did this without so much as a byyour-leave to Peter, the insider, the one who knew what he was about.
Peter could have said, They're Gentiles - even worse, they're Romans! We can't have them
in the church. Jesus is Jewish, and if people want to be his followers, they've got to become
Jewish too. He could have said, This is all out of order. People can't become Christians in this
disorganised way - we'll have to wait and do membership classes and see if they're really

serious.
But Peter had more sense than that. He could see God at work, so he decided to join in, to
baptise the lot of them, to welcome people from the outside to become insiders. And thank
God he did, or we'd none of us know about Jesus today - for we're all Gentiles.
Last Sunday I was really proud of you all when we had twice as many people as normal for
Zachary's baptism, and you welcomed them all magnificently. And each time we get new
people in church, it's up to us, the insiders, to make the effort to welcome them, to go over
and speak to them after church at coffee, to get to know them, to make them feel they
belong with us, as Peter did Cornelius. After all, with each new person who comes through
our doors, God's already got there before us - we just need to recognise, as Peter did, what
God's up to!
Hymns:
R&S 274: God is love, his the care
As your family, Lord, see us here
Child of Abraham the wand'rer
R&S 623: Eternal Ruler of the ceaseless round
Sermon:
Matthew 1:1-17; Acts 10:45-48
Family is really important to Jewish people - that may be one of the reasons why Matthew
began his Gospel with a genealogy. From a child, Jesus would have heard the stories of
Joseph's ancestors; from a man, he would know the messier versions, full of sex and
violence. I wondered this week what he may have made of them, in that part of his life lost
to us, between childhood and when his ministry began. And here is the result of my
wonderings.
‘Mum's forever going on about this house of David business. It's really important to her. I
suppose it's partly because both sides of the family have David as one of their ancestors, so
whichever way you look at it, he's still my however-many-greats grandad. And Mum still
gets a bit upset about all the talk there's been about her and me. First time someone at
synagogue school called me ‘Mary's son', of course I wanted to know why it wasn't ‘Joseph's
son' like all the other lads. That was when I found out for the first time how she wasn't
married when she had me. ‘Not that it makes any difference to you,' she added hastily. But
it did make me think a bit, wonder if it did make a difference to God, the way everyone else
went on about it. And Mum noticed, bless her heart. The next thing, she had it in her head
to tell me about my great-great-grandmothers. And seems like several of them had what
you might call chequered histories.
I knew about my great-grandfathers, of course. Not just David, though of course he was the
king, even though he'd not started off royal, because God had chosen him. When I
daydreamed in the workshop, it used to be about becoming a king as great as David. But
when Mum told me about Bathsheba, I was shocked. Someone as wise and strong as David,
getting one of his army chiefs killed just so he could cover up what he'd done! There and
then I decided: no one was ever going to lay down their life so I could have a good time.
He wasn't the only one to lose his head over sex. What did Judah think he was up to, having
a quiet lie-down with some unknown femme fatale? He was lucky to get away with a new
son-cum-grandson in the family. But Boaz, now, he was a different kettle of fish. He could
have ignored poor old Naomi when she came back from Moab with a foreign daughter-inlaw in tow, said it was all her fault for going abroad to start with. He was a big landowner could have said he was far too important to marry a foreign nobody like Ruth; could have

made her do a Rahab, selling her body for safety and protection. But no: my ancestor Boaz
saw Ruth was beautiful, said Mum, not because of what she looked like, but because of how
she treated Naomi. She was young and fit - she could have left her mother-in-law in the
lurch, gone off to marry again. But she looked after family no one else would bother about,
said Mum. God was pleased with her, and Boaz could see that, even though she was from
Moab and not Jewish at all.
‘Take heed, son!' Mum told me. ‘God looks after the people who are down on their luck;
and the ones who think they're high and mighty - God's going to bring them down a peg or
two.' Then she started singing that song she made ages ago - she used to sing it to me in my
cradle - and I didn't get any more stories out of her that day. But the penny dropped. God
cares about the people nobody else wants to know. If I want to please God, even if I ended
up as great as David, I shouldn't expect everyone to be my slave; I should be the one doing
the serving. What's more, if what Mum says is right, two of my own great-grandmothers
were foreigners. So I can't be like some of my mates who reckon God only loves the Jews.
The way I see it, God made the whole world, and all the people in it are in God's image. So
it's daft that we're going round being each other's enemies, just because of what your greatgrandad did to my great-grandad. If we're ever going to sort this mess out, we're going to
have to put a full stop to the whole hating thing. We're going to have to start loving our
enemies.
So I'm practising on those lads who call me ‘Mary's son'. They think they'll embarrass me.
What they've not worked out is, they couldn't make me prouder if they called me ‘David's
son'. Because my Mum is someone who's had a lot of trouble in her life, but somehow she's
come through it loving, and she's taught me to do the same. Come to think of it, my greatgrandmas must have had something to do with that, too. And even my great-grandads after all, God forgave David his mistakes, so God must think a lot of forgiveness. Mmm - I'd
better go on praying about that one.
Fifth Sunday in Easter: Baptism of Zachary Wheat
Service Date:
10 May, 2009
Psalm 27:1-6
I should like to make it clear that this reading has been chosen by Elisabeth and Jon, not by
me. Not that I'm disagreeing with it, or disowning their choice. But it sets out more starkly
the way the world is than you might immediately call to mind at a baptism. Look at Zachary,
happy to be here, so far as we can tell -long may that peaceful happiness continue. When
you see him, do you immediately think about enemies surrounding him with evil intent,
waiting for him to trip up? If that was your first thought on meeting Zachary, I'd respectfully
suggest you might like to consider talking to someone about it. And yet, all over the world,
babies Zachary's age and younger are facing the worst of modern warfare. All over the
world, babies Zachary's age and younger are battling against the effects of famine and
disease. And Zachary himself did not enter this world completely trouble-free. So Jon and
Elisabeth have it right: the world can be a dangerous place, and there's no point our closing
our eyes to that fact, even in the joyful setting of a baptism service.
But the reading they have chosen doesn't stop there. It asks for God's help when bad things
happen, for protection from evil. And I suppose that is every parent's wish: that their child
be protected from all that would damage or harm, and every parent's determination that
they will do everything possible to help their child while he cannot help himself. You'll have

noticed that the psalm is written from someone's own experience - when bad things happen
to me, the writer says, this is what I think, what I hope for and what I do. For now, Zachary
relies on others for everything - though I understand that with some relief to his mother
he's currently embarking on the adventure of solid food. For now, too, as they bring him to
baptism, his parents and godparents must make promises for him in words that he cannot
yet say or understand. And they do this in the hope that in years to come when Zachary can
speak up for himself, he will be able to tell us from his own experience: God is my light and
salvation; God guides me in dark times; God rescues and heals me when I'm in trouble.
How can Zachary begin to find out for himself what we are telling him here of God's
goodness, God's reliability? Well, he could do worse than make this church, this body of
people, part of his friends and well-wishers.
For if his baptism is going to mean anything to him as he begins to grow up, just like the
writer of our psalm, Zachary will wants to see glimpses of God's beauty - and to ask hard
questions about God, too. And in this church, as in every church, that's what we're about:
looking for the beauty of God's love in our lives, and wrestling together with the hard
questions of sorrow and suffering.
But that's all in the future for Zachary. For now, like the psalmist and like every budding
musician, he's got the chance to start learning to sing with us God's joyful song of love.
Hymns:
R&S 45: Morning has broken
R&S 420: Aaronic blessing
R&S 489: Be thou my vision
R&S 558: Will you come and follow me
R&S 579: Lord, thy church on earth is seeking
Sermon:
Psalm 27:1-6; Acts 8:26-40; John 15:1-8
I'm not a gardener myself, but I have friends who garden. And I've learned that saying round
this time of year, How's the garden getting on? is not at all the right thing to do. They look
harassed; they look embarrassed; they try to answer me honestly without having to admit in
so many words, It's all completely on top of me and I don't know when or whether I'll ever
sort it out - and it's just not worth the hassle of asking.
But I want to tell all you gardeners out there: I admire you. Not just for the effort you put in,
but for the knowledge that seems to ooze from your fingertips. (Just to put this in
perspective, I feel quite proud of having kept alive two spider plants since I arrived in
Sheffield four years ago.) And one of the things I'm most impressed by in gardening is
pruning. How do gardeners know how to prune? The mistakes are dead obvious. But
pruning successes are less evident: well-rounded rosebushes, for example, bushy but not
leggy, with plenty of buds sprouting, look just the way they do in the catalogues - but after
how much deliberation about what to cut and what to leave, heaven only knows.
And heaven only knows the effort God has gone through to keep the sap of life flowing
through us. If vine branches were to decide, the way Jesus' word picture talks about us, that
they don't need that boring old stem to stay alive, but can branch out on their own much
more fruitfully - well, you don't need to be a gardener to see why that won't work. And for
Christians it's obvious why, too: we believe Jesus shows us as much of God as can fit into a
human being, so we'd be daft to ignore him and go off on our own.
But being pruned doesn't sound too good if you're a vine branch - or if you're a person,
come to that. If you're faced with redundancy because your employer has to balance the

books; if your significant other decides to dump you; if you go through bereavement, or
through any loss, it is no fun at all. And plenty of us are struggling with being pruned right
now; not just because of the credit crunch, but because loss is part of life for us all, even for
Zachary.
But hold on. Christians say we have good news or Gospel to pass on: yet how can the pain of
loss be ‘good' in any meaningful sense?
It may have been this sort of question the eunuch in our second reading today was wrestling
with. Anyone in the ancient world with that description had suffered an obvious and painful
loss at some time in his life, though he seems to have risen high in his career, as a highranking treasury official in the Ethiopian civil service. But now all his education, all his
achievements could not help him work out what this ancient Jewish prophecy was on about.
And we can sympathise, for it's still mysterious today: As a sheep led to slaughter, and quiet
as a lamb being sheared, he was silent, saying nothing. He was mocked and put down, never
got a fair trial. But who now can count his kin, since he's been taken from the earth? And it's
a fair question the eunuch asks: what is all this about? Is the prophet talking about himself
here, or someone else?
The first Christians didn't have the benefit of what we call the New Testament - they were
living it. So they often looked back to the Hebrew Bible, what we sometimes call the Old
Testament, to try to understand just who Jesus was and why he, God's chosen leader, had
died a criminal's death. And this very passage was one of the ones they found shed light on
the question. Jesus had been arrested on false charges of being a political rebel, but had
refused to speak up and defend himself. Witnesses had lied about him; the occupying
authorities were manipulated into giving him a terrorist's death, with no children to mourn
his passing. Not so different from the stories Amnesty tells us today. But the difference was
that, as we believe, God's life within Jesus was so strong that even death could not end it that's what we've just celebrated at Easter.
Christians believe God's life lives now not only in Jesus but in everyone who follows him,
too. It's not like magic armour to stop us from getting hurt or protect us from the pruning
process - it didn't stop Jesus dying. But God promises that if we follow Jesus, no loss,
however terrible, can ever take God's life from us, that life which even death cannot
destroy.
And the fruit we're to produce, as vine branches living through Jesus our stem? Sometimes
it's sharing in words what God means to us, as Philip did. But actions speak louder than
words, and I don't just mean the action of baptism. Our next hymn gives an idea of some of
the other things Zachary and the rest of us may end up doing if we answer Jesus' call: Will
you come and follow me?
Fifth Sunday in Easter: Baptism of Zachary Wheat
Service Date:
10 May, 2009
Psalm 27:1-6
I should like to make it clear that this reading has been chosen by Elisabeth and Jon, not by
me. Not that I'm disagreeing with it, or disowning their choice. But it sets out more starkly
the way the world is than you might immediately call to mind at a baptism. Look at Zachary,
happy to be here, so far as we can tell -long may that peaceful happiness continue. When
you see him, do you immediately think about enemies surrounding him with evil intent,
waiting for him to trip up? If that was your first thought on meeting Zachary, I'd respectfully

suggest you might like to consider talking to someone about it. And yet, all over the world,
babies Zachary's age and younger are facing the worst of modern warfare. All over the
world, babies Zachary's age and younger are battling against the effects of famine and
disease. And Zachary himself did not enter this world completely trouble-free. So Jon and
Elisabeth have it right: the world can be a dangerous place, and there's no point our closing
our eyes to that fact, even in the joyful setting of a baptism service.
But the reading they have chosen doesn't stop there. It asks for God's help when bad things
happen, for protection from evil. And I suppose that is every parent's wish: that their child
be protected from all that would damage or harm, and every parent's determination that
they will do everything possible to help their child while he cannot help himself. You'll have
noticed that the psalm is written from someone's own experience - when bad things happen
to me, the writer says, this is what I think, what I hope for and what I do. For now, Zachary
relies on others for everything - though I understand that with some relief to his mother
he's currently embarking on the adventure of solid food. For now, too, as they bring him to
baptism, his parents and godparents must make promises for him in words that he cannot
yet say or understand. And they do this in the hope that in years to come when Zachary can
speak up for himself, he will be able to tell us from his own experience: God is my light and
salvation; God guides me in dark times; God rescues and heals me when I'm in trouble.
How can Zachary begin to find out for himself what we are telling him here of God's
goodness, God's reliability? Well, he could do worse than make this church, this body of
people, part of his friends and well-wishers.
For if his baptism is going to mean anything to him as he begins to grow up, just like the
writer of our psalm, Zachary will wants to see glimpses of God's beauty - and to ask hard
questions about God, too. And in this church, as in every church, that's what we're about:
looking for the beauty of God's love in our lives, and wrestling together with the hard
questions of sorrow and suffering.
But that's all in the future for Zachary. For now, like the psalmist and like every budding
musician, he's got the chance to start learning to sing with us God's joyful song of love.
Hymns:
R&S 45: Morning has broken
R&S 420: Aaronic blessing
R&S 489: Be thou my vision
R&S 558: Will you come and follow me
R&S 579: Lord, thy church on earth is seeking
Sermon:
Psalm 27:1-6; Acts 8:26-40; John 15:1-8
I'm not a gardener myself, but I have friends who garden. And I've learned that saying round
this time of year, How's the garden getting on? is not at all the right thing to do. They look
harassed; they look embarrassed; they try to answer me honestly without having to admit in
so many words, It's all completely on top of me and I don't know when or whether I'll ever
sort it out - and it's just not worth the hassle of asking.
But I want to tell all you gardeners out there: I admire you. Not just for the effort you put in,
but for the knowledge that seems to ooze from your fingertips. (Just to put this in
perspective, I feel quite proud of having kept alive two spider plants since I arrived in
Sheffield four years ago.) And one of the things I'm most impressed by in gardening is
pruning. How do gardeners know how to prune? The mistakes are dead obvious. But
pruning successes are less evident: well-rounded rosebushes, for example, bushy but not

leggy, with plenty of buds sprouting, look just the way they do in the catalogues - but after
how much deliberation about what to cut and what to leave, heaven only knows.
And heaven only knows the effort God has gone through to keep the sap of life flowing
through us. If vine branches were to decide, the way Jesus' word picture talks about us, that
they don't need that boring old stem to stay alive, but can branch out on their own much
more fruitfully - well, you don't need to be a gardener to see why that won't work. And for
Christians it's obvious why, too: we believe Jesus shows us as much of God as can fit into a
human being, so we'd be daft to ignore him and go off on our own.
But being pruned doesn't sound too good if you're a vine branch - or if you're a person,
come to that. If you're faced with redundancy because your employer has to balance the
books; if your significant other decides to dump you; if you go through bereavement, or
through any loss, it is no fun at all. And plenty of us are struggling with being pruned right
now; not just because of the credit crunch, but because loss is part of life for us all, even for
Zachary.
But hold on. Christians say we have good news or Gospel to pass on: yet how can the pain of
loss be ‘good' in any meaningful sense?
It may have been this sort of question the eunuch in our second reading today was wrestling
with. Anyone in the ancient world with that description had suffered an obvious and painful
loss at some time in his life, though he seems to have risen high in his career, as a highranking treasury official in the Ethiopian civil service. But now all his education, all his
achievements could not help him work out what this ancient Jewish prophecy was on about.
And we can sympathise, for it's still mysterious today: As a sheep led to slaughter, and quiet
as a lamb being sheared, he was silent, saying nothing. He was mocked and put down, never
got a fair trial. But who now can count his kin, since he's been taken from the earth? And it's
a fair question the eunuch asks: what is all this about? Is the prophet talking about himself
here, or someone else?
The first Christians didn't have the benefit of what we call the New Testament - they were
living it. So they often looked back to the Hebrew Bible, what we sometimes call the Old
Testament, to try to understand just who Jesus was and why he, God's chosen leader, had
died a criminal's death. And this very passage was one of the ones they found shed light on
the question. Jesus had been arrested on false charges of being a political rebel, but had
refused to speak up and defend himself. Witnesses had lied about him; the occupying
authorities were manipulated into giving him a terrorist's death, with no children to mourn
his passing. Not so different from the stories Amnesty tells us today. But the difference was
that, as we believe, God's life within Jesus was so strong that even death could not end it that's what we've just celebrated at Easter.
Christians believe God's life lives now not only in Jesus but in everyone who follows him,
too. It's not like magic armour to stop us from getting hurt or protect us from the pruning
process - it didn't stop Jesus dying. But God promises that if we follow Jesus, no loss,
however terrible, can ever take God's life from us, that life which even death cannot
destroy.
And the fruit we're to produce, as vine branches living through Jesus our stem? Sometimes
it's sharing in words what God means to us, as Philip did. But actions speak louder than
words, and I don't just mean the action of baptism. Our next hymn gives an idea of some of
the other things Zachary and the rest of us may end up doing if we answer Jesus' call: Will
you come and follow me?

