First Sunday after Christmas. The flight into Egypt.
Service Date:
29 December, 2013
The service was led by The Rev. Robert Beard, who preached on the subject of giving
refuge.
Lectionary readings were: Isaiah 63: 7 - 9; Psalm 148; Hebrews 2: 10 - 18; and Matthew 2:13
- 23.
Hymns:
O love how deep
Jesus, united by Thy grace
Thou didst leave Thy throne
Praise to the holiest in the height
Sermon:
Seeking Refuge
Here is a catalogue of experiences suffered by young asylum seekers and refugees in the
United Kingdom, and reported by RefugeeYouth, part of the British Youth Council:
• They have their age disputed, either by the Home Office or Social Services or both.
• The process of age assessment is inhumane and degrading
• Young people here alone whose age is disputed get no support from social services
• They are portrayed as criminals by many sections of the media and many politicians
to the extent that prejudice and discrimination towards refugees has become
mainstream
• The asylum system criminalises people, promoting a culture of disbelief and treating
refugees as guilty until proven innocent
• Many of them, including children, are held in detention without trial
• Many have no right to chose where to liveand are dispersed to isolated parts of the
UK with no community support, often in hostile environments
• They have no freedom to travel until they have a positive decision on their case
• Some who have been lived in the UK for years, pay taxes and access services, still
cannot participate as an active citizen by voting unless they have a British passport
• Asylum seekers have no right to work whilst awaiting a Home Office decision, which
can take years
• Some become dependent on limited benefits, when they have the ambition and the
skills to work, and so are not able to follow their dreams or gain employment
experience
• Many who are ‘undocumented’ live in fear of being found out, are forced into illegal
work or criminal activity in order to survive
• If they are being exploited or treated badly they can’t speak up for fear of arrest
• They have limited access to education; often colleges won't accept students without
papers
• They are not entitled to Education Maintenance Allowance while awaiting a Home
Office decision
• They are not entitled to a student loan until they have leave to remain and have
been in the UK for 3 years
• They are charged overseas tuition fees while awaiting a Home Office decision

Many have no access to health care while awaiting a Home Office decision because
it’s not possible to register with a GP without papers and a fixed address
• Young people here alone have to grow up fast and look after themselves in an
unfamiliar place where they don’t know the systems
• Young people here with their families often have to take on adult roles, acting as
translators, supporting their parents and interpreting the systems for them
• Being a refugee is an experience, not an identity, but many people become
categorised, stereotyped and dehumanised
Every single one of these experience contradicts one or more provisions of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, which (as I’m sure you know) was drawn up in 1948, following
the atrocities of the Second World War, as a common standard for achieving fundamental
human rights for all peoples.
What should the Church’s response be to all this?
This morning’s Gospel reading points us unequivocally towards the answer.
Whether or not the Massacre of the Innocents and the Flight into Egypt were actual events
remains disputed by Biblical scholars. Those who regard St Mathew’s Gospel as gathering
and interpreting historical evidence about the life of Jesus naturally tend to believe that
they really happened. Those who understand the Gospel as primarily documenting the
theological understanding of Jesus and his significance tend to see them as stories
illustrating symbolically Jesus’ fulfilment of the prophecies about the long-expected Jewish
Messiah.
The first century Romano-Jewish historian Titus Flavius Josephus, or Joseph ben Matityahu
to give him his Jewish name, recorded Herod the Great’s slaughter of his own sons and
wrote that he "never stopped avenging and punishing every day those who had chosen to
be of the party of his enemies". There is no mention of the Massacre of the Innocents in in
Josephus, nor, indeed, anywhere outside Matthew’s Gospel, but there’s no doubt that such
an atrocity would have been entirely in keeping with Herod’s methods for retaining his hold
on power, and, appalling as it would have been, the slaughter of Bethlehem’s children is
fairly small-scale compared with some of Herod’s other actions, so Josephus might not have
considered it worth recording. There are a number of other interesting omissions from
Josephus’ record of the century in which he lived, including an incident that led to the
enmity between Pontius Pilate and Herod Antipas. It has also been noted that one of
Josephus’ sources was a man called Nicolas of Damascus, who just happened to be the
friend and personal historian of Herod the Great himself.
So whether today’s Gospel reading is based on historical events or on theological
convictions remains open to discussion and debate. You pay your money and take your
choice.
What is not open to discussion, is what it teaches Christians about the treatment of
refugees.
The message of the Gospel reading is that, while still a dependent child, Jesus himself was a
refugee, forced to flee violent persecution in his homeland and seek asylum in another
country. I wonder how the Egyptian Borders Agency would have received the Holy Family...
“So what’s your purpose in visiting Egypt, business or leisure?”
“We’re fleeing violent persecution at home. Our baby’s life has been directly threatened”
“Can you prove that?”
“Well, no.”
“Got any relatives here who can support you?”
•

“No, there’s just the three of us.”
“How much money are you bringing with you?”
“Only a little; I’m a a small-town carpenter.”
“Will you need an Egyptian interpreter?”
“Yes, we speak only Aramaic. We’ve never had the opportunity to learn a foreign language.”
“Do you plan to access other public services in Egypt.”
“Yes, my wife’s just had a baby.”
“You’ll have to pay a £200 deposit if you want healthcare.”
It doesn’t look good for them, does it?
We know that the vast majority of asylum seekers and refugees come to Britain because
their own countries no longer afford them the protection to which they’re entitled. As
Christ’s disciples, we must discipline ourselves to put aside all preconceptions and
prejudices, defy the distortions of our media and even our politicians, and open ourselves to
the love of God that enables us to recognise in each suffering human face, the face of Christ
himself.
Herod’s attempt to kill the infant king is the first of Jesus’ encounters with human evil,
encounters that culminate at the other end of his short life, in the crucifixion. On this
occasion, he is protected by God’s intervention, through the message of the angel to
Joseph. At the other end of the Gospel story, he will abandon that divine protection and
willingly embrace human evil, in order that it be be transformed through sheer love into a
shining hope held out to all people, for all time.
[Preacher: Revd Robert Beard B.D.]
Fourth Sunday in Advent. Service of carols and readings
Service Date:
22 December, 2013
The service celebrated the good news of the coming of Jesus and was led by St. Andrew's
Worship Group.
Children and young people played a significant part in the service . As well as traditional
carols there was music especially arranged by the Organist and Choir Master, Douglas
Jones.
[No sermon.]
Hymns:
O Come o come Emmanuel
The angel Gabriel
Away in a manger
Hark! the herald angels sing
Sermon:
There was no sermon on this occasion.
Third Sunday in Advent
Service Date:
15 December, 2013
Worship was led by the Rev. Canon Mike West.
The prophesying of the salvation of Israel included the restoration of full humanity. This
was also the focus of Jesus' ministry and we can also achieve it through compassion,

justice, sharing and harnassing human skills. This is well demonstrated in the achievement
of Mandela and De Klerk in creating a democratic and multi-racial South Africa.
Hymns:
R&S 734 I'll praise my maker while I've breath
R&S 572 Colours of day dawn into the mind
R&S 285 O for a thousand tongues to sing
R&S 626 Judge eternal throned in splendour
Sermon:
John the Baptist
Matthew 11:2-11; Isaiah 35:1-10; Luke 1:46b - 55; James 5:7 - 10.
One small part of the Celebration service for Nelson Mandela on Tuesday, stood out, no
hit me. Almost at the beginning they were singing the South African national anthem,
perhaps like me you think of it as “Nkosi sikelele iAfrika” – God bless Africa in the Zulu
language. It was adopted by the African National Congress as their anthem in 1912 (yes
1912, the year the ANC was formed). It became the national anthem in 1995. Like the ANC
it had been banned from 1960 until 1990. But South Africa has 11 official languages and
one, any or all can be used. On Tuesday they sung it in Zulu, Xhosa and then in Afrikaans.
In Afrikaans. In 1976 the Apartheid Government ruled that half of the classes in secondary
school should be taught in Afrikaans; the hated language of the oppressors. This sparked
the Soweto uprising – forever remember by the photo of 13 year old Hector Pietersen
shot by the police. Perhaps that was the point that the world inside and outside South
Africa thought that the only way out of Apartheid was through a bloody civil war.
But it was not to be; through Nelson Mandela’s force of personality, plus the wisdom of
Frederick De Klerk (who shared together the Nobel peace prize).we have a democratic,
multi-racial and a largely peaceful South Africa.
I have argued elsewhere that the movement to recognise people of all races as equally
human and worthy of equal treatment, which would have seemed impossible in 1900,
became one of the great changes of the twentieth century. I believe that is a sign that God’s
Kingdom of peace and justice is breaking in on our world, helped into being by people of
faith and people of no religious faith, massively helped into being by so many South
Africans, including Nelson Mandela whose funeral is today.
Let me share with you how I am strengthened in that belief, as I was guided by that belief to
support the Anti Apartheid Movement at various times in my life. Today, the Third Sunday
in Advent we think of John the Baptist who prepared his hearers to recognise Jesus, the
Messiah when he came. The compilers of lectionaries, the recommended passages of the
Bible to be read on specific Sundays, offer us a variety of readings for the first and second
Sundays, but all agree that on the third for the Gospel reading we should use either John’s
or Matthew’s version of John the Baptist’s enquiry from prison “are you the one who is to
come?”
Jesus answers:
the blind receive their sight, the lame walk,
the lepers[c] are cleansed, the deaf hear,
the dead are raised,
and the poor have good news brought to them.
And blessed is anyone who takes no offence at me.

Here we have a quotation from Isaiah who 700 years earlier had a message of hope for the
beleaguered people of Israel (today's Old Testament reading):
Strengthen the weak hands,
and make firm the feeble knees.
Say to those who are of a fearful heart,
Be strong, do not fear!
Here is your God.
He will come with vengeance,
with terrible recompense.
He will come and save you.’
He will come and save you.’
What is the content of that salvation? It is not just the protection of the nation of Israel; it is
the restoration of full humanity.
Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened,
and the ears of the deaf unstopped;
then the lame shall leap like a deer,
and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy.
And this all happens: The gospel writers record that these things happened through Jesus’
ministry; recorded in the chapters in Matthew’s gospel before today’s reading. And they
happen around us. Did you see the moving program about Stephen Hawking?: Not leaping
like a deer but mobile and speaking; despite his huge limitations. All around us people are
whizzing around on their mobility scooters, turning up (or down!) their hearing aids to hear
their friends and the TV; watching the signer at the side of the Lyceum stage Elements of
their humanity restored in ways that earlier generations would have thought impossible.
the blind receive their sight, the lame walk,
And this is all possible because with compassion and skill humankind has harnessed the
potential of creation We humans are that special part of creation in whom we see the image
of God ……and we work with the creation which God saw “was good” . Isaiah tells us to
expect that:
waters shall break forth in the wilderness,
and streams in the desert;
the burning sand shall become a pool,
and the thirsty ground springs of water;
The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad,
the desert shall rejoice and blossom;
like the crocus 2 it shall blossom abundantly,
and rejoice with joy and singing.

So the use of this quote from Isaiah in Matthew’s gospel tells us what kind of kingdom is
coming into our world through Jesus, a kingdom in which those things which undermine and
diminish our individual and collective humanity will be counterbalanced in the present and
perhaps in the long run abolished.
And so throughout the twentieth century men and women fought against racial prejudice
and its militant wing racism – it is the story of the USA, now with its black President (and
what a speech by him on Tuesday!) In our country there are still pockets of resistance in
politics and employment.- there is still much to be done.
Jesus recognises this: he adds a quote from the later prophet also called Isaiah:
the poor have good news brought to them.
This is from Isaiah chapter 61; which Jesus quotes in full in his sermon in Nazareth (Luke
4:16ff):
The spirit of the Lord is upon me
Because he has anointed me
To bring good news to the poor
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
And recovery of sight to the blind
To let the oppressed go free.
The restoration of full humanity will not only deal with those sicknesses caused by faults in
nature itself but also those sicknesses in society which are the result of divisions in society;
between rich and poor, between prisoners and free people – divisions which are not always
between this group and that group., us and them but in the case of prisoners and freedom
may be a frontier inside each of us. Release to the captives – what can that have meant to
those on Robben Island?
How can this be? What can we do to work God’s work, to prosper and increase love and
justice throughout the world, the reign of the Prince of Peace?
For a final clue lets turn from John the Baptist to Mary Jesus’ mother, the subject in the
readings for Advent 4. Again we have thank the lectionary builders for their suggestion that
in the place for a Psalm today we should use the Mary’s song the Magnificat.
The healing of humankind’s sicknesses of body and community, the harnessing of the
world’s natural resources for that healing and restoration of full humanity cannot come
when the rich have grabbed more than their share of the good things and the hungry sent
empty away.
Does Mary glimpse that if her son, born under Roman occupation, in a world where women
are second class, where religious rulers live on the fat of the land from the gifts of the poor,
if her son born 100 dusty miles from her home born in a farm building if he is really the
Messiah, then things will have to change at what we would have to call the political level so
that:
The hungry will be filled with good things
And the rich sent empty away.
This is not the place or the time for me to suggest what that might involve, though some
bankers ought to look out! But we who have been healed in so many ways by God’s grace in

our lives should be on the look out for those places where His kingdom is breaking in, those
movements which are part of that Kingdom coming in, and where we could, should play a
part in it.
Perhaps like John the Baptist we are in prisons of our own making, constrained by the
secular hedonistic spirit of the age, fearful of our public image:
We look out at Jesus and see the healing he accomplishes.
And recognise him as the Messiah; the one who comes to set us free.
And reaffirm as did other disciples at a time when following Jesus began to get difficult,
even dangerous said:
Lord to whom can we go
You have the words of eternal life.
Appendix
The two texts set out to highlight the connections
Isaiah 35
Strengthen the weak hands,
and make firm the feeble knees.
Say to those who are of a fearful heart,
Be strong, do not fear!
Here is your God.
He will come with vengeance,
with terrible recompense.
He will come and save you.’
Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened,
and the ears of the deaf unstopped;
then the lame shall leap like a deer,
and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy.
For waters shall break forth in the wilderness,
and streams in the desert;
the burning sand shall become a pool,
and the thirsty ground springs of water;
the haunt of jackals shall become a swamp,[a]
the grass shall become reeds and rushes.
The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad,
the desert shall rejoice and blossom;
like the crocus it shall blossom abundantly,
and rejoice with joy and singing.
Messengers from John the Baptist
When John heard in prison what the Messiah[a] was doing, he sent word by his[b] disciples
3 and said to him, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?
Jesus answered them, ‘Go and tell John what you hear and see:
the blind receive their sight, the lame walk,
the lepers[c] are cleansed, the deaf hear,

the dead are raised,
and the poor have good news brought to them.
6 And blessed is anyone who takes no offence at me.’
As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the crowds about John: ‘What did you go out
into the wilderness to look at? A reed shaken by the wind? What then did you go out to
see? Someone[d] dressed in soft robes? Look, those who wear soft robes are in royal
palaces. 9 What then did you go out to see? A prophet?[e] Yes, I tell you, and more than a
prophet. 10 This is the one about whom it is written,
“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,
who will prepare your way before you.”
Second Sunday in Advent
Service Date:
8 December, 2013
The service was lead by Professor Clyde Binfield who explored the themes of journey,
reconcilliation and healing, focussing on the life of David Livingstone.
Hymns:
Sermon:
First Sunday in Advent. Service of Holy Communion.
Service Date:
1 December, 2013
Opening the new Church year, and the Advent Season, our service was lead by the Revd. Dr.
David Stec. Grappling with the tensions early Christians experienced in waiting for Christ's
coming, David shows us how in the wait for judgment there is a deep call to love.
Hymns:
(Information not available.)
Sermon:
Isaiah 2:1-5; Romans 13:11-14; Matthew 24:36-44
“The night is far gone, the day is at hand.
Let us then cast off the works of darkness
and put on the armour of light.”
The earliest Christians could not help but feel that they were living in between two great
moments of history.
On the one hand, Jesus had come as God’s anointed one who proclaimed the nearness of
God’s kingdom, and indeed as God’s own son, whom he had raised from the dead. His
earliest followers were very conscious of being the church, the body of Christ in the
world. At their core were the apostles who had known Jesus and been trained and
commissioned by him to spread the Gospel far and wide. They had known and experienced
the power of the Holy Spirit given at Pentecost, and they were conscious of the presence of
the risen Christ as they went about their work. And they knew that their generation was
privileged to live in these times and to have a part in these momentous events.
But on the other hand, equally momentous events lay ahead.
There was a strong tradition that Jesus had spoken of a future consummation of history,
when the present world order would end and he would return and establish God’s kingdom

in all its fullness and reign for evermore. So the earliest Christians were always looking
forward to events that were soon to take place, when they would witness and experience
the completion of what God had begun in Christ.
Matthew 24, part of which we read as our Gospel lesson, is one of the passages in which
Jesus predicts these events. It has its setting in Jerusalem during the last week of his life,
before his crucifixion. As Jesus left the temple with his disciples, they made some remarks
about the temple building, and he predicted the destruction of the temple. Then, sitting
with the disciples on the Mount of Olives, he expanded upon this and foretold times of
great suffering: There would be wars and rumours of wars, with nation rising against nation
and kingdom against kingdom, and there would be famines and earthquakes. The temple
would be desecrated, and there would be times of great persecution for Jesus’ followers,
with false Christs and prophets arising to lead them astray. There would also be signs in
heaven, with the sun being darkened, the moon not giving its light and the stars falling from
heaven. And these would be the prelude to the Son of Man, understood to be Jesus,
coming on the clouds with power and great glory. He would send out his angels, and with a
trumpet blast they would gather his elect from one end of heaven to the other.
But within this passage there is a contradiction.
On the one hand, Jesus says in verse 34: “Truly, I say to you, this generation will not pass
away till all these things take place.” But on the other hand in verse 36 he says: “But of that
day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father
only.” He therefore warns them that they must be constantly alert and prepared, because
the Son of Man is coming at an hour they do not expect.
This is a contradiction which reflects the experience of the New Testament church.
At an early stage they expected Jesus to return very soon, and certainly within the lifetime
of the first generation of Christians. But as the years went by and Jesus did not return, they
increasingly began to look for this to take place at an uncertain time in the future, perhaps
even the distant future.
So what is the 21st century Christian to make of passages like Matthew 24?
You could point out that some of the events predicted by Jesus did take place in the 1st
century: the temple was destroyed in AD 70, there was a famine in AD 46, and an
earthquake in AD 61. But these events hardly constitute a fulfilment of Matthew 24 as a
whole. For such things as the signs in heaven, the return of the Son of Man on the clouds
and the gathering of the elect did not happen.
You could regard the words attributed to Jesus as the work of the early church, which
history proved to be mistaken, and thus treat this passage as of little value to us today. But
if you go down this route, there is a lot of other material in the New Testament that you
would have to disregard too.
Yet, is there not a great deal of value in passages such as Matthew 24, if we treat them as
challenging us daily to live the Christian faith as though each day might be the last before
the Son of Man comes and calls us to account? For whatever you think about the return of
Christ as a matter of dogma, whether you wish to take it literally or figuratively, you are
challenged to be ready, for in Jesus’s words: “the Son of man is coming at an hour you do
not expect.”
At the end of Matthew 24 Jesus tells a short parable to reinforce this point.
The disciples are to be like a servant put in charge of the other servants of his master’s
household while his master is absent. His master will return on a day and at an hour which
he does not expect. If the master finds him doing a good job, he will be rewarded, but if he

abuses the master’s absence and mistreats his fellow servants and wastes his time eating
and drinking, he will be punished.
St Paul is making much the same point in that passage which we read from Romans 13, a
passage which reflects the belief of the earliest Christians that they lived at a critical
moment in history, when a new age was about to dawn, with the return of Christ and the
day of judgment.
In the previous section of the epistle he refers to the commandments and says that they
may be summarised by the requirement to love one’s neighbour as oneself, and says that
love is the fulfilling of the law. Now he urges his readers to be awake and active in Christ’s
service, since as he puts it: “salvation is nearer to us now than when we first believed.”
There is a great sense of urgency about this as he continues:
The night is far gone, the day is at hand. Let us then cast off the works of darkness and put
on the armour of light; let us conduct ourselves becomingly as in the day, not in revelling and
drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarrelling and jealousy.
The coming day of judgment is thus to provide a strong motive for the Christian to live each
day according to the ethic of love.
St Paul uses some quite strong language here. With talk of “the works of darkness” and the
“armour of light” he urges the Christian to be dressed for battle, and perhaps brings to mind
what the sect which produced the Dead Sea Scrolls anticipated as “the War of the Sons of
Light with the Sons of Darkness.” But St Paul is speaking about the Christian being equipped
for the battle with evil in daily life.For here he speaks not only of putting on the armour of
light, but also of putting on the Lord Jesus Christ.
To put on Christ is in itself a great source of strength. It means putting on the character of
Christ, yes, but also being incorporated with him in his baptism and sharing with him in his
victory over evil on the cross, and his victory over death at the empty tomb.
Like the NT writers, Isaiah also looks forward to the time of God’s judgement. He gives us a
vision of a future age in which the mountain of the temple is raised high over the hills, and
the nations flow towards it to receive instruction in God’s ways. God’s law shall go forth
from Zion, and his word from Jerusalem. When God judges the nations, the result of this will
be that they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and their spears into pruning hooks,
and no longer learn to make war. A tremendous vision of a future age! But Isaiah concludes
it by urging the people of the present: “O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of
the LORD.” There could be a slight word-play here in that the Hebrew word translated “law”
or “instruction” bears a superficial resemblance to that for “light”, even though the two are
probably not related. For Isaiah, like for some of the writers of the NT, the prospect of God’s
impending judgment provides a strong motive for living an ethical life in the present.
And at the beginning of another season of Advent we prepare ourselves to receive the one
who came to be the Light of the Word and to equip us with the armour of his light.
[Preacher: Revd. Dr. David Stec]
First Sunday before Advent. Caledonian Sunday.
Service Date:
24 November, 2013
The service was lead by members of St. Andrew's Worship Group. Readers were members
of The Caledonian Society of Sheffield.

Hymns:
Sermon:
Second Sunday before Advent
Service Date:
17 November, 2013
"The picture on the front (as I guess on most front pages on that day) was of devastation
in the Philippines. Two or three concrete buildings, not entirely unscathed but at least still
standing..."
(From the week's sermon, by Mrs Val Morrison.)
Hymns:
R&S 339: Great God, your love has called us here. Written in 1973, it was included in Brian
Wren’s 1983 collection Faith Looking Forward. He described it as ‘a restatement in
contemporary terms of Wesley’s hymn ”And can it be that I should gain an interest in my
Saviour’s blood”
R&S 518: Father I place into your hands. This hymn with its words and tune by Jenny Hewer
was copyrighted in 1975 and was included in the first Mission Praise booklet in 1983.
R&S 650: God with humanity made one. Written by David Fox (1956- ) in March 1986. The
essential relationship between God and creation is declared.
Anthem: Jesu, joy of man's desiring (Bach).
R&S 637: The day of the Lord shall come. One of the many hymns written by John Bell
andGraham Maule with a Scottish traditional melody arr. Paul Bateman. This song, from
Wild Goose Songs (1987) has a string of references to biblical statements so tightly packed
that John Bell has admitted to its being something of a tongue twister.
Sermon:
Malachi 4.1–2a; 2 Thessalonians 3.6-13; Luke 21.5-19.
Monday morning and the plan is to spend time reading the passages set for the coming
Sunday together with some of the books which might stimulate my thinking as I prepare
worship. But first, as on most mornings, I read some of the daily paper.
The picture on the front (as I guess on most front pages on that day) was of devastation in
the Philippines. Two or three concrete buildings, not entirely unscathed but at least still
standing, surrounded by pieces of corrugated iron, piles of strips of wood like long
matchsticks, the odd tyre and petrol drum, trees uprooted and cars apparently thrown
amongst the debris. Certainly no chance they have been driven to those bizarre angles.
And all this the result of what is being designated a super typhoon. Whilst the severity may
have something to do with manmade global warming there is no doubt that our weather
patterns and what we now call weather events are part of our creation. To put it crudely,
this was a God made disaster.
But actually this was not, for me, the most frightening or concerning thing in my paper last
Monday morning. There were two articles which gave me much pause for thought.
The first, an article triggered by the case of Marine A. Convicted of killing a wounded Afghan
insurgent breaking, as he admitted, the Geneva Convention. The thrust of the article was
certainly not to condone that action but to put it into the context of drone attacks on
innocent civilians, asking who owns up to responsibility for them and to the relative power
of nations within the international community. Who is allowed to have (and by definition
who is not allowed to have) nuclear weapons. Who is guilty of torture, rendition, of inciting

civil wars in resource rich nations, who is accountable to whom and perhaps more
importantly, who is not.
This was a picture of a murky world about which most of us know little or nothing and about
which we are unlikely to learn the truth. Yet one where actions are taken on our behalf, the
outcomes of which have the potential to be manmade disasters.
The second article related to the migration of people in the Middle East. Migration in that
part of the world is nothing new, it’s been going on since the time of Abraham and before.
People have fled invading armies, settled in new surroundings and sometimes returned in
more peaceful times to where they originated from.
But what this article was telling was a story, not just of huge and unprecedented numbers
of refugees but of the complexity of a political situation, resulting in, for instance, 2000
Afghans, the poorest of the poor, from the harshest country on earth, being trapped in
basements in Damascus. Some of them for 30 plus years, unable to flee from Syria or return
to their own land.
Just a few statistics to illustrate the point. In the 1970’s and 80’s millions of Afghans poured
across the Pakistani and Iranian borders, 10’s of thousands of Lebanese fled their civil war to
Syria. In 1990 10’s of thousands of Kuwaitis fled across their border and they were followed
by Kurds to Turkey, Iraqis to Syria and Iran, Syrians to Lebanon and so it goes on.
Whole societies are being destroyed, tribal and family identities are being torn apart, there
is hunger, misery and disease
I turned from the troubles of the day, as reported in my newspaper, to today’s readings and
asked myself whether there were any links between the pictures I had gained from my
reading of the newspaper and the pictures I had gained from reading Luke’s gospel.
The easiest thing to do when faced with newspaper reports telling of such events,
happenings and situations, is to deal with them at face value, in the here and now. But a
little more consideration takes us to a very different place. They tell of a world which seems
to be out of control and we very soon reach a point of feeling that the potential in the
whole situation is for something catastrophic, and it seems to me that it is catastrophe
which Jesus is talking about in Luke’s gospel.
The people in Jesus’ audience were where we often are. Before them was the temple, a
beautiful building, an impressive focal point for the city. It held the Ark of the Covenant
which enshrined the sacred commandments and was the place where the presence of God
was focused. This was not just a beautiful building, it was God’s house, solid and
indestructible (they had short memories!). To suggest that it would not survive was to
destroy the people’s confidence in the future, to take away certainty and any feeling of
control they had.
But if we read the whole passage we can see that this is not necessarily something which is
going to happen immediately. A good reminder that God’s timetable is not the same as ours
and we need to take a more global view.
There has to be the time when Jesus’ followers will be arrested and persecuted. This will be
followed by a time of earthquakes and devastation, the end is not (as some would have us
believe) nigh, or at least not immediately.
The passage forms a part of the apocalyptic writings in the Bible. Such writings focus on
eschatology – the end times - and they disclose a supernatural world beyond the historical
world. They set history into the larger context of God’s purpose and often seem strange to
us. But were a means by which revelations were offered to explain some of life’s most
intractable problems.

And here were some of life’s most intractable problems. Wars, earthquakes, famines and
plagues. You can hear the people of the time asking ‘where is God in all of this’, surely a
loving God shouldn’t let such things happen.
But notice that Jesus says, before they get to such events, other more personally disturbing
events will take place. These will be events are about their personal faith and their personal
relationship with God. They will be tried and tested, betrayed and hated, life will not be
easy.
I think though, that the key verse in that passage is verse 13, “This will give you an
opportunity to testify”. The question for many of us would be how strong is my faith?
Would I have the confidence to testify to anything under hostile questioning, persecution
and authority. Fortunately most of us in this country never have to face any sort of
persecution for our faith. Indifference maybe but not persecution and maybe that causes us
to be less ardent less confident and less prepared.
But notice, Jesus tells his hearers not to plan their defense because he will give us the words
when the time comes, which could be a get out clause for us spending time in deepening
our faith and our relationship with him. Frankly I don’t think that is the case and here I turn
to our reading from Thessalonians.
My guess is that for many of us our first reaction to this passage is to want to say ‘hang on a
minute’. Idleness – where? Here I am working my socks off for the church, I work all day and
then do my church work in the evenings or, I’m supposed to be retired – I don’t have a
minute to myself. Well to help us all feel a bit better, how about thinking of the word
idleness as meaning, living in disorder, or being disruptive, which I understand is a better
translation of the original words. Maybe the passage makes more sense if we insert those
concepts into it.
It seems to me that the general thrust of the passage is about responsible behaviour within
a community. Playing a full part. It is thought that it was written to counter the notion that
there was no need to act responsibly because the day of the Lord was already there and the
busybodies concluded that the time for working had given way to the time for enthusiastic
proclamation and warnings. Along the way they could spend their time meddling in other
people’s business.
Clearly that is not how Paul saw it and coupled with Luke’s message I think we need to be
very clear about the fact that we have a number of things to take on board.
First, if we are to be faithful witnesses to God’s love and a part of his kingdom there are no
quick fixes. We have to be in this for the long hauland we may well not see the end of that
haul.
Second, we need to be prepared, not with pat and clever answers when questions are asked
and we are called upon to testify to God’s love. But we need to have a relationship with God
which ensures that when we are challenged we are open to his words and wisdom so that
none of our opponents are able to withstand or contradict.
And third, and this is the big one, we need to take our responsibility as members of the
global community seriously. I want to suggest that our personal faith is only one part of the
covenant we have with God, it looks in one direction only.
Jesus gave us an example of how our faith should inform our actions and if the apocalyptic
writings in Luke are indeed a way of the people of the day trying to explain the
unexplainable then I suggest that we live in a time when the need for explaining the
unexplainable has never been greater. And the need to be seen as finding reasons for

human suffering in the context of God’s purposes for the world are crucial. Apocalyptic
writing turns people’s faces to heaven and the hope of an end to present misery.
But how easy it is for us to peddle hope to a world which does not make sense to many
living in it, because they are excluded from their homes and their country, because they
have lost all their family in a natural disaster, because powerful men and women come and
kill innocent family and friends.
Yes, of course the problems of the Middle East seem intractable and no-one has a solution.
Yes, of course the power games which politicians and others play are a part of our world
and seem unlikely to change any time soon. Yes, of course the scenes which we observe
from the Philippines seem completely hopeless, where do you begin to put things right.
And yet I have a feeling that God knows the answer to all of that, if only the world would
listen to him and be prepared for what will be a costly solution.
One of the articles in my paper asked the question - what is all the disruption doing to the
faith of the people involved? Well ironically it is probably strengthening it because it is often
in adversity that faith becomes very real. For us a more pertinent question may be, what is
what we and others observe in the world doing to our faith?
Are we like the people listening to Jesus, assuming that our equivalent of the temple will
stand for ever or are we prepared to be challenged by beguiling stories from powerful men
and women and ready to testify to a different way, guided by the words and wisdom of our
God to which we have access and which we are called to share?
Jesus warned his followers "Beware you are not led astray…." It is the same warning he
gives to us today. Our call is to remain faithful and to strive to understand how our faith
informs our actions day by day as we live in this sometimes frightening but always global
world.
Third Sunday before Advent. Remembrance Sunday.
Service Date:
10 November, 2013
The service and Act of Remembrance were lead by the Revd. Robert Beard. Trumpeter
Gordon Truman sounded The Last Post and Reveille, added trumpet descants to the hymns
and joined in the closing voluntary.
Why do we observe Remembrance Day when we are still sending men and women to kill
and be killed in armed conflict? The behaviour condemned by Habakkuk still takes place today. There is a danger of using past wars to justify present day conflicts. If Remembrance
and the poppy are about the horror of war and seeking to find another way, then both are
valid.
Hymns:
R&S 638 Thy kingdom come, O God
R&S 762 The National Anthem
R&S 705 O God, our help in ages past
R&S 620 For the healing of the nations
R&S 573 God is w0rking his purpose out
Sermon:
Readings: John 14, vv 15 - 27; Habakkuk 2, vv 6b - 14
What’s the point?