Fourth Sunday in Easter
Service Date:
4 May, 2009
Acts 4:5-12
You know when something goes badly wrong in public life, there's a court of enquiry to find
out the facts and decide who's to blame. What we've just heard is the opposite of that: the
court of enquiry set up to find out how Peter and John, two men with no medical training at
all, managed to heal a man who'd never been able to walk in his life. But the enquiry set up
by the high priests gets turned on its head as Peter and John take over the proceedings with
some very unwelcome news. You know this man Jesus you've just had put to death? The
one who said he was God's leader? Well, guess what - we used his name, so it was really
him who healed this man!
In those days, using someone's name was like using their authority. It's not so different
today - when we're setting up for a service, I've heard people say, ‘Sarah wants it like this' and lo and behold, the church ends up just how I've wanted it - my name can be a powerful
thing! Moving chairs in someone's name is one thing, but healing in Jesus' name? It's one
way of praying that only makes sense if we believe Jesus wants it as much as we do, and if
we think Jesus can and will do something about it if we ask him.
In every service in this church, at some point, we pray for other people - that's the bit called
intercessions. We ask for help, for hope, for healing, and we ask as if we think Jesus can and
will give it. But what do you think I'm inviting you to do, when we pray our prayers of
intercession? I'm assuming you think it's a good thing to do in a service. But do you think it
makes any difference?
These last few days, Margaret Fall's daughter Martha and her baby Connor have been going
through hard times. I've been praying for them and for John and Margaret: praying that the
doctors may use the right drugs to stabilise Connor's heart; praying that God may give all
the Falls courage and peace of mind. As I've been meeting people in the course of my work,
I've been asking them to pray for Martha and Connor too. And I believe that will make a
difference to the Falls' situation, though I don't know exactly how. But though in theory
we've had a prayer chain in this church for a few years now, I've not had the courage to ring
up people in St Andrew's and ask you to pray for the Falls. And I'm not quite sure why. I've
been keeping in touch with Margaret through various people in recent days, so I know
everyone cares about them.
What I don't know is just how to talk to you about praying for them. Somehow, when I think
you may feel embarrassed about me talking about prayer, or even praying with you, that
makes me feel embarrassed too, as if what I have in mind is something weird and off the
wall. Yet that's daft, with me a minister and you faithful members of a Christian church.
Since the time of Peter and John, Christians have asked for God's help to bring wholeness to
lives, because we believe God wants people to be whole - though that can mean mental or
spiritual as well as physical healing. Sometimes that happens through medics. But it can
happen through any of us, if we have the courage, like Peter and John, to ask in Jesus' name.
And we've known each other for nearly four years now, so I think it's about time for me to
start to share praying with you!
Hymns:
R&S 476 was written by the poet William Cowper for the Prayer Meeting at Olney
established by John Newton, the former slave trader and author of ‘Amazing Grace'. The
tune Wareham by William Knapp was first published in A Sett of New Psalm-Tunes and

Anthems, in Four Parts of 1738. Its name comes from the author's birthplace.
CG 138 from the Iona Community was written with healing services in mind, and originally
set to the English folk tune ‘O waly waly'. It acknowledges the mixed motivations of all
motivated to pray for healing. It was subsequently paired with the well-known traditional
Scottish folk tune ‘Ye banks and braes'.
R&S 64 is another modern hymn, based by its author Timothy Dudley-Smith on Psalm 121,
written with a particular hill near Folkestone in mind - though the mountains surrounding
Jerusalem are considerably more rugged. The tune Davos was written for this hymn by
Michael Baughan, named after a Swiss resort encircled by quiet hills where he undertook
summer chaplaincies.
R&S 613 by Frances Havergal was written about a year before she underwent a deep
spiritual experience; it is impressive that she sought God's guidance and strength in order to
be able to offer them to others, and that the rest of her life bore out that prayer. The tune
Fulda was first published in 1815 set to ‘As a shepherd gently leads us'; Fulda is a city in
Germany north-east of Frankfurt; its connection with the tune is unknown.
Sermon:
Psalm 23; John 10:11-18; Acts 4:5-12; 1 John 3:16-24
There it goes again, in our reading from the first letter of John, that dangerous promise that
starts our warning bells ringing: ‘If our hearts do not condemn us, we have boldness before
God; and we receive from him whatever we ask, because we obey his commandments and
do what pleases him.' Oh yeah, you may quietly be thinking. If Christians receive from God
whatever they ask, how come we ever have any problems in life? I'd be surprised, if any of
you were to tell me, ‘Every time I pray, God sorts out all my difficulties immediately.' It's
much more likely to be: ‘I have this worry about my health. I have that worry about my
family. I know it's going to go on for years and years, and maybe never be sorted at all. So
what's the point of asking God about it? When nothing happens, that'll just make me feel
even worse than I already do, as if it's my fault for bothering the Almighty in the first place.'
For any time the question of prayer comes up, so does the question of apparently
unanswered prayer, and who is to blame for it.
Some of the answers are obvious. If our prayer, however heartfelt, is to win the lottery in
order to live the high life, it's fairly obvious we're on our own with that one; similarly, if our
heart's desire is to see our enemies get their comeuppance - though that doesn't seem to
stop the psalmists asking. But there are more problematic aspects of prayers for healing.
Some churches which believe in healing prayer lay the whole responsibility of tangible
success on either those praying, or those for whom we pray. If there seems to be no
response, it must mean that either or both parties are seriously sinful, and should repent in
sackcloth and ashes. But in practice that doesn't work either, as charismatic Christians
discovered to their sorrow when the much-loved, much-prayed for Christian author David
Watson died of cancer. In truth, we cannot tell what difference prayer will make. Sometimes
the problem will be solved. Sometimes we will be given strength to go on, or peace of mind.
But from my own experience I know that offering prayer for healing - and intercessory
prayer generally - does make a difference; to us, to the situation or to both.
Of course, intercessory prayer is by no means all there is to praying. If our relationship with
God, or any of our relationships, were to be based solely on the benefits we received, even
if we were asking on behalf of others, it could not endure - for that would mean treating
God as a sugar daddy who could only retain our affections by lavish and continual gifts. In
our reading from John's Gospel, Jesus offers another view of the connection between God

and us: that of shepherd and sheep. While the shepherd is prepared to give up his life in
order to protect the sheep, they in their turn must recognise and listen to his voice, so that
they know what he wants them to do.
This makes sense for real sheep and shepherds, but it makes sense too in the context of
prayer: for our listening to God is as crucial as our trusting God with the difficulties of our
lives. ‘Listening' will sometimes be just the right metaphor to use: the still, small voice of
conscience, the idea that comes out of nowhere or the unexpected comment of a friend;
but it may be seeing, too - the Bible verse that leaps off the page into our heart, or the
rugged beauty of the Peaks - or even feeling the touch of a friend. However it comes to us, a
vital part of prayer is our readiness to recognise God, not just in the big once-in-a-lifetime
spiritual experiences, but also in the everydayness of our lives. For the more we practise
listening for our Shepherd's voice, the better we will know both how to follow him and what
to ask of him.
And this homeliness of prayer, like the familiar metaphor of shepherd and sheep that Jesus'
hearers would see every day on the dusty roads of Galilee, means that our everyday lives
can show us how to pray. ‘Hands together, eyes closed' was how I was taught at school, and
that's no bad lesson when in prayer we focus on God alone and distance ourselves from the
sights and sounds around us. But as our Celtic ancestors tell us, we can also pray through
walking through the woods or the city with or without a dog or a camera, attentive to every
sight, sound and smell; through the emotions evoked by a favourite piece of music; or even
through the dailiness of washing up. For because God chose to become part of our world,
everything in creation can remind us to listen out for God.
I wouldn't like you to think that I always find praying easy. I don't. There are times when the
little ‘Help me!' arrow prayers - you know, the ones when you don't know what to do - are
as close as I get to praying all day. Sometimes, when my spirit is dry or there's something in
myself I don't want to face, turning to God feels the hardest and most boring thing in the
world. Yet when I'm like that, I remind myself that God wants the truth of how we are, not
the false mask of how we think we should be; and that even wanting to want to pray is still a
prayer that God will hear.
Sadly, some books about prayer seem to leave out awkward bits of life like that: boredom,
anxiety, even terror. But that's not a mistake our psalmist would make. It's no accident that
Psalm 23, one of the most pastoral of psalms, with its imagery of green pastures and still
waters, is also one of the most requested readings at funerals, either in the King James
version or as the metrical psalm sung to Crimond. For this psalm does not pull its punches. It
is in the valley of the shadow of death that the psalmist looks for - and finds - God's guiding
hand. It is in the presence of enemies that he finds God's nourishment.
And that is true also for prayer. It can be easy to pray when our hearts are full of gratitude
and there's a spring in our step. It can be much harder even to want to remember God
when our hearts are full of sorrow or our bodies creak and groan, for it is easy to fear, deep
down, either that we have brought disaster on ourselves and are being punished by God, or
that God cannot care about us - or why would this terrible thing, whatever it is, happen to
us or those we love?
Yet in my experience it can be in those moments of fear and fatigue that God can get
through to us: in those times when we know, however much we should like to do so, that
we cannot manage on our own; when we have to admit to God our weakness and our need.
And when we truly know our need of God, when we are no longer able to pretend to others
or to ourselves that all is well in our world, that is when God is able to come to our aid: not

necessarily with a conventional happy ending - think of Gethsemane! - but with the strength
to take us through whatever the day may bring.
This I believe.
Second Sunday in Easter: Baptism of Nqobizitha Ngwenya and membership of Nqobizitha
Ngwenya and Nomagugu Pinky Mpofu
Service Date:
19 April, 2009
Hebrew Bible reading: Isaiah 45:1-8
It is a powerful passage that Nobi has chosen for us to read on the occasion of his baptism.
God is revealed in this reading as the power behind the universe, the one who unseats
kings, levels mountains, breaks the bars of iron supposed to protect a city from its enemies.
God is the one who has chosen the people of Israel and will save them. Yet strangely, this
saving knowledge comes to the people only when they are in dark places: defeated by their
enemies and exiled from their land, now ruled by a power which does not recognise God.
Before, when they were secure in their own land, the people did not need to look to God in
the same way. Now, when everything they used to know has disappeared from them, when
they have lost their power and must rely on others for support, they must look at their
situation in a new way, recognise that even the foreign ruler who has defeated and exiled
the people is an agent of the God whom he does not know or serve. And God, their God, is
not just their God, defeated by the gods of Babylon or Persia, but God of the whole world the one true power on whom all who worship God must call, because there is no other. And
it is this God, whom once they took for granted, on whom they must now call for justice,
and on whom they will not call in vain.
Each time someone comes seeking baptism, whether a child brought by its parents, or an
adult such as Nobi coming of his own free will, we proclaim again our faith in this God, who
is to be found not only when we are at peace in the safety of our homes, but also in the dark
places of exile and regret. And when we find ourselves in those dark places, which will come
to each of us in different ways, it is the treasure of our baptism, of God's choice of us before
we ever loved God, which will give us hope not just that we may endure the dark times, but
that God will transform our lives from darkness, sorrow and sin to light, joy and forgiveness.
Hymns:
R&S 476: Jesus, where'er thy people meet (tune R&S 63 ‘Wareham')
CG 138: We cannot measure how you heal
R&S 64: I lift my eyes to the quiet hills
R&S 613: Lord, speak to me
Sermon:
Isaiah 45:1-8; Psalm 4; Luke 24:36b-48; 1 John 3:1-7
The day of our Annual Church Meeting is an excellent day to welcome new members into
our church, for it is a day when we look both back and forward: back, to give God thanks
and praise for what has been good in this past year in the life of St Andrew's, and forward,
to ask for God's help in what is to come. And both looking back and looking forward are
important.
In our Gospel reading this morning we look back to one of the stories which the first
Christians must have told and retold: of Jesus coming to his friends after his death, not as a
ghost, but as a living human being, to share his peace with them, to eat with them and to
share with them the Scriptures which showed how God's leader must suffer and die before

God's new life could be shown in him. And what does he say their response should be? To
pass on to everyone they meet, of whatever culture, the good news that everything wrong,
however bad, can be forgiven by God; that anyone, however far away from God they may
have wandered, may return and be welcomed with open arms.
By saying that, however, I'm not meaning to imply that ‘anything goes', that the deliberate
separation from God and others that is evil is a trivial matter. In his nail wounds on the cross
Jesus has borne the cost of human separation from God, and in his risen body those wounds
are still visible. Those who have suffered pain and loss through no fault of their own cannot
pretend that the damage evil does is negligible. Yet Jesus shows us that though the
destructive results of evil may not be expunged, it is possible for it to be healed, made good,
forgiven.
This may not immediately sound like good news when we are going through hard times.
Why does God not protect us from disaster, rather than promising that its damaging effects
will not last forever? Yet if it is Jesus we follow, God's suffering servant, we cannot expect to
avoid suffering ourselves. A similar note is struck in our psalm. The writer calls on God for
help in time of trouble. But his prayer is not so much for material prosperity, for corn and
wine to increase, as for an increase in holiness, in closeness to God, which alone can bring
peace of mind. And in the current financial climate, that does indeed seem more reliable
than wealth.
Hm. Doesn't that sound a preacherly thing to say? A cynic in the congregation might wonder
whether in practice we would really choose holiness over material wealth. Well, I can think
of an example. After today's annual church meeting, we will be eating a delicious lunch
prepared by members of Network, and hearing of a good cause to which those of us who
are not guests are invited to give whatever money we can afford, leaving us to go away less
wealthy, but closer to God, because more engaged in God's work.
Yet how can we human beings be involved in ‘God's work'? God is the ultimately powerful
ruler of the universe. How can any of us dare to say we are working with God, especially
when we know that some who use God's name are only working for their own benefit? Yet
to use God's infinite power as an excuse for us to sit back and do nothing would be equally
mistaken - for what are we called, in our New Testament reading this morning from the first
letter of John? We are called, he says, God's children - and that name is properly given to all
who have chosen to follow Jesus and to commit themselves to a body of Christians,
including us.
One thing about this passage, when I first heard it as a new Christian at school, worried me
greatly, and that was the line: No one who abides in God sins; no one who sins has either
seen or known God. I've probably told you this before when the reading has come up, just
because it was such a relief when someone explained it to me. It does not mean that we
never get anything wrong again, or there could be no Christians. But anyone who has begun
to have that friendship with God which has made them choose baptism or, for those of us
baptised as children, who has decided on church membership, will not deliberately and
happily go on behaving in a way they know to be wrong.
As the letter of John comments, we are God's children now, yet what we will become, just
how we will be more like our heavenly parent, is yet to be revealed. And that's true for us as
a church too. Recently the Elders have been looking through the pastoral profile put
together during the last ministerial vacancy, with a view to taking a closer look at our
church's life during the Elders Retreat this coming November. It's amazing how things
change. Some of our longest-standing members are no longer with us, but new members

have helped to shape the life of the church. Broomhall and Sheffield have not stood still
either, and nor has the United Reformed Church in Yorkshire or nationally. If we want to live
up to our name as God's children, we have new opportunities to take up and new
challenges to meet. But as we struggle to be faithful to our calling, we work from the
conviction that God has promised to forgive our sins and transform our lives, whether we
were baptised this morning or seventy, eighty or ninety years ago. For always, and
particularly when we baptise and welcome new members, we can look back as a church
with thankfulness to our own past experience and the tradition of generations, handed
down as a guide to our action now. And we, no less than those who first gathered in an
upper room in amazement and joy, are commanded by Jesus to proclaim the good news
that we have heard - of forgiveness, of reconciliation - to all nations, even to Yorkshire.
Isaiah foretold that everyone from east to west will discover that almighty God is the only
one in whom we can place our trust. It might have come as a surprise to Isaiah's hearers to
discover that God's almighty power is most clearly shown through the love which forgives
even enemies. Yet a cynic might feel moved to raise an eyebrow. It's easy to talk about
forgiving love, but what happens in practice when we rub one another up the wrong way?
Do we give each other the benefit of the doubt? Do we grumble in private? Or, if there is a
problem, do we talk it over with each other, speaking the truth in love? It may not sound
heroic, but it is in acting with God's forgiving love to each other and to others beyond our
fellowship that we will show most clearly in the years to come our divine parentage, as God
shows us how we can continue to follow Jesus together with these people in this place.
Easter Sunday 2009
Service Date:
12 April, 2009
Mark 16:1-8
Sarah: I hereby bring this editorial meeting of Jerusalem FM to order!
Mark: No need to be that formal. After all, it's only the two of us.
Sarah: First item of business, then. Your final report on Jesus of Nazareth. Is that really all
you've got?
Mark: Well, that's what the women told me happened. You always say I should follow a
story up - and for some reason, this story felt personal. I wanted to know what happened
next - though I wasn't at all expecting what I did hear!
Sarah: But it's an impossible ending!
Mark: Well, I know not many people who die get raised from death.
Sarah: Not many? Have you heard of one, even?
Mark: Well, no, though I've not finished looking through our archives yet.
Sarah: Believe me, you won't find a case to match it anywhere there. But that's not what I
meant.
Mark: What did you mean, then?
Sarah: Mark, you can't finish a story of eyewitnesses to a major event by saying, ‘and they
said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid'.
Mark: But that's what they said! They were scared stiff! Wouldn't even you be a bit nervous
if you came face-to-face with an angel? Let alone one telling you that a crucified man has
got up three days later, broken out of his tomb and gone up North to meet his friends
there?
Sarah: You still haven't got it, have you? Think carefully. There is a basic impossibility here -

Mark: I know! Dead men don't walk! You don't need to tell me!
Sarah: - that if the women had said nothing to anyone, how would anyone ever know what
had happened?
Mark: Well, obviously, they did say something to me when I asked. In fact, when I dropped
by the house where they were staying, Mary was about to screw up her courage to try
telling Peter and the others. After all, the angel did say they had to. So I suppose I was a bit
of a dry run for them, to see how the men might react. You can see they'd be a bit worried.
After all, as you know, Jesus' male friends haven't exactly covered themselves with glory in
the last few days, so the Maries would have to approach the subject very tactfully. And they
are women, aren't they?
Sarah: And just what do you mean by that?
Mark: Don't get all het up! I just mean that officially speaking, women aren't very good
witnesses. After all, regulations say you need twice as many women testifying in court as
you would do men, presumably because they're only half as believable. Don't look at me like
that! I didn't make the rules!
Sarah: Moving swiftly on... Mark, you can see for yourself this isn't the end of the story at
all. You're going to have to do much more work on this one before we can put it on air. You
don't need to get all the details for now, just put together a summary. Go back to Mary, find
out how Peter and the others took her news. See if anyone else can corroborate their story
about Jesus risen, especially anyone in Galilee. And if this man is really alive again, see if you
can find him yourself, and ask him what his plans are! His story must be extraordinary.
Mark: I think I would have done that anyway, Sarah, even if it wasn't my job. It's very
strange, but so many people have spoken to me about Jesus, I'm almost starting to feel I
know him myself. Now there's this mystery surrounding him, I want to unwrap it and
discover what really happened. And if it really is true that he's alive, I want to know him a
good deal better. [sits down]
Most scholars think Mark's Gospel is the first time anyone wrote Jesus' story down. They
think the oldest part is the stories we have heard about what happened in the last week of
Jesus' life. And they think the oldest version of Mark's Gospel ends right where we've heard
it end this morning, with the women silent and afraid, running away and telling no one what
had happened. Two thousand years later, we only know what happened on Easter Sunday
because someone else told us - and someone else told them, and so on, all the way back to
that day when, so Mark's story tells us, two women found Jesus' tomb empty. If the story
had stopped there, if they had really been too afraid to say anything to anyone, we would
not be celebrating today God's new life out of death, not only 2000 years ago but in our
own lives too. As Mark will discover, there is always more to be told about Jesus. And if we
were all too afraid, or too embarrassed, to tell anyone else the stories of our own faith in
Jesus and why it's important to us, that would stop people in centuries to come getting to
know him for themselves. So let's practise. I'm going to start handing out some signs of new
life - and I want you to pass them on to each other down the rows. And then I want you to
investigate what you've got, uncover whatever you find, enjoy some of it and take some
home to offer to someone else. It's that simple!
Hymns:
Jesus Christ is risen today, Alleluia.
'He's not here, he's risen from the dead'
R&S 435: Christian people, raise your song
R&S 247: Thine be the glory

Sermon:
Mark 16:1-8; 1 Corinthians 15:1-11
Christ is risen! [He is risen indeed! Alleluia!]
Resurrection. New life out of death. It really is that simple. It's the way the world is. It's what
happens every morning when the sun rises, every spring when buds sprout out of dead
stems. It's what happens every time a child is born, every time people decide to forgive one
another in spite of past wrongs, to trust one another again.
Yet at the same time, we know it's not at all simple. Dead men don't get up again.
Wounding words cannot be unspoken. Children are not always whole, safe, cherished.
The thing about resurrection is that it's what we hope so hard for, we hardly dare believe
it's really true. There is so much death in the news, we yearn for life. There is so much bad
news in the world, in our country and even in our own families, we long for good news that
walks about among us.
We don't want to be taken in by fakes, to have our hopes raised and then dashed, to have
others laugh at us as gullible fools. So often we keep our hopes silent and hidden.
But they are there, nonetheless. We hear in church about God's covenant with God's
people: forever, for everyone, for freedom, for growth, for us. And we want it to be true.
For if it's not true, then God is proved a liar - and then there is nowhere safe for us to stand.
Yet if it is true, through Jesus' death and resurrection we have become part of God's new
covenant with humanity, abundant life that begins here and now and goes on even when
we die.
Of course, if it is true, this news is going to disrupt our expectations of how the world is. The
God who sides with the victims, with the powerless, has the last laugh over the deathdealing power structures of this world. And if we are really honest with ourselves, do we
really want that? Might not a nice predictable life lived by the rules of power and rewarded
with status, followed by a peaceful death, be preferable?
With all these contradictory feelings, how can we with integrity hold to the words we have
just proclaimed, words that lie at the heart of our faith? Where can we look for evidence to
support our hopes and dispel our fears?
At the heart of Mark's Gospel - as we have already heard this morning, it's the earliest
account of our Gospel faith - women who were taking spices to anoint Jesus' dead body
heard the news of his resurrection from a young man dressed in white. Later Gospels give us
more clues to this messenger's identity - his clothes are dazzling; he is a supernatural being,
an angel. But of course all God's messengers, whether they are spirit or flesh and blood, are
angels - that's what the word means. And in this, the earliest account, the good news that
Christ is risen is passed on by a man explaining their unhoped-for and unnerving experience
of an empty grave.
For some of us, the message of Christ's resurrection will be received in just this way:
through the hopeful interpretation of events in our world. And if we look closer, there are
indeed signs of hope to be seen. Not the ‘green shoots of recovery' a politician recently
regretted having mentioned, the beginning of a return to business as normal. If God has
indeed raised Jesus from death, nothing and no one can be the same again.
But hear a story from the Times of April 7th. Priviledge Thulambo and her daughters Valerie,
21, and Lorraine, 19, won permission in the High Court to bring a judicial review of the
Home Secretary's decision that they have no grounds to challenge deportation. Mrs
Thulambo, 39, who was living in Sheffield with her daughters before they were sent to Yarl's
Wood detention centre in Bedfordshire three months ago, said: "I can't believe it, after all I

have gone through. This has given me hope."
Here is resurrection, new life out of death for three vulnerable women, one despairing
enough to try killing herself rather than being taken back to Zimbabwe - and members of
this church, campaigning for the Thulambos, have been among the angels passing on that
message to them.
Yet while the women's belief in Jesus' resurrection depends on their interpretation of an
inexplicable natural event, others believe through a specifically supernatural experience.
Take Paul, for example. After his death, Jesus appears to Peter, to his twelve close disciples,
to a crowd of believers, to James and to others - yet what does Paul do? He reckons these
people are not only mistaken, but wicked. Only God can forgive sins. And someone who has
died by crucifixion, a death specifically cursed by the Jewish Law, someone who has made
claims verging on blasphemy, is not the sort of person God would raise from death. These
Christians are shameless heretics - the only thing to do with them is to imprison as many as
possible. While Jesus' friends are surprised and delighted by his new life, Paul believes only
in Jesus' death. Until that moment when, on the road to Damascus, the story of Jesus
becomes Paul's story too.
For some of us, like Paul, as we have seen in recent months' Messengers - what an apt title
for our own magazine! - what's called religious experience has played a major role in our
spiritual lives, helping us to make sense of God and the world. For others, as we have just
considered, it is through the love of ordinary human beings in the darkest times of our lives
that we have gratefully recognised the love of God. Yet neither is a knock-down proof to
convince any cynic that resurrection is real. Religious experience can be put down to brain
activity; people can give and receive love without God having to be brought into the
equation.
So what is it that shapes our own experience, natural or supernatural, into the conviction
that Christ is risen? It is the Gospel stories passed on from person to person, telling us about
the God who cares so much about us as to become human, to share our death, and to bring
us into life that will not die again. And that brings us into the position of John Mark,
traditionally known as the writer of Mark's Gospel. It's thought Mark's signature is that little
story we heard on Sunday of the young man in Gethsemane, fleeing from the temple
guards, who left his cloak behind in their grasp.
So he had some knowledge of Jesus and his message. But other than that cameo role, Mark
never turns up in the Gospels. He is someone who listens to the stories others tell about
Jesus and tries to make sense of them. And we in St Andrew's are in that same position.
In a few moments we will share in our Easter Communion, joining in another story of Jesus
that has been passed down to us for two thousand years. They are powerful, these stories.
They have staying power, believing for us when belief seems hollow, giving us hope when
life seems full of despair. Now they are in our hands. Will you pass them onto the next
generation, telling how they have shaped your life? Or will you be like the women at the
tomb, seized by terror and amazement, and say nothing to anyone?
Christ is risen! [He is risen indeed! Alleluia!]
Good Friday Words for Christ's Passion 2009
Service Date:
10 April, 2009
Opening responses

Leader: From Bethlehem to Nazareth,
from Jordan to Jericho,
from Bethany to Jerusalem,
from then to now,
All: Come, Lord Jesus.
Leader: To carry the cross,
to lead the way,
to shoulder the sin of the world
and take it away,
All: Come, Lord Jesus.
Leader: Today,
to this place,
to us,
All: Come, Lord Jesus.
(responses taken from Stages on the Way c 1998 WGRG)
Hymns:
O sacred head sore wounded (vv 1, 2)
My song is love unknown (vv 4, 5)
O sacred head sore wounded (vv 3, 4)
Sermon:
1. Jesus is betrayed (John 18:1-12)
Judas - Clive Sansom
On this day, let us remember all
who have failed the trust placed in them,
and pray that we may not fail you.
Lord, in your mercy... hear our prayer
2. Peter denies Jesus (John 18:15-18, 25-27)
Peter in tears - James Dickson
On this day, let us remember all
whose nerve fails them,
and ask for courage to speak out for you.
Lord, in your mercy...
3. Pilate tries Jesus' case (John 18:28-40)
Pilate to his wife - Mervyn Morris
On this day, let us remember all politicians
torn between expedience and integrity
and ask for wisdom in our own decision-making.
Lord, in your mercy...
4. Jesus is tortured (John 19:1-5)
God of freedom, God of justice - Shirley Erena Murray
On this day, let us remember people tortured and imprisoned
all around the world

and ask that we may not, by our silence, be complicit.
Lord, in your mercy...
5. The crowds condemn Jesus (John 19:6-8)
My song is love unknown - Samuel Crossman (vv 4, 5)
On this day, let us remember
the power of the crowd
to influence decisions
and ask that we may decide on fact, not rumour.
Lord, in your mercy...
6. Jesus is crucified (John 19:17-25)
The happy tree - Gerald Gould
On this day, let us remember
human power over all things green and growing
and ask that we may use nature well.
Lord, in your mercy...
7. Jesus speaks to his mother (John 19:25-27)
Suffering and shining - Ruth Burgess
On this day, let us remember
all parents who have lost their children
and ask for forgiveness within our families.
Lord, in your mercy...
8. Jesus thirsts (John 19:28-29)
A man of misery - Robert Herrick
On this day, let us remember the violence of the world
and follow Jesus who absorbed it, yet never passed it on.
Lord, in your mercy...
9. Jesus dies (John 19:30-37)
Redemption - George Herbert
On this day, let us remember the great love of God
who chose to be one with us in life, in suffering and in death,
and ask that we may find Jesus with us in our darkness.
Lord, in your mercy...
10. Jesus is buried (John 19:28-42)
And so we took him down - Elizabeth Rooney
On this day, let us remember all who mourn,
asking that they, and we, may find new hope
beyond the harsh realities of death and stone.
Lord, in your mercy...
Closing responses
Leader: So there it is,
the ugly shape of beautiful wood,

rough hewn by human hands.
All: Lord, where are you now?
Leader: And there it is,
a tight-shut tomb,
a borrowed grave,
sealed with stone and silence.
All: Lord, where are you now?
Leader: And there it is,
your broken body,
shrouded in linen,
clothed in darkness.
All: Lord, where are you now?
Leader: And here are we,
saying,
‘If only,'
murmuring
‘Surely not,'
counting the cost for once
of our carelessness
and our lovelessness
and our sin.
Trying so vainly to gain all,
we've bartered you away.
With the Peters and Marys of all time,
we wait,
for only you can tell
whether we are worth rising for.
All: Amen.
(responses taken from Stages on the Way c 1998 WGRG)
Maundy Thursday Passover Seder
Service Date:
9 April, 2009
What do we mean by ‘A Christian seder'? Seder is a Jewish word meaning ‘order', and it
refers to the general pattern followed during a Passover meal, used for centuries by Jews
across the world. There is no set wording for the meal; on the contrary, innovation and
creativity have always been encouraged, but the general order stays the same, unchanging
elements providing the key ingredients to the proceedings.
Today we are not going to follow the format of a complete Passover meal from start to
finish. Partly because without Jews to host our meal, we could not consider this a real
traditional seder. But also because within a traditional seder there are so many elements
that it is worth our focusing separately on different aspects, building upon them in the
context of our Christianity and applying them, in particular, to the Lord's Supper. So tonight
we will be focusing on the Dayeinu response: a Hebrew word meaning ‘It would have been
enough'.
Hymns:
Let the world rejoice together (R&S 649)

Sermon:
The order for this service was taken from Nick Fawcett's Celebrating the Seder.
Fifth Sunday in Lent
Service Date:
29 March, 2009
Jeremiah 31:31-34
Check on previous weeks: God's promise or covenant was given to Noah, rainbow, forever;
Abraham, Sarah and Hagar, for everyone; Moses, burning bush, for freedom; Hosea, mother
and child, for growth. Now we've got the final person telling us about God's covenant, and
it's the prophet Jeremiah, talking about the human heart.
Did anyone have to learn things by heart when they were at school? What sort of things?
Times tables, poetry, science formulae? Do you still remember them now? Did you enjoy
learning things by heart? Not necessarily at the time, but afterwards it can really help not to
have to think of things.
Think of first aid - I had to learn a checklist called ABC for airway, breathing, circulation. If
those things are OK you can start checking for other injuries, but those are the most
important things, and it's not something you want to be struggling to remember when
someone's seriously ill.
Or think of remembered poetry, or songs, or Bible verses. Do you find sometimes that when
you're least expecting it, a line you've learned by heart comes to mind, and it's just what
you need to hear?
That's one way of thinking about our hearts, the most inward, most important part of us but of course there are our real physical hearts too, pumping blood round our bodies day
and night. If our heart ever stops, so do we - permanently. And the wonderful thing about
our hearts is that we don't have to remember to make them beat - they just do it, whatever
we're thinking about, whatever mood we're in, they just go on beating, carrying the blood
round our bodies, doing what they're meant to do.
And that's what Jeremiah's looking forward to in God's covenant promise he gives us today.
Jeremiah looks back at the covenant made with the people in the days of Moses, the Ten
Commandments and all the laws given to help people live well with God - and all that wasn't
enough. It couldn't have been enough, because Jeremiah is living through the last days of an
independent Judah, just before and just after the Babylonian Empire would conquer the
people and send them into exile, because they had forgotten God's love for all.
When you're an exile, you have to learn your most important values by heart, like a law
inside you, and pass them on to your children that way. Because you've not got the outside
things to remind you any more. The temple, the sacrifices, the land of promise - everything
that once reminded people of God would go, and their priests would need to remind them
how to please God, how to follow God's laws.
A promise of new relationship between God and people, known by heart, that no one would
need to teach anyone else - how could that be? We Christians believe that new covenant,
writing that new law of love Jeremiah speaks about on each of our hearts has come to each
of us through Jesus, who kept God's law perfectly and never stopped loving, even when his
own heart stopped beating. That new relationship with God is on offer for each of us, if we
have enough faith in Jesus to try it for ourselves, and to go on with God till we have it by
heart. So our symbol today is a heart, and God's promise is - for us.
Hymns:

R&S 387: Great Shepherd of thy people, hear
R&S 499: Have faith in God, my heart
R&S 483 (tune i): We are your people, Lord, by your grace
R&S 602: Forth in the peace of Christ we go (tune R&S 521, Angels' Song)
Sermon:
Jeremiah 31:31-34; Psalm 119:9-16; John 12:20-33; Hebrews 5:5-10
Our readings aren't any too clear this morning - our Gospel reading from John, in particular.
If you save your life, you'll lose it. If you lose your life, you'll save it. What's that all about?
Imagine for a moment - and some of us won't need to imagine - being a mother loving her
child, or a husband loving his wife. There will be times when it looks from the outside as
though we nobly choose to do what's best for the one we love, not for us; when we do the
3am feed, for example, or choose a particular job because it's near her aging father, even
though it's a bad career move. From the outside, it looks like losing out. But from the inside,
when there is love between parent and child or between partners or friends, we genuinely
see the good of the other as our good; their happiness means that we are happy too. If on
the other hand, things go wrong, if the child is left howling or the marriage begins to crack,
choices that seemed to improve our life have actually hurt us, as well as the one we love.
It's the same with our relationship with Jesus, where our comfort and God's calling to us are
often in tension. Any relationship between us and Jesus that is more than a formality,
satisfying other people's expectations, is likely to involve suffering - after all, this is a man
who ended up on a cross. Yet this is no masochistic ‘if it hurts, Jesus has to love me'
arrangement - that could never work, as psychological blackmail never works in any
relationship. Rather, this is a deliberately creative use of the inevitable pain of being human;
let our suffering, if there must be suffering, lead us towards him, towards God. Jesus speaks
of this fruitful choice when he describes a seed choosing to fall into the ground and die so a
new plant can grow and bear seeds.
Of course, John's Gospel, as the last of the Gospels to be written, has had most time to
come to terms with the indignity of God's leader, the Messiah, dying a criminal's death.
Jesus in John's Gospel seems to almost relish the prospect of his coming ‘hour' of selfsacrificial death, and we need the picture in the letter to the Hebrews of Jesus' made
perfect through suffering to counterbalance this.
The words we have heard this morning from Hebrews are shocking, if we really take them
in. Listen: Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to the one
who was able to save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent
submission. So God, who was able to save Jesus from death, heard his prayers and
supplications - yet didn't stop him dying. More surprising yet: Although he was a Son, he
learned obedience through what he suffered. So we can't take Jesus' perfect obedience to
God's laws for granted. He struggled through suffering to maintain that relationship with
God that he had by heart. There is good news for us, of course, in the very next phrase: and
having been made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him.
Because Jesus could show us this new covenant between God and people, written on his
heart, we, as part of his body, the church, can be healed, rescued, saved, transformed by
him into living fruitfully. That is why Hebrews calls him a priest like Melchizedek, a
mysterious man of Abraham's time who knew and served God outside any ordinary idea of
priesthood.
I am not arguing, of course, that human suffering is always fruitful, even with Jesus' life as