I’ll be honest with you: I find Remembrance Sunday and Armistice Day difficult. I can
summarise the reason for this in one simple question: What is the point of commemorating
the war-dead, when we are still entirely willing to send men and women to slaughter and be
slaughtered in new wars?
I have innumerable answers to the first part of that question, “What is the point of
commemorating our war-dead...?”, which make more or less sense; but coupled with the
second part, “when we are still entirely willing to send men and women to slaughter and be
slaughtered in new wars,” none of the answers I’ve heard makes much sense at all.
Here are some more questions for you:
• How many people were killed in the First World War?
More than 37,000,000.
• How many people were killed in the Second World War?
More than 60,000,000, of whom the majority were civilians
• What’s the total number of people were killed in wars in the 20th century?
c. 231,000,000
Why is it, then, that our commemoration today focuses on the two world wars, when these
accounted for significantly less than half the total number war-dead, in what novelist and
critic Margaret Drabble has called “a beastly century”; although, frankly, it’s hard not to feel
that a better title would be “the human century”.
So, 231,000,000 war casualties in the 20th century. What about the 21st? Well, in the past
13 years, over 3,000,000 people have already been killed in wars in Iraq, Afghanistan and
elsewhere.
News reports inform us that, in the past week alone, at least 17 people, including 11
civilians and 2 children, were killed in Afghanistan, at least 20 people in Iraq... and so it goes
on.
What is the point of remembering the war-dead on Remembrance Sunday if every year we
have more, and yet more, war-dead to remember?
Why is it like this, even?
Harry Leslie Smith is 90 years old and a World War II RAF veteran. Here’s what he said last
week, and I make no apology for the length of the quotation because he says it with more
authority than I ever could:
Over the last 10 years the sepia tone of November has become blood-soaked with paper
poppies festooning the lapels of our politicians, newsreaders and business leaders. The most
fortunate in our society have turned the solemnity of remembrance for fallen soldiers in
ancient wars into a justification for our most recent armed conflicts. The American civil war’s
General Sherman once said that “war is hell”, but unfortunately today’s politicians in Britain
use past wars to bolster our flagging belief in national austerity or to compel us to surrender
our rights as citizens, in the name of the public good.
Still, this year I shall wear the poppy as I have done for many years. I wear it because I am
from that last generation who remember a war that encompassed the entire world. I wear
the poppy because I can recall when Britain was actually threatened with a real invasion and
how its citizens stood at the ready to defend her shores. But most importantly, I wear the
poppy to commemorate those of my childhood friends and comrades who did not survive the
second world war and those who came home physically and emotionally wounded from
horrific battles that no poet or journalist could describe.

However, I am afraid it will be the last time that I will bear witness to those soldiers, airmen
and sailors who are no more, at my local cenotaph. From now on, I will lament their passing
in private because my despair is for those who live in this present world. I will no longer
allow my obligation as a veteran to remember those who died in the great wars to be coopted by current or former politicians to justify our folly in Iraq, our morally dubious war on
terror and our elimination of one’s right to privacy.
Come 2014 when the government marks the beginning of the first world war with quotes
from Rupert Brooke, Rudyard Kipling and other great jingoists from our past empire, I will
declare myself a conscientious objector. We must remember that the historical past of this
country is not like an episode of Downton Abbey where the rich are portrayed as thoughtful,
benevolent masters to poor folk who need the guiding hand of the ruling classes to live a
proper life.
Harry Leslie Smith’s words carry a distinct echo of our reading from the prophet Habbakuk,
who also protested against the political and financial leaders of his country. I don’t know
anything about Mr Smith’s attitude to religion, but Habakkuk, as a person of faith, felt
convinced that God could not allow the appalling war and social injustice of his own time to
continue, and issued a stark warning – a threat, even – to his hearers:
Alas for you who heap up what is not your own! How long will you load yourselves with
goods taken in pledge?
Will not your own creditors suddenly rise, and those who make you tremble wake up? Then
you will be booty for them.
Because you have plundered many nations, all that survive of the peoples shall plunder you –
because of human bloodshed, and violence to the earth, to cities and all who live in them.
Alas for you who get evil gain for your house, setting your nest on high to be safe from the
reach of harm!
You have devised shame for your house by cutting off many peoples; you have forfeited your
life.
The very stones will cry out from the wall, and the plaster will respond from the woodwork.
Well, Habakkuk was writing some 2,700 years ago, and the people against whom he
pronounced God’s judgement have long since perished, but there are plenty of people in
positions of political and economic power today whose behaviour would be horrifyingly
familiar to him, and listening to what Harry Leslie Smith says, we might well ask whether
anything has changed? The taking of goods in pledge can increasingly be seen in every high
street pawnbroker’s window; the plundering of nations for their natural resources and their
cheap labour, continues on an scale that Habakkuk could never have imagined; human
bloodshed and violence to the earth, to cities and all who live in them fill our media.
So was he right? Will the earth ever be “filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD,
as the waters cover the sea”?
I don’t know, but I do cling to the belief that it’s possible.
For one thing, it’s not only greed and violence that have survived from Habakkuk’s time all
the way down to the ninth of November 2013; the voice of protest and judgement has
survived too and sounds no less clearly today that 2,700 years ago.
Moreover, where Habakkuk prophesied a violent end for those who used violent means, a
new prophecy has emerged alongside the prophecy of judgement. The new prophecy calls
not for violent people to be consumed by violence themselves, but for violence to be

overcome by peace. I don’t know how Habakkuk would have responded to that idea, that
the warmongers should be converted and persuaded to become peacemakers alongside
their victims.
But this is the message of Jesus, and of innumerable other prophets down through the
centuries, from the Buddha to Mother Theresa, from Francis of Assissi to Gandhi, from Lao
Tzu to Desmond Tutu: “Stop the violence. There is a better way.”
All the violence ever perpetrated has failed to silence the voice that calls for peace. When
you consider the political and economic forces ranged against that voice, this seems little
short of a miracle.
Here’s something else that appeared in the news media recently, although you had to know
where to look to find it:
Members of the Ahmadiyya Muslim youth Association (AMYA) are hoping [to] raise over
£40,000 for the Poppy Appeal after their success selling poppies at London’s underground
and train stations over the past two years.
Although there have been reports of poppy sellers in Bradford being sent out with
chaperones after being targeted last year, AMYA spokesperson Farooq Aftab told the
Huffington Post UK any difficulties experienced have been “minor.”
“Irrespective of whether you are Muslim or Christian there’s always going to be a few who
don’t understand and try to undermine what you are doing. Thankfully most people do
understand and are supportive,” he said.
Countering claims that the poppy glorifies conflict, Mr Aftab said the symbol promoted
community feeling.
“The poppy is not about war; it’s about solidarity and showing loyalty to one’s country and
standing together for a worthy cause. It’s about communities standing together as one.
“Lots of Muslims actually served in World War I and World War II and lots have ancestors
who served in the army. We therefore hope that our participation is a clear indication of our
desire for peace and unity between all nations, peoples and religions.”
We must stop “the solemnity of remembrance for fallen soldiers in ancient wars” being
turned into “a justification for our most recent armed conflicts”, as Harry Leslie Smith puts
it. “The poppy is not about war,” but about the unacceptable horror of war.
If that’s the point of Remembrance Sunday and Armistice Day, then I approve. Do you?
[Revd Robert Beard B.D.]
Fourth Sunday before Advent
Service Date:
3 November, 2013
The service was lead by The Revd. Brenda Hill and focussed on acceptance and redemption.
In her sermon, Brenda gave the example of prisoners who are finding redemption by talking
to young people who are beginning to offend and warning them of the consequences of
such behaviour.
Sermon:
Readings
Luke 19, vv 1 - 10

Habakkuk 1, vv 1 - 4 and 2, vv 1 - 4
Isaiah 1, vv 10 - 18
Second letter to the Thessalonians 1, vv 1 - 4 and 11 - 12
The sermon is not available
Twentythird Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
27 October, 2013
The service was led by The Revd. Robert Beard. Its theme - the grace of God is for all and we
must be inclusive. Instead of a conventional sermon, Robert facilitated a discussion on the
parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector praying in the temple.
Hymns:
CG 45 Brian Wren dedicated this hymn to Eric Routley, composer of the tune 'Abingdon.' It
is a collective prayer starting with awareness of guilt and culminating in acknowledging the
liberating mercy of God. Routley originally wrote the tune for Wesley's hymn 'And can it be.'
CG 34 Fred Pratt Green's hymn is a celebration of harvest, but not just the harvest of field
and orchard. In the acts of sharing, helping, caring, and in the truth and love of God, we
enjoy another great harvest. The tune by Francis Jackson has always been associated with
this hymn.
CG 116 A simple prayer to the Spirit to change and reshape us. The words and tune are by
Daniel Iverson.
CG 128 Graham Kendrick's hymn reminds us that Christ came on earth humbly and to serve
before suffering and dying for us. The last verse is a commitment to serve Christ by putting
the needs of others first.
Sermon:
Twenty second Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
20 October, 2013
The service was led by The Revd. Bob Heathcote, Minister of Central United Reformed
Church.
Hymns:
R&S 38 John Marriott's hymn was first published after his death but then appeared in
several hymn collections. It draws on images of light from Genesis and asks that a greater
light, the Spirit of God, may shine throughout the world. The tune was written by Giardini
for a collection published by Martin Madan to raise funds for the orphanage where he was
chaplain. It is named after the city where Giardini died.
R&S 317 H.W.Baker was editor of the first edition of Hymns Ancient and Modern and
included his hymn in that collection. It was headed with words from Psalm 119 ' Thy word is
a lantern unto my feet, and a light unto my paths.' The hymn reflects the trust and delight in
'the Law of the Lord' expressed by the psalmist.
The tune is adapted from a melody of the Bohemian Brethren. The name is unexplained.
R&S 414 Fred Pratt Green wrote these words specifically for Stanford's tune. It was
originally intended for choral festival use and published in New Church Praise in 1975.
Stanford wrote the tune for the hymn 'For all the saints', but it was soon eclipsed by
Vaughan Williams' tune Sine Nomine. Stanford used his tune in two of his organ

compositions. Engleberg is a Swiss village popular with British tourists in the late 19th.
century.
R&S 603 The words by Timothy Dudley Smith were written for a service in St. Paul's
Cathedral to celebrate the centenary of the Scripture Union. It was sung to Finlandia.
Michael Baughan wrote his tune specifically for the words which are concerned with the
power and presence of God in the whole of life.
Sermon:
Readings
Psalm 121
Luke chapter 18, vv 1 - 8
Second letter to Timothy chapter 3 v 14 to chapter 4 v 5
Sermon not yet available
Twenty first Sunday after Pentecost and Harvest Festival service
Service Date:
13 October, 2013
The service was led by The Revd. Margaret Herbert and St. Andrew's Worship Group.
The theme was that of harvest, and reflected on the parable of the sowing of the seed. It
will take time for God's word to reach and be accepted by all. Margret shared her
expereince of taking bibles to people in Hungary - a risky project. But spreading the word of
God may involve taking risks.
Hymns:
R&S 85 God in his love for us lent us this planet
R&S 172 O Lord thou art my God and King. A paraphrase of psalm 145.
Jesus Christ our living Lord. The new hymn to-day comes from a hymn book published by
the Hungarian Ecumenical Council of Churches in 1981. The words were written at a time of
oppression and persecution by Erzsebet Turmesei, a well-known Hungarian poet and the
tune was composed by Sandor Szokolay, a Lutheran and Professor of Composition at the
Liszt Ferenc Academy of Music in Budapest.
R&S 72 Now thank we all our God
Sermon:
This morning we have listened as Victor told us about Harvest in his country. That is, as
much as he was aware when he was a child living in a city. He told of the great contrast
betwwen the city dwellers and the poverty of the farmers. From country to country the
experience will, of course, be very different.
In Mark’s Gospel, and I believe that the gospel reading should always be included every
week - we listened as Jesus told a parable – the one we heard is the longest in Mark’s
gospel. It delivers a message – not just, through what it says but because of what it stands
for. The gospel provides the context in which the parable speaks – and the parable helps to
show the meaning of the gospel and to make sense of the events going on around. Jesus
used everyday scenes to help folk understand his message. A farmer sowing his seed was a
very familiar sight. The farmer scatters widely across the unresponsive land as Jesus himself
has been doing. Not all have welcomed his word. Ultimately, there will be a harvest but it
will be hard won. God’s word will prosper even though Jesus has been met with opposition
and resentment. The parable helps us too to reckon with the patchy success of Jesus’
mission and to believe in its’ eventual success.

Harvest comes through suffering; Jesus ministry bears fruit because he dies. The seed of the
word is nourished by the blood of the son. We are told of mission and passion, of sorrow
and rejoicing, of grain and grape, bread and wine, sacrifice and hope.
Now I would like to share the story of another country and another harvest. Of faith and
love beyond compare. In 1988, I travelled with a group of fellow students across Europe – to
Hungary - then under a Communist rule. We were going to visit an Hungarian Pastor –
Karoly Mikesi who had been a guest in Westminster College in Cambridge. Picture this - as
we travelled there were acres and acres of sunflowers all, as you will know, turning their
faces to the sun. It was exceedingly hot so to quench our thirst we bought melons from
booths set by the roadside – the juice ran down our arms – but they were delicious and
quenched our thirst. We felt threatened by the young Russian soldiers with their weapons
as we had been asked to bring bibles and we knew that we would be arrested if they found
out. As we crossed the border and then when we entered Budapest, we were stopped and
searched. When asked what the Bibles were for we answered “For our own personal use.” I
can't imagine why we would need 20- 30 bibles whilst we were there – but we got away
without being harmed. This begs the question – is it ever justified to lie in a good cause or
even to save your own skin? In similar circumstances would you too have lied? Our hosts
were very grateful as we handed them out. We were, spreading the Word – the Gospel of
Christ; in word (literally, and by deed) at the risk of being arrested and being detained in a
Russian prison. Perhaps in order to spread the word of God it is sometimes OK to be
economical with the truth! What do you think? The Hungarians were thirsty for the word of
God just as we were for the melon juice! They had ears to hear and God’s word did not fall
on barren ears. Neither did the witness to God’s unfailing love demonstrated by fifteen
rather scared theologs!
In 1981, the Hungarian Ecumenical Council of Churches – published a hymnbook. The hymn
that we will sing next – ‘Jesus Christ our living Lord’ was published in that hymnbook.
Remember, this was written at a time of persecution and hardship, it was written by a wellknown Hungarian poet Erzebet Turmenzei. I wonder if we, in such circumstance, would be
capable of such faith. Listen to the words ‘Jesus Christ our living Lord – we believe you keep
your word. Whatever may befall us, stretch or stall us, we'll trust your voice to call us. In the
humble things we do – we'll account ourselves to you – making your love our measure,
truth and treasure; joy and pleasure. Food enough that all may feed – grace enough for each
one’s need; even as we praise you, singing, you come bringing gifts at the day’s beginning.
Lord in all we do today – let our lives prepare your way. May peace and love befriend us and
defend us where you require and send us. ‘ Truly the Hungarians were following in the way
Christ led – through persecution and fear – turning their faces towards the Son like the
sunflowers - Faithful to God and humbly following where Christ has led.
Christ does require and send us too. To sow the seeds of faith - sharing mission and passion
– sorrow and rejoicing – sacrifice and hope – always turning our faces towards the Son.
Taking nourishment from him – living in the hope of a good harvest. Spreading the good
news of the gospel of Christ through not only what we say but also what we do! Amen.
Preacher: The Revd Margaret Herbert
Twentieth Sunday after Pentecost. Service of Holy Communion
Service Date:
6 October, 2013
The service was led by The Revd. Dr.Leslie Green.

The theme was that of faith. It is not relevant to talk aout how much faith we have. We
either have faith or we do not.
Hymns:
R&S 712 'All people that on earth do dwell.'A paraphrase of psalm 100. William Kethe
contributed 25 psalms to the Anglo-German Psalter. He is thought to have been Scots-born.
The tune is from the German Psalter of 1551.
R&S 298 'Holy Spirit, come confirm us.' Brian Foley was a Roman Catholic priest and
hymnist. Behind apparently simple wording lies a deep understanding of profound truths.
We sing it to 'Cross of Jesus' from Stainer's 'Crucifixion.'
R&S 497 'Give to me, Lord, a thankful heart.' Caryl Micklem was one of the original editors
of Rejoice and Sing. His hymn is described as 'a valuable addition to the stock of reflective
hymns that do not browbeat either the worshipper or the Almighty.' We sing it to the tune
'Gatesgarth.'
R&S 460 'Thee we praise, high priest and victim.' William Robinson said he wrote the first
draft of the hymn during a bus journey in the blackout! 'In ths hymn we know who it is that
we are praising even if we cannot fully comprehend.' we sing it to 'Winchcombe'by Leonard
Blake.
R&S 530 'Living God, your joyful Spirit' was submitted by Jill Jenkins to the editors of R&S in
manuscript. The tune 'Abbot's Leigh'' is now so popular the no main hymnal dare omit it!'
Sermon:
Readings
Lamentations 1, vv 1 - 6
Second letter to Timothy 1, vv 1 - 14
Luke 17, vv 5 - 10
Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
29 September, 2013
The service was led By Hector Dickson, a Reader in the Church of Scotland. The theme was
people who have helped us at different stages of our faith journey and the importance of
having people with whom we can talk and share problems.
Hymns:
R&S 104 Praise my soul the King of heaven
R&S 355 Jesus calls o'er the tumult
R&S 489 Be Thou my vision
R&S 620 For the healing of the nations
R&S 631 O Lord our God arise
Sermon:
God be in my head and, in my understanding;
God be in my mouth, and in my speaking;

God be in our hearts, and in our reflecting. Amen.
Parts of Psalm 146 echo Psalm 113 which we read last Sunday while verses 8 and 9 may well
remind you of Isaiah ch.61 vv1-2 where the prophetic call is –
To bring good news to the poor,
To heal the broken hearted,
To announce release to the captives,
freedom to those in prison.
The time has come when the Lord will save his people
And defeat their enemies.
To comfort all who mourn,
To give those who mourn in Zion
Joy and gladness instead of grief,
A song of praise instead of sorrow.
Jesus read this passage in the synagogue in Nazareth, at the start of his ministry, Luke ch.4
vv18-19. It defined the purpose and direction of his ministry in the same way that the
choices made in the temptations did. In the Psalm David is saying, ‘When the chips are
down trust God and lets praise him for who he is!’
In his instructions to Timothy Paul says,
“Strive for righteousness,
Run your best in the race of faith,
Before God I command you to obey your orders and
keep them faithfully until the Day when our Lord will appear”.
In other words Paul is saying, “Set your priorities right and keep faithful to them right to the
end”.
How do we sort out our priorities? How do we see our way through problems? Is there
anyone with whom we can talk through problems? In my final ten or so years as an
engineer I had three people to whom I could go and talk through design problems I was
facing. Two were ex sea going engineers whose breadth of experience and understanding
was invaluable. Sometimes just talking through a problem with either of them enabled me
to see my way through the problem. Or from their extensive experience they could see
issues I had overlooked. The third was a stress specialist who had made mathematical
models of all kinds of structures and ran/tested them to see how they deformed under load.
All three were good listeners and I called them my ‘Touch-Stone’. However as the years
passed, one by one, they retired and I gradually felt more and more isolated/vulnerable
without my touch-stones off whom I could bounce ideas.
People in our lives can be initiators or midwives; some are supporters and encouragers
while others are pilgrims or fellow travellers.
The initiators or midwives are there at the founding/formation of our faith. The supporters
and encouragers are there sometimes for a short period but occasionally for longer spells
while
the pilgrims/’fellow travellers’ journey with us through our lives experiencing our highs and
lows as we go.

Each of the people in these groups are living ‘Sign Posts’ showing us how to set the compass
for each stage of our faith journey.
Paul was an initiator/midwife introducing people to faith in Jesus at the start of their faith
journey, he was also a supporter/encourager who visited people and wrote to them as they
continued on their journey. But because he had to move on visiting new towns and
encountering new people he was only a pilgrim/’fellow traveller’ to a very few people.
As we reflected last Sunday Paul himself encountered people who were
initiators/midwives for him, e.g. Ananias, and encouragers such as Barnabas, also
‘pilgrims/fellow travellers’ like Silas, Luke and John Mark. They journeyed with him and
supported him in good times and times of adversity.
We have the Bible to teach us and correct us. David in our Psalm said,
‘Don’t put your trust in human leaders, they can’t save you! Happy is the man who has God
to help him.
He will always keep his promises. God sets the prisoners free, gives sight to the blind, lifts
up the fallen,
He protects the strangers who live in our land and
He helps widows and orphans’.
We have the Holy Spirit to guide us, correct us and empower us. But we also needed the
people who were our faith catalysts the initiators/midwives; we also need people who
became for us supporters/encouragers and lastly those who became our pilgrims or fellow
travellers who are able to help us sort out the way forward in difficult situations.
Think for a moment about those who, for you were initiators/midwives in your journey of faith,
who for you were or are supporters/encouragers and
finally those who have been or still are pilgrims or fellow travellers today.
Without them how did we begin our journey, how did we set the initial goals for our lives
and later how did we adjust the compass bearing for our path as we journeyed on?
Paul said to Timothy “Strive for righteousness,
Run your best in the race of faith.
Before God I command you to obey your orders and
keep them faithfully until the Day when our Lord will appear”.
In other words Paul is saying to Timothy, “Set your priorities right and keep faithful to them
right to the end”.
We all need people who help us get our priorities right, see to the heart of each problem as
it faces us and then act accordingly. They have helped us by simply listening to us talk out
problems, by offering a word of comfort a word of caution or offering some words of sound
advice.
Let us give thanks for these people. Let us give thanks for the working of the Holy Spirit in
us and through us. Amen.

Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
22 September, 2013
The sevice was led by Hector Dickson, a Reader in the Church of Scotland. The theme is
caring - God's care for us and His wish to bring us into a new relationship with Him, and our
responsibility to care for others.
Hymns:
R&S 586
R&S 726
R&S 433
R&S 474
R&S 509
Sermon:
Readings
Psalm 113
First letter to Timothy, 2, vv 1 - 9
God be in my head and, in my understanding;
God be in my mouth, and in my speaking;
God be in our hearts, and in our reflecting. Amen.
Our anthem this morning was “When I survey the wondrous cross on which the Prince of
Glory died” which reminds us of the suffering of Jesus during which he cried out “My God,
My God why have you abandoned me”.
As I prepared my sermon I had in mind the words of the last verse of hymn 413 in ‘Rejoice
and Sing’ are as follows –
Are we weak and heavy laden,
cumbered with a load of care?
Jesus is our only refuge:
take it to the Lord in prayer.
Do your friends despise, forsake you?
Take it to the Lord in prayer.
In short,
Do you feel exhausted and overpowered by your worries?
Do you feel abandoned by those you normally rely on?
Find a quiet spot and talk it over with God (He will understand)..
David the Psalmist in Psalm 113 says that it is his understanding, his experience that God no
matter how great and supreme He is, bends down to see the heavens and the earth to tend
to the poor and the needy. God, he believes is concerned with those at the bottom of the
social ladder. God not only looks but cares and acts.
It is remarkable that a king had such an insight about the God who had chosen his people to
be special and it must have influenced how he lived his life. If God who was perceived as
being distant, far above the sky which arched over the surface of the earth, could look down
on the heavens and as it were lift the edge of the clouds to peak under them and watch
what was ‘going on’ on earth. What did that say about the relationship of a king to his
subjects rich and poor? God cared for him and he ought to care about his subjects.

For David the God of Israel, the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, who in the past had
often been regarded as distant and vengeful, who put people to the test and punished
wrong doers, this God was a personal God who could be imagined as being like a shepherd.
When you think about David’s life he must have found himself in need of comfort in times
of adversary, consolation in times of despair, encouragement when he stumbled and a
sense of forgiveness and acceptance when he erred or strayed. God was real to David, he
talked to him, sought direction/redirection and inspiration, asked forgiveness and exulted in
worshiping of him.
In our second reading from Paul’s pastoral letter to Timothy Paul tells Timothy what has
motivated him in all his endeavours. God, he says, wants all people to know Him, to be
saved, that is brought into a new relationship to God. Timothy had a Greek father and a
Jewish mother so he must have been exposed to both Jewish and Pagan thought and
culture, so Paul says to him, “There is only one God”. Not only that but this God has taken
action to show what he is like and how he wants us to relate to him. How had God done
this? He sent Jesus into the world to bring people back into a correct relationship with
him. The person of Jesus is the proof of what God is like and that God wants us to have a
personal relationship with him. And Paul says to Timothy that this is why he feels that he
was chosen and commissioned to be an apostle that is, a champion, an advocate, a
promoter of the message of Faith and Truth in other words The Gospel.
David developed his understanding of God as he grew up from shepherd boy, to giant killer,
then pacifier of Saul through music, to refugee, then leader of soldiers and finally king. His
knowledge was tested and grew as he matured.
Paul on the other hand has a dramatic encounter in which his understanding of God is
rocked to its foundations. Everything is turned upside down and he is told he has to go and
preach to the Gentiles and Kings and the people of Israel. But his beginning as a missionary
was not plain sailing. There is a period of three years about which we know little after which
Paul goes to Jerusalem and meets with Peter and James and following that he goes back to
Tarsus. After about two years there, Barnabas invites Paul to join him on what we now call
Paul’s first missionary journey. Paul experienced rejection and had to reflect on this before
learning from Barnabas and then moving out as a dynamic evangelist. So unlike David Paul
travelled a more difficult path in his faith development towards becoming a communicator
of the Gospel. Perhaps Paul’s strong views upset people and these had to mellow through
experience.
It is clear that both David and Paul had a clear vision of God’s desire for people to have a
personal relationship with him. Also they understood God’s wish for people to have fulfilled
lives whether they were shepherds or Kings, tent makers or evangelists.
This altered the way they related to people. David saw all people as being part of God’s
flock and that each person should respect their neighbours. Paul saw in Jesus the one
person who came to bring mankind close to God through a new covenant thus fulfilling,
putting into effect, God’s desire that everyone should be saved.
In spite of this, it is understandable that you may question some of Paul’s teaching
especially if you are a lady. Just read on from where we stopped in our reading from
Timothy. Paul’s words are being used to rebut the call for women bishops in the Church of
England. We do not fully know why Paul held these views but they do not accord with the
understanding of the body of Christ held by most people today.
If God cares for all of us no matter our position in society how should we relate those
around us?

If we believe that Jesus came to exemplify God’s love for each of us and came to bring us
into a personal relationship with God so that everyone can be saved, how should we and
‘The Church’ relate to our neighbours?
To me one of the strengths of the Anglican system of Bishops is that a person, an individual,
has responsibility for pastoral oversight. The buck stops with them. In the Presbyterian
Church this duty is given to a committee and this is far from ideal. In Scotland there is a
restructuring of parishes within Presbyteries to spread the dwindling number of ministers
wider. But I am concerned about how lay people and ministers will be cared for pastorally
in this process.
It seems to be assumed that ministers released from the central belt will move to care for
parishes in the Highlands and Islands but the spouses of many ministers work and finding a
job for a spouse in the more remote areas of Scotland is not easy. So will the ministers
move into other posts? Will the vacant parishes be pastored? Will this process show true
pastoral concern for all ministers?
It also seems to be assumed that when congregations are linked or united with only one
minister to serve the new and bigger parish that all members will move to the single
church. Already people are leaving the church because they feel ignored thus depleting its
resources for service and financial stability. Does this process exemplify pastoral care for
the needs of the members?
The church is called on to spread the gospel but it must also care for the needs of its
members, remember the appointment of the seven helpers in the early church in Jerusalem
(Acts ch.6 vv1-7). /Essentially the same situation exists to-day and a solution has to be found
which cares for people, cares for congregations and for ministers and their families. We
need to pray for our churches as central committees wrestle with the problem of –
Looking down to where their members are in the world and being seen as remote.
Looking down and as it were lifting the roof and understanding the dynamics of each
congregation.
Showing that they care for their members and act with them. Otherwise they will feel lost
and without a vision.
The Gospel message proclaims that God cares, and the church as central bodies,
congregations and individuals must do the same. May God lead us and guide as we face the
difficult problem of caring for God’s people and proclaiming the Gospel to the world. Amen.
Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
15 September, 2013
The service was led by the Rev. Robert Beard. There are instance in the Bible of people
arguing with God and of God apparently changng His mind. But we describe God in ways
which reflect our human condition and image - we cannot grasp God's transcendental
nature. These stories are examples of acts of faith.
Hymns:
R&S 504 the author George Wallace Briggs was educated at Emmanuel College Cambridge.
He served as Padre in the Royal Navy, became a vicar and a rector and finally a cathedral
canon. The tune Highwood was composed by R.R.Terry, an English organist, musicologist
and choir director noted for his revival of Tudor liturgical music.