an example. Sometimes it just crumples the character, or turns into destructive anger and
bitterness. Yet suffering undergone in following Jesus can lead to a renewed relationship
with God written indelibly on our hearts, God's new covenant with us, and our greatest
treasure. This conclusion is not staggeringly original; indeed, I hope it is not news to anyone
sitting here this morning. And yet we can find it surprisingly hard to consider a relationship
between God and us in these terms. God must love Mrs So-and-so - she's such a wonderful
person. God may love Mr Thingummy, who's so difficult to get on with - we hope God does,
because everyone else has such a hard time with him. But people like me? Who have had
our dreams, but let go of some of them to get on with living, who have done stupid things
we regret and been hurt by our lives too - does God love me, relate to me? Does God care
about my suffering? Where's God's glory in it? What difference does God's offer of a new
covenant written on my heart make in my life?
These are questions you will need to consider - for I cannot trust God's covenant love for
you; this is always something personal between you and God. But though our relationship
with God must always be personal, it can never be purely individual. Our anthem's words
begin: It is a thing most wonderful, almost too wonderful to be, that God's own son should
come from heaven and die to save a child like me. That level of love, written on our hearts,
calls out our love in return. Yet that covenantal promise has come to us through God's
relationship with a family, then a nation, then a mixed body of people called church. We
cannot be Christians on our own; for it is together that we are being formed into the body
of Christ in this place, together we learn by heart how to show God's love to our neighbours,
believing and unbelieving. Of course this too involves suffering, as we get it wrong, offend
each other, apologise to each other, forgive each other, learn from each other and grow
together - but that very suffering brings God's transformation to us.
I have considered a few domestic and local ways that loving God more than our own lives
may work out in practice; but of course the same dynamic is at work in a wider sphere when
we recognise God in others to whom we appear not to be connected or whom we may not
even know, and choose to love them rather than our lives. When we order our investments
to avoid sales of arms or tobacco, though the financial return is less; when we budget so we
can afford to buy more expensive fairly traded goods, to give the chance of health care and
education to families around the world; when we spend our precious free time in writing
letters on behalf of Zimbabwean asylum seekers we may never have met, or in caring for
the children of broken families we know nothing about, love and justice combine to produce
a rich harvest.
From next week we will be hearing again the old stories of Holy Week, the end of Jesus' life,
stories most of us know by heart. As we follow his suffering and death two thousand years
ago, see how you can link it with God's healing, rescue, salvation at work today, in us, our
church and our world. For God's work of transformation continues even to this day, and we
can be among its agents.
Fourth Sunday in Lent: Mothering Sunday
Service Date:
5 April, 2009
Hosea 11:1-4, 8-9
We've been thinking these last few weeks of Lent about God's promise or covenant with us.[
Quick recap for each week: Noah, rainbow, God's promise is forever; Abraham, Sarah and
Hagar, family tree, God's promise is for everyone; Moses, burning bush, God's promise is for

freedom.] Now this week we've fast-forwarded through lots of Israelite history after the
people settled in the promised land, to the moment when a prophet, someone who passes
on God's message to other people, called Hosea, had something very important to tell the
people of Israel.
Hosea tells people the story so far between God and God's people. When Israel was little,
God says, I loved him. I called my son out of Egypt. [What's that talking about? The Exodus,
the time we were thinking about last week when God rescued all the Israelite slaves from
Egypt.] But God has more to say, just like a mother telling off her child. The more I called
you, the farther away you went. [What had happened? The people were turning away from
God, and giving their love and respect to powers that weren't God, powers that they hoped
would give them good harvests and plenty of children, but powers that could do nothing for
them at all.]
That's breaking one of the important commandments God gave people, that we
remembered together last week. But going by what Hosea says, when God's people give up
on God and look for quick fixes instead, does God give up on God's people [no] No, Hosea
gives us a lovely picture of the promise between God and people. It's like the bond between
a mother and her toddler. God's heart yearns after the people, even though they've chosen
to wander away and be naughty. God remembers picking them up and cuddling them. Do
you remember how toddlers used to be tethered to their mothers by woolly reins, so they
could have freedom, but not wander off and get lost? To stop God's people going wrong
again, God wants to help them learn how to walk properly with leading reins - made not out
of wool, but out of love, between God's heart and our hearts.
And that's just like the way a good mother looks after her child. A good mother doesn't stifle
her children by not allowing them any freedom at all - [why not? Because that's the way
they can learn and grow.] But will everything children do be right the first time? [no] Will
their lives go completely smoothly all the time? [no] And what do parents do then, when
their children look like wandering off the right path? [story about Raphael obeying Ute by
staying away from the barbecue fire] Sometimes, Raphael won't take his mother's advice and then he may hurt himself. But while he's growing up, she'll be there to hug him and
show him she loves him, to comfort him when he gets hurt, to open her arms when he turns
back to her. And that's how it was with the Israelites and God, how it is with us and God.
When we realise we've made a mistake, when we turn back to God and are sorry about
what we've done wrong, like a good mother God will never reject us. But God doesn't stop
us getting hurt, either, because otherwise we'd never learn, never grow up. So God's
covenant promise is forever; for all people; for freedom and for growth.
Hymns:
R&S 33: Eternal God
CG 81: Loving Spirit
R&S 528: Jesus, good above all other
R&S 72: Now thank we all our God
Sermon:
Hosea 11:1-4, 8-9; Psalm 32; Matthew 23:37-39; 2 Timothy 1:1-10
It's Mothering Sunday again - doesn't it come round fast? - time again for us to reflect on
our mothers, our own mothering abilities, and the mothering ways of God. Someone
mentioned in a meeting I was in yesterday that in many churches, a lot more women than
men come to church; I suspect that's partly because, since the time when the second letter
to Timothy was written, faith has often been passed down through the generations from

mother to child - in Timothy's case, from his grandmother Lois through his mother Eunice to
himself, their grandson.
And that in its turn is because still today, the parent who initially looks after a new child in
the family, and who starts to teach that child what life is about, will often be the mother.
There are some lovely Renaissance pictures of Jesus being taught to read by his mother
Mary - and though they're learning with an illuminated book of Communion services and
not a Hebrew Bible, that catches the spirit of understanding passed from mother to child. Of
course, there are honourable exceptions - just think of the Middleton family coming to
church: Ray the grandfather, Rob the father who spoke to us last year about his experience
of fatherhood and his three sons; Joshua, and the twins Thomas and Harry. And of course
there are men who bring up small children with great tenderness. But in general, the
mother gets in first with her view of the world, and that can have enormous influence on us
and our adult lives. As a knock-on effect, how our mothers dealt with us in early childhood
may have an unexamined effect on how we think of God - unexamined, because mostly the
traditional biblical pictures of God are masculine, but all the more powerful for that. If our
mother was perfectionist and controlling, wanting us to be perfectly behaved on all
occasions, we may end up thinking that God will only love us if we get things right. If our
mother was cold and distant, we may find it hard to believe that God cares about us either.
But if our mother was hospitable to all sorts of people, we may find it easier to believe God
loves people who are not like us at all.
But before the mothers among us start to feel self-conscious, which is not at all my purpose
this morning - motherhood is an amazing calling from God, and one I know myself to be
totally unsuited to - let's take a bit of a detour and look at Jesus' own mothering skills. I'll
admit there's not much in the Gospels to indicate that Jesus thought of himself as a mother,
but the short passage from Matthew's Gospel we heard this morning does show how he
uses this metaphor, among so many others, to try to get across to people who he is and why
he's come among us.
You'll remember a few weeks ago Jesus warning his friends that if they're to follow him,
they must take up their own crosses. Now we get another foreshadowing of his suffering to
come. Even before Jesus enters Jerusalem in triumph, with everyone apparently on his side,
he knows it's not going to be a simple happy ending. We've thought of God as a mother
giving her toddler the freedom to walk and fall over and get up again, tethered only by
leading reins. Now as he looks over his beloved city, knowing in his heart that his good news
of God's love for all will be ignored, that rather than coming together like chicks clustering
under their mother's wing, people will choose to stay separated from God and from each
other, Jesus is more like a mother of a teenager going wrong.
It must be heartrending when you've given birth to a child, and mothered that child into the
beginnings of adult life, to see them going down paths you would not have chosen for them.
It must take great self-control not to rage, not to accuse of folly and ingratitude, not to try
to lock them into their bedroom till they've seen sense, not to give up on someone who
seems to have thrown back in your face all you've given them through the years. But though
Jesus' words show sorrow and regret for the path that all around him were to tread, he does
not take from them their freedom to make mistakes, even though the consequences will fall
on his shoulders. That may strike us as strange. If Jesus could do miracles, why could he not,
for their own good, just compel people to understand and follow him?
For some insight into an answer to this, we could do worse than look at our psalm this
morning: the story of someone who has gone wrong, has made a clean breast of their

mistakes to God, and has been renewed and restored to God's friendship.
It begins with the obvious but still necessary comment that when we have gone wrong, the
first thing to do is to admit it, rather than digging a deeper hole for ourselves. That's not just
to get a difficult part of the exercise over with - it's also an inordinate psychological pressure
on us if we try to deny what we really know to be true, one which drains our strength, as the
psalmist puts it. Once we have addressed our mistakes, when matters are clear between
God and us, there will be no self-constructed barriers of embarrassment between us when
we are really in need of God's help. But the part of the psalm that I'd like to draw our
attention to here comes next: Don't be like a beast of burden, God warns us, an animal that
will only go in the right direction if their rider drags on the reins. Because we are people,
made in God's image, God refuses to direct us forcibly. It's up to us to respond freely to
God's maternal touch of love on our lives by the sorts of choices we make. For when the
relationship between mother and child works the way it should - and here I'm not talking
emotional blackmail- we may hesitate to go wrong, just because we know how much that
would upset our mother.
Of course, our own mothers are not superhuman, so they do not always know what is right
for us. If they have brought us up well, they will have equipped to make our own decisions
in adulthood, which may be very different from theirs. But if our grandmothers and mothers
have by their upbringing and example given us a flavour of Jesus' love, they have put us
onto the right path. It's not a trouble-free path of automatic happy endings, but the path of
costly love, which will look to him for help and for perseverance in all life's troubles - ours,
those of our children, and those of all people - and will find that help as abundant as
daffodils in spring.
Third Sunday in Lent
Service Date:
15 March, 2009
Exodus 3:1-14
In the first week of Lent we looked at the rainbow as a symbol telling us something about
God's covenant promise to Noah and all the people on earth after the flood. What did the
rainbow tell us? [that God's promise is forever]. Last week we looked at another symbol what was it? [Abraham's family tree] And that told us something new about God's promise what? - that it would make all Abraham's descendants, God's people, into a blessing to
everyone. This week we're finding out something new about God's promise again. There's
good news and bad news. Good news: God's promise is to help God's people, in this story to
set God's people free. But not such good news, it's not a hey-presto sort of freedom that
doesn't cost anything: it involves hard work. And that hard work is going to involve Moses,
who wasn't at all expecting it. Because a promise always involves two people - one to
promise to do something and the other to accept that promise. And in the same way, the
covenant between people and God has two sides: what God does for us, and what we in
gratitude do for God. In this story, who starts off the conversation between God and
Moses? God. First by setting the bush on fire, and then by inviting Moses to come near, to
begin their relationship. It's always God who invites us to make a covenant, who makes the
promise to us, God's people, because God can promise to help us when we cannot help
ourselves. But we have our part to play too. If God's people are to be set free, Moses has
got to say yes to God, to agree to leave his quiet life with the sheep and go to see the
Pharaoh, the king of Egypt, to ask him to do something the Pharaoh will not want to do. And

when God's people are set free, and they worship God on the mountain, God will give them
something else as a sign of the covenant, the promise between them. God will give them a
law, a way of living well with God and with each other, that will show everyone that they
are truly God's people.
Who can remember some of the commandments God gave Moses and the people on the
mountain?
• Worship God and no one else
• Don't make imitations of God in case you start thinking they are God
• Don't misuse God's name
• Keep the Sabbath rest and don't make anyone else work then
• Honour your parents
• Don't murder
• Don't love someone else's wife or husband
• Don't steal
• Don't lie
• Don't wish other people's things were yours
When we keep those laws it shows we keep our side of God's covenant to us. But the laws
don't come first. First comes God's loving invitation to us to belong, God's fiery covenant
love for us which gives us the love and the strength to love each other and to keep God's
laws, even when that's not easy. So the burning bush is our symbol this morning.
Hymns:
R&S 661: How shall I sing that majesty
R&S 327: O God, your love's undying flame
The stars declare his glory (Ps 19)
R&S 295 (tune R&S 379): Breathe on me, breath of God
R&S 586 (2nd tune): All my hope on God is founded
Sermon:
Exodus 3:1-14; Psalm 19; John 2:13-22; 1 Corinthians 1:18-25
Sometimes I suspect people think I'm stupid to be a Christian. You can see it in their polite
smile when they find out what I do. Well, I'm very happy if that works for you, they say, as
they change the subject - and I'm pretty sure they're thinking, But I'd never be such a loser
as to fall for religion. It's only there for naive people who can't cope with real life. Of course,
the other thing people think and say about religion is that people who believe in God are
mad fanatics, ready to destroy whatever gets in their way.
And there is evidence for both these points of view. Unfortunately, religion does sometimes
breed conformists who cannot live without rigid instructions from on high, mediated
through a charismatic leader who takes away from his flock - and it usually is a man - the
pain of living their lives in the real world, where uncertainty and doubt are part of the
equation. And unfortunately, extremists whose goal is destruction do sometimes blame
their violence on God and see themselves as God's warriors, handing out punishment to
those who dare to disagree or disobey. So where does that leave us, self-confessed
Christians sitting here in church this morning?
Of the two possible labels that could be put on your faith, folly or fanaticism,
I wonder which you would consider more insulting? My pride finds no enjoyment in our
being considered so negligible that we can safely be ignored, and Paul might have agreed.
His letter to the church in Corinth just drips with sarcasm, as he argues against those who
count themselves much too wise to accept the folly of Jesus' cross. And let's face it, from

outside, Jesus' whole life does look pretty foolish. An energetic young preacher, with
everyone on his side, he manages to alienate both the reformers who want people to get
back to God through keeping God's law and those traditionalists who say that the Temple is
the place where God's presence is revealed. Then, just to burn his boats, he criticises the
government too! And finally from his lofty deathbed he forgives the lot of them. Naive
young idiot, what sense does that make? Yet this is our Lord. If we've never been fools for
Christ, are we really following Jesus?
If we don't like being dismissed as idiots, is it any better to be labelled as fanatics?
Fanaticism might not be a word you'd associate with our tradition, which looks a bit
doubtfully on enthusiasm in a church context. Yet at times in Scottish and in Irish history
women and men have risked their freedom and even their lives to worship God in the ways
they thought right, and specifically not in the English ways they thought wrong.
Sometimes the ways they understood their faith could also be tragically destructive of the
freedom and the lives of others; an echo from such past violence has painfully been heard
this week in Northern Ireland. Yet it's not hard to justify religious provocation in our Gospel
reading this morning. Jesus comes into the temple, into the courtyard of the Gentiles, where
flawless animals satisfying the regulations for sacrifice were on sale, where worshippers,
Jew and Gentile, could exchange their ordinary coins for the Temple money used to buy
them. He comes into the heart of the religious system, the place where forgiveness for sins
and reconciliation with God take place. And he disrupts it. Though his words and actions
protested legitimately against the commerce which allowed people with money to buy into
God's favour, what he did must have been construed by others as deliberate provocation.
Yet he is our Lord.
If our way of following Jesus has never raised an eyebrow in others, let alone a protest, are
we really his friends?
In a church tradition where pictorial symbols have traditionally been seen as a step on the
road to idolatry, one image that has been associated with our churches for centuries is that
of the burning bush, taken from our first reading, often in association with the Latin motto
nec tamen consumebatur, yet it was not consumed. It is a symbol of God's power, which in
spite of overwhelming need can never be exhausted, and of God's people, who in spite of
overwhelming suffering can never be destroyed. And it is that fire of God's love, burning in
our hearts, which is the strength of our faith - the strength which comes through our trust in
God, without which the covenant promise made between God and us, God's people, would
be unthinkable, and God's commandments remain unkept.
As we reflected earlier in our theme introduction, it is that fire of God's love burning within
us which precedes God's commands and enables us to follow them. It may take time to
catch light in us - Moses' initial reaction to God's call was less than enthusiastic, and the first
reaction of many prophets on hearing the voice of God has been, Here I am - send
somebody else. And no wonder. God's call may destroy the old order without sure promise
of the new: Moses had been an Egyptian prince before God's voice called him back to his
own. And it may seem sheer stupidity. Moses' commission to remove thousands of slaves
from Pharaoh's economy wasn't a front-runner for political success; his own reward for
obedience was to suffer grumbling from his followers all his life, and then to die without
entering the land of promise. True religion is indeed susceptible to accusations of fanaticism
and of folly.
Yet it is the fire of God's love within us and between us - for God's covenant is not only with
each of us as individuals, but also between God and us as a church - which gives us a

yardstick to distinguish between actions reflecting God's never-ending forgiveness which
will not turn away any, no matter how serious or repeated the offence, and weakness;
between provocative deeds drawing others towards God, and violence. That quality of love
is poetically described in our psalm this morning. God's loving relationship with us,
expressed through both God's created universe and God's revealed law, is like the burning
rays of the sun, like the vigour of someone newly married, like the brilliance of gold, like the
sweetness of honey. But we believe it is also like one human being, Jesus Christ. And it is his
love which we reflect, as well as we are able, in the daily choices of our lives. When we are
tempted to retaliation, when we are tempted to close our eyes to evil, the covenant love
between God and us, as God's people, can guide our actions. Our psalm acknowledges that
we will not always realise when we have gone wrong, which is one reason why we should
always take seriously outsiders' reaction to Christianity; they may see what we cannot. But if
we discover that our religion is falling into weakness or violence, we know how we should
pray: Breathe on me, breath of God.
Second Sunday in Lent
Service Date:
8 March, 2009
Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16
Last week we started to think about God's promise to us. Do you remember what symbol
we used to think about that promise? [a rainbow] What did I say that the rainbow means for
us about God's promise? [it's forever]
Well, this week we go back to the other end of time, to the beginning of the story we know
about God choosing a particular person, then a particular family to work with. That doesn't
mean God didn't choose anyone else, but this is the story we know about as Christians.
And of course we know about our own family stories too. I always thought my father was an
only child, but then I discovered he'd had an older step-brother. My grandfather had been
married twice, and the son from his first marriage died young. The way my father talked
about him, he hero-worshipped this older brother, and was really sad when he died. But not
everyone gets on with their family, and family trees can be very complicated affairs.
Who here has brothers or sisters? Do you get on? Does anyone like my dad have steprelations or adopted children in the family? Then we know something about the story of
Abraham and his family, the story we've just heard a bit about this morning, from the inside
of your own family life.
Abraham and Sarah were married for years and years, and they'd given up hoping for
children. So Sarah said, Why don't you take my maid Hagar as a wife too? She can have
children for you. Well, Hagar had a son, and they called him Ishmael. That was good news.
But God promised Sarah that she'd have a son too. The way we read this story in the
Hebrew Bible, it was Sarah's son Isaac who ended up the important one, the one God
promised to look after, the one whose family ended up as the Jewish people. The way we
Christians retell that story in the New Testament, we end up as Abraham's children too,
because through Jesus we've been adopted into God's people.
But the way Muslims tell the story, Ishmael was the son God had promised Abraham, and
Ishmael's descendants ended up as the Muslim people.
So Jews, Christians and Muslims - we all tell the story about Abraham and his family, we all
remember God's promise made to one particular person, and then to his family. The snag is,
we all tell it as though we're the only ones who get God's promise. And it's the same

problem with the land God promised to Abraham and to his descendants in our reading.
Jews, Christians and Muslims all believe, from the reading we've just heard, that God's
promise to Abraham was meant for them only - and of course, when you get brothers or
even sisters competing for their inheritance, you get big trouble.
So what can we do instead? How can we make Abraham's family tree into a blessing, not a
curse? Well, according to an earlier bit of Abraham's story, God promised that his family
would turn into a blessing for all peoples. Not just for Jews. Not just for Christians. For
everyone. And when children in a family share, then there is peace and happiness. So when
we remember the family tree of Abraham and Sarah, our ancestors in the faith, let's
remember God's promise, right from the very beginning of the story, to be our God. But
let's remember too that being God's people means being a blessing to everyone.
Hymns:
R&S 121 is based on the Hebrew Yigdal, a 12th-century statement of faith about the nature
of God, traditionally chanted between cantor and congregation in the synagogue to the
tune we are using this morning, Leoni. The evangelical preacher Thomas Olivers turned it
into a Christian hymn which would no longer be suitable for a Jewish congregation, but
owes much to its original.
R&S 553 also remembers that our Christian family tree begins with Abraham and Sarah
(whereas Muslims remember Hagar as their mother in the faith). The tune Aurelia is known
for the hymn ‘The Church's one foundation', though it was originally written for ‘Jerusalem
the golden', hence its name (Aurelia = golden).
How urgent is the summons reflects on the realities of Jesus' call to take up our cross and
follow him. The tune Alford was written by John Bacchus Dykes in 1875 (one wonders
whether his parents approved of alcohol).
R&S 603 was written by Timothy Dudley-Smith in 1967 for the centenary of Scripture Union,
though then it was sung to Sibelius' tune Finlandia. The tune Lord of the Years was written
for it by Michael Baughen, a coworker at the Church Pastoral Aid Society.
Sermon:
Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16; Psalm 22:23-31; Mark 8:31-38; Romans 4:13-25
It seems a long, long way from God's covenant promise to Abraham of blessing to that dark
warning Jesus gives his friends in Mark's Gospel about the suffering he must undergo, and
the cross he expects his disciples to shoulder too. And it seems a long way from either into
the lives we live today. Is there a thread that will lead us through this maze of readings and
bring us safe through? Maybe we can begin with the idea of trust.
Trust seems in short supply just now. Bankers don't trust their customers not to default on
loans, so they don't lend money to us to buy houses or to help our businesses grow. They
don't trust one another not to pass on our bad debts, so they don't lend money to one
another. They don't trust the government either, because they are starting to protest
against huge bonuses paid out to reward failure. And we return the compliment by failing to
trust them. Being a banker just now must feel rather like being a used-car salesman or an
estate agent in pre-credit-crunch times - only politicians are seen as equally untrustworthy!
Sometimes learning to trust is a matter of time. Our Contact Centre works because
separated parents trust us to keep their child safe while contact with the estranged parent
is maintained; sometimes, after years, enough trust has been re-established for the parents,
though still separated, to be able to arrange visits without the Contact Centre acting as a gobetween.
Sometimes it feels very risky to trust without guarantees of outcome. When God told

Abraham to leave home, family, everything he knew and go off into the unknown, it must
have taken a lot of trust to obey. Being told you'll father nations must also be a bit hard to
take seriously when you and your wife are both past that sort of thing. Frankly, I think Sarah
showed even more trust, given that she didn't have any direct experience of God's promises
to go on. But they did it. Trust wavered sometimes; they tried out short-cuts which ended
up being long ways round, like the birth of Ishmael, through using Hagar as a surrogate
mother. But Sarah and Abraham never gave up on God, even if they did laugh disbelievingly
from time to time, as God's latest idea was revealed.
According to Paul, writing about the whole thing afterwards in his letter to Rome, God took
Abraham's trust in God as a sign of his good standing with God, even before he obeyed
God's command to be circumcised as a sign of the covenant between them. The technical
phrase is ‘Faith was reckoned to Abraham as righteousness', but that comes to the same
thing.
The restoration of trust and relationship between God and people was Jesus' concern, too.
In his time, as in ours, people were tempted to use what power they had against others,
both personally and politically. That misuse of their abilities, that sin, drove a wedge
between God and people, as they tried to meet their needs through money, sex or status,
or, if those were beyond their reach, by destruction. But that sort of strategy doesn't work.
You can never get enough, by whatever means, to still the little voice inside which doesn't
believe you're worth anything. The only way Jesus could unanswerably show people that we
were worth loving was by enduring the worst that we could do to him: by having his love for
us tested to destruction on the cross; and, through his resurrection, showing that not even
death could destroy it.
If you trust someone that much, and they let you down, the disappointment will be
correspondingly severe. Jesus still puts himself in that position with us every day of our
lives, as we decide whether or not we want to be his friends, whether or not we will trust
God and follow him.
And if we do follow Sarah and Abraham in trusting God - however wobbly our trust - we will
find, as they did, that the consequences challenge our faith further. For if we take Jesus
seriously, we discover that he calls us to take up our own cross and follow his example. But
what, in practice, can that mean for us in 21st century Sheffield, with no Roman authorities
ready to nail us up, and not even a death penalty in sight?
That's a question that takes a lifetime to work through, but here are three pointers to start
your thinking. Firstly, Jesus doesn't call us to be doormats. The point of shouldering our
cross is not to be masochistic, that the more we hurt, the more Jesus loves us. We cannot
pay for God's love by our own suffering.
Nor, I believe, does Jesus call us to be martyrs for the sake of good publicity. Recently some
Christians in the public eye have started to ask whether we are being unfairly penalised for
expressing our faith, with the nurse recently reprimanded for offering to pray for her
patient being given as one example. But I don't think we Christians should demand special
privileges. Rather, as Jesus' followers, we should support fair treatment for everyone,
whatever their faith, because God loves all people.
What then does Jesus mean when he asks us to take up our crosses and follow him? Well,
the cross was an instrument of social control, used to execute those who rebelled against
Rome, so if we are to carry our own crosses, it will indeed be because someone objects to
the way we live our faith. But if not outrage that Christianity is under attack, what should
our reaction be? Simply this: that when we are hurt, instead of passing that hurt on, we

choose to exercise forgiveness. That cannot mean, obviously, that we pretend not to be
hurt, or not to have enemies - the God of truth wants us to be honest. But it does mean that
instead of retaliating, however much someone's actions deserve it, the buck stops with us. If
that policy were pursued within families, or churches, squabbles would stop as soon as they
began. If that policy had been pursued in the Holy Land, millions of lives would not have
been lost to religious violence.
But can we exercise such superhuman love? Speaking personally, I know I am incapable of
it. But we are not left alone to wrestle with our inability to love as Jesus loves, to be tested,
as Jesus was tested, to destruction. I direct us back to this morning's psalm, only the second
half of which was set for reading today. The very beginning may be familiar: My God, my
God, why have you forsaken me? It is Jesus' cry from the cross, the beginning of a lament
which, as he knew, ends up as a hymn of praise, addressing God in the midst of the
congregation, among brothers and sisters, as the one who delivers us from trouble. It is
God, who enabled Sarah and Abraham to act on God's promises, who will help us, this Lent
and beyond, if we trust God and to follow in Jesus' footsteps: to the cross, to the tomb, and
even beyond death to new life.
First Sunday in Lent
Service Date:
1 March, 2009
Genesis 9:9-17
You'll know the story of the flood. Hang on a moment, do you know the story of the flood?
Let's just check. At the beginning of the story, were all the people doing what God wanted?
[no] Was anyone doing what God wanted? [Noah] What did God tell Noah about the
weather forecast? [rain] What was Noah meant to do about the rain? [build an ark] What's
an ark? [boat] Who was going to be in the ark? [Noah, wife, 3 sons, their wives, lots of
animals] What did Noah do? [build the ark] Did people believe him when he explained? [no]
What happened to the weather? [it rained] How long? [40 days and nights] What happened
to the boat? [it floated] What happened to the people? [drowned] What happened when
Noah sent out a raven to scout around? [it came back] What happened to the dove he sent?
[it brought back an olive twig] What did that mean? [the water was going down] What
happened then? [he sent it out again, it stayed away]. Where did the ark end up? [Mount
Ararat].
Right, that was the story so far. Now God tells all the creatures saved in the ark to have
babies and fill the earth, and blesses them. But Noah and his family get something very
special from God, a covenant. That's a very solemn promise that must not be broken. And
God promised Noah and his family and everyone after them never to send such a huge flood
again. God made this promise for the rest of time, because important promises are meant
to be true forever. And to remind us of that promise, that as long as the world carries on,
springtime and summertime and autumn and winter will always go on happening, God
made a rainbow come into the sky.
Do you know what you need to make a rainbow? [sun and rain] You need the light of the
sun to make all the colours of the rainbow, but you also need raindrops to spread them out
into all the colours we see. And just as we need sun and rain to make something beautiful
like a rainbow, so the sad things that happen in life, like all those people drowning in the
flood, or like Jesus dying on the cross, can be part of something wonderful too - God's love,
that never leaves us, because God has promised us always to be there.

Hymns:
R&S 543: Lead us, heavenly Father, lead us
God almighty set a rainbow
R&S 206: With joy we meditate the grace of our High Priest above
R&S 355: Jesus calls us!
Sermon:
Genesis 9:9-17; Psalm 25; Mark 1:9-15; 1 Peter 3:18-22
The more I hear or tell that story about the ark, the less comfortable it makes me feel about
all those people who were drowned. Think of it - a whole society swept away, like those
disaster pictures we see on television sometimes of people crouching in trees or on
rooftops, hoping against hope to be saved. And of course the ones we see pictures of are
the ones where camera crews and rescuers have reached them in time.
But though the story of the flood might give us an impression of God as an angry and
indiscriminate destroyer, washing away the innocent with the guilty, only saving the seasick
few within the ark, that impression needs to be supplemented by the short and mysterious
reference to that same story we find in our second reading this morning, from 1 Peter. For
somehow those drowned in the flood, far from being eternally lost, have turned into the
‘spirits in prison' to whom Jesus also issues his proclamation: the kingdom of God is near, so
change your mind and believe the good news! If that is true, no one is barred from God
forever, unless they choose it.
The writer of 1 Peter likes to link up different stories in the Bible with the story of Jesus and
our own stories. Not only do we have this more hopeful ending to Noah's story, where
thanks to the death of Jesus both those outwith the ark and those within can eventually be
rescued, we also have that watery tale linked up with the stories of our baptisms and that of
Jesus, which we were considering a while ago, shortly after Christmas. And immediately
following his baptism in our Gospel reading this morning there is yet more possibility for
linkage between our stories and the story of Jesus: his temptation in the wilderness, which
marks for us the beginning of the season of Lent. This is the year of Mark's Gospel, so we
don't get all the technicolour detail supplied by Matthew and Luke about what sorts of
temptations Jesus suffered or how he dealt with them. All we know from Mark is that ‘he
was in the wilderness for forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts;
and the angels waited on him'. And somehow that sparse telling is enough for me to reflect
on the realities of my own life.
For temptation to deviate from God's will for us comes in many different shapes. There is
very little point in my trying to tell you about your temptations, when you know them, so to
speak, from within. What's more important for us this morning is to think how Jesus can
help us to conquer them.
Though the idea of Lent comes directly from the life of Jesus and his forty-day stay in the
wilderness, using this time before Easter to deepen our faith is not in itself a Presbyterian
habit. I suspect for some here it may feel rather artificial, like setting up hurdles of faith in
order to see if we can jump them, or like new year's resolutions - and we all know what
happens to most of those. Yet like our reading from 1 Peter, this year's Christian Aid
suggestion, Count Your Blessings - you'll find the first week's worth of suggestions on
today's order of service, and there will be more every week in Lent - also works by making
links between different stories: this time between our day-to-day lives and the daily realities
of others in different parts of the world. Rather than letting Britain and Europe become an
ark of prosperity in a sea of drowning deprivation, rather than giving way to the temptation

to think that those far away matter less to God than we do, Count Your Blessings helps us
recognise that the people whom our money goes to help are, like us, descendants of Noah
and his family; members of the human race, whom God has promised never again to
destroy.
That's one way to use the season of Lent: to spur us into positive effort for others, of the
sort we would applaud but not necessarily get around to at other times of year. It's
something worth doing whatever the season, and I hope many of you will take up the
challenge, keeping a running total of the amounts you pledge every day, so that at Easter
we will be able to collect it all together and send a good big cheque to Christian Aid.
Another traditional way to use Lent is to think and reflect more deeply on our faith. Some of
you, I know, will be taking up the opportunity to attend groups on the last week of Jesus'
life, on the life and prayer of Julian of Norwich, on how we can make green issues part of
our lives, or on the myths and realities of Celtic Christianity. If that sounds interesting to
you, there's still time to start.
But if we're not study-group sorts of people, and not everyone is; if we don't go in for Lent
as a season of particular denial, and not everyone does, how can we fight the temptations
that are part of every Christian's experience, whether we're Catholics or whether we're
Presbyterians?
Reading the Bible may feel like something we've done at Sunday school and get every week
at church without doing more of it on our own - but it's amazing what questions and ideas
can still arise in our minds with a passage we thought we knew inside out and back to front,
as well as what verses may seem totally unfamiliar to us. But whatever we read, it's
surprising how it can help us reflect on our lives and give us the wherewithall to make good
choices. If you're not sure where to begin, a psalm a day would be a good target; if you're
feeling more adventurous, why not read through Mark's Gospel, so you know what I'm
going to be preaching about all this year?
We know that Jesus took time to pray on his own - we know, because people always made
such a fuss till they found him again! For some of us, time alone to pray may be hard to find.
For others, the difficulty may be concentrating on God with anxious thoughts or overcrowded schedules going round in our minds. Jesus knows our circumstances, what is and
what is not possible. Five minutes' prayer a day may not sound much, but compared with
continual guilt at not having managed half an hour, it's a good solution. And the peace that
God's presence can bring in prayer helps us to see the right decision when we are tempted,
and to take that choice.
One more thing I'd suggest, of all the many ways you could make this Lent one in which you
could come closer to God and to others, and that is the offering and receiving of forgiveness
when things have gone wrong. I find it hard to forgive people who have hurt me; but I also
know that I can hurt others too. Offering and accepting forgiveness takes courage, because
you don't know how the other person will react, but it is a Christ-like thing to do, so if we
ask for Jesus' help, he will give us as much as we need. For, as we have read today, Jesus too
was tempted. He knows how it feels.
Sixth Sunday after Epiphany: Vision4Life Bible Year Service - Creation
Service Date:
15 February, 2009
Bible Groupwork
There were three sessions of 10 minutes, broken up by the song:

Heaven and earth, join to worship your Creator!
Sing to the Lord, praise the one from whom you came.
Sing a new song to the God who goes before us,
Making all new, leaving nobody the same.
Words © 1995 WGRG, Iona Community, Glasgow G2 3DH, Scotland.
Used by permission. CCLI license no 521928.
People chose between joining one of three groups or of staying where they were and
reading the sermon quietly.
• Group 1: God the maker (craftwork)
Group task: to make a scrapbook picture inspired by Genesis 1
Questions: how does it feel when we make things?
how do we want others to react to our creations?
what may that tell us about God?
• Group 2: The image of God (Bible study)
Group task: to complete the sentence:
‘Human beings are made in God's image because...'
Questions: Do we have some physical or spiritual likeness
to God? Free will? Our ability to form relationships? Our power over creation? Intellect?
Something else?
• Group 3: Stewardship of the earth (practical discussion)
Group task: to produce green leaves with ideas how we as a church and individually can look
after creation
Questions: What are we already doing?
How could we help each other do more?
Group 2 material for reflection: ‘We are made in the image of God because...'
God created us for incorruption, and made us in the image of his own eternity.
Wisdom of Solomon 2:23
17The Lord created human beings out of earth,
and makes them return to it again.
2He gave them a fixed number of days,
but granted them authority over everything on the earth.
3He endowed them with strength like his own,
and made them in his own image.
4He put the fear of them in all living beings,
and gave them dominion over beasts and birds.
6Discretion and tongue and eyes,
ears and a mind for thinking he gave them.
7He filled them with knowledge and understanding,
and showed them good and evil.
Ecclesiasticus 17:1-7
After God had made all other creatures, he created man male and female; formed the body
of the man out of the dust of the ground, and the woman of the rib of the man, endued
them with living, reasonable and immortal souls; made them after his own image, in
knowledge, righteousness and holiness.
Westminster Larger Catechism
Christ is the most perfect image of God, into which we are so renewed as to bear the image
of God, in knowledge, purity, righteousness, and true holiness.