R&S 604 The author, Timothy Rees, Bishop of Llandaff, pursued a monastic vocation at the
Community of the Resurrection in Mirfield, Yorkshire. The anonymous tune Llangloffan
could have been adapted from an English folk song.
R&S 623 John White Chadwick wrote this hymn for his graduating class in Cambridge
(Mass.) in 1864. Outside the immediate context of battle it is a gentle prayer for peace. The
tune is by Orlando Gibbons.
R&S 520 Fred Khan composed his hymn during the third Assembly of the All Africa
Conference of Churches in 1974, The tune is derived from a German melody of 1698.
Sermon:
Readings.
Exodus 32, vv 7 - 14
First letter to Timothy 1, vv 12 - 17
Luke 15, vv 1 - 10
Arguing with God
This morning’s Old Testament reading is one of those extraordinary exchanges we find in
the Hebrew scriptures which can cause some discomfort to Christian believers, for two
different but related reasons: first, it describes a hero of the ancient Jewish faith negotiating
– even arguing – with God; and secondly, it states quite clearly that God changed his mind.
Although it strikes most Christians’ minds somewhat uncomfortably, the notion that a
human being may legitimately argue with God is deeply embedded in the Jewish tradition.
Rather than meekly accept whatever God proposes to hand down, or abdicate responsibility
by suggesting that whatever happens must be God’s will, the Jewish tradition contains great
examples of people willing to put their case against God’s proposals, especially where these
seem unworthy of the God they worship,
Abraham, the great founding figure of Judaism, to whom Christians and Muslims also look
as a common focus of unity for our three great traditions, is appalled when God proposes to
destroy the city of Sodom, and says so in no uncertain terms:
Far be it from you to do such a thing, to slay the righteous with the wicked, so that the
righteous fare as the wicked. Far be that from you! Shall not the Judge of all the earth do
what is just?
Genesis 18.25
In true middle-eastern fashion, Abraham then haggles with God, beating him down from
God’s original proposal that the presence of fifty righteous persons should be the price of
Sodom’s survival, to just ten. Of course, when it came to the reckoning, not even ten could
be found, and within the context of the story we can safely assume that God knew only too
well that this would be the case.
Perhaps best-known is the example of Jonah who tries – and fails – to elude his vocation to
prophesy to the people of Nineveh. He argues continually with God about the futility of his
mission; first, because he doesn’t believe the Ninevites will take any notice of him, and then,
when they do repent, because God is disappointingly merciful to them.
In this morning’s reading, it is Moses who argues with God, against the destruction of the
Israelites for their idolatrous worship of the golden calf, but unlike Abraham and Jonah, his
case is successful, and
The LORD changed his mind about the disaster that he planned to bring on his people.
Genesis 32.14
Really? The LORD changed his mind? Well, yes, that’s what it says; and it’s not the only
example in the Old Testament, either.

In the story of Noah, we read that
The LORD saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and that every
inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually. And the LORD was sorry
that he had made humankind on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart. So the LORD
said, ‘I will blot out from the earth the human beings I have created – people together with
animals and creeping things and birds of the air, for I am sorry that I have made them.’
Genesis 6.6
It’s almost as though the LORD admits here to having got it wrong first time round.
And, as we’ve already observed, God is swayed by the repentance of the people of Nineveh,
too, much to Jonah’s frustration:
When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed his mind
about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he did not do it.
Jonah 3.10
So what’s going on here?
Well, a considerable degree of anthropomorphism, for a start: the use of language that
makes God seem like a human being. The writers, in order to convey their message in terms
their readers will understand, describe God in terms of some of the emotions – even some
of the limitations – that we experience ourselves as human beings, expecting their readers
to understand that such language is not to be taken too literally.
After all, however we conceive God to be, we have inherited from our ancestors in the
Judaeo-Christian tradition a persistent belief that God transcends anything and everything
we can conceive. We use human language because we must, but even we cannot fully
fathom the meaning of the words we use: “God is absolute, infinite, unconditional love,” we
might say. Well, can any of us really grasp what that might mean; to have no reservations
towards anyone or anything, to be completely free of every last scrap of fear and prejudice?
But it takes a very bold artist to try to depict or describe a God of love without using human
imagery.
I feel compelled to add here that this is why I find the habit of referring to the Bible as ‘the
word of the Lord’, as though it were ‘the last word’ on God, frustrating. The idea that the
whole truth about God’s transcendent reality can be contained by any text written in human
language seems to me miss the whole point of God’s transcendence. I’ve talked before in
this Church about the Word of God as God’s living, active initiative towards, and interaction,
with creation, which we perceive incarnate in Jesus Christ; and to which the Bible itself
bears witness.
What else is going on?
A judgement on sin, undoubtedly. Not, I believe (in my post-modern, liberal way), the
punishment of sin, but an unequivocally clear statement of sin’s consequences. Creation is
so ordered that if we behave selfishly, arrogantly and abusively, the direst consequences
will follow. During the Cold War, the consequence of such behaviour seemed likely to be
nuclear holocaust. In the present time, we are challenged to change our behaviour in
fundamental ways or face ecological and environmental catastrophe. Call it divine
providence or nature or both, it’s the way things are and we mess with it at our peril.
What else?
As the stories go, God changes his mind about having created humanity and wipes out all
but Noah and his family in a flood. Abraham and Jonah argue with God and both lose the
argument. Moses argues with God and wins his case. Abraham, and especially Jonah, end up
looking pretty foolish. Moses emerges with his dignity intact.

Does God really change his mind? I don’t think so. I think that perception arises from the
anthropomorphic language used by the writers of the Hebrew scriptures. But in fact, the
world is as it is. The universe operates according to certain physical laws (albeit, not even
Stephen Hawking has entirely fathomed them yet). Men are from Earth, not Mars; women
are from Earth, not Venus – deal with it!
Do these stories challenge us to change our minds? Most certainly.
What’s really going on here is what you’d probably expect: a test of faith.
We are continually confronted by situations, as individuals, as communities, as nations and
as a world, in which we can choose either to confront selfishness, arrogance, abuse and the
threat of catastrophe, or to collude with them. In each of these situations, God is asking us,
“How far does your trust go? Are you prepared to do what is right and loving, even at the
risk of your own status and dignity?” Ideally we’ll come out of it looking like Moses, but
there’s just as much chance that we’ll end up with egg on our faces like Abraham and Jonah.
Never mind putting cash on the offertory plate (although I’m not discouraging that!); are we
willing to put on it our reputation and dignity, as an act of faith, and chance the
consequences?
In New Testament terms, are we prepared to risk being perceived as “fools for Christ” (1
Corinthians 4.10)?
Revd Robert Beard
Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
8 September, 2013
The theme of faith. The smallest amount of faith can achieve much if rooted in God and
acted upon.
Hymns:
R&S 339 "Great God your love has called us here"
The author, Brian Wren, is an internationally published hymn writer whose work appears in
hymnals from many denominations and traditions. Ordained in Britain’s United Reformed
Church, he holds BA and PhD degrees from Oxford University. On July 1, 2000, he was
appointed Professor of Worship at Columbia Theologi¬al Seminary in Atlanta.
R&S 536 "New every morning is the love"
The author of this hymn, John Keble, was an eminent figure in the history of
Anglicanism. The son of a cleric he had a brilliant academic record at Corpus Christi College,
Oxford, he was a Fellow of Oriel College, was ordained in 1815, and became curate at East
Leach. Keble was especially adept at spiritual and classical themes. In 1827, he published
"The Christian Year", a cycle of poems illuminating the seasons. He was offered the Chair of
Poetry at Oxford in 1831.
Psalm 63 CG 93 "O God, you are my God alone." Is one of the Scottish Metrical psalms set
by John Bell to an American Folk Tune. The King James Bible describes it as a psalm of David
composed when he was in the wilderness.
R&S 428 "I'm not ashamed to own my Lord" Isaac Watts, as well as a most prolific and
popular English hymn writer, was a theologian and logician. The "Father of English
Hymnody", he was credited with some 750
hymns.
R&S 433 "O Thou who camest from above" Charles Wesley was born at Epworth in 1707.
He was educated at Westminster School and Christ Church, Oxford. In 1735, he took Orders

and immediately proceeded to Georgia as a missionary. He returned to England in 1736. He
has justly been called the "Bard of Methodism." He wrote 623 of the 770 hymns in the
Methodist Hymnbook.
Sermon:
Luke 17 vv 5 - 10
Habakkuk 1, vv 1 - 4 and 2, vv 1 - 4
Second letter to Timothy a, vv 1 - 14
Luke 17 5 “ The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!”
****************************************************
******
• Old story from the Orient – a traveller making his way to a large city meets two other
travellers along the way – Fear and Plague. Plague explains that once they arrive they are
expected to kill 10,000 people. The traveller asks Plague if he is to do all the killing? “Oh no.
I shall kill only a few hundred – my friend Fear will kill the rest.
• Fear works like that – it’s infective and once caught it spreads like wildfire. Debilitating.
Think of other examples where a little goes a long way?
• Salt in bread
• Cake colouring in icing
• Certain aromas
• This is the linking thought between today’s three readings. In present setting, it’s an
important thought – fear debilitates even the small gesture – makes it seem irrelevant?
Scripture says no!
• Habakkuk: An oft-ignored prophet – but well worth reading. He worked around the time
of the capture of Jerusalem, and he had a problem – namely that the evidence did not fit his
expectation of what God intended. (1:2-3) There was no one getting their comeuppance!
• But in these circumstances, Habakkuk decides to do his little bit – and that is to remain
faithful and to keep prophesying. (2:1) “Counter Cultural” i.e. prepared to be different.
• Racial Justice Sunday fits with this, as does the anniversary of September 11th this week –
fits in with Habakkuk’s feelings – it was so unjust etc. etc. The same lies behind our current
feelings around the Syrian Civil War and in particular the use of chemical weapons. But
vengeance is not ours, and certainly not random hatred. What is required is to remain
faithful, to keep going.
• Habakkuk – in 2:4 pre-figures Paul when he says “The righteous live by their faith” – here
faith = remaining faithful to the covenant… i.e. letting God do the God-thing, you and I doing
the bit we’re asked to! A little bit of faithfulness goes a long way.
• 2 Timothy: The opening chapter of this letter is fascinating – because the words conjure up
such vivid pictures. The writer’s mention of Lois and Eunice, grandmother and mother to
Timothy underlines the importance of family in the passing on and the maintaining of faith.
• Imagine the conversations? The sharing of what matters? Often disregarded or
unregarded, and yet so often the moments in which something significant happens. MHA –
trans-generational work – importance of faith sharing across what is so often perceived of
as being a big gap.
• And again note what the writer asks of Timothy… “Don’t be ashamed” – keep faithful…
• A little goes a long way!
Keith Albans Sermon – 8th September 2013 Page 2

• Luke 17: This is an odd passage! Here as elsewhere it could be read as saying that faith in
God is about altering the physical landscape – moving mountains and uprooting trees.
Indeed some not only do that, but they then berate folk for not having enough faith to do it!
I don’t think that was what Jesus was about. Neither is he talking about faith as blind
obedience. “We are worthless slaves…” So what is he saying?
• Note that the disciples request an increase in their faith. Jesus’ reply in effect says that
faith, however small, if rooted in the right place and used, is enough.
• Faith isn’t a count-noun. Any more than you can be slightly pregnant – faith is something
you either have and choose to use or do not have and therefore cannot use. The disciples,
like many of us, presume they haven’t enough faith and therefore need more – whereas in
fact a little goes a long way, and is more than enough – if rooted in God and practised.
• And in the second half of the passage, Jesus’ little analogy helps underline the truth that
the ‘doing’ is God’s business, whereas the remaining faithful is ours. Being incredibly
faithful, trusting lots and being blessed cannot put us in God’s debt. There is no such thing
as a Super-Christian – do not be put off by those you think to be such – all there are are
faithful servants, willing to put themselves at God’s disposal and to do their little bit for
God.
• The Chinese proverb says that a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. The
life of faith is such a journey, where that single step is what is required of us.
• In a world like this one so much speaks against the idea of faith. It is increasingly hard to
speak of the love of God and increasingly hard to believe in the justice of God – BUT – that is
not new. It has always been like that, and to speak and believe in those ways has always
been an act of defiance. And such acts of defiance and gestures of hope are hugely
significant.
• Eucharist – Passover, the night of escape and the Last Supper – the moment of truth. In
the face of such, Jesus breaks bread and shares a cup of wine. And says that his gesture will
change for ever the relationship between God and humanity.
• “A little goes a long way” – Someone said, “you don’t need great faith – you need faith in a
great God!” Max Steinberg said, “The antidote to fear is faith – a faith that knows the
dangers but never loses hope.”
• That is the call of Christ - the willingness to be different, the sharing of a testimony within
the family and the gesture of hopeful faith – unspectacular, but Christlike, and a means of
bearing witness to the truth. May God give us the strength to be faithful and grow within us
the hope to which we bear witness. Amen
Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
1 September, 2013
The Rev. Margaret Herbert led worship, reflecting on the transforming power of the love
of God as shown in the life of Jesus and the example of his Disciples. It is good news: we
are set free and God is always with us.
Hymns:
R&S 339 Written by Brian Wren in 1973 and included in his 1983 collection Faith Looking
Forward where he described it as 'A restatement in contemporary terms of Wesley’s hymn
"And can it be that I should gain"' where the liberating mercy of God is assured.

R&S497 The words were written by Caryl Micklem to fit a particular tune which had been
written around 1972, called ‘Gatescarth’, the name of a farm in the Lake District. It is a
reflective hymn searching for spiritual strength and insight.
Sermon:
Isaiah 43:1-7; Luke 3:15-22
Luke is the longest of all the Gospels, and for many people its picture of Jesus is the most
attractive and natural of the four.
This is the gospel of census, stable and shepherds with Jesus born amidst poverty and great
ordinariness. Then, as we read on, we find him meeting an enormous range of human needs
and concerns. Jesus famous manifesto of ‘good news to the poor’ calls people from the
margins of society, people burdened and overlooked, to feast with God. His call to
Zacchaeus to come to ground and welcome the kingdom – he speaks of a fellowship where
evasions and inferiorities fade away and exiles find their way home. This gospel is about
people in all their variety, with many troubles, divisions and fears, and about joyous good
news that comes amid all the complexities and confusion of human living.
There is a down-to-earth quality about the stories that Jesus tells. Jesus has a keen eye for
the realities with which people live, and his unique view of life’s potential and possibility
under God, come into light in a couple of dozen quirky and memorable tales. Luke’s Jesus is
a traveller. Throughout the gospel story, we see him on the move making his way gradually
to the great crisis in Jerusalem. The final little journey out to Emmaus has seemed to many
readers a hint and promise of Jesus’ company in their own lives. When the reading stops our
journey with him goes on. He comes to us, and is known, in the Scriptures and in the
breaking of bread.
Luke writes that we know the truth so we may be set free. And if that is not good news I
don’t know what is. This is an orderly account – the good news he speaks of has real value
because it is history – it speaks of real events.The gospel is fulfilment - God’s promises have
come into view. Luke knows the importance of witnesses. The disciples witnessed the
resurrection of Jesus. Luke writes for people who have heard the story of Jesus before and
wants to assure them that there is solid ground beneath. The verses that concern us tell the
story of John the Baptist – Jesus’ cousin, and the people who answered his call in the desert
– the call of one they recognised as a prophet – maybe of old, returning to call the people of
God to turn back to him and forsake their former failings. They, we are told, are full of
expectations. They ask questions that are deep and challenging – “Is this the one who is
going to set us free – is he a prophet or even the long for Messiah coming from God? “ They
ponder in their hearts thinking for themselves not asking the religious leaders the Priests or
scribes or Pharisees but they talk to one another. Moreover, we hear the answer from John
– he says, “I baptise you with water but the one who follows me will baptise you with fire with the Holy Spirit.” His reply will scare some; this talk about burning off the useless chaff
will frighten many. But what of the others who will listen with bated breath and long to hear
more? John stands his ground in the face of all opposition fearlessly proclaiming the good
news.
Jesus is baptised in the river Jordan by John – the peoples’ baptism is one of repentance –
the rejection of the past giving them a clean slate for the future; Jesus baptism is a sign of
solidarity with the people – he is without sin and has no need of repentance – it a sign of his
solidarity with God – the beginning of his mission – filled with the power of the Holy Spirit.
We are told in Luke’s account that the heavens opened and the Holy Spirit is seen
descending like a dove – and the voice of God is heard “This is my son, the beloved – with

whom I am well pleased.” For Jesus it is an acknowledgement of his sonship. The eyes of the
people will turn from John to focus on Jesus. This is not disloyalty to John whose purpose
has been fulfilled. John’s reward - to be captured by Herod’s soldiers – to be imprisoned and
executed at the whim of a mere girl.
The stage is set – on one side the forces of evil gather – on the other stands the Son of God
and all who elect to hear his call and ally themselves with him. There has never been an age,
either before or since, that has not had more than its fair share of evil. Every age has its
seasons of doubt and depression; war and terrorism; death and destruction; disease and
difficulty. To be human is to be born into a world that holds all these and more. The only
hope most of us have is to be born into a loving family with reasonably good genes ensuring
good health and a long and fulfilled life. And at the end – what is there to come? How are
we to know? Will there be a life to come or is it the end of everything when you die? The
only legacy that we leave our children a few keepsakes with which to remember us? Such
seems to have been the hopes and fears of past generations.
Jesus came to change the ideologies, beliefs and hopes of everyone. A small beginning in a
stable led to a violent death in later life. Was this the end or the beginning? Is it a grand
delusion cooked up by his disciples who, in refusing to acknowledge his death sought
consolation in a huddled holy group of friends? What did he tell them?
That they too would be given the power of the Holy Spirit – not as a consolation but as a
challenging, living, moving influence in their lives – driving them out to preach to all the
nations that God, indeed has visited humankind.
The easiest thing would have been for the disciples to keep their heads down, return to
their ordinary lives, forsake the idea of following where his footsteps led because, as they
had seen, that way led to persecution and a grisly death. Do you not find it surprising that
they went back out into the world where they would face all the evil, doubt and insecurity
that had possessed them before they met Christ to tell others his story? How brave would
we have been in these circumstances?
Some years ago I remember seeing a film called “Magnificent Obsession” involving a person
who blindly followed his hopes and dreams. This is what possessed the disciples – they were
passionate about their lord. Not blinded by faith but seeing clearly, where he had led. Come
hell or high water they were followers of Jesus – they might, in weaker moments deny or
even try to hide from him but they were possessed by the Holy Spirit. He drove them out
into the wilderness – to watch – to pray – to gain a blessing and to go boldly back into the
world that had hated, rejected and finally crucified their Lord, aware that they would
receive the same treatment. Giving them courage to stand alongside the folk who were
longing for redemption and salvation, longing to be set free from tyranny and oppression.
To tell his story – to see Christ as the wise men and the shepherds had seen him at his birth,
to see the love-light in his eyes, bow down, and worship him. Not captives but free to follow
where he led and be a blessing to all the folk that they would meet.
We too hear the selfsame call today – we have been baptised and blessed – it would be all
too easy to believe that blessing was for a select group, and how fortunate – we were
among the chosen!
If so we would be denying Christ and all he stood for – nothing can be grasped by the
greedy; everything turns to dust and blows away. The truth that will set us free sets others
free – and that truth is – that God loves all his children; the sacrifice has been made for all.
All those who confess their complicity in the evil that surrounds us today as it did then and

instead of being afraid accept his promise and take up their cross and follow where he has
led.
It is in living and doing that we are at one with God and with our neighbours and that, we
will find true redemption whatever the physical or material cost. There is no truer
statement then “Ashes to ashes – dust to dust.”
It is in the shaking off the chains that bind us to the past that we will be enabled to work for
God – we are part of the plan he has for the whole of humankind – we are here to work for
him and him alone. Having heard his voice, can we deny or desert him?
Who will be his voice in the future? Will you accept the challenge? Will you say, “Here am I
Lord – send me”? Are you prepared for an adventure with him at your side, in your heart, in
your mind, at the very centre of your being? Are you afraid or will you, like John, call folk to
heed the word of God – the living word that is Christ?
You know the love that he has brought into your life and the lives of folk who have born
witness to him as a living breathing manifestation of love. Now is not the time for
procrastination – it never was for life is much shorter than we think. A life without him is
arid and soulless. A life lived for him is full of love and light; peace and joy. Do not worry
about what is to come – we may rest on his promise that he will never fail us and love us ‘til
the end. On that, we may depend. Amen.
Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
25 August, 2013
The better the day the better the deed. Jesus aroused opposition by healing on the Sabbath.
Do we still keep the seventh day special? Should we? The service was led by Mrs. Jenny
Carpenter.
Hymns:
104 This is the second of three paraphrases from Psalm 103 in H F Lyte’s The Spirit of the
Psalms, published in 1834 and by far the most successful.
198 This comes from a poem by John Clare (1793-1864) ‘When trouble haunts me, need I
sigh’ which was not published during his life time and first appeared in an edition of his
poems in 1920.
353 First published in Faber’s Oratory Hymns in 1854. The hymn contains a mixture of
themes. Some verses plead for a response to God’s love addressed to those who have
neglected him, other verses are descriptive of that love.
607 Wanting to write a hymn for a Mission in Stamford, Lincs where he was then minister,
Basil Bridge fitted it to the form of Acclamation introduced in the 1974 URC Book of Order
of Worship. He provided his own tune, ‘Harrold’ published for the first time in R&S and
named after a village near Bedford where he was then living

Sermon:

SERMON : "The better the day, the better the deed"
It is an ordinary Sabbath. The congregation has gathered in the synagogue.
Jesus of Nazareth, the wandering teacher and healer, is in town. Will the ruler of the
synagogue, known to be a stickler for protocol, invite Jesus to read and to expound the
scriptures? There is a quiet buzz of expectation. Many are hoping for the opportunity to
hear this man whose words seem to have a God-given authority. Yes –
the ruler of the synagogue has handed the scroll to Jesus who stands up to read,
slowly and clearly. Now he hands back the scroll and takes the seat reserved for the
preacher. As he gets into full flow, trying to establish eye contact with his congregation, he
spots Naomi, who is staring at the floor as usual. Jesus recognises that because of severe
curvature of the spine, she can't lift her head. It's rumoured that her husband knocked her
about. Jesus breaks off in mid sentence and calls her forward. "Woman, you are cured of
your ailment!" He is putting his hands gently but firmly on her humped back, and
immediately she unfolds like an opening fern, stands up ramrod straight and gives Jesus a
look of amazed delight. Now she is bursting into song – I think it is part of Psalm 52 "I am
like a green olive tree in the house of God. I trust in the steadfast love of God forever and
ever. I will thank you forever, because of what you have done. In the presence of the faithful
I will proclaim your name, for it is good". There are gasps of amazement from both men and
women, but in no time the ruler of the synagogue is on his feet remonstrating with Naomi
as much as with Jesus , though she didn't initiate the healing. "There are six days on which
work ought to be done; come on one of those days to be cured, but the Sabbath Day is
sacrosanct!" Some of the other big noises in the synagogue are starting to mutter about
sabbath-breaking, too. Jesus is completely in control of the situation and completely
unapologetic about healing on the Sabbath. "You hypocrites! Every sabbath don't each one
of you untie his ox or his donkey to lead it to water, so the poor thing can quench its thirst.
Ought not this woman, who is no less a daughter of Abraham than the other women here,
and who has suffered from this crippling
bondage for 18 long years, be set from from that bondage on the Sabbath day? The ruler of
the synagogue is shamed into silence. What an amazing justification for healing on the
Sabbath! After all every sabbath we celebrate the delivery of the children of Israel from
slavery in Egypt. Here we are witnessing another mighty work of deliverance! Jesus is
demonstrating the saving power of God in everything he says and does. The whole
congregation erupts into psalms of praise – with a lot more fervour than usual, I might say!
One of the main reasons that Jesus aroused opposition among the scribes and Pharisees
was because he healed people on the Sabbath. In this case, even inside the synagogue
during public worship! You will remember that earlier some Pharisees had spotted him with
some of his disciples walking through a field on the Sabbath and idly plucking ears of grain
to nibble. Thety claimed that this constituted "work".
Mark tells us that Jesus responded "The Sabbath was made for man: not man fore the
Sabbath; so the Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath."
After Christ's resurrection, his followers very soom began to meet for prayer and teaching
and breaking of bread on Sundays in honour of that mighty act of God.
Jewish Christians kept the Sabbath, but Gentile Christians just kept Sunday as their holy day.
Gradually, some of the thinking behind Sabbath observance – God's day of rset – got
transferred to Sunday in the Christian Church. Orthodox Jews, still today,
observe Friday sunset to Saturday sunset as a time when you may not follow your normal

occupation or recreation. You may not use anything mechanical – so can't take photographs
or travel by motorised transport. You can't even use an umbrella – it's equivalent to pitching
a tent -a thing expressly forbidden!
Do we still harbour ideas about some things that are OK on other days not being
allowed on Sundays? Were some of you brought up not to play cards or play outdoor games
on Sundays? It certainly was not the thing to hang washing on the line – even though
cleanliness might be next to godliness! In the 1960s when there was still a Sunday postasl
collection, and it was common to spend part of Sunday afternoon writing personal letters,
the minister of my local church refused to post letters on Sunday as he didn't think postmen
ought to have to work on Sunday!
We all know the story immortalised in "Chariots of Fire" of Eric Liddell, who refused to run
in the 100 metres race, his best distance, because it was a Sunday. He subsequently
competed in the 400 metres the following day, and won! This was attributed to God
honouring the way he stood up for his principles. Now that Sunday is widely regarded as a
day for family shopping, perhaps we need to re-affirm the
need for a recognised day for Christian worship, and for a "Sabbath rest".
The saying "the better the day, the better the deed" is important here.
That's what Jesus said in justification for healing on the sabbath. I have a friend who
regularly invites people living on their own to her home for Sunday lunch, but that doesn't
stop her being at morning worship every week.
Perhaps your Presbyterian forebears got it right in the section of the Westminster
Confession dealing with Sunday observance :
" As it is the law of nature, that, in general, a due proportion of time be set apart for the
worship of God, so, in his Word, by a positive, moral and perpetual commandment, binding
all men in all ages, he hath particularly appointed one day in seven for a Sabbath, to be kept
holy unto him: which, from the beginning of the world to the resurrection of Christ, was the
last day of the week, was changed into the first day of the week, which is called The Lord's
Day, and is to be continued to the end of the world, as the Christin Sabbath.
This Sabbath is then kept holy unto the Lord, when men, after a due preparing of their
hearts, and ordering of their common affairs beforehand, do not only observe an holy rest
all the day from their own works, words and thoughts about their worldly employments and
recreation s; but also are taken up the whole of the time in the public and private exercises
of His worship and in the duties of necessity and mercy."
Martin Luther King's "I have a dream" speech was delivered to over 200,000
civil rights supporters on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial on 28 August 1963.
Pamela Pettitt wrote this hymn while training for the ministry in Manchester to mark the renaming of Northern Baptist College as Luther King House.
1.

2.