John Calvin
It is the creative potential itself in human beings that is the image of God.
Mary Daly (feminist theologian)
We believe that all men are created equal because they are created in the image of God.
Harry S. Truman (US President)
To be without health insurance in this country means to be without access to medical care.
But health is not a luxury, nor should it be the sole possession of a privileged few. We are all
created b'tzelem elohim -- in the image of God -- and this makes each human life as
precious as the next. By 'pricing out' a portion of this country's population from health care
coverage, we mock the image of God and destroy the vessels of God's work.
Rabbi Alexander Schindler (Past President, Union of American Hebrew Congregations)
In many ways, each one of us, of course, is expected to be an icon, an image of that which is
invisible, an image of God. So people actually, if they want to know, "What is God like?"
they would have to look at you and me and see us as being compassionate, because God is
compassionate, as being loving, because God is loving.
Desmond Tutu
Group 3 material for reflection: Stewardship of creation
Genesis 1:26-29
Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let
them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the
cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps
upon the earth.'
27So God created humankind in his image,
in the image of God he created them;
male and female he created them.
28God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and
subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over
every living thing that moves upon the earth.' 29
Viewed through the lens of Scripture, the environmental crisis is best understood as
creation-in-crisis, which elevates the significance of our situation to the very heart of God.
We are called to have dominion over the
earth; this does not mean to exploit, but to exercise care and responsibility for God's
domain particularly in the interest of those who are poor and marginalized
Russell A. Butkus
As stewards of God's creation, how do we look after our...
• buildings?
• gardens?
• food?
• possessions?
• clothing?
• money?
• bodies?
How can we help one another?
Hymns:
R&S 96 is a firm favourite with at least one member of this congregation (and by the way,
hardly anyone has told me what their favourite hymns are. See what happens when I

know?), written by Thomas Obediah Chisholm. The tune Faithfulness was written for this
hymn at the author's request.
R&S 41 was originally inspired by the view from a hilltop near Bath, where the author lived,
though it was written to be sung during Holy Communion. The tune Lucerna Laudoniae was
composed for this hymn - the name means ‘Lantern of the Lothians' and refers to a church
in Haddington, East Lothian.
R&S 42 on the other hand was written by F Pratt Green especially to fit the tune East
Acklam, which itself was inspired by the hymn words ‘God that madest earth and heaven'.
Acklam is a Yorkshire village near Malton, the composer Francis Jackson's birthplace.
Sermon:
Genesis 1 - a tale of two stories
‘In the beginning...' sounds a bit like the fairytale opening: ‘Once upon a time...' - and the
first chapter of Genesis does read a bit like a fairytale. Mind you, I can think of another story
to set against it, one that sounds equally unlikely but also has truth within it.
In the beginning, 13.7 billion years or so ago, an infinitesimally small, infinitely hot, infinitely
dense, something - a singularity - came into being. Like a balloon blowing up, the material
compressed within that singularity expanded. It was made up of tiny particles called quarks,
that are never observed alone, but always in the combinations we know as protons and
electrons, photons and neutrons - the building blocks of the elements which make up our
universe. These subatomic particles also started to combine: first into the atoms of
hydrogen and helium. Then, as gaseous masses formed into stars, heavier elements like
carbon, crucial for life as we know it, came into being. Some stars, like our sun, acquired
planets. The planet we call earth found an atmosphere. And somehow in the muddy chaos,
life emerged in the seas, enriching the atmosphere in oxygen, enabling more life to develop
in the sea and on land: plants, insects, fish, birds, animals, people, each developing in their
own way to survive and produce more offspring.
There are similarities between these two stories: they attempt, with all the information at
their disposal, to explain how we got here. There are similarities in the order of creation.
But there are also differences. When Genesis 1 was being written, the Babylonians among
whom the exiled Israelites lived worshipped the sun, moon and stars, so it was important to
describe how the God of Israel made and named these not-gods. By the time the Big Bang
theory was constructed, people knew much more about the beginnings of our universe,
enough to find the idea of God sitting somewhere in outer space making everything in six
days unworkable. However, the way the universe had to be fine-tuned in the scientific story
to make beings like ourselves possible still speaks of a Creator to those who wish to hear,
and back when Darwin constructed his grand scheme of life evolving through natural
selection, many Christians rejoiced in this new glimpse of how God makes things make
themselves.
Why then is there so much fuss about creationism in some churches? I see this as a
mistaken understanding of the sort of writing we find in Genesis 1. It is not a scientific
account of geological and biological events in time. It is a theological account of the values
that lie behind the universe we know. It tells us that this material world is not to be
worshipped, for it is not God; but also that it is not to be destroyed, for God made it very
good. It tells us that we are not the whole of creation, for God lavished care on the universe
before it was our turn. It tells us that both women and men are made in God's image,
equally valued and cherished by God. And it tells us that though we are in charge of this
planet, we have a responsibility to look after it as God has done: with infinite care.

• Is the story of Genesis 1 important for your faith? If so, how?
• Does the scientific story clash with the biblical story, or enhance it for you?
‘In God's image?' What does that mean?
Often people in churches have been tempted to make God in our image - to assume that
because we think something, value something, do something, surely God must do the same.
Yet if our account in Genesis 1 tells us that the first human beings were made in God's
image - long before there were races or nations, long before people started to claim God for
their side - then whatever that image is must apply to all people. Some churches teach from
Genesis 2 that God's image in us was destroyed by the choices made by Eve and Adam. To
me that indicates a very low opinion of the image of God in us, if it can be rubbed away by
human mistakes, however bad. I believe on the contrary that, as the Quakers say, every
person has ‘that of God' within them. What, then, can it be? Here are some of my thoughts.
The image of God in us cannot be anything physical - or what would that say about the
humanity of people with disabilities? But by the same token, it cannot be mental, either.
Against some philosophers who argue that people are not truly human until they are
independent of others - which would put a child or someone with Downs Syndrome, say, on
the wrong side of the line I believe we show our true humanity by interdependence. That is one reason why I have
trouble with the idea of euthanasia, for I could easily imagine people feeling a pressure to
die in order to avoid being a burden on their relations.
You see how quickly an apparently abstract question like: ‘what does it mean to be made in
God's image?' brings us to practical consequences. For our ideas of God and of humanity are
interwoven. Every aggressor through history has tried to persuade his followers firstly that
God is on their side and secondly that the other side are less than human, and therefore not
worthy of care or compassion. Jews in Nazi Germany, black people in the southern states of
the USA before the Civil War, gay people in some countries today: their persecutors
reckoned they were not properly human, not really made in God's image, so could
legitimately be put to death. But if all people, including those with whom we disagree, are
indeed made in the image of God, what more positively may that mean?
I've already said that I believe we show our true humanity by interdependence; and that, it
seems to me, is part of the image of God within us. For we believe in a God who is
community, who before the world began already interrelated as Creator and Christ and Holy
Spirit. It is ‘that of God in us' which impels us to reach out and make contact with people
who are different from us. And just because those people will not always see eye to eye
with us, that contact gives us a chance to mirror to one another God's goodness, mercy,
compassion and love. But there is one more aspect of God's image in us which I think does
not always receive its full due in Christian circles: our creativity. Running a household,
playing an instrument, making a discovery or teaching a baby to talk, our ability to create is
something we can enjoy ourselves and appreciate in one another.
• What in your opinion is it about humanity that shows that people are made in God's
image?
• When you make something that's good, could that connect up with God's creation?
Stewardship of creation
According to Genesis 1, God has given humanity the responsibility of looking after creation.
But can I really argue that? The words ‘dominate and subdue' in God's brief to us have

caused a lot of ecological grief. Christians have argued that the world was created for the
benefit of humanity, as the pinnacle of creation, and that therefore we are entitled to do
with it whatever we please. That included deforesting and depopulating the Highlands in
order to pasture sheep on them, making deserts of fertile soil by overworking the land and
driving thousands of species to extinction: acting in no one's long-term interest, even our
own. It is more than time to look again at Genesis 1 in the context of the whole Bible. Those
who argued that domination must imply aggressive use were acting in the image of a selfish,
tyrannical God. Yet those who follow Jesus must understand leadership in a different way:
as good shepherding which takes care of the weak and vulnerable and ensures that they are
not trampled by the strong. And it's about time we took that seriously. For many Christians
in other parts of the world are feeling extremes of climate change that we in Britain, for all
our recent snow worries, can scarcely imagine. Forest fires in Australia, sea-level rise taking
land from the Pacific Islands, increased risks of malaria in wetter areas and of malnutrition
in drought - compared to that, we don't know we're born. The way we live, using up scarce
resources and polluting our planet, impacts on people in places we will never see in ways
that would horrify us if it happened next door. But organisations like Christian Aid are
beginning to bring home to us the news that unless we change our lives, we will carry a
large share of the responsibility for global disaster, but our grandchildren will have to
endure it.
It's not all bad news. In recent years, churches are beginning to rediscover the meaning of
stewardship. Rather than behaving like arrogant lords of creation, we are joining with others
who seek to sustain natural habitats and the creatures which inhabit them. Instead of using
up the earth's resources willy-nilly, looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth when
we think our waste will be made good by God, we are starting to exercise our creativity in
reusing and recycling what we have. Instead of overheating our houses and letting our taps
drip, we are using fuel and water more carefully. At last, we are beginning to take seriously
our responsibilities for creation in small and practical ways - the only way to change our
lives sustainably.
• Should Genesis 1 make a difference to our everyday lives?
• How can we help each other be good stewards of creation?
Fourth Sunday after Epiphany: Communion Sunday
Service Date:
1 February, 2009
Looking round everyone gathered for worship this morning, I can't help but wonder: why
have you all come to church today?
Some will be here because their parents have brought them - and if they're babies, they
can't say no!
Some, like Douglas and me, and others taking particular parts in the service, will be here
partly because we've promised, and we don't want to let people down.
Some may be here out of habit. What do you do on Sunday mornings? Oh, I go to church.
I've always done that, it'd feel odd if I didn't.
Some may be here to see their friends and catch up on their lives this week.
But I hope we're not only here out of habit, because we'd be missed if we didn't come, or
because we want to see friends, but also because we've things to give, and things to get out
of gathering together in God's name.
Our first reading talks about one of these positive reasons for gathering together with

everyone, the whole congregation, and that's to praise God together. I will give thanks to
the Lord with my whole heart, it says, in the congregation. Now it's one thing to thank God
quietly when things go well for us in our everyday lives - I hope I remember to say thank you
to God when things are good as well as asking for God's help when things are bad.
But coming together to say what it is we love about God, to remember together the things
we want to thank God for, that's important too. Because we're saying in public: this is who
we are. We are people who think God's great, who love God, and we want everyone to
know it.
In a few minutes Iona who has just read this reading for us will be standing up in front of all
of us and saying she wants to transfer her membership, to be part of this congregation, this
group of people who praise God together. And all of us will be promising to God and to Iona
that we will support her on this next part of her journey with God. We don't know, as Iona
doesn't know, exactly what lies ahead of her. But we are glad to have her with us, to share
the things she knows and the talents God has given her. And we will be promising to be her
friends, to be glad with her when she praises God, to be sad with her when things go wrong
and to ask for God's help for her, to learn and grow and serve God and others together.
Sometimes people say to me, I don't need to come to church to be a Christian. And of
course it's quite true that we don't just meet God in church. But trying to be a Christian
without the support of other people makes life with God much harder. Jesus didn't follow
God on his own. He invited other people to come with him, and ever since he's gone on
inviting people to journey with him and each other. Soon we'll be sharing together the
special meal he gave us, and that's another thing we Christians can't do on our own. But just
now it is time for us to welcome Iona formally into membership here at St Andrew's by
transfer from her church in Cambridge.
Hymns:
CG 66 from John Bell and Graham Maule of the Iona Community combines a traditional
Lewis folk melody with some very contemporary words about what it is to be church.
R&S 7 is the other way around, using ancient words, taken from the angels' song at Jesus'
birth, to a melody from the Taizé Community, an international Christian community in
France.
R&S 445 written by G.W. Briggs and published in 1925 celebrates Communion as a
fellowship meal between Jesus and his friends. The tune Farley Castle is from the
seventeenth century.
R&S 463 by Fred Kaan was written as a post-Communion hymn. The tune Warrington refers
to Warrington Academy in Lancashire where the composer Ralph Harrison was educated.
Sermon:
Psalm 111; Mark 1:21-28
So far in this service, I've given us quite a rosy picture of what it's like to be gathered
together, worshipping and praising God. But of course, in synagogues, and in churches too,
life doesn't always run smoothly and peacefully.
For while we who are church members have promised to follow Jesus and to love and
support each other, we are all still on the way to God, and all of us one way or another have
been wounded by life: things we've gone through, things that have been said or done to us,
things we have said or done to others.
Sometimes people inside and outside churches expect Christians to be perfect, and are
disappointed when we are not; yet if we think about it, it's obvious that because we do not
leave ourselves at the door when we come into church, we also bring into worship our share

of the demons which attack all humanity: greed and self-centredness, pride and vanity,
frustration and bitterness, self-hatred and despair.
Now that may sound like pretty bad news - at this point Iona may be wondering if she's
chosen the right congregation to join - but in fact it's not. For our Gospel reading this
morning tells us firstly of a man in the synagogue congregation whose demons have got
hold of him, but secondly of Jesus' reaction: not to reject or to condemn the man, but to
confront his demons and to expel them, transforming his life entirely.
Now I don't intend to denounce demons from the pulpit this morning - not directly, anyway.
I have heard that ministers of St Andrew's could speak pretty much to the point when they
saw particular faults and flaws in the congregation - condemning cliques, for example, of
people who were only interested in their particular friends. Tales of thundering sermons
have been relayed to me with approval, though presumably it wasn't the people who felt
they were being got at who would pass those stories on to me. But while I always pray while
I write my sermon that God will speak through what I say and through what you hear, I
reckon Jesus often deals with our demons less spectacularly - and certainly not just through
me.
For church membership in our denomination is very important indeed. We do not believe
that it is only what the minister says and does that informs our relationship with God. It is
through the ministry of us all, through the love and support and service that we offer to
each other, that God is made known among us.
Sometimes that ministry is one of healing and encouragement. I know that there are people
in this church whose own bereavement has helped them support others going through that
dark experience. When we are with someone who knows something of what we are going
through, we may be bold to whisper how we really feel and not how we think, as Christians,
we should be feeling - and if that support is there from a fellow member or friend in this
congregation, I am glad that Christ is casting out demons of isolation and fear in our midst.
Sometimes our ministry to one another may be more questioning, helping people consider
how they may react under temptation. I know none of you would be crass enough to lay
down the law to one another. This is what you must do, and you'd be wicked or a fool to do
otherwise, always makes me want to rush off and do the opposite. But if we listen with care,
and question with tact, our very concern may help each other to make a decision starting us
off on the road of dealing with our demons.
Of course, care is a two-way process. It takes trust to share the thoughts we dread, to
overcome the fear of misunderstanding, laughter or scorn in order to bring our demons into
the light of day. And when we do offer support and help to one another, we must take care
to promise only what we can fulfil; for hope and trust in help once disappointed will be
slower to rekindle another time. And though in our Gospel reading this morning, Jesus no
sooner saw the man than he expelled his tormentors, it often takes a while for old patterns
of thought and behaviour to shift. Such new beginnings need to be thought through rather
than a flash in the pan, or in the long run the change in our lives may be for the worse remember Jesus' story about the man whose demon was expelled, only to have seven
others take up residence within him?
None of this will be news to you. Members of this church were putting care into practice for
decades before ever I came to Sheffield. But I wonder how much you have connected your
care to your belonging to a church? As many would be quick to argue, and I would agree, we
Christians have no monopoly on caring. Yet as we are Jesus' followers, should we not be
distinctive in some way from others who care?