"I have a dream" a man once said
"where all is perfect peace;
where men and women, black and white,
stand hand in hand and all unite
in freedom and in love.
But in this world of bitter strife
the dream can often fade;

reality seems dark as night,
we catch but glimpses of the light
Christ sheds on humankind.
3.
Fierce persecution, war and hate
are raging everywhere;
God calls us now to pay the price
through struggles and through sacrifice
of standing for the right.
4.
So dream the dreams and sing the songs,
but never be content;
for thoughts and words don't ease the pain
unless there's action, all is vain faith proves itself in deeds.
5.
Lord, give us vision, make us strong,
help us to do your will;
don't let us rest until we see
your love throughout humanity
uniting us in peace.
86.886 Tune : Chalfont Park or Repton
(c) Estate of Pamela J. Pettitt (1954 - 2005)
Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
18 August, 2013
Jesus has already travelled the journey we now follow, and we do well to focus on how he
lived his life. The wellbeing and safety of people, especially vulnerable people, can be
threatened by the behviour of others. Jesus challenged such behaviour. We should do so
also if we are to help realise the promised Kingdom of God.
Hymns:
R&S 66 Written by Adelaid Proctor (author of The Lost Chord) and published in her collected
poems Legends and Lyrics, 1858.) Despite suffering poor health she did a great deal of
charitable work and died, 'worn out' it is said, at the age of 38.
R&S 198 This comes from a poem by John Clare (1793 - 1864) 'When trouble haunts me
need I sigh' which was first published in 1920, well after his death, in a collection of his
poems.
R&S 639 Written by Brian Wren in 1972 (while he was working for the British Council of
Churches Commission on World Development) as a study poem for Christian Aid and
CaFOD. The last line of each verse was used on a badge worn by members of the BBC
Conference that year.
R&S 200 This hymn by Bryn Rees was first published in Praise for To-day in 1974, a
celebration of the 'kergyma' - the proclamation of the good news of the Kingdom of God. It
is more concerned with the present day society - its victims and its redemption - than with
the past.
Sermon:
TEXT; keep your eyes on Jesus who began and finished the race before us:

I want to look at the 4 passages we have before us today. I want to comment on each one
in turn, in the light of the text.
Keep your eyes on Jesus who began and finished the race before us:
Psalm 82 As it is written it is a court of gods with God as the supreme God being angry with
the lesser gods for their wickedness. As it is interpreted by the American scholar whose
version I read the psalmist is speaking and condemning us. In the light of Jesus God will
punish those who judge unfairly and fail to protect the weak from the strong… and it does
have resonance in our society today. Bullies in every walk of life; seeing wrong doing and
doing nothing about it. Looking to Jesus he came to the cross because he DID defend the
weak and spoke to the bullying Pharisees. Remember the parable of the Pharisee and the
tax collector.? The widow’s mite, or the woman at Bethany
God can’t make the Kingdom of God on condemnation or complacency or leaving things as
they are. Jesus showed a world where neighbour and neighbour live in total compassionate
harmony
Vineyard Isaiah Is a parable of creation and the gift of the earth to humanity Again it ends
with the punitive God who destroys the vineyard and lays it bare. Isaiah seeing it in part
political terms for he saw the vineyard in local terms… for us, in the light of Jesus, is it God
who punished the earth or will the earth be laid bare by human profligacy ? God’s plan for
his wonderful creation is being ruined by human damage… We must look globally as the
Gospel does. The Kingdom Jesus preaches is global. The vision of the future has to be a
response of human co-operation with the creative plan that develops God has planted, in
the way God intends i.e. no strong and weak , no prejudice and pecking orders a fair share
for all.
Luke’s passage seems to be talking all against what I’ve just said. What Jesus talks about
isn’t so much punishment as radical change which will disrupt and start again on the right
lines. His listeners ought to have seen, as we should, that the world isn’t as it should be just
as they understand the weather signs
The vineyard of Isaiah will need to be replanted. We aren’t any better than the 1st century
listeners we can see that all is far from well so we do need to face the reality and work out
the best way to cope with the situation.
Hebrews has the key to it all God in his loving creativity has made repeated efforts to show
us the way to fulfil his plan of earth and heaven being united (which we will pray for later
in the service) FAITH IN GOD means making our life plan coincide with God’s plan. The
history of Israel, the faith of the people and the prophets and finally Jesus was God’s
initiative to bring his full plan to fruition and it has been ignored or fought against. OT
passages depict the only way forward is punishment and anger … We still let that view of
God persist because we don’t want to take the blame for what has gone wrong (Adam and
Eve didn’t either) so we blame the trouble on God. (so did A +E)
BUT Keep your eyes on Jesus who began and finished the race before us:
He showed us God as no other could, he showed that the worst people could do, did not
defeat God’s intention of loving humanity into his way. He didn’t kill all those who had a
part in Jesus’ death, disciples, the crowd, Rome etc etc… He forgave; he brought us new life
and hope in resurrection. The punishment is ours… we have lost the chance of that new
earth and heaven in one, because we… humanity… rejected the offer. We tend to look at
life not through the eyes of OT or popular myths like what have I done wrong that God has
given me this trouble.. Look at life! Consistently look to Jesus who showed us the God of
love mercy and grace and remind ourselves it was the world’s failure to take up his vision

that deprived us of heaven on earth, not God. Hope lies in us! Keeping our eyes on Jesus
who lived it and died it. AMEN
Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
11 August, 2013
It is God's' good pleasure' to give us his Kingdom. How should we use our individual and
collective wealth to bring about God's kingdom when so many are destitute and depending
on e.g.food banks?
Hymns:
R&S476 written by William Cowper in 1769, it was published in John Newton's Olney
Hymns ten years later, when Newton's Prayer Meeting in Olney moved to larger premises
with great hopes of increasing numbers.
R&S 255 Mrs. Alexander's hymn is based on the Collect for St. Andrew's Day in the
1662 Book of Common Prayer and was first published in Hymns for Public Worship in 1852.
R&S 217 The best known of Isaac watts' hymns, published in his Hymns and Spiritual
Songs in 1707. The tune Rockingham adapted by Edwin Miller is named in memory of the
Marquis of Rockingham, his patron and Prime Minister 1765 - 6 and 1782.
R&S 371 written by Frances Ridley Havergal (1836 - 79) , a convinced Christian by upbringing
and conversion. The hymn quickly became popular. Frances had it printed on cards which
she distributed at the religious meetings at which she spoke.
Sermon:
The Demanding Gift
Luke 12.32-40
You may find it helpful to have the pew Bibles open at today’s Gospel reading: Luke chapter
12, verses 32 to 40.
One of the first things people often learn when they begin studying the Gospel According to
St Luke, is that it shares much of its text – in many places word for word – with either St
Mark’s Gospel or St Matthew’s Gospel or both. In fact, almost all of Mark's content is found
in Matthew and about two-thirds of Mark is found in Luke. Moreover, about two hundred
verses are common to both Matthew and Luke – accounting for roughly one-fifth of
Matthew and one-sixth of Luke – but are not found in the much shorter Gospel of Mark.
(St John’s Gospel stands quite apart from the other three, bearing little or no textual
relationship to them.)
Now, because this is intended to be a sermon rather than a lecture, I’m not going to go into
scholarly theories about whether Matthew and Luke copied from Mark, and/or from each
other, and/or from another common source. What interests me – and I hope may interest
you, too, this morning – is the fact that although some of the verses we’ve just heard from
Luke are also found in Matthew, Luke gives a particular nuance to them, which may help us
to understand both the assurance and the challenge of the Christian message.
In verses 22-31, just before the passage we heard, Luke has been encouraging his readers
not to worry about material things, assuring them that God knows their needs and will make
provision for them. These verses are found also in Matthew’s Gospel, as are verses 33 and
34, in which both writers urge their readers to sell their possessions and give alms so that
they may have treasure in heaven.
But verse 32 is unique to Luke:

Do not be afraid, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.
In verse 31, Luke, like Matthew, has exhorted his readers to “strive for [God’s] kingdom”,
but it is Luke alone who adds the assurance that God is more than willing to give us the
kingdom for which we strive. In other words, Luke uniquely turns around the idea that the
practice of our faith is about striving to gain something from God, and declares instead that
it’s about simply receiving what God longs to give us. Imagine an anxious child who wants a
cuddle badgering its parent until he or she gives in; that is not what our relationship with
God is like, says Luke. Instead, it’s like that same anxious child finding its parent’s arms
already open and reaching out towards him or her.
That’s the assurance in this uniquely Lucan verse. But I did say that there’s a challenge in
Luke’s nuancing as well, and the challenge is introduced by the words “good pleasure”
which leads us into the next couple of verses.
If we were reading Luke’s Gospel as a continuous narrative, rather than chopped up into
short sections as dictated by the Lectionary, and if we were reading it in the original Greek,
that phrase “good pleasure” might ring a bell, because in chapter 3, verse 22, Luke has
described Jesus’ baptism, saying that
a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.’
And, although it’s not clear in translation, the Greek vocabulary is the same; just as God is
“well pleased” with Jesus, so God is “well pleased” – it is God’s “good pleasure” – to give us
the kingdom.
Well, we don’t have to think very hard to understand why those words constitute not just
an assurance but also a challenge. If we consider Jesus’ teaching and healing ministry, his
suffering and death, we might feel that perhaps we don’t want God’s “good pleasure” after
all. Indeed, at the time when Luke was writing, suffering and death were all too real a
prospect for those early Christians who sought, in their own teaching and healing ministry,
to accept the kingdom that it was God’s “good pleasure” to give them.
Luke, we are told in the Letter to the Colossians, was a “beloved physician”. In my
experience of Christian physicians, one remarkable quality they bring to their faith is
pragmatism. As with their medical practice, so with their Christian practice: if it works, they
do it; if it doesn’t work, they don’t do it. Luke seems to have been very much like this. As
someone who understood the implications of accepting the kingdom, in a situation in which
Christians were very likely to face active persecution, Luke drew on his knowledge of Jesus’
life and teaching to present his readers with a clear outline of how they should live their
lives.
It may seem strange to us who have grown up in a culture which generally accepts
economic growth as not only possible but desirable, but in the time of the early Church it
was believed that there was a fixed and limited amount of wealth. If one person became
richer, it must mean that another person or group of people became poorer. As one
scholarly work bluntly puts it, “Acquisition was always considered stealing”. No wonder,
then, that so much of Jesus’ recorded teaching deals with how his followers should use their
wealth. This is what Luke now goes on to talk about in our Gospel reading, once again
parallelling Matthew as he does so.
Luke’s record of what Jesus has to say on wealth and possessions is clear and unequivocal:
the only proper use of abundance is to give it away, or to sell it and give away the proceeds.
Verse 33 says,
Sell your possessions, and give alms.
Elsewhere in Luke’s Gospel, we hear that

none of you can become my disciple if you do not give up all your possessions.
Because wealth was understood as a fixed quantity, it was seen as incumbent upon
Christian disciples to give away what they had, for as long as there was anyone alive who
was poorer than they were. Luke has inserted the verse assuring us that it’s God’s “good
pleasure” to give us the kingdom, to show us why, if we accept the kingdom, we too should
become givers.
Fortunately for us modern Christians, of course, we don’t believe that wealth is a fixed
quantity; we believe that economies– yes, even the British economy! – can grow, and that
with a proper system of redistribution in place, poor people can be made less poor without
our having to give up the treasured trappings of our 21st century lifestyles.
What a relief!
Oh, really?
Yes, I’m all in favour of a system of taxation that supports the vulnerable by redistributing a
little bit of the excess abundance owned by the wealthy; in fact, as someone who is
currently unemployed, I have a vested interest in it. And, to be perfectly honest, I’m not in
any danger of real destitution anyway, although there are plenty who are: The Independent
newspaper website says today that
Figures from 18 food banks around the country show that all have seen demand rise during
the summer break. In Grantham, Lincolnshire, for example, the food bank gave parcels to
219 people in July, a 61 per cent increase on the previous month. In Redcar, Teesside, the
increase from June to July was 71 per cent...
The free food is only given out to those whose situation is critical and who are referred to
the [Trussell] trust by frontline workers such as doctors, social workers and Citizens Advice
Bureaux.
A system in which people are unable to feed themselves and their families is not any part of
the kingdom which it is God’s “good pleasure” to give us. The Gospel therefore challenges
us as Christians to change the way we use our wealth, both as indivduals and as a society.
By responding to this challenge, Luke goes on (in verse 33), we shall make ourselves
purses... that do not wear out, an unfailing treasure in heaven.
It’s a simple, elegant, radical idea: we can build up treasure in heaven by giving away
treasure on earth. How can we move our hearts heavenward? By responding to God’s
generosity in giving us the kingdom and becoming generous givers ourselves.
Only if we receive the kingdom in this way can we be ready to receive God when he comes,
and this is what the rest of our reading is about.
The more we become generous givers by nature, rather than always having to stop and
think about it, the more we shall be prepared to receive God when he comes. We should
indeed seek to become increasingly like those slaves whom the master finds awake and
alert on his return from the wedding feast. But then what happens? It is once again God
who takes the initiative, fastening his belt and having us sit down to eat while he comes and
serves us. Agian, it is God’s “good pleasure” to give us the kingdom, setting us the example
of how we should serve others; God’s generosity inspiring generosity in us.
Finally, where and when should we look for God’s coming? We don’t know! It could be
anywhere and anytime. God’s coming is unpredictable, like the coming of a thief in the
night. Note that the word “coming” in the text is in the present tense. God’s coming is not
understood as some future event, but as happening everywhere and all the time. Our
challenge therefore, is to see God coming to us in everyone whom we can serve, and to
respond accordingly.

The God who is coming is the same God who came in the past; God comes continually in the
present. It is God’s “good pleasure” it is to give us the kingdom, with all the assurance and
challenge that it brings.
Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
4 August, 2013
This morning worship was led by The Revd. Margaret Herbert. We focussed on relationships
- how they break but can be healed by God's love. Life is too short to let broken
relationships fester. An obsession with possessions and wealth gets in the way of what
really matters.
Hymns:
R&S 95 Written by Timothy Rees who in 1922 became Principal of Mirfield College, The
hymn celebrates a loving Creator who suffers when his creatures suffer and continues to
love them though they are blind to his love.
R&S 520 Composed by Fred Kaan during the third Assembly of the All Africa Conference of
Churches at Lusaka, May 1974.
Sermon:
Luke 12:13-21
Hosea 11:1-11
Sermon
In the name of Almighty God – Father, Son and Holy spirit – Amen
The paragraph from Luke’s gospel runs the whole gamut of human emotions. We have been
told previously that there is such a large crowd following Jesus that they are standing on
one another! Why are they there? Out of curiosity – because they are in need of healing –
advice – to see this phenomenal man? They are a lost people. They have not received help
and leadership from their spiritual leaders and as for the occupying Romans – I am
speechless! They are folk in need of understanding – of help and healing of the physical,
spiritual and relationships; to make their peace with God. They are drawn to Jesus.
Since they were little children they have heard the prophets’ words – they know how God
himself loves them and yearns for them to turn back to him. They have heard his promises
from ancient times. The prophet Hosea tells it like it is. God is the God of mercy, a tender
and loving God who leads his people out of darkness into the light of his love. Who comforts
his people because he is their father, and like a human father wants what his best for his
children.
Here is anger, greed, selfishness, materialism, puzzlement, broken relationships, mistrust,
kindness and trust and love - all the things that we meet and experience at some time in
our lives. Now as then people all over the world are simply human beings with all the faults
and virtues that we all have .
The brother who asked Jesus to speak to his sibling is disappointed. The pain that Luke
remembered in the shouted plea ‘Tell my brother to divide the family inheritance with me!’
is deep and ongoing amongst us. Luke remembers Jesus using the moment to define ‘greed
‘(the storing up of treasures) as the opposite of living richly with God. Jesus uses this as a
starting point to preach about treasures. Death, that triggers the distribution of goods,
becomes the moment in which living richly with God becomes evident or not. We could say
“I did it His way” or “I did it my way”.
Montaigne the French Renaissance philosopher wrote “It’s not want but rather abundance,

that creates greed.” In dire need we want what we truly need, but in the midst of plenty, we
want it all. Theologian Walter Brueggeman says, “Greed is born out of the idea of scarcity,
and scarcity is born out of anxiety – and all three are acted upon in an abundant world.
Abundance is denied, not trusted, forgotten in our culture.”
The demanding crowd grows quiet as Jesus speaks. Jesus asks him the question – “Friend
who set me to be a judge or an arbitrator over you?” He tells them a story using an
illustration of everyday life in that time. Many say that the Bible is irrelevant now – how
many of us live in such circumstances today? Yet the story can and does appeal to us all,
even today.
Jesus doesn’t warn against money, wealth or material abundance. He warns against greed,
about the insatiable feeling of never having enough. The farmer’s problem is that his good
fortune has curved his vision so that everything he sees starts and ends with himself. Listen
again to the conversation he has- not with a neighbour or member of his family but with
himself. “I will do this; I will pull down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store
all my grain and my goods. And I will say to my soul “Soul you have ample goods laid up for
many years, eat, drink and be merry”.” Do you see what I mean? It is an absolutely
egocentric conversation with himself inside the conversation he is already having with
himself! This is why he is a fool. He has fallen prey to the notion that life, and particularly
the good life, consists of possessions – precisely the thing Jesus warns about.
What then does the good life consist of? Read the rest of what Jesus says across the Gospels
and it becomes pretty clear – relationships – with both God and each other. And, as you
inevitably discover, these two cannot be separated. He tells the story about the Good
Samaritan inviting us to think more broadly about who we are and about who we imagine
being our neighbour. He preaches sermons that extol caring for the poor, loving our
enemies, and doing good for those in need. Not once does Jesus suggest setting up a
retirement account or securing a higher paid job as part of the seeking of the kingdom of
God. That doesn’t mean that these things are really bad. Money can do many wonderful
things – it can provide for you and your family, it can be given to others in need, it can be
used to create jobs and promote the general welfare, and it can make possible a more
comfortable life. It just can’t produce the kind of full and abundant life that each of us seeks
and that Jesus promises. So – it is not about money, it is about our attitude to money.
Now let us turn to our life. Truth be told, I think most of us know and believe what Jesus
says is true. We know that money can’t buy happiness. The thing is, even though we know
this, most of us struggle to live this way. Most of us are seduced by the same message that
captures the soul of the farmer in Jesus’ parable. That isn’t really all that surprising. I mean,
read the press, watch TV or browse the internet for any significant length of time and you
will not be just exposed but actually inundated with the message that the farmer has
bought into. The majority of advertisements on all forms of media are designed to exploit
our inborn sense of insecurity. This kind of “inadequacy marketing “ engages us in a deadly
two-step dance. First it identifies and exaggerates something about which we are
insecure – our breath, our body, our status – etc. then it offers us something to buy that
will remedy our concern and make us acceptable again – e.g. a weight loss programme, a
mouth wash, a bigger car etc. If you are not convinced, watch a few commercials and see if
you can identify the two-steps danced remorselessly across channels!
Little wonder then that we fall prey to it’s message. Moreover, materialism or “afluenza” or
whatever else you might want to call it - has one distinct advantage over the abundant life
Jesus extols – it is immediately tangible. Relationships, community, purpose, the kinds of

things that Jesus invites us to embrace and strive for are much harder on which to lay our
hands. We know what a good relationship feels like but it is hard to point to or produce at a
moment’s notice. We can recall that wonderful feeling when we were accepted into a
community but it is not as if you can run out into John Lewis and buy it! So we substitute
material goods for immaterial ones, because – well , they are right there in front of us. And
we have a whole culture telling us that this is the best there is!
What then can we do? Obviously, no single sermon is going to fix this. However, one sermon
can get us started towards a different way of living and being related to each other and to
God. Money is far too important to ignore and, if we remain silent, then the cultural voices
about money are the only ones that people will hear. Money isn’t the problem – our
culturally informed beliefs about what constitutes the good life are.
St. Augustine once said that God gave us people to love and things to use – and sin, in short,
is the confusion of these two things. So let’s start talking about the use of material wealth
and wonder together how faith communities and tradition can help us live the kind of
abundant life that material wealth can support but not produce. I’m reminded of the
Archbishop of Canterbury determined to help the poor by giving loans instead of folk using
payday loaners like WONGA.COM that take thousands of pounds in interest over a year.
We can practice enumerating our blessings – the thing that we are thankful for that are
named in the Gospels – relationships, community, friendship, love and purpose – these may
be less tangible but they are also more powerful than anything material can be. In addition,
we may all experience them every day of our lives. Practice naming and giving thanks each
morning for these wonderful gifts of God.
Given the overwhelming message of the culture that highlights our inadequacies in order to
sell us solutions - rather than counting our blessings; living the abundant life that Jesus
promises is incredibly hard and almost impossible to do alone. Nevertheless, we have to gift
of his Holy Spirit and we can support one another and our neighbours.
Will this rescue us from mindless materialism and usher us into the kingdom of God? Jesus
came to tell us that God wants so much more for us than simply more ‘stuff’! God wants for
us life, love, mercy, and community, and a relationship with him.
Indeed, in the passage we heard read this morning, this same Jesus, who warns us against
greed invites us to share abundant lfe and tells us of God’s love. A simple story that has
been told down through the ages, a warning and a hope bringer to all the nations. We can
give thanks for everything that makes life rich and varied. That fosters hope and love and
healed relationships - and gives health to body , mind and soul. But most of all we can give
thanks for the love of Jesus – and that, should everything else vanish and we feel lost – we
will, through faith – be rich beyond our needs and be held securely in the palm of God’s
hand. Amen.
Amen
Ninth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
21 July, 2013
This morning worship was led by the Revd. Robert Beard.
We were asked to consider the statement of Paul which seems to suggest that he is
completing what Christ did not complete when he reconciled us to God through his
suffering and death.
Hymns:

CG 45 Brian Wren's hymn, written in 1973, is a collective prayer. It recognises our guilt and
the promise of God's liberating mercy. Wren wrote the hymn to be sung to the tune'
Abingdon', which was written for Charles Wesley's hymn 'And can it be that I should gain,'
by Erik Routley. The tune is named after the Berkshire town.
CG 76 This simple hymn by Catherine Walker asks for healing and guidance. It is set to a
traditional Scottish tune, the 'Eriskay love lilt.'
CG 1 John Bell and Graham Maule's hymn reminds us that this is Christ's world and that
like Christ we are called to love the stranger and the outcast. Bell has set it to another
Scottish tune, 'Dream Angus.'
CG 67 Another hymn by Bell and Maule, again on the theme of following Christ's example
of love and care and of fighting injustice. The French tune 'Noel Nouvelet' is associated with
Easter.
Sermon:
Afflictions: Christ’s, Paul’s and Ours
If there were ever a master of the contentious statement, that person was St Paul:
I am now rejoicing in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am completing what is
lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church.
Colossians 1.24
“I am completing what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions.”
Let’s start with a show of hands: Raise your hand, please, if you are comfortable with that
statement... Thank you. Now raise your hand, please if you are uncomfortable with that
statement. Thank you. And now raise your hand if you are suddenly hoping that this sermon
is going to make you feel more comfortable with that statement than you are at present.
Thank you. Well, we shall see!
If you’re one of those who finds Paul’s statement uncomfortable, you’re not alone. Scholars
have chewed on this text continually and found it to be one of the New Testament’s most
gristly morsels. In the first decade of the seventeeth century, when the Authorised (or King
James) Version of the Bible was being translated , the Second Westminster Company, led by
the Bishop of Lincoln, William Barlow, and charged with translating the Epistles, made a
grand meal of this verse:
“Who now rejoice in my sufferings for you, and fill up that which is behind of the afflictions
of Christ in my flesh for his body’s sake, which is the church.”
Not one of their more felicitous phrases! They must have known what it meant. Were they
too embarassed to make it clear?
In the manuscripts of Colossians, the embarassing Greek word, which Bishop Barlow and his
colleagues so unhelpfully translated “behind”, and which the translators of the New Revised
Standard Version, not much more helpfully, translate “lacking”, is χυστερεμα (chysterema).
There is no authentic way of translating of this word that does not carry the negative
meanings and connotations of English words such as “lack”, “destitution”, “poverty”,
“deficiency” and “want”.
Now, these are not notions that orthodox Christian believers have ever been comfortable
associating with the sufferings of Jesus Christ. In my own strand of our tradition, the 1666
Book of Common Prayer heaps up words to emphasise and re-emphasise its Christological
doctrine of the completeness of Jesus’ redeeming work. Listen to this:
Almighty God, our heavenly Father, who of thy tender mercy, didst give thine only Son Jesus
Christ to suffer death upon the Cross for our redemption; who made there (by his one

oblation of himself once offered) a full, perfect, and sufficient sacrifice, oblation, and
satisfaction for the sins of the whole world...
Isn’t that the belief that we are more accustomed to hearing preached to us, and more
comfortable to grasp as the ground of our faith? Jesus Christ was crucified for the sins of the
world and our salvation lies in having faith in the redemption he has won for us.
So what was Paul on about?
As always, it helps us to avoid misinterpetation if we explore the context of any particular
assertion found in Scripture. And at first it seems that the context within which Paul writes
these words flatly contradicts them. It’s like a ministerial statement, in which a Secretary of
State tells us that everything is getting better, while all the published research and
everyone’s experience tells us that everyting is getting worse. Wherever we look in the New
Testament, it tells us that Jesus’ afflictions were sufficient and complete:
When he had made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on
high
says the writer to the Hebrews; and later,
how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself
without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead works to worship the living God
and again,
when Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand
of God .
Even Paul himself, in the very same Letter to the Colossians, writes,
in [Jesus] all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through God was pleased to
reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the
blood of his cross
and
when you were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made you alive
together with him, when he forgave us all our trespasses, erasing the record that stood
against us with its legal demands. He set this aside, nailing it to the cross .
And as if all that weren’t enough, John’s Gospel has Jesus uttering, from the cross, the
unequivocal theological statement,
It is finished .
So what, I ask again, was Paul on about?
Our brief contextual survey tells us pretty unequivocally that Jesus’ death is sufficient,
however we try to make sense of it. We may believe that Jesus’ death was a propitiatory
sacrifice, made to reconcile sinful humanity to a righteous God. Or we may see his death as
the consequence of human sin, which presents us with the clear moral imperative to do
justly, love mercy and walk humbly with God. Or we may understand it in other ways that
still impel us to abandon sin and embrace love. As we’ve seen, Paul himself is clear that
Jesus achieved for us salvation and reconciliation with God.
Now it’s also clear from other contextual references that Paul regarded his own afflictions
as opportunities to glorify God in Christ and to advance his kingdom, and that with this
attitude he made his sufferings a cause for rejoicing. For instance, in the Letter to the
Romans, he says,
we boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance
produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us,
because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been
given to us .

Fair enough. We’re used to the idea that one way to glorify God is to bear our sufferings
cheerfully. But that’s not the same as saying that our afflictions make up anything that is
lacking in Christ’s afflictions.
Paul also seems to see Jesus’ sufferings as a ‘type’ of those to be undergone by his
followers, so that Paul’s afflictions and ours are understood as corresponding to those
endured by Jesus, which thereby give ours meaning. But that still doesn’t explain this idea of
something lacking.
And so we come to the conclusion that Paul rejoices in his sufferings because in them he is
able to show non-Christians something of Jesus’ sufferings, and so help them understand
the cost at which their salvation was purchased. It’s not propitiation that’s lacking in Jesus’
afflictions, then, but presentation; Jesus’ afflictions were complete, but his followers’
afflictions make up what is lacking in their witness. To put it another way, the sufferings of
the Church reveal to the world the sufferings of Christ.
If we suffer because of we bear witness to the sufferings of Jesus, and if our afflictions
reflect something of his afflictions, then our suffering is given meaning, it’s enobled, it’s a
cause for rejoicing. And if the message of redemption depends on this witness, then it’s not
just enobled and given meaning; it’s necessary. Without it, somehing would be lacking.
So maybe this is what Paul meant when he wrote,
I am now rejoicing in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am completing what is
lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church.
A century before the Book of Common Prayer, and half a century before the Authorised
Version of the Bible, one of the pioneers of the Protestant Reformation was also exploring
what this phrase could possibly mean. In his commentary on the Letter to the Colossians,
John Calvin wrote,
[Paul] gives proof of his affection towards them by no common pledge, when he declares
that he willingly bears for their sake the afflictions which he endures. “But whence,” some
one will ask, “arises this joy?” From his seeing the fruit that springs from it. “The affliction
that I endure on your account is pleasant to me, because I do not suffer it in vain”...
He assigns a reason why he is joyful in his sufferings, because he is in this thing a partner
with Christ, and nothing happier can be desired than this partnership. He also brings
forward a consolation common to all the pious, that in all tribulations, especially in so far as
they suffer anything for the sake of the gospel, they are partakers of the cross of Christ, that
they may enjoy fellowship with him in a blessed resurrection.
Tenth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
28 July, 2013
This morning worship was led by The Revd. Dr. Keith Albans.
We considered prayer - how should we pray? Does praying come easily? What should we
pray for? Are prayers answered? What about the problem of unanswered prayer? Are we
prepared to part of the process of answering prayers?
Hymns:
CG 8 Ruth Duck's words are set to a traditional American melody. Her hymn calls on the
Church to glorify God's name and show the teaching of Jesus through care, reconciliation
and love.

R&S 638 Hensley's hymn, published in 1867, is a prophetic vision of a war-torn world and is
still relevant to-day. The tune ' St. Cecilia' was first published in 1863 but there is no obvious
reason for it being named after the patron saint of music.
CG 60 John Bell's paraphrase of verses from Psalm 40, set to a tune by Alex Muir.
R&S 217 With its simple but powerful language, this is arguably the best known of Isaac
Watts' hymns. The tune 'Rockingham' was originally set to five psalms by Edward Miller, but
James Gooding linked it irrevocably to Watts' hymn in the 1830s. Miller named the tune
after the Marquis of Rockingham, his patron.
R&S 261 Throughout her life, Caroline Noel suffered pain and ill health. The words of this
hymn were included in her collection 'The name of Jesus and other verses for the sick and
lonely.' However, this hymn gives no indication of her suffering. The tune 'Evelyns' was
written for the hymn by W.H.Monk and is named after the house in Surrey where it was
composed.
Sermon:
Luke 111 – “Lord, teach us to pray”
Social Media – a new form of Prayer trees – a request for prayer can almost immediately go
anywhere and everywhere. Never quite sure how to respond? Praying for people and
situations about which I know nothing is not easy…
“We have been turned down for adoption – until we do a significant amount of
decluttering! Please pray that we will be able to do it!”
“Lord, teach us to pray.” – We heard Luke’s version of Jesus introducing the disciples to a
way of praying – which generations of Christians have made into The Lord’s Prayer…
(Methodist LP Training – you were marked down if you did not include it in a service! I don’t
think that is what Jesus is about. It is a response to a request for teaching how to pray, not
to “give us a prayer”.
I am sure that you who are older than me, have heard even more sermons or expositions
based on this passage – indeed I might stop speaking and ask you to tell me what I am going
to say!
What I want to say first, is that there is something deep and profound in the request which
the unnamed disciple makes – Lord, teach us to pray! Prayer is one of those things which is
either incredibly difficult – and therefore disciples need teaching – or it is “as
straightforward as breathing” – as some are won’t to say…
And I want to say that I think it is both!! And that’s not trying to have my cake and eating it
– it is my experience, and I would suggest Jesus’ way. The gospels show Jesus wrestling and
struggling in prayer in some places, and in others he seems to pray in a reflective and
meditative way – a kind of “sorting himself out” way.
James Montgomery’s hymns. (Born in Ayrshire and edited the Iris in Sheffield). “Prayer is
the soul's sincere desire”
It carries this sense of prayer as something so natural and normal – “the simplest form of
speech” (v3) and “the Christian's vital breath”.
Who teaches us to pray? Who taught us how to pray? And was it the “God bless Mummy,
God bless Daddy” type of prayer? Because I am not sure that that was how Jesus responded
to the request for teaching!
The request for teaching helps us to recognise that whatever else prayer is, it might be
difficult – and my experience of almost 30 years of Christian ministry is that we are not very
good at admitting that to one another! Is that fair comment?