Looking at Jesus' actions in the synagogue, right at the beginning of his ministry - even
before people started to get upset by him - I see two things. Whatever he says and does,
teaching or healing, carries a personal authority which could not as yet have been based on
his reputation. Even when he is recognised by the man's demons, rather than
acknowledging their truth he silences them. Here Mark is starting to build up the tension
which will only be released halfway through his Gospel, when Peter publicly acclaims Jesus
as God's leader, the Messiah. Until that point, no one is to know just who he is - except us,
Mark's readers, whom he has let into the secret from the start. But today, rather than
expecting public respect because we are Christians, let's get on with the work of following
Jesus: showing care for all, especially those who are outsiders to our community.
For the other thing I take from this brief story is that Jesus, far from being annoyed with a
stranger interrupting his teaching in the synagogue with personal problems, sees the man's
anguish and acts to relieve it. He does not tell him to pull his socks up, things could be
worse; and the demons themselves recognise that their defeat is at hand. God cares about
the demons that torment us, enough to face them with us, enough to face them down for
us.
We are shortly going to be celebrating the meal that for Jesus and his friends would first
have recalled God's liberation of Moses and the Israelites from Egypt, when God heard their
groans in slavery and decided to help. But for them and for us that meal of bread and wine
has also gained another meaning, foreshadowing Jesus' battle on the cross with all that
would damage or destroy us, foreshadowing his death, and foreshadowing too the life
transformed which God gave him and which God offers us too, individually and together as
a congregation.
Fourth Sunday after Epiphany: Communion Sunday
Service Date:
1 February, 2009
Looking round everyone gathered for worship this morning, I can't help but wonder: why
have you all come to church today?
Some will be here because their parents have brought them - and if they're babies, they
can't say no!
Some, like Douglas and me, and others taking particular parts in the service, will be here
partly because we've promised, and we don't want to let people down.
Some may be here out of habit. What do you do on Sunday mornings? Oh, I go to church.
I've always done that, it'd feel odd if I didn't.
Some may be here to see their friends and catch up on their lives this week.
But I hope we're not only here out of habit, because we'd be missed if we didn't come, or
because we want to see friends, but also because we've things to give, and things to get out
of gathering together in God's name.
Our first reading talks about one of these positive reasons for gathering together with
everyone, the whole congregation, and that's to praise God together. I will give thanks to
the Lord with my whole heart, it says, in the congregation. Now it's one thing to thank God
quietly when things go well for us in our everyday lives - I hope I remember to say thank you
to God when things are good as well as asking for God's help when things are bad.
But coming together to say what it is we love about God, to remember together the things
we want to thank God for, that's important too. Because we're saying in public: this is who

we are. We are people who think God's great, who love God, and we want everyone to
know it.
In a few minutes Iona who has just read this reading for us will be standing up in front of all
of us and saying she wants to transfer her membership, to be part of this congregation, this
group of people who praise God together. And all of us will be promising to God and to Iona
that we will support her on this next part of her journey with God. We don't know, as Iona
doesn't know, exactly what lies ahead of her. But we are glad to have her with us, to share
the things she knows and the talents God has given her. And we will be promising to be her
friends, to be glad with her when she praises God, to be sad with her when things go wrong
and to ask for God's help for her, to learn and grow and serve God and others together.
Sometimes people say to me, I don't need to come to church to be a Christian. And of
course it's quite true that we don't just meet God in church. But trying to be a Christian
without the support of other people makes life with God much harder. Jesus didn't follow
God on his own. He invited other people to come with him, and ever since he's gone on
inviting people to journey with him and each other. Soon we'll be sharing together the
special meal he gave us, and that's another thing we Christians can't do on our own. But just
now it is time for us to welcome Iona formally into membership here at St Andrew's by
transfer from her church in Cambridge.
Hymns:
CG 66 from John Bell and Graham Maule of the Iona Community combines a traditional
Lewis folk melody with some very contemporary words about what it is to be church.
R&S 7 is the other way around, using ancient words, taken from the angels' song at Jesus'
birth, to a melody from the Taizé Community, an international Christian community in
France.
R&S 445 written by G.W. Briggs and published in 1925 celebrates Communion as a
fellowship meal between Jesus and his friends. The tune Farley Castle is from the
seventeenth century.
R&S 463 by Fred Kaan was written as a post-Communion hymn. The tune Warrington refers
to Warrington Academy in Lancashire where the composer Ralph Harrison was educated.
Sermon:
Psalm 111; Mark 1:21-28
So far in this service, I've given us quite a rosy picture of what it's like to be gathered
together, worshipping and praising God. But of course, in synagogues, and in churches too,
life doesn't always run smoothly and peacefully.
For while we who are church members have promised to follow Jesus and to love and
support each other, we are all still on the way to God, and all of us one way or another have
been wounded by life: things we've gone through, things that have been said or done to us,
things we have said or done to others.
Sometimes people inside and outside churches expect Christians to be perfect, and are
disappointed when we are not; yet if we think about it, it's obvious that because we do not
leave ourselves at the door when we come into church, we also bring into worship our share
of the demons which attack all humanity: greed and self-centredness, pride and vanity,
frustration and bitterness, self-hatred and despair.
Now that may sound like pretty bad news - at this point Iona may be wondering if she's
chosen the right congregation to join - but in fact it's not. For our Gospel reading this
morning tells us firstly of a man in the synagogue congregation whose demons have got
hold of him, but secondly of Jesus' reaction: not to reject or to condemn the man, but to

confront his demons and to expel them, transforming his life entirely.
Now I don't intend to denounce demons from the pulpit this morning - not directly, anyway.
I have heard that ministers of St Andrew's could speak pretty much to the point when they
saw particular faults and flaws in the congregation - condemning cliques, for example, of
people who were only interested in their particular friends. Tales of thundering sermons
have been relayed to me with approval, though presumably it wasn't the people who felt
they were being got at who would pass those stories on to me. But while I always pray while
I write my sermon that God will speak through what I say and through what you hear, I
reckon Jesus often deals with our demons less spectacularly - and certainly not just through
me.
For church membership in our denomination is very important indeed. We do not believe
that it is only what the minister says and does that informs our relationship with God. It is
through the ministry of us all, through the love and support and service that we offer to
each other, that God is made known among us.
Sometimes that ministry is one of healing and encouragement. I know that there are people
in this church whose own bereavement has helped them support others going through that
dark experience. When we are with someone who knows something of what we are going
through, we may be bold to whisper how we really feel and not how we think, as Christians,
we should be feeling - and if that support is there from a fellow member or friend in this
congregation, I am glad that Christ is casting out demons of isolation and fear in our midst.
Sometimes our ministry to one another may be more questioning, helping people consider
how they may react under temptation. I know none of you would be crass enough to lay
down the law to one another. This is what you must do, and you'd be wicked or a fool to do
otherwise, always makes me want to rush off and do the opposite. But if we listen with care,
and question with tact, our very concern may help each other to make a decision starting us
off on the road of dealing with our demons.
Of course, care is a two-way process. It takes trust to share the thoughts we dread, to
overcome the fear of misunderstanding, laughter or scorn in order to bring our demons into
the light of day. And when we do offer support and help to one another, we must take care
to promise only what we can fulfil; for hope and trust in help once disappointed will be
slower to rekindle another time. And though in our Gospel reading this morning, Jesus no
sooner saw the man than he expelled his tormentors, it often takes a while for old patterns
of thought and behaviour to shift. Such new beginnings need to be thought through rather
than a flash in the pan, or in the long run the change in our lives may be for the worse remember Jesus' story about the man whose demon was expelled, only to have seven
others take up residence within him?
None of this will be news to you. Members of this church were putting care into practice for
decades before ever I came to Sheffield. But I wonder how much you have connected your
care to your belonging to a church? As many would be quick to argue, and I would agree, we
Christians have no monopoly on caring. Yet as we are Jesus' followers, should we not be
distinctive in some way from others who care?
Looking at Jesus' actions in the synagogue, right at the beginning of his ministry - even
before people started to get upset by him - I see two things. Whatever he says and does,
teaching or healing, carries a personal authority which could not as yet have been based on
his reputation. Even when he is recognised by the man's demons, rather than
acknowledging their truth he silences them. Here Mark is starting to build up the tension
which will only be released halfway through his Gospel, when Peter publicly acclaims Jesus

as God's leader, the Messiah. Until that point, no one is to know just who he is - except us,
Mark's readers, whom he has let into the secret from the start. But today, rather than
expecting public respect because we are Christians, let's get on with the work of following
Jesus: showing care for all, especially those who are outsiders to our community.
For the other thing I take from this brief story is that Jesus, far from being annoyed with a
stranger interrupting his teaching in the synagogue with personal problems, sees the man's
anguish and acts to relieve it. He does not tell him to pull his socks up, things could be
worse; and the demons themselves recognise that their defeat is at hand. God cares about
the demons that torment us, enough to face them with us, enough to face them down for
us.
We are shortly going to be celebrating the meal that for Jesus and his friends would first
have recalled God's liberation of Moses and the Israelites from Egypt, when God heard their
groans in slavery and decided to help. But for them and for us that meal of bread and wine
has also gained another meaning, foreshadowing Jesus' battle on the cross with all that
would damage or destroy us, foreshadowing his death, and foreshadowing too the life
transformed which God gave him and which God offers us too, individually and together as
a congregation.
Third Sunday after Epiphany
Service Date:
25 January, 2009
Mark 1:14-20
This church is usually very good at timekeeping - the instructions a preacher gets when they
agree to come here are all timed to the minute for what should happen behind the scenes
before the service begins. I often find myself synchronising watches with the pulpit elder, to
make sure I'm not five minutes behind everyone else! But St Andrew's isn't the only group
to place a big importance on time. Ever since the railways came in and it was important to
keep time precisely in different parts of the country, we've been slaves of the clock. Bus
timetables, school timetables, time signals on the radio - sometimes it feels as though if the
clocks ran down the whole country would grind to a halt.
But when Jesus says, The time is fulfilled and the kingdom of heaven is near, what sort of
time is he talking about? Is he talking about a particular date and time, do you think? No.
He's talking about the right time, God's right time, and that doesn't always go the same way
as our watches.
Have you ever played a skipping game, or football, or golf? You need to know just the right
time to jump under the rope, to pass the football to another player or to hit the golf ball
when you swing your club. If you get the wrong time, it doesn't work properly.
And knowing about the right time to do something isn't just important when we're playing
games. Just now lots of people are worried about their work, whether they'll be able to go
on earning their living in the job they now have, or if they should try something else
altogether. Other people are worried about their houses, whether they should try to move
now, or hang on till houses cost a bit more again and they won't lose so much money selling
one house and buying another. They need to know the right time to make their move.
There's the right time to tell someone something important, when they're listening to you
properly and not thinking about something else. There's the right time to make a choice,
when you've found out enough about the different things you could do to make the right
decision, and it's not too late to take advantage of the opportunities ahead of you.

And something like all these there's God's right time, the time God invites us to do
something new, even if we don't know everything about what God's calling us into, because
now is the moment to make that change.
That's what happened to Simon and Andrew, James and John. They were hard at work when
they saw Jesus walking past, and he said, ‘Come with me.' And in a moment they had to
decide whether or not they'd take up his invitation. It can't have been an easy choice to
make, to leave everything and everyone they'd known, but this was the right time for them
to go, God's time, an opportunity that would never return in the same way.
When they followed Jesus, they may have thought that was it. They'd made their decision,
end of story. But as they got to know him, the more they must have asked themselves: is he
making the right choices? Is this still the right time, God's time, for him to act and for us to
follow him?
Whether we've been following Jesus for seven years or seventy years, we still need to go on
asking ourselves the same question: is now the right time for our lives to change, for us to
follow God in a new way?
Maybe God wants us to change an old habit - to make friends with someone who's been
nasty to us in the past.
Maybe God wants us to say sorry to someone because we've done something to hurt them.
Maybe God wants us to stand up for people who are hurting because other people are
bullying them.
Maybe God wants us to use our money, or our time, or our possessions, to help people who
haven't got as much as we have, or to look after God's earth.
And maybe God just wants us to understand in a new way how much God loves us, just how
much each of us matters to God.
The more you play a game, the more you get a feeling for when it's the right time to make
your move. And the more we follow Jesus, each of us on our own and all of us together, the
better we'll all get at recognising God's time too, the time for us to make changes in our
lives that will make all the difference.
Hymns:
R&S 530: Living God, your joyful Spirit
Follow me, follow me, leave your home and family
R&S 515: We praise and bless thee, gracious Lord
R&S 521: Forth in thy name, O Lord, I go
Sermon:
Jonah 3:1-10; Psalm 62; Mark 1:14-20; 1 Corinthians 7:21-31
It'd be a lot easier for people like us, trying to follow Jesus in twenty-first century Sheffield,
if each moment of our lives came neatly labelled either: ‘God's time to move on' or ‘Time to
stay put and get on with your life the way it is right now'. People reading Paul's first letter to
Corinth when it was written may have had their choices simplified like that. For Paul was
convinced that the end of the world was coming very soon. And Jesus' return would change
everything, so the details of your life right now really weren't very important.
If you were in an unsatisfying job, or permanently one-down, the way a slave was in
Corinthian society, why worry about it? Paul demands of his readers. Soon there will be no
more slaves or owners, only brothers and sisters with Christ as their Lord, so equality on
earth isn't really important.
If you're single and wondering about getting a partner - don't bother! Paul advises. The
world's going to end soon, and in the meantime you'd do much better giving your energies

to God's work than stressing about wedding lists. If you're already married, don't panic! he
concedes. You've done nothing wrong; though from his bachelor perspective being married
is much harder work than being single, and he doesn't see why people should bother; but
either way, compared to living a Christian life in the face of eternity, marriage or singleness
just isn't significant. Any of the things that seem really important in your life, whether you're
on top of the world or in deep mourning; whether you're rich or poor, count for nothing,
Paul says, compared with God's kingdom, on its way any minute now. Get ready for that,
Paul implores his hearers, and don't get distracted by all the other stuff in your life,
important though it may seem.
Advice like that would have simplified life for Christians in Corinth, if they took Paul
seriously; but isn't it a bit of a problem for us, twenty-one centuries later? Doesn't the very
fact that we, the nth generation after those first Christians, are here indicates that in spite
of Paul's words people have gone right on getting married, producing the next generation
and getting on with their lives? Well, Paul certainly got his dates wrong.
But hold on a moment: wouldn't an insistence on dates and chronological time be returning
us to the world of clocks, watches and timetables that we've already established isn't what
Jesus was talking about when he said, The time is fulfilled? The Greeks had a word for
chronological time: chronos. But we're considering a very different sort of time this
morning: the right time, God's time - and the Greeks have a completely different word for
that: kairos. And kairos, God's right time for change, cannot be rushed: not by Paul writing
letters to Corinth, not by our impatience; not by anything or anyone.
Our psalm this morning leaves the initiative for change firmly in God's court: For God alone
my soul waits in patience, it begins. It is in God's time, kairos, that things will change. Not
that the writer is indifferent about human time, chronos, as he addresses his enemies: ‘How
long will you batter your victim?' He wants things to change: yet he knows that the right
time for change is in God's control, not his own. In fact, as the psalmist knows, the right
time for change cannot be controlled by anyone, however rich or powerful.
Shakespeare makes Brutus, Julius Caesar's general, say: ‘There is a tide in the affairs of men
which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune; omitted, all the voyage of their life is bound
in shallows and in miseries.' Such words could speak to modern ears of our genetic makeup,
of childhood experience, of economic forces or of many other powers beyond human
control acting upon our lives. Yet kairos is different from all these: for when we see it has
come, we can always choose whether or not to accept God's power to change. And there
are, certainly, snags with taking up the offer of God's kairos moment to change our lives.
Firstly, when it is issued, we never know what it is we may change into. Peter and Andrew,
James and John started off as respectable artisans with thriving businesses. They ended up
in trouble with the Romans, in dispute with the synagogues, travellers who would never go
back to their previously peaceful life in Galilee. Along the way they gained new friends,
transformed lives, a new relationship with God and life eternal, but not everyone would
consider these worth the upheaval.
The second snag, as Jonah discovered, is the other people who have also taken up God's
offer. Jonah, as you'll remember, was sent by God to warn the people of Nineveh: now is
the time to change your ways, if you don't want a very unhappy ending indeed. He took the
scenic route, via fish, but eventually arriving in Nineveh he delivered God's message. And
blow me, but the people of Nineveh listened to Jonah's warning! Even the king of Nineveh
saw sense and issued a decree that the whole city, animals included, should seize its kairos
moment - or whatever word they use in Assyrian - and change its ways. God saw. God

approved. God did not punish Nineveh. But what was Jonah's reaction? Far from being glad
that his words had borne fruit, Jonah complained bitterly to God that Nineveh was being let
off far too lightly.
If we have seized our kairos moment and followed Jesus, if we have struggled through
temptation and difficulty to do so, it may be quite hard to see others who have done much
worse things with less justification forgiven and welcomed by God. But we would be
mistaken to think like that. For just as God's time is not about human watches and
timetables, but is the right time for us to change, to live and grow and become more like
Jesus, so God's love is not about earning a justified reward, but about accepting the
unearned appreciation and support that God offers to us all, without exception.
God's love, indeed, is what enables both first-century fishermen and twenty-first-century
Sheffielders sometimes to take the risk of physically moving on and sometimes to take the
risk of staying put where we are and surmounting the challenges we already face. And
either way, choosing to travel with God through our lives will change us. For though Paul
was wrong and the end of the world didn't come, he did have a point. If we live our watchbound chronos lives, full of human responsibilities, relationships, highs and lows, by looking
out for God's kairos opportunity hidden in every moment, our world will start to be
transformed into God's kingdom, as by God's lifegiving power we start to let go of old,
destructive attitudes and habits and become more like the people God always knew we
could be. It's time, ladies and gentlemen, please!

Second Sunday after Epiphany
Service Date:
18 January, 2009
N: Erm, Philip?
P: Yes, Nathanael?
N: Is he always like that, your friend Jesus?
P: Well, I've not known him long myself. But what do you mean, like that?
N: Does he always make your head ache, thinking about what he said and what it means?
P: I do see what you mean. And it's catching, too. You know John, that wild man who's been
baptising people in the Jordan? I know two of the people who follow him around, the
Zebedee brothers. Apparently, they were walking together one day...
N: What's that got to do with Jesus?
P: I'm trying to tell you! They were walking together one day and Jesus went by. And what
do you think John called him?
N: Cousin? Someone told me their mothers are cousins.
P: He called him God's lamb! And John, the younger Zebedee, his head's been aching ever
since, wondering what the Baptist could mean by it. After all, the only religious thing you do
with lambs is sacrifice them to God at Passover. And his friend Andrew's almost as bad. He
reckons this Jesus is the new Messiah, God's leader.
N: Oh no - not another Messiah. All we need is the Romans coming down on us like a ton of
bricks because someone else has the nationalist bug and thinks he can free us like Moses
did. But you told me this Jesus was the one Moses and the prophets wrote about. You surely

don't think he's the Messiah, do you? Honestly?
P: Honestly? I don't know. Jesus has this way of looking right into your soul, just as if it was
God standing there. Didn't you feel that too? And what was he talking to you about when
you first came over?
N: Oh yes, that was what I was wanting to ask you about. It was the strangest thing. You'd
told me about him, so I was coming over to say hello - I've never come across anyone from
Nazareth worth knowing, so I was curious to see who'd made such an impression on you.
But he got in first.
P: That's right. We've got a real Israelite here, he said - there's nothing tricky about him. And
he's right, you know. With you, what you see is what you get. You always come straight out
with what you think.
N: But how did he know me? That's what's bothering me.
P: I remember you asked him there and then: Do you know me? you said. I don't think I
know you. You sounded quite rude!
N: He didn't mind. But he came out with something odd about seeing me sitting under the
fig tree. Well, I do like fig trees. They're cool in the midday sun when I want to think. But
what's that got to do with anything?
P: Come on, Nat! Think of the prophets. What does it mean when it says, ‘Everyone will sit
under their own vine and fig tree'?
N: Oh, God's kingdom, you mean? When everyone's going to have enough to eat and
enough time to sit down and enjoy their own garden? Well, no use denying I wish things
were fairer round here.
P: I wonder how he knew.
N: It knocked me right off balance, what he said. I found myself stammering something
about Messiahs and kings of Israel, and you know I can't be doing with that sort of talk
normally. But it's the next thing he said. It's going round and round in my mind and I can't
get to sleep at night.
P: Something about a ladder, wasn't it? More gardening talk?
N: Be serious for a moment, Philip! He said we'd see more impressive things than a man
who knows me though he's never met me. He said we'd see heaven opening, and God's
messengers going to and fro between heaven and earth, all because of the son of man. And
I think he meant himself.
P: Like when Jacob had his dream of God's ladder between heaven and the stone he was
sleeping on? That doesn't make sense. How could a man join heaven and earth like that?
Jesus may be wise, but he's only human, isn't he?
N: Good thing I've got my fig tree. I need to do some serious thinking.
Hymns:
R&S 115 is another hymn by Isaac Watts, a paraphrase of
Psalm 145 written for his Psalms of David published in 1719. The tune Church Triumphant
was written by J.W. Elliott and published in the imaginatively titled Church Hymns with
Tunes of 1874, edited by Arthur Sullivan, W.S. Gilbert's partner in light opera.
R&S 314 by Mary Artemisia Lathbury was written in 1878 for the Chautauqua Literary and
Scientific Circle in New York State. As the Companion to Rejoice and Sing comments, ‘It
stands as a very adequate and simple preparation for any serious search for truth'. The tune
Haymarket was written for this hymn by Paul Bateman, then music director at Her Majesty's
Theatre, Haymarket.
R&S 70, another paraphrase, this time of Psalm 139, was written in 1951 by Peter Jarvis

while he was training for ministry in the Methodist Church. The tune Rockingham was also
originally published as the melody for five different psalms in Edward Millar's The Psalms of
David for the use of Parish Churches of 1790.
R&S 318 comes from the pen of George Caird, then Principal of Mansfield College, Oxford,
and incorporates 17 biblical quotations. The tune Cornwall by SS Wesley was first published
in The European Psalmist of 1872.
R&S 613 was written a year or so before a conversion experience undergone by its author
Frances Havergal, demonstrating that the desire for guidance in itself shows development in
the spiritual life. The tune Fulda first appeared in William Gardiner's Sacred Melodies of
1815.
Sermon:
1 Samuel 3:1-10; Psalm 139; John 1:43-51; 1 Corinthians 6:12-20
I'm in Yorkshire, I'm surrounded by Scots, so I feel safe praising Nathanael's virtue of plain
speaking. But of course plain speaking only makes sense when we know what it is we're
speaking about - and that means listening carefully before we get around to opening our
mouths. And that's even more necessary when our subject is God; I'm sure you've heard a
lot of nonsense spoken in and out of pulpits on that topic.
In our Hebrew Bible reading this morning young Samuel has his first lesson in listening to
God. It's a story often told while the children are in worship with us, and often painted too:
a gentle tale of a young boy, wide-eyed, listening in the darkness to the unknown voice
calling his name, and of the old prophet, who has brought him up ever since his mother
Hannah gifted him to God, telling him what to do if he should hear his name called again.
But in fact the story is darker than the way we sometimes tell it. For what does Samuel hear,
when he finally realises that it's not short-sighted Eli having a senior moment and forgetting
he'd called; not Eli, but the God in whose house they both live, who wants his attention?
God warns him that the message he's about to hear and pass on will feel like someone
boxing his ears, and that's no exaggeration. For the message Samuel hears is not good news
so far as Eli is concerned.
In the morning, Samuel is reluctant to pass on what he has heard, but Eli drags it out of him.
May God punish you, he threatens, if you hide from me what God has said. So Samuel tells it
straight: God is about to strike down Eli's two good-for-nothing sons, who have let down the
father who judged Israel for forty years. They have turned the meat intended for sacrifice
into an extortion racket; they have corrupted the women who served in God's house. And
soon they will die. This is not news at all to Eli - he has already remonstrated with his sons,
but to no avail, even after a prophet warned him of their approaching end. But to hear this
judgment from the mouth of a child must have been yet more terrible. In the end Eli merely
comments: It is the Lord: let him do what seems good to him.
Eli's comment may seem like weak resignation, but I read it as the reaction of someone
who, on hearing the truth, will not deny it, however terrible it may be. Sometimes, indeed,
there is almost a relief at hearing the very worst, something that we had suspected for a
while, but wished not to think, confirmed at last. And it's also remarkable that Eli, instead of
assuming Samuel got it wrong, can hear and recognise God's truth spoken by his own
apprentice.
Paul is someone else you can rely on to speak the truth as he sees it, however painful it may
be for his readers - and this part of his first letter to Corinth will certainly have put the cat
among the pigeons when it was read out in church. It may even have made a few eyebrows
rise when you heard it in St Andrew's this morning. Do you really think, he demands of his

readers, that you can patronise prostitutes Monday to Saturday and then turn up at church
on Sunday as if nothing had happened? Think again!
Paul's treading a fine line here. He doesn't want the Christians in Corinth to get bogged
down in rules and regulations - he stands up for non-Jewish Christians who don't want to
follow all the food laws of the Hebrew Bible. But ‘anything goes' isn't the Christian motto
either - though it might have been for Corinth, noted for its temple of Aphrodite. Just as
what you eat affects your body, sexual intercourse affects those engaged in it, body and
spirit. Reducing sex to a business transaction denies its power. And for the Christian, every
power must be subordinate to God, since - as Paul tells them and us - we, and not our
buildings, are God's temples - a staggering truth about the depth of our relationship with
God, which Paul's hearers might never have gained, had he not been reflecting on a messy
area of their lives.
Sex is something I rarely talk about in sermons. Maybe that's partly because it's so personal,
so intimate that it feels awkward to speak of in public. Yet according to our psalm this
morning there is nothing more personal, more intimate, than God's knowledge of us. God
knows our movements, our thoughts, our words, before they occur. Yet while God knows us
and has known us since before we were conceived, we cannot fathom the truth of who God
is.
From heaven to the world of the dead, from the ends of the earth to the deepest darkness,
God is there. From the quarks within the atom to the stars within the galaxy, God is there.
And within the complex and sometimes torturous workings of our minds, hearts and spirits,
God is there too, loving us as we are, calling us into who we may become.
It's not surprising that we cannot grasp the magnitude of God's being. Yet sadly, many who
have glimpsed some aspect of God's truth have come into conflict with one another
because they cannot reconcile their own partial understanding with the different views of
others. Liberal, evangelical or Catholic Christians, even people of different faiths, we can
miss the insights God would love us to receive from one another by being over-defensive
about what we already know. That's one reason we will be sharing the Week of Prayer for
Christian Unity with our local Churches Together group this evening.
Yet such misunderstanding is almost inevitable when we consider all the ways to
understand Jesus we find in that one passage from John's Gospel we read this morning:
Lamb of God; the one on whom God's Spirit rests; God's chosen Messiah; the son of man;
the son of God; the king of Israel; Jacob's ladder linking earth and heaven. Here is God's
truth all right: a complex truth that cannot be captured in any one word or image. Here is
God's truth for which we must listen intently, even when what we hear may surprise us,
may challenge our expectations, may even give us pain to hear and admit it. Here is God's
truth that may come through someone with less experience than us, or from a part of the
world we're tempted to look down on, or via the messier parts of our daily struggle to make
sense of life. Here is God's truth on which we can reflect for a lifetime, with or without fig
tree, and still not reach the end.
Yet let's not use that as an excuse to avoid plain speaking about what we do know. For as
each of us can hear God's word spoken by others, each of us can hear and pass on a word
from God ourselves. And God's word is very close at hand: not only in the Bible, but also in
the mystery of everyday life, even the messy bits. For Jesus has become our ladder between
heaven and earth.
First Sunday after Epiphany: Baptism of Jesus

Service Date:
11 January, 2009
Mark 1:4-11
Some of you, like me, will remember your own baptism. Others will remember times in the
last few years when we've brought children to be baptised, to show that God is welcoming
them into our family here at St Andrew's. A baptism is a wonderful occasion, when we
remember how God forgives us and washes away the things we do wrong. And in that way
we're like the crowds gathering at the River Jordan when John told people to remember
what they'd got wrong in their lives, and to turn away from it, to make a fresh start with
God.
But one thing we in our tradition - though not all Christians would say this - have got very
different from John's baptism. And that's the amount of water we use. You see our font
here, with a basin for the warm water we use for baptism. There's another font we once
used in this church which is even smaller, and holds even less water. And that's OK, because
when we welcome people into the church by baptism, we only sprinkle them with a few
drops of water. The Antioch Church who meets here on Sunday evenings goes one better I've seen them baptise new members in a paddling pool, out at the back in our garden. But
John went a good deal further than that: he waded into the Jordan River with the person
being baptised, and ducked them right under.
You might wonder: why use all that water? After all, it's the symbol of getting our lives clean
that counts - the things we do wrong aren't like dirt from the garden that may need a lot of
scrubbing to come off, though sometimes it can take us just as much trouble to get rid of
the effects of them. Well, one good reason is to show just how much God wants to get rid of
everything that's wrong in our lives - not just a drop of mercy, not even a bucketful, but a
whole roaring river full of forgiveness is what God offers us, not just when we are baptised
but every time we realise we've got something wrong and need to say sorry.
So why did Jesus get baptised by John? He didn't need to say sorry to God, for the life he
lived was totally in touch with God all the time. Asking Jesus where God was in his life would
be like asking a fish about water, or a person about the air we breathe.
But this was a special moment for Jesus, the very beginning of the public work God wanted
him to do. So though he was in touch with God all the time, this moment of baptism, turning
publicly to God in front of everyone else, was a time for him to hear God's voice and
experience God's life flooding through him in a particular way. Mark talks about it as if a
dove landed and settled on him; and that would make all his readers think of the beginning
of the story of creation, when God was about to make light out of darkness, and God's Spirit
hovered over the dark waves like a bird brooding over her nest, waiting for new life to
begin.
I wonder if you can think of a moment when everything was new and wonderful for you maybe the first time you could read a story, or when you first met someone you love - a
moment when wonder flooded in, and nothing could ever be the same again. Or maybe you
can call to mind that feeling of relief when you owned up to something you'd done, and
were overcome by the forgiveness and kindness you received.
Those are times when we experience God's Spirit. And though I understand why our
tradition doesn't go in for bucketfuls of water when we baptise, it's still good to remember
that our God, who made the whole world, doesn't operate with dropfuls of love and mercy,
but with streams, rivers, oceans full. That's what powers us who have been baptised to

follow Jesus and to love others as he loves us. And that's what makes us want to praise God,
whether we shout Glory Hallelujah! or whether we turn silently to prayer.
Hymns:
R&S 94 is a paraphrase by Isaac Watts of Psalm 136 with a Christian twist - verse 5 is
evidently not in the original psalm, but carries on its theme in such a continuous way that
Christians may well not notice the join. The tune Duke Street was probably written by John
Hatton and first published in Glasgow in Boyd's Psalm and Hymn Tunes of 1793.
Before we knew our mother's womb also takes inspiration from a psalm, Psalm 139, but
again has a Christological emphasis, connecting the life of Christ within us with the inspiring
power of the Holy Spirit. The tune Rockingham, first published in 1790, frequently partners
another Watts hymn, When I Survey.
R&S 302 by Bessie Porter Head was only included in a hymnbook after the author's death in
1936. It had however been sung at the annual meetings of the Keswick Convention. The
words play on the metaphor of wind/breath/life implied by the Hebrew word for God's
Spirit, ruach. The tune Spiritus Vitae (‘Spirit of life' in Latin) by Mary J. Hammond was
written for this hymn.
R&S 329 was inspired, according to Brian Wren, its author, by ‘Give to our God immortal
praise', in the way two choruses alternate from verse to verse. As the Companion to Rejoice
and Sing warns us, ‘Live tomorrow's life today' should not be confused with ‘Buy now, pay
later,' but refers to God's coming kingdom which we see in glimpses. The tune Lauds was
written by John Wilson in 1969 for the hymn ‘Songs of praise the angels sang'.
Sermon:
Mark 1:4-11; Acts 19:1-7
I feel for those believers Paul met in Ephesus, who must have suddenly felt as though they'd
stumbled into a theology exam. ‘Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you became
believers?' Paul demands of them. ‘We've not even heard there is a Holy Spirit,' they reply,
nervously - you can imagine them thinking, ‘What on earth is he talking about? And why did
he have to pick us to cross-examine?' Paul carries on regardless. ‘Well, what baptism did
you have?' Ah - a question they can answer. ‘It was John who baptised us,' they answer,
hoping that's OK.
Now Paul's got somewhere to start from. ‘Well, if you were baptised by John, you'd better
know what he said about Jesus. You remember he was always looking out for someone who
would come after him, someone greater than him whose sandals he wasn't worthy to
untie?' ‘Yes,' the believers in Ephesus admit, ‘he was always going on about that. We
wondered who he meant.' And now Paul's well away. ‘John was talking about Jesus!' he
exclaims. ‘The Messiah, the one we were all waiting for. And I can tell you some amazing
things about him...' And off Paul goes, talking nineteen to the dozen.
Well, that makes sense of it all to the Ephesians. If Jesus is the one their master John was
waiting for, of course they should get baptised in Jesus' name. But their baptism gives them
more than they may have anticipated, for as Paul prays for them, they begin to experience
God's Spirit in new and totally unexpected ways, causing them to praise God enthusiastically
and to see and speak out about God's work in Ephesus - as the jargon has it, they were
‘speaking in tongues and prophesying'.
Fast-forward several centuries, to my year out studying in Switzerland - this will make sense,
I promise you. I'm admiring the library of the theological faculty in Bern, a great
powerhouse of the Reformation, and I notice something very odd. There are sections on
God as Creator, on Jesus, with lots of learned tomes to their credit. But there is no section

on the Spirit.
Moreover, during my theological education in Oxford, I wouldn't have been surprised to
overhear that snippet of conversation between Paul and John's disciples in Ephesus all over
again: ‘Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you became a believer?' and the cautious
response: ‘What do you mean?' or even, ‘What on earth are you talking about?'
Of course, both Paul and the Ephesians came to Christianity while they were adults - in that
first generation there could be no inherited faith, but only conversion, a new way of
understanding God, one growing out of Judaism but which most Jews did not take as their
own. Many of us here in St Andrew's, on the other hand, have grown up in the church from
being baptised as small children, and may not be able to remember a time when God was
not a part of life.
Yet it is not only a question of the once-born versus the twice-born Christians, with the
latter emphasising the Spirit's role in conversion. While some Pentecostalist and Evangelical
churches have emphasised God's Spirit so much that speaking in tongues, for instance, has
almost become a badge of membership, I suspect that some of our tradition, in reaction,
may have battened down the hatches on anything pious or enthusiastic, for fear of
hypocrisy. Yet if that is so, we are making a grave mistake. For it is God's Spirit, working
within us, that gives us the ability to follow Jesus in doing God's will. Church life would be
impossible without the Spirit's fruits of love, joy, peace, gentleness, patience and selfcontrol. And without the Spirit leading us into more truth, we would have no hope of
growing in understanding of God, ourselves and one another.
Why then is the Spirit, like the idea of full immersion baptism, sometimes regarded with
great suspicion in our tradition? Well, in both cases there is likely to be some disruption and
messiness involved. Paul wasn't content with breaking in on twelve Ephesians' perfectly
satisfactory understanding of faith gained from John the Baptist, giving them a new
experience they had neither sought nor demanded of him. There was more to come.
To begin with all went well for Paul and this new faith he preached. When the Ephesian
synagogue grew fed up with him, he hired a lecture hall and carried on there, taking his
disciples with him. Miracles of healing and exorcism took place, and many came to join him.
But not everyone was happy. Ephesus was known for its temple of Artemis, and for the
silver images of the goddess which were sold there, and the silversmiths began to see their
custom drying up, as more turned away from the worship of Artemis. Trade unrest ended
up in a full-scale riot, from which Paul was extricated with difficulty.
And that's true more generally. God's Spirit cannot be relied upon to stay in the realms of
religion. Economics and politics are also the Spirit's territory, and where economic and
political powers are challenged by God's power, conflict is inevitable. Sadly, when Christians
cannot agree, the Spirit may be used as an argument on both sides, in a way that might
make us keen to keep away from pious enthusiasm altogether.
But that, again, would be the wrong reaction - as if an immigrant to Britain were to say, ‘I
can't speak English very well, so I'll stay among my own people where I don't have to try too
hard.' We are all immigrants into God's kingdom, all beginners in learning to listen to God's
Spirit, and discernment is the gift of telling God's Spirit from others. So rather than stopping
our ears, in case we get confused or into trouble, let's listen out for the Spirit; in the great
events of our lives, like baptism, when we can see God and the world in a new light, but also
in the little day-to-day things that inspire us to give God thanks. And let's share what we
hear with one another. For God's spirit speaks to us not only through the Bible or through
great theologians, but also when two or three of us are gathered together, wanting to do

God's will. So if you have a quiet feeling that we in this church should be focussing on some
particular activity, share it - for others with the same feeling may be waiting for you to
speak up. And though the Spirit may disrupt our lives, it's only to cleanse and renew us, to
make us ready to do God's will and to fit us for God's kingdom.