And that brings me to a second thing which seems to me to be something we are not very
good at talking about – “what exactly is going on in praying?” or to put it another way, “How
does prayer work?”
• People assume that it is unanswered prayers that can be difficult – but stories of answered
prayers can be just as hard – particularly the way they are talked about. My conversion
story… Is God really that bothered to change things around to suit me rather than someone
else?! (Wartime stories…)
• Not helped by the story Jesus tells as part of his teaching (v 5-8). Surely Jesus is not saying
that God will eventually answer prayers because he prefers a quiet life! And yet, some of
practice around prayer can give that impression – “the more prayers or praying, the
better…?” (Not sure about this – what does it say? – Link to OT reading? If it only takes a
few righteous men to save Sodom and Gomorrah!
• And not helped by the certainty of verse 9 – ask and it will be given, seek and you will find,
knock and the door will be opened… Experience of so-called unanswered prayer can be
deeply distressing – and confusing…
• Patience & Persistence
• Perhaps it is fairest to say that it is easier to say how prayer doesn’t work than how it
does? But for me there are two things which I do believe are part of the answer.
• Malcolm Goldsmith – what is the gospel for the person with dementia – “Remembered by
God”. And I think the same is true of those for whom we pray – acknowledging that they are
known and loved by God, made in God’s image and held – by God and by those who pray…
• And the other bit of the answer comes from the recognition that if you pray, you have to
be aware that you may be part of the answer to that prayer. Indeed, I might go as far as to
say that if you are not open to that possibility, then should you be praying?!
Lord, teach us to pray. Let’s end then by returning to the way in which Jesus does answer
that request – for his model of simplicity underlines some key aspects:
• Father… Prayer requires both a working ‘image of God’ and a relationship with God. Both
are contained within that one word…
o But – “Father” is not a helpful image for everyone…
o Remember Jesus uses the familiar title for God… (that is common, family and earthy…)
• Hallowed be your name.
o Prayer is relational – a vertical relationship and a desire for God’s will and agenda, not our
own…
o Colossians 2 – Focus on Jesus and what Jesus tells us about God…
o NB Spirituality of the Psalms…
• Your kingdom come… Isn’t this the heart of Jesus’ teaching…?
o This is where things become difficult! Intercessory prayer – what is the kingdom for which
we pray? You do hear some strange things prayed for!
o “When I give food to the poor, they call me a saint. When I ask why the poor have no
food, they call me a communist. Dom Helder Camara,
o Jesus’ kingdom teaching brought him into conflict…
• Give us bread for tomorrow – a throwback to the manna in the wilderness…
o Again relational – God as provider – Sabbath…
o A prayer for sufficiency – not excess…
• Forgive… as we forgive…
o C.f. Love your neighbour as yourself - reciprocity
• Do not bring us to the time of trial…

o Again relational…
Read the Lord’s Prayer Reflection:
This 'Lord's Prayer', as we call it,
can make prayer seem quite easy.
It can be all too easy to read it or recite it
without really thinking about the meaning behind the words,
even while part of my mind is thinking about other things next week's menus,
an argument with a neighbour,
feeling that my views or abilities have been overlooked...
But if I stop and think about what I'm reciting,
they become tough words.
'Father.'
What is the image I have of God?
Does it explain why sometimes I'm reluctant to pray?
'May your holy name be honoured.'
How I enjoy it when my name is honoured too!
'May your Kingdom come.'
I confess that I'm more concerned with my own little world,
wanting everything to go my way.
'Give us day by day the food we need.'
So why do I hoard supplies and throw away what I don't need?
'Forgive us our sins, for we forgive everyone who does us wrong.'
Can I really claim that's true of me?
'And do not bring us to hard testing.'
I admit that I long for a quiet life, at peace with everyone.
Compassionate God, teach me to pray:
not just with Jesus' words
but also with Christlike attitudes and behaviour.
Teach me not just to say the Lord's Prayer
but to live it.
1 Prayer is the soul's sincere desire,
uttered or unexpressed,
the motion of a hidden fire
that trembles in the breast.
2 Prayer is the burden of a sigh,
the falling of a tear,
the upward glancing of an eye
when none but God is near.
3 Prayer is the simplest form of speech
that infant lips can try;
prayer, the sublimest strains that reach
the majesty on high.
4 Prayer is the Christian's vital breath,
the Christian's native air;

his watchword at the gates of death:
he enters heaven with prayer.
5 The saints, in prayer, appear as one
in word and deed and mind,
while with the Father and the Son
sweet fellowship they find.
6 O thou by whom we come to God,
the life, the truth, the way!
The path of prayer thyself hast trod:
Lord, teach us how to pray!
James Montgomery (1771-1854)
Eighth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
14 July, 2013
This morning worship was led by The Revd. Sue Hammersley.
We considered God's Kingdom, and how its coming will turn this world upside down,
bringing a new kind of social justice. Should we wait for God to intervene to make all things
right or should we by behaving like Jesus to bring about the changes now? Who is our
neighbour?
Hymns:
R&S 292 The writer of this hymn, which appears in several 19th.C German hymn books, is
unknown. It is an outpouring of praise but without stating the reasons for the praise.
Barnaby wrote the tune 'Laudes Domini' (Praises of the Lord) specifically for this hymn.
R&S 90 Words and tune were written by Patrick Appleford, co-founder of the Church Light
Music Group. It was first published in 1965 in one of the Group's collections. The hymn
celebrates the new way of living, sharing and relating to others which God has shown us.
CG 49 Words are by John Bell and Graham Maule and set to music by Bell. Jesus has
already shown a new and more just way of living but we are slow to follow his example. The
love of Christ is here now, in our imperfect world.
R&S 289 Fanny Crosby is reputed to have written over 9,000 hymns. This hymn was first
published in 1870, along with W. H. Doane's tune. It was introduced to the UK through the
mission meetings of Sanky and Moody and became more widely known through the Billy
Graham Crusades.
Sermon:
Sunday 14th July – St Andrew’s UR Church
Love your neighbour as yourself
We’ve just sung a hymn about how the kingdom of God turns the world upside down as if
this is something we look forward to... I don’t know about you but when my world’s turned
upside down it’s usually a very uncomfortable experience...
Our psalm this morning speaks of a topsy-turvy world. The powerful are being called to
account by God: “How long will you judge unjustly?” the psalmist calls – “give justice to the
weak and orphan, defend the humble and destitute, rescue the weak and needy..”. It’s a cry
from the heart which ends with a call to God to rise up and rule the earth.
Sometimes I find myself listening to people who struggle to make sense of a God who
appears to be absent as the world struggles with chaos and pain. How can God sit by and

watch? Why would a God of love let such things happen? If there is a God, why won’t he
DO something?
Every time we pray the Lord’s Prayer we say, “your kingdom come” But I wonder how often
we stop to think about what God’s kingdom, God’s rule of justice, would actually look
like...?
Is the kingdom of God a future promise or a present reality?
The technical term for the study of the last things – the ultimate destiny of the human race,
if you like, is “Eschatology”.
The idea that the kingdom of God is not a future promise but a present reality is known as,
“realized eschatology” and it was popularized by CH Dodd in the first half of the 1900’s. This
approach suggests that salvation is not reserved for “heaven” and is not linked to the end of
the world but is being revealed through the ministry of Jesus and in the way we live our lives
in response to his teaching – the process of becoming people who understand salvation
rather than “being saved”. It is a very different approach from those who hold an
apocalyptic view that the end of the world is coming and we are waiting for a messiah, or
even the return of the Christ.
John Dominic Crossan suggests that whilst apocalyptic eschatology expects divine
intervention: leaving us waiting for God to act; realized eschatology emphasises divine
imitation: where God is waiting for us to act.
John Dominic Crossan, The Essential Jesus: Original Sayings and Earliest Images (1998), p. 8
This is not just theologising, it has very practical implications on the way we live our lives
here and now. Is the kingdom of God a future promise or a present reality? Or maybe a bit
of both?
The psalm ends with a call to God to “Rise up and rule the earth” which suggests waiting for
God to act.
Do we wait for God to act or do we act as God’s agents, holding our leaders to account on
behalf of those who are most vulnerable?
Our reading from Deuteronomy comes from the heart of the law. Observe God’s
commandments, with all your heart and soul and you will be fruitful. Interestingly, in this
passage from Jewish law there is a suggestion of the imminence of salvation:
“surely this commandment is not too hard for you, nor is it too far away. It is not in
heaven... neither is it beyond the sea...
No, the word is very near to you; it is in your mouth and in your heart for you to observe.”
The lawyer in our Gospel reading is a man who has studied the scriptures and knows them
intimately. We’re told that he isn’t trying to learn from Jesus but to test him. He asks Jesus,
“What must I do to inherit eternal life?”
This is the ultimate question about the meaning of life.
And Jesus turns the question back to him:
“What is written in the law? What do you read there?”
I don’t know how many times I’ve read this Gospel passage but I don’t think I’d ever noticed
this twofold approach before – not just what is written but also what do you read. It was an
American theologian called Mark Davis who opened my eyes to this writing, enthusiastically:
“I love, love, love that Jesus asks both, “what has been written?” and “how do you
read?” Together they imply that the scriptures are living texts of interactive possibility.”
Scripture cannot be seen as stagnant words that impart knowledge in the same way to
everyone who reads them – but neither are they empty pages onto which we can project
our own interpretations without censure. We need to ask both what is written, what might

it have meant within its own context and also what do we bring to the text, what
experiences do we draw from when we are reading the text which influence our
understanding and interpretation?
In response to Jesus’ question, the lawyer quotes from another passage of Deuteronomy,
often referred to as the Shema (based on the Hebrew word for “hear”)
“Hear O Israel, the Lord your God is one Lord and you shall worship the Lord your God with
all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.” (Deut 6.4-5)
But then he also quotes from a second source, from Leviticus:
“you shall love your neighbour as yourself” (Lev 19.18)
I don’t believe that these texts were linked in this way until Jesus’ time, but in Mark and
Matthew’s Gospels they are connected in response to the question what is the greatest
commandment and here in response to an exploration of what one might do to inherit
eternal life.
The way that Luke frames this conversation shows us that Jesus is not just interested in
what is written in the law but also its application: Love God and love neighbour – because if
we don’t love one another how can we possibly say that we love God?
Quoting Deuteronomy again, Jesus responds to the lawyer, “You have answered well, do
this and you will live.”
But the lawyer wasn’t really asking Jesus for his teaching, he was trying to test him so he
continues, “but who is my neighbour?”
Jesus’ use of story subverts this form of debate and turns on its head any possibility that this
could be a test of whose knowledge of the law was the greatest. The passage from Leviticus
from which the quote about loving our neighbour comes states,
“You shall not take vengeance or bear any grudge against the sons of your own people, but
you shall love your neighbour as yourself: I am the Lord”
The story Jesus tells utterly subverts this interpretation of neighbour as being one of our
own people. He is talking to a man seeped in the Jewish Law and he uses the example of a
priest and a Levite – two men who could very well be described as being of the same people
as this lawyer. The Samaritan, however, as we are all familiar now, could in no way be seen
to be of the same people.
Jesus is, without doubt, testing the lawyer now. Having told this simple story of a man who
is robbed and stripped and left half dead, a man who is avoided by the religious leader and
the man of learning but whose needs are abundantly met by the traveller from Samaria,
Jesus asks:
“Which of these three do you think had become a neighbour?”
This translation from the Greek is from Mark Davis’ commentary and I find it
compelling. The question to Jesus was “who is my neighbour?” as if a stark definition was
possible. Jesus’ question in return is, “which of these three has become a neighbour” –
being a neighbour is not defined by place or race but by behaviour. And that is as radical
today as it was in Jesus’ day.
It is just as likely for us to consider our responsibility to family as a higher priority than our
responsibility to a complete stranger. We are also likely to orientate more comfortably
towards someone we can identify with rather than someone who seems to us to be strange
in some way. We can all think of times when our priority was to keep our next appointment
rather than allow ourselves to be distracted by someone in need – often for good reason...

But the story Jesus tells to the lawyer doesn’t just turn upside down the idea of what it
means to be someone’s neighbour, I think it also, more subtly subverts the power
relationship.
The lawyer is asking who is my neighbour in the context of who I am meant to love as
myself. We know nothing about the traveller on the road so it is entirely reasonable to
place ourselves in the position of the passers by – which one of them might we be. Except
that their identity is clearly stated – a priest, a Levite and a Samaritan. The only one whose
identity is left unclear, the one whom we might more easily assume to be us, is the traveller
who falls into trouble. Can we imagine ourselves in the position of receiving kindness from
someone whom we would normally consider to be a stranger, possibly even an enemy?
“Which of these three do you think had become a neighbour?” The act of kindness turned
the relationship of power on its head – no longer strangers or enemies but neighbours.
Even the simplest stories, the most familiar tales, have the power to convert us, depending
on how we read them.
I saw a stranger yesterday.
I put food in the eating place,
drink in the drinking place,
music in the listening place.
And the stranger blessed me,
my house, my cattle and my dear ones.
Ah, as the lark says in her song,
often, often, often, goes the Christ
in a stranger’s guise.
Seventh Sunday after Pentecost. Holy Communion
Service Date:
7 July, 2013
This morning worship was led by The Revd. Dr. David Stec.
The Kingdom of God is near, as shown whenever and wherever the Gospel is preache,
whether it is accepted or rejected. It is also near those outwith the immediate 'circle' of
God's people, as illustrated in healing of Naaman, leader of the Syrian army and and enemy
if the people of Israel.
Hymns:
R&S 117 Stuart Hine based his hymn on a Russian translation of the Swedish original by Carl
Boberg. The tune is thought to be a version of a Swedish folk tune.
R&S 679 This is William Whittington's metrical version of the much loved Psalm 23. There is
some dispute as to the composer of the tune Crimond, named after a village near Peterhead
in Grampian and made famous when sung at the wedding of the then Princess Elizabeth in
1947.
R&S 349 Bonar's hymn was first published in 1846. It was also included in a collection of his
Hymns of Faith and Hope published in 1857 where it was headed 'The Voice from Galilee.'
Many versions of the tune, a traditional English melody, exist. Vaughan Williams heard it in
Kingsfold, Sussex, and arranged it for these words.
R&S 521 Charles Wesley's hymn appeared in a collection published jointly with his brother
John in 1749, in a section headed 'before work.' It is regarded as one of the very few hymns
of the period to be concerned with the ongoing life of the Christian in the world of work and

labour. Gibbons' tune was originally set to a paraphrase from Luke beginning 'thus angels
sung and thus sing we': hence the title Angels' Song.
Sermon:
2 Kings 5:1-14
Luke 10:1-11, 16-20
Luke 10:9 “The kingdom of God has come near to you”.
St Luke alone of the Gospel writers gives an account of the mission of the seventy (or
seventy-two, as some manuscripts would have it).
In part it recalls a previous occasion when Jesus sent the twelve apostles out, preaching the
gospel of the kingdom, an occasion recorded by all three of the synoptic Gospels.St Luke’s
account of the mission of the seventy suggests to us that, as well as the twelve, Jesus also
had a much wider band of followers whom he had taught and prepared to continue the
work that he had begun.
The number of seventy (or seventy-two) might have been meant simply to refer to a large
number of people, but Luke probably intended it to have a more specific significance.
Seventy was the number of elders chosen to help Moses with the task of leading and
directing the Israelites in the wilderness, as we read in Numbers 11.
The burden of leading them was too much for Moses alone; he needed some help.So he was
given seventy, or if you count the persons Eldad and Medad who are mentioned in that
passage, seventy-two, to assist him.
And Luke may suggesting that Jesus, as a second Moses, just like the first Moses, was given
this number of assistants with whom to share his work. Right from the beginning, the task of
preaching the Gospel was
something that Jesus shared not only with his inner band of apostles, but also a much wider
group of followers.
But the number of seventy (or seventy-two) would also have had another significance for
Luke. This was reckoned by the rabbis to be number of nations in the world, according to a
count based on Genesis 10, which lists the descendants of Noah.
Just as the twelve apostles represented the mission to Israel (which in the OT consisted of
twelve tribes), so Luke thought of the seventy (or seventy-two) as representing the mission
to the Gentiles. Of course, they themselves did not do any work among the Gentiles, which
was a task for the church in the future, but their work was a symbolic anticipation of that
future mission to the Gentiles.
The concept of God as having a purpose which embraced humanity beyond the confines of
his own peculiar people of Israel is one that is already found occasionally in the OT. One of
the greatest expressions of this thought is to be found in the in the poetry of the later
chapters of Isaiah, which speaks of a servant figure who has a mission to be a light to the
nations.
Our OT lesson from 2 Kings 5 gives us an account of how one particular non-Israelite was
affected when he experienced something of the power of Israel’s God.
This is a delightful passage, with some profound insights and some very human touches.
Naaman was the commander of the army of the king of Syria, which was Israel’s northern
neighbour and a traditional enemy of Israel.
We are told that he was “a great man with his master and in high favour, because by him
the LORD had given victory to Syria”, and we can assume that this even included victory
over Israel. Nevertheless, after telling us of his greatness and the respect which the king
showed him, the narrator adds the words, “but he was a leper”.

It is interesting that in Syria a leper might occupy such a position of importance, whereas in
Israel lepers tended to be shunned and kept apart from the rest of society. But important
though Naaman was, he was about to learn some lessons about the importance of humility,
and to realise how little control he had over his own well-being.
We are told that the Syrians on one of their raids had carried off “a little maid” from the
land of Israel, and that she waited on Naaman’s wife. The word translated “maid” referred
to a young woman, very likely a teenager, who acted as a servant to an older woman. The
addition of the word “little” must mean that she was hardly more than a child. She told her
mistress about Elisha, saying, “Would that my lord were with the prophet who is in Samaria!
He would cure him of his leprosy.”
So on the word of this young servant girl, the great army commander goes to the king, and
obtains a really enormous amount of gold and silver as well as fine clothing to take as a
present for the king of Israel as well as a letter instructing him to cure him of his leprosy.
And one can well understand the dismay and apprehension of the Israelite king, who rent
his clothes and said: “Am I God, to kill and to make alive, that this man sends word
to me to cure a man of his leprosy?”
Not surprisingly, he is convinced that the king of Syria is seeking a quarrel with him. But
when Elisha hears of this he sends to the king with the words, “Let him come now to me,
that he may know that there is a prophet in Israel.”
So Naaman goes with his great retinue of horses and chariots and halts at the door of the
house of the Israelite prophet, which we can assume to have been a rather humble abode.
This must have been quite a sight for the neighbours.
But Elisha does not even answer the door, but sends a messenger to give him the
instruction: “Go and wash in the Jordan seven times, and your flesh shall be restored, and
you shall be clean.” Very understandably Naaman is angry.
It seemed a great discourtesy that Elisha did not even greet the Syrian army commander in
person, let alone invite him into his house. Indeed this was the very least that he expected;
he had been sure that Elisha would do what one might expect a prophet to do, namely that
he would invoke the name of God and perform an act of healing.To add to the insult, Elisha
had instructed him to wash in the Jordan, even though Syria had some far superior rivers.
But in the end Naaman’s servants persuade him to do as Elisha had said, and he is cured of
this leprosy. Naaman is so delighted that he returns to Elisha, and declares, “Behold, I know
that there is no God in all the earth but in Israel” Naaman, as a foreigner, thus encountered
something of the God of Israel through an act of healing, and he came to realise that in the
person of Elisha there is indeed a prophet in Israel who delivers the word of God and does
the work of God
Healing was also to be part of the work of the seventy, whom Jesus sent out to proclaim the
nearness of God’s kingdom. For conquest of disease was an active demonstration of the
power of God and an assurance of the triumph of his good purposes. The mission of the
seventy was an urgent one.
Jesus sent them out at a time when his work had reached some maturity, and he had
already set his face towards Jerusalem for the last time. Their mission was urgent, because,
though few in number, they were being sent out to gather in an abundant harvest. Israel
was ripe for the sickle, and needed to be gathered into the garner of God’s kingdom while
the brief harvest season lasted.

Thus the seventy were told to carry no purse, no bag and no sandals; and to salute no one
on the road. Whenever they were received by a town they were to eat what was set before
them, to heal the sick and to declare: “The kingdom of God has come near to you.”
And whenever they were not received in a town they were to say: “Even the dust of your
town that clings to our feet, we wipe off against you; nevertheless know this, that the
kingdom of God has come near.” Finally, Jesus reminded them of the importance of their
work with the words: “He who hears you hears me, and he who rejects you rejects me, and
he who rejects me rejects him who sent me.”
The mission of the church in today’s world is an increasingly difficult one, as our society
becomes ever
more secular and indifferent or even hostile to the
Christian message
Who can say where these trends in our society will lead?
Yet Jesus’s words to the seventy have a great relevance to the church in every age, including
our own. For Jesus assures us that our preaching of the word of God will have one certain
outcome. And that is that it will bring near the kingdom of God.
For whenever the Gospel is faithfully proclaimed, whether it is accepted or rejected, the
kingdom of God has come near to those who have heard it preached.
And Jesus leaves us not only with this assurance, but also a vision of what is possible, and
even what is certain, with the triumph of God’s good purposes.
For when the seventy return and report their success to him, he exclaims: “I saw Satan fall
like lightning from heaven.”
What Jesus sees is nothing less than the defeat of the forces of darkness and evil, and the
establishment of God’s kingdom in all its fullness.
Fourth Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
16 June, 2013
A challenge to the idea that our lives are preordained and that we should worry that we
have made the 'wrong' choices and decisions. Some of our lives may have worked out as we
planned and hoped, for others,we are in a different place to where we hoped. However,
wherever we are, God is there working through us.
Hymns:
R&S 558 'Will you come and follow me,'
This hymn by John Bell and Graham Maule was published in the first volume of Wild Goose
Songs as 'The Summons.
The tune is a Scottish traditional melody now named
after a Glasgow public park
R&S 492 'Dear Lord and Father of mankind,'
The author, John Greenleaf Whittier, was an influential American Quaker poet and ardent
advocate of the abolition of slavery. He was strongly influenced by Robert Burns. The hymn
comes from the last verses of a longer poem. The music by Hubert Parry was adapted from
his oratorio Judith by GD Stocks Director of Music at Repton school.
R&S 531 'Lord of all hopefulness, Lord of all joy,'
'Jan Struther was the pen
name of Joyce Anstruther who created the character Mrs Miniver. She wrote a hymn that
can be used in almost any context specially for the tune 'Slane' - an old Irish folk
melody. Slane is a hill in Co. Meath
R&S 543 'Lead us, heavenly Father, lead us'. James Edmeston wrote this hymn for

the Children of the London Orphan Asylum. Despite concerns about the language
particularly the use of the word dreary it has been used unchanged.
The tune adapted from a chorale by Freidrich Filtz has been given the name Mannheim for
no very obvious reason.
Third sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
9 June, 2013
The imortance of sharing; how giving even the last of your posessions can result in greater
riches; the theme of widows and the importance of respecting older people - they can and
do give much to society.
Hymns:
Sermon:
Sermon: The Widow
How many widows are there in this congregation?
Scottish Widows are, of course, heavily cloaked in black and lightly veiled
as well as being tragically young and amazingly glamorous - as in the insurance
advertisements. Scottish Widows Fund and Life Assurance Society was founded in 1815.
Three years earlier prominent Scotsmen had gathered in the Royal Exchange Coffee Rooms
in Edinburgh to discuss setting up " a general fund for securing provisions to widows, sisters
and other female relatives" of fundholders so that they would not be plunged into poverty
on the death of their menfolk. They were simply finding a new way of living out the
injunction found in Deuteronomy and the prophets to care for widows and orphans.
There are at least 67 references to widows in the Bible – mostly in the Old Testament. A
widow who had no children was allowed to marry her husband's brother or other close
male relative, in the hope of perpetuating the family name. The marriage of Ruth and Boaz
is a slight twist on this.
If no second marriage took place, the widow's plight was most precarious.
She might be at the mercy of her own or her husband's families, depriving her of her rightful
inheritance. If she had young children to look after, and no source of income, they might
soon become destitute, relying on begging and handouts. Does this sound familiar? – single
mothers today may be in a similar plight In Afghanistan, widowed women are often
debarred from earning a living by teaching or nursing as these tasks are seen as too "public"
and "unwomanly" in a culture where the woman's place is in the home.
Let's look at the Old Testament story.
There has been a drought for over 3 years. Elijah has been, at God's direction, by the brook
Kerith, a source of drinking water. The ravens have scavenged food for him. But now the
brook has dried up. God tells Elijah to make his way over the border to Sidon, to the village
of Zarephath,
where a widow will give him bed and breakfast! ( Widows are often good at B&B – I
sometimes stayed with with one in Coventry who had 2 guest rooms enabling her to earn a
modest income and stay on in her home after her husband's death.)
As he enters the village Elijah sees a woman, identifiably a widow, from her dress, gathering
kindling. He asks for a cup of water, in the tradition of the patriarchs encountering woen at
wells – as did Jesus. As she turns to fetch it he asks for bread as well. She hasn't got any –
only meagre ingredients for one last meal. Notice the challenge that Elijah throws out.
Make a breadcake for me first, and then something for yourself and your son. It would be

normal practice to prepare food for a visitor and serve it, only later getting something for
yourself. e.g. Circuit Rally in Nanyuki where the men and me as an honorary male were fed
first and the women afterwards. But is this pointing to a deeper truth.... Seek first the
kingdom of God and his righteousness and all these things will be added to you ?
He holds out the assurance of God's continued provision of sustenance if she puts God (or
his representative in the stranger) first and herself and her son second. And it works!
A story is told of Samuel Wesley ( the father of John and Charles). When he was a student at
Oxford he had very little money, and earned some by doing menial tasks for the better off
undergraduates. He was down to his last shilling when he encountered a young lad in rags,
sleeping under a hedge, completely destitute. Samuel gave him the shilling so that he could
get food and even temporary shelter. When he got back to his rooms, Samuel found that he
had been sent a guinea in payment for some verses he had penned.
But those who trust in God are not guaranteed immunity from trouble. Going back to the
Elijah story, the boy – who had no doubt been undernourished for months – fell ill and was
on the point of death. The very young and the very old are always the most susceptible to
fatal illness.
In her desperation, the widow blames Elijah for coming into her life and drawing her to his
God's attention .Instead of saying, as we might, "what have I done to deserve this
calamity?" she assumes that her son's death is God's retribution for her past sin
(unspecified). Elijah doesn't embark on a theological discussion about the relationship of sin
and illness, but simply says " Give me your son!" He then carries the lifeless body up to his
own chamber on the roof, places it on his own bed and does what sounds very like modern
techniques of artificial respiration including pressure on the boy's chest and mouth to
mouth resuscitation. Simultaneously with the physical action, Elijah is praying with all his
might for God's life-restoring power to operate.
Isn't that what we still need – appropriate emergency care + prayer?
It works : the boy revives and Elijah takes him downstairs restoring him to his mother's
care.(The gospel account of the healing of Jairus' daughter has many echoes of this story).
Note the reaction of the widow of Zarephath "Now I know that you are a man of God and
that the word from your mouth is the truth."
Note too the comparable reaction of the people of Nain to Jesus' miracle.
"They were all filled with awe and praised God. A great prophet has appeared among us.
God has come to help his people!"
It's no wonder that many of his contemporaries thought Jesus was a reincarnation of Elijah –
with his capacity to feed the crowds , to heal the sick, to raise the dead and to challenge the
powers that be and uphold the cause of the poor and marginalised.
Many of you are involved in a healing ministry. Some of you are involved in feeding the
needy through the Broomhall Breakfast. We are all committed to working with older people
– many of them widows – in our community. But widows are not just a category deserving
pity and handouts. Anna who recognised the infant Jesus in the temple was a childless
widow who had dedicated her life to God. Jesus told a story about a widow who pestered
the judge to give her justice and won it by wearing him down! Widows can and do
contribute greatly to society and need to be encouraged to do so. Anyone who is poor or
old is perceived as "problem" today. As a Rotherham pensioner exclaimed angrily the other
day "I'm not a problem, I'm a human being!"
Let us rejoice in our common humanity and in our cultural differences.
Let us refuse to write off anyone as unworthy of our respect.

Let us recognise that every human being is created in God's image and is held in God's
saving love.
Jenny Carpenter
St. Andrew's URC, Sheffield
9 June 2013
Second Sunday after Pentecost
Service Date:
2 June, 2013
The theme of the service is 'Trust', illustrated in two readings - Elijah establishing the
authority of God and the centurion who trusted that Jesus would heal his son without even
seeing him.
Hymns:
39 All creatures of our God and King" is a metrical version by WH Draper of St Francis's
prayer of praise written in 1225 when he was 'in extreme ill health'. Francis
recovered!
The 17th century German tune was originally used for an Easter hymn.
413 "What a friend we have in Jesus
Ira Sankey tells how Joseph Scriven, an Irishman who emigrated to Canada, wrote this hymn
to comfort his mother 'in a time of special sorrow'.
The extreme simplicity of CC Converse's harmony is typical of the American gospel songs of
the period.
496 "Fight the good fight"
JSB Monsell's hymn's simple structure and direct language and clear instructions have made
it memorable.
The tune 'Duke Street' is attributed to John Hatton of Duke Street in St Helens, Lancashire.
518" Father, I place into your hands the things that I can't do."
Jenny Hewer's hymn, copyright 1975, first appeared in Mission Praise in 1985. 'It is a prayer
from a real experience of trouble leading to trust'.
740 "Tell out my soul, the greatness of the Lord"
Next to the 'Gloria in Excelsis', the Magnificat is probably the best-known of the New
Testament canticles. In 1961 Timothy Dudley-Smith while reading a review copy of the New
English Bible realised that the version of Luke 1: 46 would form the first line of a metrical
poem and 'speedily wrote the rest'. The tune 'Woodlands' was composed in 1916 for 'Lift up
your hearts' by Walter Greatorex for Gresham's School where he was director of music.
Sermon:
Sermon.
God be in my head and, in my understanding;
God be in my mouth, and in my speaking;
God be in our hearts, and in our reflecting. Amen.
The Bible is full of stories in which individual people are caught up and often we concentrate
on the big story and do not look at the person. Elijah was God’s prophet in the years when
the people of Israel slid backwards into worshipping the Canaanite fertility god of storm and
rain, Baal. Why? Because a nasty piece of work called Jezebel had married King Ahab and
from her position as queen she promoted the worship of Baal. If the people were ever to
turn round, repent, and worship Yahweh again there had to be a show down.

Elijah. Eli & Jah – Eli, remember Jesus’ words from the cross, ‘Eli, Eli, lema
sabachthani.’ My God, my God why have you abandoned me?’ Eli – My God, and Jah
shorthand for Yahweh, so Elijah means ‘My God is Yahweh’, My God is the Lord. What a
name for a prophet! Well Elijah has a passionate concern for his people and a strong
dedication to the service of God. But as the story shows us faith was not always
strong. Elijah knows that he must call his people back to worshiping the one true God,
Yahweh. To do this he must challenge the people so that they have to make a choice and
stand by God and give up worshipping of Baal. So he calls on King Ahab to summon the
people together at Mount Carmel to learn who is ‘The one true God’.
There follows the trial of the altars in which the 450 prophets of Baal call for him to send
down fire to consume the offering on the altar without success. Then Elijah asks God to
show the people that he is the God of Israel and vindicate Elijah as his one true servant and
God strikes the altar and burns it up, the young bull, the wood, the stones of the altar, the
dust around and even the water in the ditch. Such a dramatic event leaves the people with
no choice, they turn to God, “The Lord – he is God! Yes the Lord is God!” they cry
out. Remember our opening Hymn, ‘All creatures of our God and King lift up your voice and
with us sing Alleluia! Praise to the Lord. Elijah has stood by God and been vindicated but he
takes a terrible revenge on the prophets of Baal. Imagine what a strain that encounter must
have been on him. He must have been emotionally and physically wabbit.
There must have been a reaction to such intense strain. And he had not dealt with the
person who sponsored these prophets of Baal, Jezebel, Ahab’s wife. When she hears what
has happened she vows vengeance on Elijah and his courage fails him and goes south into
the desert of Sinai and hides in a cave in the mountain. There God meets him in the ‘Still
small voice, the whisper that can barely be heard! There, God feeds him and gives him the
assurance that Jezebel’s days are numbered He will anoint a new King Hazael and God
would provide Elisha as a successor for Elijah. That must have lifted Elijah’s spirits as
nothing else could. He must have shouted out his praises to God for what he had
experienced and for the assurance that God’s work would go on.
Have you ever been faced with an occasion where you had to stand up the right? Were you
drained emotionally and physically by it? Did you need to be strengthened and guided
afterwards and be shown what to do next?
There are times when we have to stand up for what we believe is right and it is never
easy. It can cost us. It may leave us feeling vulnerable and we need to regroup, be given
strength to go on.
Think now about the Roman officer, a Centurion. He is an important man commanding
troops in a hostile country but sticking to his task of maintaining order among recalcitrant
people. He is part of a well structured army in which you promptly obeyed orders from your
superiors and you in turn issued crisp, clear orders to those under you expecting them to be
carried out immediately and unquestioningly. He is a man drilled in discipline yet he has an
interest in the welfare of his staff and when a slave falls ill he tries to get him medical
attention and finally he decides to ask Jesus for help. Rather than go himself he seeks the
help of Leaders in the community to go and ask Jesus if he will come and heal the
slave. They agree and set off to find Jesus and speak to him. Why? They know that this
powerful stranger has taken the trouble to try and understand their faith and has even
further by dipped into his pocket to pay for the building of a Synagogue for the town in
which his cohort is garrisoned. They set out to find Jesus.

But the Centurion has second thoughts. He knows he commands unquestioning obedience
from his soldiers and slaves. He has just to give an order and it will be carried out.
Now he has heard that evil spirits obey this Jesus, so clearly he has authority. If that is so,
could it not follow that if Jesus were to give an order, even one to heal his slave, it will be
obeyed? Why did he not think of that in the first place! He does not have to have Jesus
come to see his slave in person for healing to happen! All that Jesus has to do is give the
command and it will be obeyed! His slave will be healed!
Almost impulsively the centurion sends out others to catch up with the dignitaries he had
already sent out to meet Jesus before Jesus has travelled too far. When they meet Jesus,
they explain to him what he Centurion has just realised about Jesus’ power and
authority. Then they ask him to simply ‘Give the word’ so that the slave will be well again.
This is when Jesus expresses his amazement in the words, ‘I tell you, I have not seen faith
like this in all Israel!’
Jesus rejoices. But imagine the joy when the officer finds out that his slave has indeed been
healed. Thank you Jesus! I am sure he must have said thank you to Jesus directly or
indirectly.
Have you ever made a plan of action and then had second thoughts, looked at a problem in
a different way, seen another way of approaching it, and been surprised even overjoyed by
the outcome. Have you ever been brought up short by an unexpected insight from
someone else? Did it gladden your heart?
Take time to look at the characters in the Bible and be surprised by the insights you can get.
That is yet another way of learning, seeing and understanding our selves better through
looking at and understanding others. Amen.
God's playground - Trinity Sunday
Service Date:
26 May, 2013
The world is God's playground. He created it in wisdom and it is ours to enjoy and rejoice in.
But we are in danger of destroying it through our exploitation, greed and selfishness.The
resources of the world are not shared fairly. However, there is hope. God gave his son to
mend a damaged world. The damage and repair to Salvador Dali's great painting of the
crucified Christ, but without nails or crown of thorns, looking down on the world from his
cross, can be seen as a metaphor for this amazing reconciliation.
Hymns:
R&S 34 Heber’s hymn for Trinity Sunday was one of his ‘Hymns Written and Adapted to the
Weekly Church Service of the Year’ and published by his widow after his death. The tune
“Nicaea’ by Dykes is the name of the town (now Iznik, Turkey) where in AD 325 a Council of
300 bishops affirmed the doctrine of theTrinity.
R&S 117 Although described as a Russian hymn, the primary source for it is a hymn by the
Swedish writer Carl Boberg (1856-1940). Stuart Hine’s version appears to have come from
the Russian translation he heard while in the Ukraine. The fourth verse added in 1948
referring to ‘going home’, was prompted by refugees from Nazi Germany able to return to
Germany.
R&S 301 This is one of the ‘’Hymns of the Spirit’ which Longfellow published jointly with
Samuel Johnson in 1864. It was subsequently included in the posthumous collection of his
verses ‘Prayer for Inspiration’ authorised by Alice Longfellow in 1897.
R&S 33 This hymn sets out to celebrate the threefold nature of God. It was written in 1985

and is included in ‘The Hymn Texts of Alan Gaunt’.
Sermon:
Proverbs 8.1-4, 22-31 (REB); John 16.12-15 and Romans 5.1-5.
“Every summer we get to build God’s playground.” That is how one person describes
Greenbelt in this month’s edition of Reform, the monthly magazine of the United Reformed
Church. For three days in August, around 20,000 men, women and children pitch tents and
caravans on the green grass of Cheltenham race-course for a huge Christian festival. They
sing, they dance, they think, they worship. Greenbelt is dynamic and creative, politically
and culturally engaged. And though if it rains, the bright green grass is quickly churned into
thick, black mud, most people seem to take that in their stride.
The idea of building God’s playground is firmly rooted in the Bible. And it is particularly well
expressed in the verses from Proverbs. Here we have a picture of God shaping up the
world. He is doing it with wisdom. Wisdom is personified and the personification is
stunning. God’s wisdom is conjured up, not as we might imagine, as a grey-bearded old
man nodding over dusty tomes in a dark library, but as a dynamic young woman, standing
on the heights, at the cross-roads, at the gates of the town, blithely engaging all living
people with talk about God. She knows what she is talking about. After all, she was there
after all when God brought forth the seas and shaped the mountains. As a little child, she
was God’s darling and delight, playing over the world. The whole world is her play-ground
and she takes delight in human beings.
Now you might well be thinking that this is a long way away from scientific accounts of the
creation of the world. There is no reference here to the “God particle” or the Big Bang and
we would be wrong to expect anything of the sort. For this passage is not a scientific
treatise. It is an exquisite poem. It captures our imagination as all good poetry does and it
helps us begin to grasp what life is about.
Most importantly, Wisdom encourages us to enjoy God’s world. Through playing,
celebrating, enjoying the world God made in his wisdom, we too will delight and joy in
God. That is the first thing we need to remember.
But as we do, we are also aware that this delight in God and his world can go horribly
wrong. When we regard it as our right to dominate God’s creation, what happens
then? The answer is all too obvious. The whole delicate web of life is at risk through our
arrogance and greed; we are steadily destroying ourselves and our world. When did you
last see a red squirrel, a hedgehog, a high brown fritillary with its delicate colours? These
and many more species are in dramatic decline. A recent report spoke of 1 in 10 species
facing extinction. The human race itself could be in danger. It is a wake-up call. The mutual
dependency of human beings upon one another is also threatened by greed, heedlessness
and thirst for power. The refugees from carnage who stream into camps in neighbouring
countries are as much the effect of some-one’s wickedness as the collapse of a factory
which the land-lord had neglected to repair. One can’t help noticing how the gap between
rich and poor is inexorably increasing; while multinational companies exploit legal
loopholes to evade tax, millions of people are forced to live in destitution. In Britain,
according to a book published last week, one in ten people could be categorised as
millionaires; while over 290,000 people in crisis are being supported by food banks. For
many, these are desperate times.

Rather than playing over the world and rejoicing in it, have we not been sleep-walking
blindly through the world, wreaking havoc as we go? If this is a playground, it is vandalised
and rusting away.
But just think! there is good news! just as we are at our most despondent, we do need to
remember that. God has found a way to deal with the sin and suffering of our world. He
gave his wisdom to us. He gave his wisdom to live among us as one of us. For the wisdom of
God became flesh, was born a human being just like us. In every birth, the baby cries; but
in that child’s cry and in its consummation cried on Calvary, there sounds in human flesh
the full reality of God. The wisdom of God for Christians is seen in Jesus Christ, Son of
God. Jesus was a good man. He lived, taught, healed, suffered atrociously and still only in
his early 30s, died a horrible death. But that is not the end of the story. The heart of the
gospel is the Easter message of the risen Christ. Through the creative wisdom of God, the
power of death was overcome and pain and suffering turned into joy.
How this happened is a mystery – yet we know it to be true. This truth can be grasped more
easily in works of imagination than it can be described in words. Let me turn for illustration
to one of the most astonishing paintings of 20th century: the Christ of St John of the Cross
by Salvador Dali. He tells how he was inspired by a dream. “In 1950 he said, I had a ‘cosmic
dream’ in which I saw this image in colour and which in my dream represented the nucleus
of the atom. This much later, took on a metaphysical sense; I considered it the very unity of
the universe, the Christ.” Christ in a darkened sky, is depicted hovering over the water, far
below, a fisherman is at work. Christ’s arms are outstretched, his head bent; no nails, no
blood, no crown of thorns. We look down upon him from above; we are invited to see him
and below him, the earth , with the eyes of God. The beauty, the power of the painting,
takes your breath away. It has excited both argument and admiration.
If you go to see it today at Kelvingrove Art Gallery, Glasgow, you may, if you know where to
look, see an L-shaped scar. Around 50 years ago, the painting was slashed and ripped by a
man with a knife who could not bear so much beauty. Thanks to the painstaking work of
restorers the creative beauty of this painting was restored; restored, and even
enriched. For Dali’s vision of the unity of the world is given added resonance by the skilful
repair of the slashed canvas. We apprehend all the more vividly the reconciliation of a
marred world to God in Christ.
God gave his wisdom to us in Christ. That is good news indeed. But how can we know
God’s wisdom today? The question was of vital importance to the early followers of
Christ, gathered in churches, many of them suffering for their faith. Paul gives an answer
to the Christians at Rome which applies equally to ourselves today. “God’s love has been
poured into our hearts, he writes, through the Holy Spirit that has been given to
us”. Through the Holy Spirit, God delights all things to life, he breathes the dead bones
dancing, he makes flowers bloom in the desert. The Holy Spirit seizes our lives, makes
them playgrounds, places where the wind of God blows. The Holy Spirit brings Jesus alive in
our hearts and lives. Jesus in whom all things are held together and reconciled. And a new
transformed world comes into being.
To believe in God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit is to believe nothing less than that God is
given for our life and the life of the world. And we are blessed. In a world where it is
possible to be at cross-purposes with God, we have peace with God through Jesus
Christ. Peace and hope, hope that is not dampened down by the troubles of our lives, nor
the anguish of our world, but bright hope for the future nurtured by God’s love.
So let us rejoice.

Seventh Sunday in Easter
Service Date:
12 May, 2013
Leading worship this morning was the Revd Robert Beard.
A bible with a bit cut out? This morning's lectionary includes select passages from the final
chapter of Revelation. The omissions excise the exclusion from the kingdom of 'dogs and
murderers' (Rev 22:15) and include a stern warning about taking words away from 'this
prophecy' (Rev 22:18).
From the example of a known murderer, converted and ordained, to the policies of a
Christian arts charity regarding magic in its premises, Revd Beard encouraged us to take
seriously the fullness of Revelation 22.
Hymns:
R&S 378 Awake, my soul, and with the sun. This Morning Hymn -- accidentally appropriate
for the half marathon (...they daily stage of duty run) -- was one of three hymns written for
use at Winchester College by Thomas Ken who was a Fellow there from 1666. The tune was
composed at the request of the Rev. Jacob Duché for the House of Refuge for Female
Orphans 1785.
R&S 663 Love divine, all loves excelling. One of the best known of Charles Wesley's
hymns. It was included in his 1747 collection Hymns for those that seek and those that have
Redemption in the Blood of Jesus Christ. The tune Hyfrodol was written by RH Pritchard
when he was 20. It was later harmonised by Vaughan Williams.
Anthem: Ascension Carol: 'Now Christ our Lord is King'.
R&S 474 Brother, Sister, let me serve you. Written by a New Zealander, Richard GIllard. It
was first recorded by the New Zealand-based organisation 'Scripture in Song' in 1978. The
concept of 'Christian as servant' is central to the understanding of life lived in imitation of
Christ.
R&S 660 Hark what a sound, and too divine for hearing. The words come from a poem 'St
Paul' by Frederic Myers entered (unsuccessfully) for a poetry prize at Cambridge while he
was still a student and was published in 1867 when he was 24. It was included as a hymn
in The Fellowship Hymnbook in 1909.
Sermon:
Who's missing?
[Readings: Acts 16:16-34 (Paul and Silas imprisoned and their jailer converted), Revelation
22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21 (I am the Alpha and the Omega... the Root and the descendant of
David... Come), Psalm 97, John 17:20-26.]
Jim Hawkins is in trouble. Having successfully beached the Hispaniola in one of Treasure
Island’s inlets and killed the pirate gunner Israel Hands, so that he alone knows where find
the ship, Jim returns to the blockhouse with the intention of informing his friends Squire
Trelawney, Dr Livesey and Captain Smollett. As he approaches, however, he is perplexed to
find no sentry on duty. Stumbling inside in the darkness he is greeted by a shrill cry of
“Pieces of eight! Pieces of eight!” from Long John Silver’s parrot, Captain Flint. The
mutineers have taken control of the stockade. They are not, however, a happy crew,
accusing Silver of bungling their quest for treasure; and so they hold a private council at
which they pass a vote of no confidence in Silver’s leadership. They then present him with a
small soot-marked piece of paper.

The sea-cook looked at what had been given him.
‘The black spot! I thought so,’ he observed. ‘Where might you have got the paper? Why,
hillo! look here, now: this ain’t lucky! You’ve gone and cut this out of a Bible. What fool’s cut
a Bible?’
‘Ah, there!’ said Morgan – ‘there! Wot did I say? No good’ll come o’ that, I said.’
‘Well, you’ve about fixed it among you,’ continued Silver. ‘You’ll all swing now, I reckon.
What soft-headed lubber had a Bible?’
‘It was Dick,’ said one.
‘Dick, was it? Then Dick can get to his prayers,’ said Silver. ‘He’s seen his slice of luck, has
Dick, and you may lay to that.’
After that exchange, it comes as no surprise to the reader that Long John Silver is not easily
deposed and the old buccaneer successfully argues his case.
‘And now, shipmates, this black spot? ’Tain’t much good now, is it? Dick’s crossed his luck
and spoiled his Bible, and that’s about all.’
‘It’ll do to kiss the book on still, won’t it?’ growled Dick, who was evidently uneasy at the
curse he had brought upon himself.
‘A Bible with a bit cut out!’ returned Silver derisively. ‘Not it. It don’t bind no more ’n a ballad
book.’
‘Don’t it though?’ cried Dick, with a sort of joy. ‘Well, I reckon that’s a worth having, too.’
‘Here, Jim – here’s a cur’osity for you,’ said Silver; and he tossed me the paper.
It was a round about the size of a crown piece. One side was blank, for it has been the last
leaf; the other contained a verse or two of Revelation – these words among the rest, which
struck sharply home upon my mind: ‘Without are dogs and murderers.’
‘Without’ – or as we would say now, ‘outside’ – ‘are dogs and murderers.’
Where – where, exactly – does that text come from? In many editions of the Bible, it would
indeed be found on the very last page of the Book of Revelation, in the passage we heard
read to us a few minutes ago. But although we heard verses 14 and 16, we didn’t hear that
verse, verse 15, because the compilers of the Revised Common Lectionary, in what they
presumably thought of as their wisdom, chose to omit it.
Like Long John Silver, I’m not comfortable with cutting bits out of the Bible, so here are
those three verses in full:
14 Blessed are those who wash their robes, so that they will have the right to the tree of life
and may enter the city by the gates.
15 Outside are the dogs and sorcerers and fornicators and murderers, and everyone who
loves and practises falsehood.
16 ‘It is I, Jesus, who sent my angel to you with this testimony for the churches. I am the root
and the descendent of David, the bright morning star.’
Now that we know, if we weren’t already aware, that those words have been excised from
this morning’s reading, what message does that fact convey to us? Not only does the text
describe the exclusion from the heavenly city of “dogs and sorcerers and fornicators and
murderers, and everyone who loves and practises falsehood”, but our lectionary compliers
would have all reference to them omitted from the Bible reading. Why?

Well, to be honest, I don’t know, not having been privy to the deliberations of the
committee. But here are my thoughts on possible answers to that question, and of course
you may well have your own.
First, I hope modern Christians would choose never to describe wicked people as “dogs”. I
trust that this is because we wish to avoid dehumanising our fellow sinners, although in
British society I fear it’s equally likely to be because we wish to avoid insulting dogs.
Secondly, the vocabulary of “dogs and sorcerers and fornicators and murderers” may be
considered profoundly distasteful and unsuitable for Church use. Yes, the lectionary
committee is as aware as we are that fornication and murder and sorcery are all too
common in the world outside our Church walls, but perhaps its members don’t want us
being confronted with these horrors while we’re singing about God’s redemptive love and
the beauty of Christian faith. [BUZZ!] Fail! Fornication and murder and sorcery are real, and
if our reading of Scripture doesn’t lead us confront them head-on, inside the Church as well
as outside it, then what use is singing about redemptive love and beauty?
Just this week, we have heard allegations that the Rt Revd David Hope, while Archbishop of
York, "acted negligently" in not referring sexual abuse complaints against a Church of
England minister to the police, allegations that he has “strenuously denied” . But even
without this latest news, we know from earlier media accounts that some ministers of the
Christian Church, both lay and ordained, have been implicated in terrible crimes against
children and vulnerable adults, destroying innocence and violating the sanctity of many of
our sisters and brothers: this, to say nothing of the unending tally of abuse outside the
Church, ranging from domestic violence to the use of rape as a weapon of war.
The sexual abuse of children and vulnerable adults often results in the effective destruction
of their lives, leaving them physically and emotionally damaged, not only by the trauma of
physical violation, but very often by a concomitant betrayal of trust in someone previously
thought to be a loving and caring spouse, partner, friend, teacher or leader. Victims may
find themselves unable to have children or to form proper emotional and physical
relationships, aspects of human life that many of us are often in danger of taking for
granted.
And while on this topic, what view do we take of what we might call “ordinary” fornication:
that is, extra-marital sex? I’m guessing there’s a range of opinion represented in this
congregation, but is it an issue about which we think carefully, before reaching a conclusion
that enables us to address real-life situations in our society and even in our own families, or
one we try to ignore, wishing it would just go away and agonising because we know it
won’t?
It is true that victims of physical and sexual violation are sometimes able to recover from
their trauma to a greater or lesser degree, but no one should ever have to start that terrible
journey, and those who do should be given every possible support.
Victims of murder, however, are denied even that chance and hope. They are put forever
beyond the reach of the opportunities that human life and love offer. It is fundamental to
Christian belief that human life is a share of the divine life; remember the stories of God
breathing into Adam the breath of life, and Jesus breathing the Holy Spirit upon his
disciples. Life is sacred and belongs to God, and to kill is not only a crime in most
circumstances but also a blasphemy. Even in those circumstances where the taking of life is
not a criminal offence under human law – war and judicial execution – it remains at best the
sign of our corporate and individual failure to reconcile our differences and order our lives
aright.

I was at university with a murderer. He died in 2005, and so I’m not putting him at risk by
telling you this. Some of you may even be familiar with his story . In 1969, at the age of 24,
he killed his mother in a very brutal manner. He was convicted and served nine years of a
life sentence before being released on parole. During his time in prison, he experienced a
conversion and sought ordination as a minister in the Church of Scotland. He and I began
our Divinity degrees together at the University of St Andrews in 1980; he was licensed In
1984 and appointed as a minister in 1986. He remained a controversial figure in the Kirk
until his death in 2005. In the light of his story, I invite you to ponder again the words of
Revelation on the exclusion of murderers from the tree of life and the holy city.
As for sorcery, well, one of the many hats I wear is that of a Trustee of a local Christian
charity. We own a large property in the city centre which includes a theatre. At a recent
meeting in which we were discussing the terms and conditions for hirers of the premises,
one of my fellow Trustees commented, "We don't want any witchcraft". I was struck by this
because there is a wide range of literature, either written specifically or adaptable for the
stage, that deals with witchcraft, magic and the supernatural in a wide variety of forms. This
includes
• classics such as William Shakespeare's Macbeth, A Midsummer Night's
Dream and The Tempest
• contemporaneous Jacobean dramas such as Sophonisba and The Witch of Edmonton
• Victorian offerings such as J. M. Barrie's Peter Pan, Bram Stoker's Dracula and
Charles Dickens' A Christmas Carol
• 20th century classics such as Richardson & Berney's Dark of the Moon, Arthur
Miller's The Crucible and Susan Hill's The Woman in Black
• musical theatre such as The Wizard of Oz and Sondheim & Lapine's Into the Woods
• recent literature such as Susan Cooper's The Dark is Rising sequence and J. K.
Rowling's Harry Potter series
I am therefore encouraging the Trustees to think through in more detail the criteria by
which we assess the propriety of producing or hosting productions that deal with magic and
the supernatural.
More seriously, and whether we believe in magic or not, it’s a fact that within the last
decade there have been no fewer than 83 cases of children in Greater London being abused,
following their supposed identification as witches or allegations that they were possessed
by evil spirits . I suggest that their suffering is also considered in the light of my thoughts on
fornication and murder.
Finally, returning to the text of this morning’s reading, here’s another verse that we didn’t
hear, verse 18:
I warn everyone who hears the words of this book: if anyone adds to them, God will add to
that person the plagues described in this book; if anyone takes away from the words of the
book of this prophecy, God will take away that person’s share in the tree of life and in the
holy city, which are described in this book.
As I said, I don’t know what was in the minds of the lectionary committee when they
decided to leave verse 15 out of today’s reading, but if we fail to confront the
dehumanisation, sexual abuse, murder and sorcery both within and without the Church,
then I suggest we also give up our right to any share in the tree of life and the holy city,
whether in this world or in the next.

Salvation, however, whether in this world or in the next, is not about asserting our rights.
God is the grace and mercy upon whose incarnation we continually rely so that our lives
may be healed, our sins forgiven and our relationships restored. In response, we are called
to bring divine healing, forgiveness and reconciliation to the victims of fornication, murder
and sorcery; and – one final challenge – to the fornicators, murderers and sorcerers
themselves.
[Preacher: Revd Robert Beard B.D.]
Literary quotations are taken from Robert Louis Stevenson's novel, Treasure Island, first
published in 1883, under the full title: Treasure Island or, the mutiny of the Hispaniola.
Sixth Sunday in Easter
Service Date:
5 May, 2013
Canon Mike West led our worship, preaching on “Love, Faith and Sydney Carton”--and
began by quoting the closing words of Charles Dickens' A Tale of Two Cities:
It is a far better thing that I do, than I have ever done;
It is a far far better rest that I go to than I have ever known
Hymns:
(Information not available.)
Sermon:
You will have heard those words before, I'm sure. This is the climax of Dickens' A Tale of
Two Citiesand the words are spoken by Sydney Carton. What is happening? Carton is going
to the guillotine during the period of the French Revolution they called the Terror.
I have given this sermon the title of “Love, Faith and Sydney Carton”. I don’t usually but I
know you are accustomed to thought provoking sermons so I thought I ought to try!
During the Dickens Bicentenary celebrations I wondered aloud about the relative lack of
references in his books to organised religion apart from poking fun at a few Vicars; not
much about his characters religious practice; and yet on all sides his readers were more
attached to religion that ever before or since. But all that does not mean that he has
nothing to teach us about Love and Faith.
I read A Tale of Two Cities for the first time while on holiday in March, and surprised to find
how little of the story I had known before. So a very short summary for those like me who
don’t know it off by heart:
A Tale of Two Cities begins with a Dr Manette who was imprisoned for 18 years in the
Bastille under Louis XVI for treating a peasant wounded by an aristocrat
Evremonde. Evremonde’s nephew Charles Darnay appalled by Manette’s treatment,
secures Manette’s release and they move to England. Darnay renounces his French title,
teaches French but is accused of being a French spy but found not guilty. More of the trial
in a moment. He marries Manette’s daughter Lucie. He gets news that his home village
postmaster Gabelle has been accused of being too close to the old nobility at the height of
the Terror, when thousands are being guillotined. Darnay goes to Paris to seek the release
of postmaster, where he is arrested by the revolutionaries, recognised and condemned to
death
So where does Sydney Carton come in?

We first meet him during Darnay’s trial in London. He is the assistant to Darnay’s barrister
and often works all night preparing the Leading Counsel Stryver’s papers for the next case, a
process which is fuelled by prodigious quantities of wine,
this one man sat leaning back, with his torn gown half off him, his untidy wig put on just as it
happened to light on his head after its removal, his hands in his pockets, and his eyes on the
ceiling as they had been all day. Something especially reckless in his demeanour, not only
gave him a disreputable look, but so diminished the strong resemblance he undoubtedly
bore to the prisoner (which his momentary earnestness, when they were compared together,
had strengthened), that many of the lookers-on, taking note of him now, said to one another
they would hardly have thought the two were so alike.
Carton who smelled of port wine and did not appear to be quite sober... (p. 97)
We learn that he hates himself, and for good reason. In a tavern he catches a sight of
himself in a mirror and addresses his image “Come on have it out in plain words, you hate
the fellow”, “I am a disappointed drudge, sir. I care for no man on earth, and no man on
earth cares for me”. He resorted to his pint of wine for consolation, drank it all in a few
minutes, and fell asleep on his arms, with his hair straggling over the table” (p.106-107)
Because of his role in Darnay’s trial Carton is a frequent visitor to Dr Manette’s house
He is alarmed when his boss Stryver announces that he plans to propose to Manette’s
daughter Lucie. Carton knows he has no chance with her, but is appalled by the thought of
Stryver, who is no nicer that Carton, marrying Lucie. And so he goes to see her – she
observed a change in his face:
‘I fear you are not well, Mr Carton’ ‘No. But the life I lead is not conducive to health. What is
expected of, or by, such profligates?’ ‘Is it not a pity to live no better life?’ ‘God knows it is a
shame!’ ‘Then why not change it ---- can I not recall you to a better course?’ ‘Miss Manette --since I knew you I have been troubled by a remorse that I thought would never reproach
me again --- I have had unformed ideas of striving afresh, beginning anew, shaking off sloth
and sensuality and fighting out the abandoned fight. A dream, all a dream, that ends in
nothing, but I wish you to know that you inspired it.’ (p.174 & 176)
What has happened here? He has recognised in her values, a warm humanity, which he has
lost, and by which he is judged. He repents of his life, his mistakes, the dissipation of his
talents. She, though wary at first responds not by condemnation but by affirmation.
Would you agree that she forgives him? Not for any sin against her, but against himself and
the values he has trashed. Sin is the breaking of relationships, the absence of love and the
denial of justice – as our Anglican service book now puts it: Is this not, If you forgive the sins
of any they are forgiven, If you retain the sins of any they are retained -- Jesus’ definition of
the task of the church in the Upper Room on that first Easter? (John 20:23)
Lucie accepts Carton as he is, not overlooking what he is and what he has done (to himself),
but taking a wider view of Carton into consideration than just his sins (using Christian
shorthand). And forgiveness brings freedom – for him a freedom to act out of love rather
than self interest. And so he promises her
“I would embrace any sacrifice for you and for those dear to you” (p.178).
That is Love in action; showing forgiveness.

So back to the story. Darnay marries Lucie and they are very happy together. But he gets
news that Gabelle the postmaster his home village has been accused of being too close to
the old nobility. At the height of the Terror, when thousands are being guillotined Darnay
goes to Paris to seek the release of postmaster, which he achieves but in the process his real
name is revealed, so he is arrested by the revolutionaries, recognised and condemned to
death.
Carton follows him to Paris and begins to plot Lucie’s husband Darnay’s escape from
prison. He befriends the guards to gain access as a visitor, and procures strong sleeping
drugs to forward his plan. But does he have the courage, the motivation to do this, knowing
that if found out he too will end up on the guillotine?
We will remember Jesus tells his disciples “No one has greater love than this to lay down
one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:13).
Now we learn something new about Carton: “The solemn words which had been read at his
father’s grave, arose in his mind as he went down the dark streets, among the heavy
shadows, with the moon and the clouds sailing on high above him. 'I am the resurrection
and the life, saith the Lord: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live:
and whosoever liveth and believeth in me, shall never die' ” (p.348); words often used at
the beginning of a funeral service.
And he begins to behave differently. Returning from the chemist with the drugs he passes a
theatre. Where there was a little girl with her mother, looking for a way to cross the street
through the mud. He carried the child over, and before a timid arm was loosed from his
neck asked her for a kiss.
Forgiveness, a fresh start, repentance that is turning in the right direction is not enough –
there has to be movement in that direction – the journey of faith. Forgiveness has unlocked
Carton’s old beliefs and now he moves forward with purpose. He gains access to the prison;
to Darnay’s cell where he exchanges clothes with Darnay--did you remember that he is the
spitting image of Darnay? Darnay escapes, meets his wife and father in law and they flee
from Paris. Carton is taken in the tumbrel to the place of execution where the women knit
and wait.
Carton promised Lucie that he would do anything he could to serve and help her. And here
he is exchanging his life for that of her husband Darnay –he could not do more. And as he
does so again we see a new Carton he comforts his fellow prisoner, a young seamstress. He
has not relinquished her patient hand in getting out, but still holds it as promised. He gently
places her with her back to the crashing engine that constantly whirrs up and falls, and she
looks into his face and thanks him: “But for you dear stranger I should not be so composed -- nor should I have been able to raise my thoughts to Him who was put to death, that we
might have hope and comfort here today. I think you were sent to me by Heaven...” “Or
you to me” says Sydney Carton “Keep your eyes upon me, dear child and mind no other
object” “You comfort me so much! I am so ignorant. Am I to kiss you now? Is the moment
come?” “Yes.” She kisses his lips; he kisses hers; they solemnly bless each other. She goes
next before him – is gone. And so he goes to the guillotine. (p. 411)
In A Tale of Two Cities Dickens presents us with a powerful story in which we can see these
two aspects of our Christian faith embodied in the story of Sydney Carton, how Lucie
accepts and thus forgives him, which sets him free from the constraints of his past life, or as
we might say his sins. This freedom enables him to recover from his past the eternal truth
in that promise in the words of Jesus, but here they give Carton the courage to follow the
path of love and service, even though it will lead to death.

Jesus taught in parables. Not abstractions or theories. He took day to day events to
demonstrate how God’s kingdom of love breaks in and challenges our fallen humanity; how
love casts our fear and transforms human life so that it glows, becomes incandescent,
becomes eternal.
This most miserable of men. A failure by his own standards faces an undeserved death.
It is a far better thing that I do, than I have ever done;
It is a far far better rest that I go to than I have ever known (p.414)
[Page references from A Tale of Two Cities by Charles Dickens, Collins, London and Glasgow,
1952 edition.]
Fifth Sunday in Easter
Service Date:
28 April, 2013
Worship was led by the Revd Brenda Hill. Further information to follow.
Hymns:
Sermon:
(Text not yet available.)
Lectionary: Psalm 148, Acts 11:1-18, Revelation 21:1-6, John 13:31-35
Fourth Sunday of Easter
Service Date:
21 April, 2013
Reflections on the gap between sheep in Britain and sheep in Palestine, two millennia ago,
inspired by the 23rd Psalm.
Hymns:
Sermon:
Ps 23:1 “The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want”
The 23rd Psalm is surely the best known and most loved of all the psalms in the Psalter.
It is the only psalm with which a good many people are familiar, and many would be able to
quote at least the first verse of it:
“The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want”.
This verse sets out in essence what the psalm is saying, and everything that follows is an
amplification of it. In just four words in the original Hebrew (a language which tends to use
fewer words than English) the psalmist states his relationship with God and expresses the
consequence of that relationship.
This relationship is one of belonging: The LORD is his shepherd, which means that he is one
of the sheep belonging to the LORD.
And the consequence of this is that he shall not “want”, or better still “lack”, a verb which
seems to cry out for an object in English as also in Hebrew, which is why some Bible
translations add the word “anything”.
But the terse statement of the psalmist is powerful and compelling: The LORD is his
shepherd; he does not lack. What more is there to be said? Except, of course, that he does
say more, as he goes on to consider what it means to have the LORD as his shepherd, and to
be one of the LORD’s sheep.

The sheep is a very familiar animal to everyone in this country, even to those of us who live
in a city like Sheffield.
From my home in Stannington I have to walk no more than 5 or 10 minutes before I can see
sheep grazing in fields.
I also do quite a bit of walking with my wife in the Peak District, and we are used to seeing
sheep of many varieties and in huge numbers wherever we go.
At this time of the year it always gives us much pleasure to see young spring lambs skipping
about or being suckled by their mothers.
But I have to admit that the sheep that I see in the Peak District never really make me think
of the 23rd Psalm.
I see sheep grazing in fields enclosed by stone walls or else wandering about over the hills in
large open spaces of moorland or pasture, for the most part without sight of any human
being in attendance.
I never see sheep being led as a flock by a shepherd, nor do I see a shepherd surrounded by
his flock as I might envisage the traditional scene from several passages of the Bible.
Though I have no doubt that those who rear these sheep work very hard tending their
animals, and they do an important job maintaining the countryside and providing us with a
ready supply of good quality meat.
Of course, there are many parts of the world in which the more traditional picture of the
shepherd with his flock can still be seen.
My wife and I often go to the Tatra Mountains of Poland.
During the warmer months of the year it is quite a common sight to see a shepherd leading
his flock to the pasture where they are to graze, and he will have about 5 or 6 dogs helping
to keep them together as they go.
When they reach the intended pasture the shepherd will sit among them while they graze,
and the dogs will each sit quietly at various places on the edge of the flock, watching the
sheep and making sure that none of them wanders away from the rest of the flock.
Then towards the end of the afternoon, the shepherd will lead them away to the place
where they are to be kept over night.
This is a scene which I can readily relate to what I find in Ps 23, particularly the words “he
makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside still waters”.
And in the Middle East, with relatively less good pasture land and a less abundant supply of
water than in the Tatra Mountains, one can suppose that the flock must have been even
more dependent upon the shepherd to lead them to these resources.
When the psalmist adds “he restores my soul”, this well describes the refreshment of those
green pastures and still waters, and the Hebrew phrase might well be translated “he brings
back my vitality”, “he gives me back my life” or “he restores me”.
The “paths of righteousness” could be “right” or “straight” paths, those which lead to
deliverance and prosperity.
The reference to the “valley of the shadow of death” represents one tradition of reading the
Hebrew, and this “shadow of death” could be a way of saying “deepest shadow” or “total
darkness”, or else it could be read differently as a word meaning “darkness”.
The psalmist says that even though he walks through this darkest valley, he will fear no
harm, because the Lord is with him, and has his rod and staff to comfort him.
This “rod” was probably a club used by the shepherd for defence against wild animals, and
the “staff” used for support.

In the final part of the psalm the image changes from that of God as a caring shepherd to
that of him as a gracious host who prepares a table for his guest.
The concept of God as the shepherd of his people Israel is found frequently in the OT in
both the Prophets and the Psalms; and similarly elsewhere in the ancient Near East political
leaders and gods were sometimes spoken of as the shepherds of their people.
Ezekiel in Chapter 34 of his book described Israel’s political leaders as shepherds who had
failed to care for their sheep, but had fed themselves instead of their sheep; they had failed
to care for the sick and weak, they had allowed the sheep to be scattered and become prey
for the wild beasts.
Ezekiel says that God himself will do what the shepherds should have done: he will search
out the lost and rescue them, he will feed them with good pasture, bind up the crippled and
strengthen the weak.
In John’s Gospel Jesus twice referred to himself as “the good shepherd”.
At John 10:11 he says: “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for
the sheep.”
And at John 10:14 he says: “I am the good shepherd; I know my own and my own know
me.”
Jesus thus uses the figure of the shepherd and the sheep to speak about his relationship
with his followers.
Any shepherd worth his salt, any shepherd worthy of the name, has first and foremost to
care for his sheep, to keep them together, to provide them with good pasture and water, to
tend any sick and injured ones, and to protect the flock against wild animals.
But a word of caution is needed here.
I suspect that many preachers (myself on occasion included) tend to paint a rather rosy
picture of the relationship between the shepherd and his sheep.
The good shepherd cares for his sheep, yes of course.
But he has an ulterior motive in doing this; for the sheep are his means of livelihood.
The sheep may be reared in part for their wool, though in the modern world of man-made
fibres that tends to be an under-valued commodity.
Some sheep, such as those in the Tatra Mountains, may be reared in part for their milk,
which produces some much loved cheeses.
But most sheep are reared in order to be sent for slaughter, and that was as much the case
in the ancient world as it is in the modern; you have only to read some of the OT laws about
sacrifice to realise the truth of this.
Ultimately the sheep lay down their lives, albeit involuntarily, for the sake of the shepherd,
so that he can earn his living.
But Jesus turns the whole shepherd and sheep relationship on its head.
He says that he is the good shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep, and he adds that
he does this of his own accord.
This is precisely what Jesus did for us on Good Friday.
And because of this, he relates to his sheep in a unique way.
In his words: “I am the good shepherd; I know my own and my own know me, as the Father
knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep.”
We belong to him as his sheep, and he promises:
“My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me; and I give them eternal life,
and they shall never perish, and no one shall snatch them out of my hand.”

The role of Jesus as the good shepherd is to give life to his sheep, and not only life, but
eternal life.
In the passage which we read from the Book of Revelation the vast throng of martyrs from
every nation, tribe, people and tongue give a shout of victory after triumphantly passing
through their persecution.
When the question is asked, “Who are these, clothed in white robes, and whence have they
come?”, the answer given is, “These are they who have come out of the great tribulation;
they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.”
So Jesus is now the sacrificial lamb, rather than the shepherd, and it is his life-blood that
avails for the martyrs, bringing them purity, victory and life.
And yet the lamb is at the same time the shepherd, as we read: “For the lamb in the midst
of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of living water; and
God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”
This is a vision of the fulfilment of Jesus’ promise in John 10 to give eternal life to his sheep.
And since Jesus is one with the father (John 10:30), this is the ultimate fulfilment of the
psalmist’s words: “The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want”.
Third Sunday of Easter
Service Date:
14 April, 2013
Do you like making models? Have you ever put together furniture from a flat-pack? Can
you recall an awful moment, approaching the end, when you find a piece that doesn't
seem to fit anywhere?
The Revd Bob Heathcote, Minister at Central URC Sheffield, introduced us to his obsession
with building buses, of the miniature variety. All too often his enthusiasm for the end
product overweighs caution; he sets to work without consulting the instructions, only to
find a bit that "just won't fit". His house is littered with such pieces.
The Bible, Revd Heathcote suggests, is our instruction book as Christians. Whether in the
wisdom of Proverbs, or the post-Resurrection appearances of Jesus to his disciples, we can
find inspiration and information to help us in our daily lives. Of course, we may still have
bits that don't fit...
Hymns:
R&S 289 To God be the glory
R&S 236 Come, ye faithful, raise the strain
Anthem O, for a closer walk with God (Stanford)
R&S 543 Lead us, heavenly Father, lead us
R&S 558 Will you come and follow me?
Sermon:
Psalm 30; John 21:1-19
[Text not yet available.]
Second Sunday of Easter
Service Date:
7 April, 2013
John's Gospel provides several accounts of Jesus' actions after the Resurrection. On this
second Sunday in Easter, we hear how his disciples had gathered behind closed doors, and

how one who misses Jesus' visit demands a more direct physical experience of the Risen
Lord -- earning him the lasting moniker, 'doubting Thomas'.
What, then, should we take away from this "good news"?
Hymns:
R&S 238: Good Christians all rejoice and sing. C. A. Alington wrote this hymn while Head
Master of Eton College, as a setting of words to Vulpius' tune which was published in 1609.
R&S 234: Alleluia, Alleluia. Don Fishel wrote this hymn in 1971 while a student. He claims
that words and music came to him 'as one' while praying.
Anthem: Now the green blade riseth
R&S 224: In the cross of Christ I glory. It has been said that Bowring's hymn was inspired by
the sight of a smoke-blackened cross over a burnt-out cathedral in Macao. The vivid images
in the hymn help express the Christian's gratitude for what the cross symbolises. Stainer's
tune is the setting for the closing congregational hymn in his oratorio The Crucifixion.
R&S 260: Christ is alive. Brian Wren wrote this hymn for an Easter service at the church of
which he was then Minister. It seeks to express the belief that the sovereignty of Christ is in
the here and now. The name of the tune, Truro, is unexplained but was first published
anonymously in 1789 in a collection of psalm and hymn tunes.
Sermon:
The doors being shut where the disciples were, Jesus came and stood amongst them and
said, ‘Peace be with you.’
John 20: 19 - 31
One of the things I questioned when called to the ministry was my ability to find fresh
insights and deliver them through preaching Sunday after Sunday. I stood in awe and
wonder and questioned whether I could go on year after year delivering the WORD. How I
admired the ministers who, after 30 or 40 years of preaching, were still delivering the
“goods”, or in this case “The Good News”. The stories we have shared over the last weeks
are so familiar, it would seem there was nothing more to say. Nothing left to rouse us. We
might well be left in the torpor of the familiar, be lulled to sleep by the repetition of often
told stories.
I hope not! Our God is Great! If only we have the faith to take up our bibles yet again. If
only we trust Him to speak to us and expect Him to speak to us. A fresh word each time, a
word for the season; a word for our comfort; a word of reproof (sometimes!). He does not
fail. All too often, though, we think we know it all without looking and listening, and fail to
give Him the opportunity to speak.
So now we look at this story through fresh eyes. As I read the Gospel reading I was struck
very forcibly for the first time by the opening words: “The doors being shut, Jesus came and
stood amongst them and said, ‘Peace be with you.’” Only days before, Jesus had shared the
Passover meal with his disciples. He had taken bread, unleavened bread - the bread of the
affliction - to remind them that when God led them out of captivity in Egypt there was no
time for the bread to rise. He would have blessed it and broken it, then pronounced the
often repeated, familiar words referring to the Old Testament covenant made by God with
his people - but He now pronounced a NEW covenant (symbolised by the broken
bread - his body) that they were to do this in remembrance of Him.
At one stage in the meal he would have taken wine and set it aside - the cup of Elijah - set
aside for the coming of the Messiah. This was the cup that would have remained, still full,

at the end of the meal. The cup that reason tells me He lifted to declare, “This is my blood;
drink, all of you.” The cup of Elijah is not usually drunk during the celebration of the
Passover and still, to this day, is left waiting, a sign of hope - waiting for the return of the
Messiah to save his people. That evening the Messiah was among them! If only their eyes
and hearts were open.
But on this evening (in today’s reading) the door was shut, no doubt bolted and
barred. They were afraid of being attacked. The joy of the Passover Thanksgiving drained
away as they remembered the horrific happenings on Golgotha. According to St John, they
had been told by Peter and the disciple whom Jesus loved about an empty tomb; they had
listened to Mary as she told of seeing Jesus, alive - so much so she had mistaken him for
the gardener. Now they pondered on what they had heard, huddled together behind closed
doors. The door barred - no open door awaiting the saviour of the nation now. Then
suddenly, a familiar figure - a familiar voice - a familiar greeting: Jesus, saying
“Shalom - Peace be with you.” Really alive, greeting them as though nothing had
happened - no betrayal, no arrest, no trial, no crucifixion. Had it just been a dreadful
nightmare? But no - here is the evidence - the wounded hands and feet, the wounded
side. And then joy and gladness overflows!
Strange to tell - the door that should have stood ajar for his return was closed, yet God had
burst through not only the door but man’s symbolism. He could not be contained by death
or the tomb - God had liberated Him. At the same time, bursting out of the limitations of
man’s imagination, He had liberated all humankind. THEN - NOW - and for all TIME.
I find the symbolism of the past and present powerful. It can help us to go beyond the
bounds of every day. Jesus used stories - picture language - in his parables. Such stories
had been used throughout biblical history - to help people understand, to describe as best
they could the attributes of God in man’s terms.
The Book of Revelation is a prime example of this. Symbolism has an important part to play
in representing - indeed, in RE-presenting - God to His people. Ritual is strongly
evocative. It sets the scene, can help us to transcend the everyday and live outside
ourselves on a plane beyond the ordinary, liberating us to the extraordinary. Whilst this
helps us, we should never believe that we have achieved perfection, that we now know and
understand it all. All we may do is partially represent, partially understand, partially
appreciate. The product of human minds fails at a certain point. Think how many ways St
Paul attempts to describe the Church ... as body ... as temple ... as bride of Christ. If we tie
God within our ritual, and by the use of our language, we are behaving like
Thomas - insisting to grasp God in our hands - testing and enquiring into realms and
spheres far beyond us.
The Easter story is a mystery. It is something we listen to with awe and amazement,
something beyond us. Something that is beyond proof. For - if we were given proof, like
pudding on a plate - we would not need FAITH. Resurrection can only found and lived by
FAITH. Trusting in what we have not heard - trusting in what we have not seen - living by
the Resurrection. For only by living life, facing death, as though we had proof positive, may
we experience God. The risen Christ is alive and well, and by the power of the Holy Spirit is
leading, supporting, guiding and perfecting, continually renewing, remaking and making us
whole. The body of the risen Lord.
We are reminded of this each time we come to celebrate as a family in
Communion. Repeating the words of Christ, drinking wine and breaking bread, joined with
Christians who have gone before, with Christians all round the world. Ever mindful of the

fact that this will remain a mystery until God’s kingdom come. But also remembering that it
is by and through the mystery that we are liberated to live for Christ. It is by this mystery of
Grace we are given the strength for the task. It is not ours to question, it is not ours to cling
to - it is ours to LIVE. And, in the living, to be Blessed. Through living it, we are compelled
to preach it. Not an often repeated story falling on deaf ears, but as a live demonstration of
our response to this passionate love. “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet
believed.” AMEN
[The Reverend Margaret Herbert.]
Easter Sunday
Service Date:
31 March, 2013
Luke 24:1-11
Sarah: Am I too late? After all this week’s emotion, after catching up with Jesus just as he
took his final breath, I was shattered. I spent the whole Sabbath in bed. But somehow this
morning I’ve managed to oversleep, though I arranged to meet Mary at the tomb, so we can
give his body the attention it deserves. Surely she can’t have finished and gone back
already?
And something else is wrong. I know I was exhausted on Friday, but I remember we took the
body to Joseph’s new tomb, in the rich part of the burial ground. And here I am, by that very
same tomb, but someone’s rolled the entrance stone away and just left it open. It couldn’t
be grave robbers, could it?
Jesus: [quietly at first, getting louder each repetition] Sarah.
Sarah: Surely no one would be cruel enough to steal his body away? And what’s the point?
Dead is dead.
Jesus: Sarah.
Sarah: It’s just typical. Nothing ever goes right for me. I tried my hardest with my marriage, I
really did. It wasn’t my fault I couldn’t have children. But I still had to leave.
Jesus: Sarah.
Sarah: And look at the state of the world! My poor old ex in danger of being thrown off his
land because the landlord put up the rent too high. Soldiers all over the streets of
Jerusalem. Our own leaders can’t or won’t lift a finger against them. And now Jesus dead
and disappeared. It’s just too much.
Jesus: [shouting] Sarah!
Sarah: Sorry, do I know you? I didn’t see you there.
Too deep in my own thoughts.
Jesus: They can’t have been very happy thoughts, by the look on your face. Cheer up!
Sarah: It’s all very well for you to tell me to cheer up, whoever you are. The world’s going to
hell in a handbasket!
Jesus: Hell’s not got the last word, you know.
Sarah: Are you one of those religious freaks who think nothing in this world matters?
Jesus: On the contrary, this world matters very much.
God made it. God loves it. God will transform it.
Sarah: Yes, but when?
Jesus: When God’s kingdom comes.
Sarah: And when will that be?

Jesus: Well, I don’t know the timing myself, but believe me, it’s well worth waiting for.
Sarah: OK, that’s then. But what’s to cheer up about here and now? Tell me that, Mr Happy
Ending!
Jesus: Well, I’ve seen signs of the coming kingdom. When a young girl cares about truth
enough to wonder what a desert wanderer might be talking about – and when she grows
up, keeps on wondering; when a woman keeps faith with her husband no matter what, and
even when things go wrong between them, refuses to hate him; when she gives up her old
life for a vision of something better: she’s not far from God’s kingdom.
Sarah: That’s my life. But I’m so ordinary!
Jesus: If you have eyes to see and ears to hear, God’s kingdom can be seen and heard
through the events of an ordinary life. God loves us just as eagerly as a woman searches for
her lost dowry, just as tenderly as a father misses his lost son. God’s kingdom’s like a net,
filled with all sorts of fish, good and bad, till the fishermen return to harbour, or like a field
of wheat and weeds, growing together till harvest comes. And I am like a grain of wheat,
dying and falling into the earth so that God’s harvest may have abundant life and be safely
gathered in.
Sarah: Who are you?
Jesus: Do you need to ask? Mary has already met me. That’s why she was not at the tomb.
Sarah: There were so many things I wanted to talk about with you. So many questions I
wanted to ask you. But now I see you face to face, I can’t think of a single thing to say.
Jesus: There’s no hurry. Death has done its worst with me, and it’s failed. So you’ve got the
rest of your life, and eternity, to think of the questions, and to struggle with good answers.
Sarah: But why would I need to struggle? After all, you’re alive again. So now I can follow
you the way I always wanted to, with Mary and the rest of your friends. Oh – you will go
easy on Peter, won’t you? He was very afraid.
Jesus: You will follow me, Sarah – but maybe not in the way you imagined. I’m going on
ahead. But don’t worry: my spirit will be there to help you. And when you’re with my other
friends, or with people having a hard time, you’ll find me there too.
Hymns:
R&S 232: Love’s redeeming work is done
R&S 247: Thine be the glory
Anthem: Ye Choirs of New Jerusalem (Gauntlett arr. Archer)
R&S 435: Christian people, raise your song
R&S 238: Good Christians all, rejoice and sing!
Sermon:
Isaiah 65:17-25; Luke 24:1-11; 1 Corinthians 15:19-26
For once, I heartily agree with the apostle Paul. When Paul writes to his friends in
Corinth: ‘If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied.’
he’s onto something.
I hope by now you know me well enough to know I don’t mean, as I once heard a lecturer at
college argue, ‘Easter is all about life after death.’ After all, the coming Easter season gives
us so many biblical stories about people meeting Jesus before they died – though, of course,
after he did – and the transformation of their earthly lives as a result. And I’m sure you’ll
have heard me quoting approvingly the Christian Aid slogan: We believe in life before death.
Unless the life Jesus promises us can include the prophet Isaiah’s down-to-earth vision of
how things should be in this life – old people living to over 100, no baby dying a few days

old, people living in their own houses, eating the fruits of their own labour – there’s little
reason to call it ‘abundant’, let alone ‘eternal’.
There’s a historical point here too. The slogan ‘Pie in the sky when you die’ is a crude
caricature of that lecturer’s viewpoint – yet for centuries powerful people in the
churches did try to fob off the cries of poor people for justice by arguing that the other side
of the grave all injustice would be reversed – so it really didn’t matter too much what
happened to them in this life. But they were wrong. God made this world, called it good,
wants us to live justly in it. Far from this life being an unimportant staging post on the way
to heavenly bliss, what happens here and now does matter; after all, Jesus took the trouble
to join us in it!
Now, however, the pendulum has swung a long way in the other direction.
I was sorry we had to postpone our last book group, reading Proof of Heaven, about the outof-body experiences of a neuroscientist who appears to have been clinically dead, because
that would have given us a chance to exchange views on the subject of life after death.
You’ll be able to confirm or deny my theory during coffee after the service – remember, this
will be your last chance to give me feedback, so make the most of it! – but my guess is that
many good Christian people, and maybe some here this morning, have difficulty with the
whole concept of life after death. We can cope with seeing biblical stories as metaphor, or
reinterpreting them as history – for example, Lazarus being in a deep coma from which
Jesus wakened him – but Jesus’ bodily resurrection is something some of us find it very hard
to get our heads around. As for sitting around on clouds, wearing white nighties and
strumming harps – well, if that’s what heaven’s meant to be like, it feels less embarrassing
to pass over the whole subject in silence, than to feel we have to say things we can’t bring
ourselves to believe.
Well, I have good news and better news. The good news is that heavenly cloud-sitting,
nighty-wearing and harp-strumming aren’t compulsory or even biblical activities for those
who have finally entered God’s kingdom, who know everlasting life from within. These
images come from artists and hymnwriters trying to describe the indescribable, with varying
degrees of success. More biblically based pictures of heaven include massed choirs, as in our
anthem, and gourmet banquets – but those are metaphors too, so even if you’re tone deaf,
there’s no reason to despair!
And the better news? The better news is that the choice between the significance of
life before and after death is a false one. For while it is impossible for us to visualise heaven
– even Paul, a little later in his letter to Corinth, falls back on the analogy of the huge
difference between a seed and the plant it will produce – we need not try. Jesus has already
bridged for us the gap between hope and experience. All that is required of us is the trust
that he will lead us on that journey too.
‘All that’s required’ – but isn’t that a huge ask? We weren’t there with Mary or Sarah
outside the tomb, 2000 years ago. We didn’t get the chance to talk to Jesus, face to face,
and ask him the questions on our hearts.
We know people for whom a relationship with Jesus is a living reality, but we also know the
power of wishful thinking. So rather than running the risk of being taken in by unfulfillable
hopes of life beyond death, why not stick to hoping that one day, if we work really hard, this
world may be transformed? At least we can imagine that.
But here I come back to Paul, stating in stark terms that ‘if for this life only we have hoped in
Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied’. Why is that? We trust teachers to broaden
the minds of the students in their care; we trust medical staff to do their best for us if we

are admitted to hospital. Why not just see Jesus as an inspirational teacher and healer, who
sadly died unjustly and far too young? Why try to peer through the opaque and
impenetrable barrier of death?
I’m thankful for people of goodwill with whom I can share this much of Jesus. But for
Christians, it falls so far short of who he is. He’s not only a great example. He is the power of
God. He is the glory of God. And that recognition affects both how we look at life
now and what we may expect of life after death.
For example, in my time with you, St Andrew’s has known death and resurrection at least
three times. We recognised with sorrow the need to lay down the SASH lunch, Network and
our whole committee structure. But out of those deaths have come new life: the Broomhall
Breakfast, the Church Social Group, our new Management Committee.
Death comes to us all, individually and collectively, whatever we believe or practise. But we
Christians believe that God has been through that process of sorrow and loss, and therefore
that we need not fear it. For our following Jesus does not depend solely on us. This church is
blessed with great gifts of organisation, hard work, devoted love. I have no qualms about
your future as a congregation. But my confidence is based not only on your abilities but
even more strongly on the love of Jesus for each and for all of you: love that, on this Easter
morning, we know is greater than death; love that will never abandon us, whether in life, in
death or in the life to come.
[Preacher: Sarah Hall]
Palm and Passion Sunday
Service Date:
24 March, 2013
On the last Sunday of Lent, our liturgy followed Jesus, through Luke's Gospel, from the
cheering crowds of Palm Sunday, via the sharing of supper, to his crucifixion and
entombment. Sarah told of her experiences seeking to follow Jesus through this difficult
week, her dialogues interspersed with verses of the hymn, Were you there when they
crucified my Lord?
Sarah Hall introduced the service:
This is a day of very mixed emotions for me: Happiness, because at least some of the people
with whom I’ve worked these past seven years have made it today, in spite of the snow, so
we can celebrate together. Sadness because, though I still find it hard to believe, I’m only
with you for another week before I go.
But it is also a time of mixed emotions for the whole Christian church, as we follow Jesus’
story from the heights of Palm Sunday, when everyone is singing his praises, to the depths of
Good Friday when he is executed.
Today, we will be eavesdropping on these events from the viewpoint of an outsider, Sarah,
someone who always wanted to follow Jesus but has not been able to do so until now – and
now is desperately hurrying to catch up with him. But let us begin our service with a Gospel
account of how this holy and emotional week began (Luke 19:28-40).
Footsteps 1
Sarah [S]: Excuse me, have you seen Jesus? Jesus from Nazareth?
Woman in the crowd [W]: Yes love, he’s right in the middle of that crowd over there.
S: I can't see. What’s happening? Is he healing someone? Telling one of his stories?
W: No, nothing that sensible. He’s using our donkey to parade into town, that’s what he’s
doing. And half Jerusalem with him. Including my two boys, who were meant to be keeping

an eye on the donkey.
S: Why a donkey, for heaven’s sake?
W: Taking the mickey out of all those kings in stories, isn’t he, riding into the conquered city
on a socking great stallion the way they're meant to do. It’d be funny if I wasn’t worried
about my donkey. And my lads, of course. I just turned my back a moment, and they’re off
with their mates, singing Hosanna and waving palm branches. Young hooligans.
S: Hosanna? God saves us? I bet the Pharisees won’t be too happy with that. They don't like
hosannaing outside services.
W: Or the Romans, either. Son of David, they're calling him? That's politics, that is. You mark
my words, it’ll all end up in tears before bedtime.
S: But everybody’s loving him!
W: They love a good show. But if the soldiers turn up, well, they’ll be singing another tune.
S: Anyway, I want to talk to him.
W: You and the whole world, love, seems like. But you’ll not get near him now. Try later in
the week, when everyone’s calmed down a bit. Folks get strange round Passover time. All
this talk of escaping slaves reminds us how the Romans are on our backs.
S: Thanks, I will. And I hope you find your sons soon.
W: And my donkey! I don’t trust those friends of his to get it back to us in one piece!
Were you there when they cheered him on his way?
Hymns:
R&S 208: All glory, laud and honour
Were you there when they crucified my Lord?
Anthem: When I survey the wondrous cross (Millar arr. Nixon)
R&S 207: My song is love unknown
Sermon:
Footsteps 2: At the Last Supper
Sarah [S]: Excuse me, have you seen Jesus? Jesus from Nazareth?
Maid [M]: You're just too late, miss. He went out for a breath of fresh air to Gethsemane
Gardens with a few of his friends. Everyone else has gone to bed – apart from me, of course.
I’m left to clear everything up, as usual. Typical.
S: That doesn’t sound like Jesus. Didn’t he tell his friend Martha to sit down and stop
worrying about the housework?
M: Fair dos, it's not him I’m complaining about. You know what I saw when I went in with
water for the footbaths? He was down on his hands and knees, washing his friends’ feet and
drying between their toes, ever so carefully. And after a day on the road up to Jerusalem,
that’s no joke. ‘There’s your example, lads,’ he said. ‘If I look after you, you need to look
after each other too.’ But they still went off to bed and left me to it.
S: Can I lend a hand?
M: That’s very kind of you, miss. There’s all the breadcrumbs and wine dregs to clear away.
They must have been trying out something new for the Passover supper this year. You know
them blessings the leader says? Thanking God for freedom every time they drink a cup of
wine?
S: Jesus’d be leading, I guess?
M: That’s what I’m telling you. He lifts up the bread, and gives thanks for it. Then he breaks
it and passes it round to the others. And he says, Do this to remember me. Same with the
wine. I never remember hearing words like that before.
S: But why on earth do they need to remember him? He’s here with them, isn’t he?

M: Beats me. But it upset their treasurer, that Judas, something rotten. He muttered
something and just walked out. There's an angry man, if you like. Thanks for the help, miss. I
can manage now. You'll catch them in Gethsemane if you hurry.
Were you there when he shared the bread and wine?
Footsteps 3:
Sarah [S]: Excuse me, have you seen Jesus? Jesus from Nazareth?
James [J]: Who are you? A spy? Oh well, I suppose it’s too late to matter now.
S: I just want to talk to him. Why, what’s the matter?
J: You’re too late, anyhow, whatever you came for. It can’t hurt if I tell you now. He brought
us here, Peter and John and me, and told us to pray while he went a little way away. Well,
he prayed. The rest of us kept on dropping off to sleep.
S: Sleeping? When you could have been listening to him?
J: It was late! We were tired! And he’d gone off behind an olive tree so we couldn’t even see
him properly. Wanted a bit of space, I suppose. There’s always someone wanting him for
something.
S: So what was he praying about?
J: I only half heard. Something about suffering. Something about God’s will. Something he
dreaded, but he thought God wanted him to do it anyway. Something about a bitter cup –
but maybe I misheard. It’s all hazy now. Twice he called us to wake up and pray. Twice our
eyelids drooped again. Then the Temple guards came and woke us good and proper.
S: For trespassing in Gethsemane?
J: No! To arrest him. They just dragged him off, while we stood there and gawped. Only
Judas knew. He’d led them here.
S: But why arrest him?
J: He asked them that. ‘I’ve been teaching peacefully in the Temple every day,’ he said. ‘Why
didn’t you ask your questions then?’ But they had no answer for him. Peter got in a scuffle
with one of the guards. He cut his ear off! But trust him, Jesus healed it again. That won’t
stop the authorities doing their worst, though. They can’t shut him up, so they want a show
trial to discredit him for good and all.
Were you there when the anguish seized his soul?
Footsteps 4:
S: Excuse me, have you seen Jesus? Jesus from Nazareth?
P: Yes! I saw him. Yes! He’s my friend. Yes! I betrayed him. Satisfied?
S: I was only asking. What’s the matter with you? You’re all of a tremble. I thought my
cousin Mary said you were the one Jesus called a rock.
P: I’m not even a pebble now. I’ll never hear the cock crow again without a shudder.
S: Look, why not tell me about it? Maybe it’s not quite as bad as you think.
P: Believe me, it couldn't be worse. James told you about Jesus’ arrest? About me slashing
off that guard’s ear? After that, I wasn’t thinking clearly. To be honest, I wasn’t thinking at
all. I stumbled along at the back of that crowd of guards. So many guards to arrest one
peaceful man! But when they came to the courtroom, I didn’t dare go in in case they
grabbed me because of the guard I injured. I hung around outside by the fire, wondering
what to do.
S: Didn’t anyone see you? Recognise you as Jesus’ friend?
P: That’s just it. They did. One of the servants took one look at me and said, ‘You’re one of
his lot, aren’t you?’ And I’ve followed him three years now, but I was so frightened, I said,
‘No!’ And when they kept on asking me, I kept on saying, ‘No!’ They I looked up – and they

were taking him away. And he’d heard me, his best friend, good old Peter the Rock – he’d
heard me denying I even knew him.
S: You were afraid. I don’t know if I’d have done any better. But where did they take him, do
you know?
P: To Herod’s court, I think. What does it matter now? What does anything matter?
Were you there when his friends refused to know?
Footsteps 5
Sarah [S]: Excuse me, have you seen Jesus? Jesus from Nazareth?
John [J]: [cautiously] Why do you want to know?
S: I'm Mary's cousin. Mary from Magdala, you know her? And for years and years I’ve
wanted to follow Jesus. But now I’m finally in the same town as him, everything seems to be
falling apart. Do you know where he is?
J: Well, the authorities are really giving us the runaround. First a trial in front of the high
priest. Then in front of the full Sanhedrin, all the bigwigs. He wouldn’t say a word to them,
apparently, so they had to send in witnesses with made-up stories; and even then they
couldn’t agree on what he was meant to have done.
S: But Peter said something about them sending him to Herod?
J: That was Pilate’s idea. He knows nothing about Jewish culture, you know. It’s a
punishment posting from the Roman point of view, him being sent out here. So he hoped
Herod, being as near a king as we're allowed these days, would solve his problem, make the
decision for him.
S: And did he?
J: Herod asked Jesus to do a miracle for him. And when Jesus wouldn’t play ball, he sent him
back to Pilate. It’s the most friendly contact they’ve had for years. Jesus just can’t stop
turning enemies into friends, even when his own life’s at stake.
S: His life? What harm’s he ever done?
J: He makes the authorities look like fools and hypocrites. They won’t forgive him that. But
Pilate could free him – if he wanted to.
Were you there when his enemies closed in?
Footsteps 6
Sarah [S]: Excuse me, my lady, have you seen Jesus? Jesus from Nazareth?
Claudia, wife of Pilate [C]: No, my girl, I’ve not. Not in real life, anyway. But last night I saw
him in a dream.
S: What happened in your dream?
C: He was in dreadful danger, but I knew somehow that he was a good man. So when I
awoke, I tried to warn my husband.
S: I’m sorry, my lady: who is your husband?
C: The Governor, of course! Pontius Pilate. Don’t look so shocked, child – I won’t take
offence. If women can’t ask each other straight questions, who can?
S: I’ll ask you then: can you influence your husband, my lady? Even now, he could have Jesus
freed.
C: He really tried his hardest, child. He could see the charges against him were trumped up.
This Jesus is a philosopher. He has no idea of rising up against Rome. So my husband told
the crowds they could choose to free another prisoner instead. Barabbas, I think his name
was.
S: Oh-oh. Lady, he’s a political prisoner. If Barabbas is freed, that’s one in the eye for Rome.
Oh – I do apologise.

C: Apology accepted. And you’re right. All your nasty little priests went round whipping up
the crowd, and they all called for Barabbas to go free. All Pontius could do was call for water
and wash his hands of the whole sordid affair. I want him to look for another posting as
soon as possible.
Were you there when they said he had to die?
Footsteps 7
Sarah [S]: Excuse me, have you… Mary!
Mary Magdalene [M]: Sarah! What on earth are you doing here?
S: I finally plucked up the courage to follow Jesus. Aren’t you glad to see me, cousin? Even
here?
M: Of course I’m glad to see you! But here… it’s just too terrible. All the men except John
have gone into hiding. It was too dangerous for them. But no one bothers about women. His
mother’s here, you know.
S: But where is he?
M: Don’t you recognise him? Well, it was a long time ago you met in the desert. He’s that
one. On the middle cross.
S: Mary, how can you bear it? How can you speak so calmly? Seeing him bloody and
struggling for breath. Seeing those spiky thorn branches jammed onto his head – as if they
were his crown! And that label, as if he was in a zoo. Mary, what does it say? You know I
can’t read.
M: It says: Jesus from Nazareth, King of the Jews. Pilate had it put up. Some Pharisees
objected, of course, but he took no notice. Sarah, people have been really horrible to Jesus!
S: Even now?
M: The same soldiers who whipped and bullied him are daring him to come down off the
cross. Some of our own leaders are joining in. And even one of the criminals hanging right
next to him had a go. [jeering] 'What's gone wrong - can't you save us?' he said.
S: How can they be so cruel? He's done nothing wrong!
M: That's what the man on his other side said. 'We're getting our just deserts,' he said to
Jesus, 'but you shouldn't be here. Think of me when you're in heaven,' he said.
S: Did Jesus hear him?
M: 'Don't worry,' he said – 'you'll be right there with me.'
S: It's going dark – in the middle of the day! Listen: is he whispering something?
M: [slowly, listening] ‘Into your hands – into your hands I commend my spirit.' His very last
words were for God. Look, the centurion’s coming over to check he’s really dead.
S: At last I’ve got here – but now it’s too late for me to follow Jesus. Now all I can do is to
help you bury him.
Were you there when they laid him in the tomb?
Fifth Sunday in Lent
Service Date:
17 March, 2013
In the fifth week of Lent, we rejoined Sarah in her journey toward Jesus. This week she's
been clearing up after a dinner party -- at the house of Martha, Mary and Lazarus:
You won't believe everything I've heard about Jesus since I had to leave home, when my
marriage broke down! All I need to do when I enter a village is to mention his name, and
people come flocking to tell me their stories.

I've met a man who could never hear or speak – but now he could tell me how Jesus healed
him.
I've met a leper Jesus touched when everyone else kept well away so they didn't catch his
disease – and he made him well so he could go home to his family.
I've met a woman who was unclean for 12 years, till she dared to touch his cloak – and now
she's right as rain.
Now I can understand why Mary – you know, my cousin from Magdala who's been following
Jesus for years – why she'd give up everything to be with him, after he threw the demons
out of her mind. It makes me wish I'd been brave enough to go with him years ago, when
we met in the desert. But I'm getting closer every day, and soon I'll be able to see him for
myself, see the way he transforms people's lives. There's no other way to put it – it's as if
he's so full of life, it can't help overflowing into other people's lives too.
But I'm hearing other stories too. He's upsetting other people left right and centre. Just
yesterday, I came across someone who'd been blind ever since he was born. And guess
what? Yes, you're right. Jesus touched his eyes with mud, and made him go and wash it off,
and after that he could see. But would you believe it? It wasn't enough for the poor man to
have been blind all his life. He's got into trouble with the powers that be, because he stuck
up for Jesus. What did Jesus do wrong, you may be wondering? Well, he did it on the
Sabbath. When no one is allowed to work.
Well, for heaven's sake! Isn't it a good thing to do, to heal someone? Isn't it God's work? But
apparently not. The synagogue authorities have thrown him out, and they're threatening to
do the same to anyone else who dares to be friends with Jesus. Hypocrites, they are! It's
them that can't see what's happening under their very noses. But I can see there's going to
be trouble. Still, I can't worry about that now. I'm so near Jesus now, and he's so near
Jerusalem. I've been paying my way by waiting at tables, sweeping floors – whatever honest
work people will pay me to do. Today I got some extra work clearing up after a dinner party.
There was a lovely smell in the room when I went in. It reminded me of my wedding day,
the special scent every bride wears. But there was more to this scent than just a wedding
feast – as I discovered when I asked Martha, the lady of the house. Would you believe it?
Jesus was there just yesterday! And you're not going to believe this. He brought Martha's
brother Lazarus back to life when he had died!
And last night – if I'd only known! - Martha and Lazarus had invited Jesus round to dinner! I
wish I'd been a fly on the wall at that meal!
But it wasn't Martha or Lazarus who'd brought the perfume. That was Mary, their other
sister. She's an impulsive sort of person, and apparently she just rushed into the room,
opened up the perfume she'd saved for her wedding, and started to massage Jesus' feet
with it. What an amazing way to say thank you for bringing her brother back to life!
Even then, not everyone was happy. One of Jesus' friends, a man called Judas, grumbled
that it was a waste of such expensive perfume. If you're going to throw it away, Mary, he
said, why not sell it and give the money to people who really need it?
But Martha says Jesus said he really needed it, and Mary had done the right thing. I guess he
was only trying to make her feel better. After all, the only reason a man would use that sort
of perfume would be after he'd died, to prepare his body to be buried. And he's a young
man. He shouldn't be thinking about that sort of thing for years to come.
Martha reckons that business about the money is just an excuse, because Judas doesn’t get
on with Mary. She reckons Judas doesn’t much like women, and seeing how Jesus treats

both of them as real people and teaches Mary with the rest of his friends – that makes Judas
angry.
Anyway, now I know how close I am to seeing Jesus again I've got really mixed feelings. I'm
angry with the people who can't see how much good he's been doing. But I'm almost
dancing with impatience to meet him and talk with him properly. Maybe he can transform
my life too, the way he's done with so many others. I can't wait!
(John 12:1-8 (retold))
Hymns:
R&S 586: All my hope on God is founded was translated by Robert Bridges from the
German original written by Joachim Neander and published in 1680.
CG 67: Jesus Christ is waiting is a 20th-century hymn by John Bell and Graham Maule of the
Iona Community, reminding us that following Jesus will lead us to experience mixed
emotions. The tune Noel nouvelet (‘new song’ in French) is a medieval carol.
R&S 471: Bless and keep us, Lord also comes from a German original by Dieter Trautwein,
translated by Fred Kaan and sung at the World Council of Churches Assembly at Vancouver
in 1983. The tune comes from the author.
R&S 601: Christ is the world's true light is a joyful missionary hymn by G.W. Briggs. The
tune Rinkart originates with J.S. Bach.
Sermon:
Isaiah 43:16-21; Psalm 126; John 12:1-8; Philippians 3:4b-14
When I first became a Christian, I assumed that everyone apart from me knew how the
Christian life worked: that the closer I got to Jesus and the longer I followed him, the clearer
and the simpler making choices would become. But in fact, as you may well know from your
own experience, that isn't always the case. Consider just for a moment the Broomhall
Breakfast. One of our Breakfasters recently out of prison offers to help us with the cooking.
He’s got kitchen skills, and would like to volunteer. Good idea – but there’s a snag, because
volunteers have access to each other’s possessions, and if something went missing, he’d be
vulnerable to suspicion. So how do we use everyone’s gifts, and ensure everyone’s safety?
There are no easy answers written down in the back of the book, even when that book's the
Bible.
Our Gospel reading describes a dilemma faced by Mary of Bethany. How should she use the
pot of precious ointment she has kept for a special occasion? She could leave it on the shelf
and use it at her own wedding – after all, that’s probably why she bought it to begin with.
She could sell it, as Judas suggests, and give the money to help people in need – though the
Gospel writer suggests that Judas’ motivation is more avoiding his own dishonesty as
treasurer being brought to light than social concern. But Mary sees an even greater need: to
thank and honour Jesus for bringing her brother back from death. Jesus honours the choice
of her heart. And he recognises, even more than Mary, the value of her gift: preparing his
body for burial.
For Jesus, though the others cannot yet realise its significance, his death is coming into
sharper and sharper focus. And decades later, the death of Jesus remains in sharp focus for
our letter-writer this morning, Paul of Tarsus. Before he met Jesus, Paul knew exactly how
to live. He came from a well respected clan and family; he had been brought up religious; he
had studied hard and knew what God required of him; he even had the courage to punish
those who broke God's law by claiming a human being as their divine leader. Yet in spite of
all this success, in the middle of his life he chose to turn around and follow God in a very

different way, one which would transform his whole life from powerful to powerless; from
persecutor to persecuted.
So why did he do it? What motivated Paul to turn his well-organised, well-regulated life
inside out? Surely, it must have been the total change of values resulting from his encounter
with Jesus. What he had formerly valued had now become rubbish; what he had formerly
seen as at best insignificant or at worst riddled with error had turned into the whole
framework of his life. And the turning point on which Paul based this transformation was
the death of Jesus: that sign both of God's forgiveness for wrongdoing, and of God's rescue
from smug self-satisfaction, which came to signify for Paul a whole new beginning; a new
life that would never end.
A new life. Who hasn't wanted that? A life in which our mistakes are excused; in which our
virtue is triumphantly vindicated and everyone gives us the credit due for our actions...
Well, unfortunately, that isn't the new life that Jesus offers us. For our mistakes are not
ignored, but forgiven; we are rewarded for making good decisions not by applause but by
facing harder ones; and far from becoming the centre of admiring attention, we are freed
from the straitjacket of our own self-expectations to focus on the gifts of others. In other
words, we are no longer nailed down into a life lived under the law: condemned when we
get things wrong; smug when we get things right. Instead, we are called by Jesus into life
that is not only new but utterly different from our expectations and those of our world.
This pattern of new life can already be glimpsed at work in the story of the people of Israel.
The Israelites to whom Isaiah speaks in our reading this morning are not being promised a
new Israel that is the old Israel resuscitated. That couldn't be; after all their years of exile in
Babylon they are no longer the same people. Instead, God's actions in the Exodus, liberating
them from slavery in Egypt, are almost dismissed, in favour of something even better. Yes,
God says through Isaiah, I am the one who brought you out of Egypt, who parted the sea to
help you slaves escape, who drowned your enemies, armed to the teeth with the latest
military technology. But forget that, says God: I'm going to do something even more
amazing. As I did for your ancestors, I'm going to create a path in the trackless wilderness,
make water spring up in the desert. But this time, it'll be not only for you, my people – but
for all the creatures of the desert, even the unclean ones, the jackal and the ostrich. I'm
going to save not just my chosen people, but also the rest of the world – even those parts of
it that you reject.
For some, the news that God will save the outcast, the rejected, the damaged, is very good;
it gives them the courage to hope that their own lives, injured by bad choices or by difficult
living, can be healed, transformed, made new. For others, it is an affront that touches on
their very identity. For if God can name as whole and acceptable those who are bad, those
who are lacking, where is our reward for being people on the right side of the law, those
who keep the rules?
As Sarah will discover, following Jesus is not always simple. We human beings like a life
governed by clear rules, with obvious consequences, delineating who is in and who is out of
God's favour. From what I have heard, St Andrew’s was once that sort of church: with the
Minister and the Master Cutler at the top of the social tree, and others kept politely in their
place. But God doesn’t work that way. Jesus breaks down such barriers, and his new life is
offered to all, without restrictions. And in my time with you, as we have cautiously tried
sharing our buildings and our power with others, I have breathed in this church the sweet
smell of transformation: from isolation to community, from death to life.
[Preacher: Sarah Hall]

Fourth Sunday in Lent: Mothering Sunday
Service Date:
10 March, 2013
In a service marking Mothering Sunday, Elders and Members of St Andrews led
worship. Elizabeth Draper and David Hill both offered their reflections on our reading
from the Gospel of Luke. Elizabeth introduced the Parable of the Parable Son thus:
The past is a foreign country. They do things differently there.
You will probably recognise that as the opening sentence of L P Hartley’s novel The GoBetween - and it’s something we need to bear in mind when reading or hearing stories
from long ago, such as the parables Jesus told. Otherwise we may miss certain aspects
which are very significant. These stories and characters are vivid and real enough to us, but
to the first audiences in first century Palestine, in the context of their own time, there would
have been extra meanings, cultural nuances - which may be lost on us but which are
important to the point of the story.
For instance: Today it’s no surprise to us if a young man wishes to go off and make his own
way in the world. It’s what we expect them to do. So it may seem to us that the Younger
Son’s error is not in going off the way he does but in wasting his money so
scandalously. But Jesus’ first audience would have heard it differently. Inheritance customs
were very different then. In that culture, the son’s actions would be seen as shameful from
the start. Under Jewish law a father was not free to leave his property as he liked. The elder
son must get two-thirds and the younger son one-third. The father might distribute his
property before he died if he wished to retire from the management, but when his younger
son asked for his share while his father was still alive, the boy is virtually saying, “I wish you
were dead.”
Then the son sells off his share to someone else. Then he goes off and abandons his
obligation to care for his father in his old age. And finally, he finishes up with the pigs,
which for a Jew was the ultimate degradation.
Hymns:
(Information not available.)
Sermon:
Elizabeth's reflections on Luke 15:11-32 continued:
The story of the prodigal son and the loving father stops there - but that’s not really the
end, is it ? What happens next ? What about the Elder Son ? Does he hang onto his
resentment and anger, or does he find it in his heart to forgive his brother too and join in
the celebrations ? We are not told. But we know that it is not always easy to forgive.
And it’s hard not to have some sympathy for the Elder Son. He’s worked hard, he’s been
loyal, obedient, dutiful, steady - all good qualities. We may feel that a certain resentment
on his part is understandable - here’s his wastrel brother being honoured rather than
punished for his errors. (We may have come across examples - in fiction if not of real
life - of the charming rogue who seems able to get away with anything.)
But the Elder Son has no sympathy for his brother’s plight. He doesn’t even acknowledge
him as his brother: he says to his father, ‘This son of yours’ and ‘I’ve slaved for you’ - when
actually it is his own inheritance he’s working on.

Contrast that with the attitude of the Father - a remarkable example of unconditional
love. It’s been suggested that this story should be called, not the parable of the Prodigal
Son but the parable of the Loving Father. He utters not a word of objection or blame. He
generously gives his younger son his portion when he asks for it; but he must have been
hoping and watching for his return because “he saw him from a long way off” and “ran to
meet him” - throwing dignity to the wind. The Son was prepared to return as a servant, to
take the punishment he feels he deserves, but the Father receives him with no
recriminations but simply restores him spontaneously and joyfully to his place of honour
with full celebrations.
And the Father wants to include his Elder Son too. He’s not playing favourites. His two sons
are very different but he is not comparing them: he loves them both, equally and
completely. But the Elder Son finds that hard to believe. Because he makes comparisons,
he sees his younger brother receiving more attention, and thinks he himself is loved
less. His self-esteem is damaged. He cannot trust in universal and unconditional love.
Many artists have chosen to paint this very touching story. In the painting by Rembrandt,
the Younger Son is depicted in rags, on his knees, while his Father has his hands on his
shoulders, like a blessing. The Elder Son is standing some distance away, off to one side,
looking on, very straight and stiff, stern and unsmiling. He is dressed, in Rembrandt’s
picture, quite richly (he certainly hasn’t just come in from working in the fields!), dressed as
a Pharisee would be.
And we know what the New Testament says about Pharisees. Sticklers for law and ritual;
they followed the letter rather than the spirit of the law; they were narrow-minded, and
judged by appearance and position. The Elder Son says, ‘I never once disobeyed your
orders’ - exactly what the Pharisees prided themselves on, and felt morally superior about
it.
The writer Frederick Buechner says that it is our pride that keeps us from forgiving, but also
pride that keeps us from accepting forgiveness for what we have done wrong. So both the
person who forgives and the one who accepts forgiveness must swallow their pride. He
says: When someone you’ve wronged forgives you, you are spared the dull throb of a guilty
conscience; when you forgive someone who has wronged you, you are spared the dismal
corrosion of bitterness and wounded pride. For both parties, forgiveness means the
freedom to be at peace in themselves and to be glad in each other’s presence.
Elizabeth Draper
March 2013
Third Sunday in Lent
Service Date:
3 March, 2013
You know how it is when things go well, you can’t imagine them changing? Talk to anyone
who’s had a disaster, and they won’t have seen it coming – though there will always be
enough people around to say I told you so afterwards.
Last time we spoke, I told you about Reuben and me. How we were newly married. How we
really wanted children, but there seemed to be plenty of time yet. How my cousin Mary
kept visiting and telling me about her life on the road with Jesus, but I couldn’t see how I
could possibly join them.
Times change! Or rather, people change. Specifically, Reuben. I knew our farm wasn’t doing
that well; I knew he was worried about growing enough crops to satisfy our landlord and

have some over for us. But I’d not realised just how worried he was till he came in one night
while Mary was telling me the latest about Jesus and he just exploded.
How could she be so irresponsible, keeping me away from my proper work, looking after her
husband and the household? He wasn’t going to give hospitality to a madwoman, someone
who kept company with religious fanatics and who was no better than she should be.
I was completely taken aback. Could this be the gentle man I’d married? But it wasn’t till
Mary left the house and he calmed down a bit that I heard just why Reuben was so upset.
It’s no good, Sarah, he said, quieter now. I’ve been doing my accounts, and there’s no way I
can make the farm pay. If I can’t give the landlord his share of the crops he’ll throw me out. I
can’t even afford to keep you. It’d be different, I’d give you another chance, if you had a son
to carry on the family name, someone who could help me with the work when he grew
older. But you’ll never give me a child, will you?
I’d come to the same conclusion, that we wouldn’t be able to have children together. I know
for some men, that’s the most important thing in life. But I’d never realised how deep it
went with Reuben – or quite how badly off we were. And looking at it rationally, he was
making the best decision he could. To him, I was an investment that hadn’t paid off, a
reminder that he’d not made enough of a success of his life to keep a wife. And it’s easy
enough and legal enough for a man to divorce his wife for childlessness, whatever she
thinks about the matter.
Reuben saw I was wavering, so he pressed home his advantage. It’s like that Jesus fellow
said, he added. About the fig tree.
What fig tree? I asked. I was still dazed from his news.
The barren fig tree! he reminded me. The one that had leaves and flowers, but never any
fruit. Its owner got fed up with no fruit year after year, and wanted to chop the tree down.
So his gardener said, I’ll give it extra care this year – I’ll dig round its roots and give it extra
fertiliser. If it doesn’t give you fruit next year, then chop it down.
I gave you time, Sarah, he said. I looked after you well, didn’t I? But the landlord won’t give
me more time to grow my crops, and I can’t give you more time to have a family. You’ll be
better going back to your family, and the sooner the better. Maybe you’ll find a rich
husband who can afford to keep you anyway.
But I wasn’t going back to my family. I wouldn’t go back in shame, hanging my head. And I
remembered what Mary had been in the middle of telling me about Jesus when Reuben
burst in on us.
Do you remember that tower in Siloam? she asked me. The one with shaky foundations,
that collapsed and killed a lot of people? Yes, I remembered at the time feeling sorry for
their families. It seemed such a senseless death, to be killed because of faulty building.
And do you remember Pilate, she said, lowering her voice a little bit because even Mary has
some sense, Do you remember how he rounded up a whole bunch of people in Galilee and
slaughtered them along with their sacrifices?
I didn’t want to remember them. I felt a bit angry with Mary for reminding me that the
Romans had that much power over us. But I had to say yes. And your point is? I demanded.
Jesus says when something terrible like that happens, everyone says how they must have
done something really bad for God to let it happen to them. And then they can feel smug
that it didn’t happen to them. But according to Jesus, it could happen to anyone, not just
bad people. Anything can happen to anyone.
Three cheers! I said. Thanks for cheering me up! I thought your friend Jesus said he brought
good news, not bad!

But it is good news, Mary insisted. The good news is that it’s not what happens to you that
matters, it’s how you deal with it. You can live as though nothing matters to you – but then
you might as well be already dead. Or you can choose to take bad things happening in your
life as an alarm call to turn around and come back to God.
Well, the bad thing has happened now. And to be honest, if it hadn’t, I’m not sure I’d ever
have found the courage to make the decision I’m making now. I’m going to find Mary, and
I’m going to follow Jesus myself; find out for myself what he’s all about instead of getting it
from her secondhand.
From what she tells me, he won’t be put off that I can’t have children, or that I’m a divorced
woman. He sees what’s in people’s hearts, Mary says, and she should know. And I’m fed up
with living carefully, as though I’d already died. Time to take a few risks. Time to stir the
earth round my roots and see what fruit I might bear for God. After all, things have got
about as bad as they can get, haven’t they?
Hymns:
R&S 41: For the beauty of the earth
R&S 364: Just as I am
Psalm 63 Lord, thee my God, I'll early seek
(tune R&S 661 ‘Coe Fen’; words from the Scottish Psalter, 1650)
Anthem: Call to remembrance (Farrant, words from Psalm 25)
R&S 200: The kingdom of God (tune R&S 619 ‘Paderborn’)
R&S 636: The church of Christ in every age
Sermon:
Isaiah 55:1-9; Psalm 63; Luke 13:1-9; 1 Corinthians 10:1-13
This weekend I went to a meeting of our national Faith and Order Committee, meeting in
Cambridge. Our major task in that meeting was to prepare some material for Mission
Council – that’s the group made up of people from every Synod of the URC which makes
decisions for the church nationally between our two-yearly General Assemblies – to help
them consider the future of our denomination. It’s a huge question, one that the Faith and
Order group has already wrestled with in three meetings over the course of a year. And part
of the difficulty has been that we are challenging ourselves – and now Mission Council – to
imagine what the church, locally and nationally, might look like in twenty, thirty, forty years
time, so that we can plan how to keep and strengthen what we value about the URC, while
letting go of less crucial aspects of our life together. Mission Council won’t be settling the
question there and then, of course – major decisions like that get discussed through all the
councils of the church, from our church meeting up to General Assembly – but their
gathering will help the church in our process of deciding who God has called us to be. And
this will involve change – for even if we decide to carry on doing everything we are doing
now, that decision will still change the church.
Change. Not one of the more popular words in church vocabulary. It always seems to
involve us in more effort; it may also seem to imply that what we’ve got now, maybe what
we’ve spent a lot of time and energy in maintaining, isn’t quite good enough. But I’m afraid
this morning all our readings involve the necessity of change. Let’s start with one example
that all you gardeners out there will know a lot more about than me. This time of year, as
the plants in our gardens are about to start sprouting is, I believe, a good time to prune at
least some plants, to promote flowering and fruiting on new growth, and to encourage your
plants to grow into a good shape. But look at things for a moment from the perspective of

the plant. Winter has been bad enough – and now, after all that damage done by frost and
snow, they want to cut you up too? How heartless can that gardener be!
We know, of course, that however painful the pruning process, the gardener is acting in the
plant’s best interest – for it has been created to flower and to fruit. So it does make sense
for the fig tree in Jesus’ parable to take advantage of its gardener’s regime of root aeration
and of fertiliser, while there is still a chance of its living up to its owner’s expectations of
producing fruit. For my listening to Gardener’s Question Time leads me to believe that
sometimes, even though it’s disappointing, a gardener has to get rid of a plant if it really
isn’t growing the way it should.
In St Andrew’s we also know that while carefully thought-through change can help improve
our life together, the process isn’t always fun. So sometimes people mistakenly try to
protect themselves from the pain of change by distraction. In our reading from his letter to
the church in Corinth this morning Paul reflects for their benefit on the story of God’s
people wandering in the desert after their escape from slavery in Egypt. They had God with
them. Indeed, Paul argues, since God is one, Christ was there, the foundation of their faith,
though not as yet revealed in human form. But that’s easy for Paul to write and for us to see
in hindsight. To the Israelites, it must have felt at times on their forty-year trek as though
God had dumped them in the desert. As a result their hungers for food and drink, for
pleasure and power, sometimes got the better of them. Today our own unhealthy patterns
of using alcohol or tobacco, food or sex, or of living in other ways we know don’t help our
health, can be just as tempting – and just as deadly.
Paul assures his hearers that there is nothing unusual in being tested by adverse
circumstances – andthat there is always a way through. God is faithful, Paul argues, and God
will not let you be tested beyond your strength, but with the testing will also provide the way
out, so that you may be able to endure it. In our Hebrew Bible reading Isaiah offers this
possibility to his hearers. Listen: Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you that
have no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without
price.
God’s food bank is open for business. If we feel at the end of our resources, spiritually
famished; if we are in need of the peace, love and wisdom that God offers, it makes sense
for us, just as much as for the people of Israel, to listen and to act on what we hear, by
turning to God, asking God to fulfil our needs. But apparently Isaiah’s original hearers were
also putting their hope in things that were less than God, so the prophet had to point out
their faulty thinking: Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your
labour for that which does not satisfy? Listen carefully to me, and eat what is good, and
delight yourselves in rich food.
Why on earth would the people of Isaiah’s time not take up this divine dietary
recommendation? Well, just as St Andrew’s is rich in Jeans and Sheilas, so there are several
biblical prophets under the penname of Isaiah. This one is speaking to people who have
returned from exile, but found their lives are not as good as they had hoped. The city walls
need restoration, the Temple needs rebuilding, enemies are without and nay-sayers
within. Why bother? they may have been thinking. It’s all hopeless. God must have written
us off, or we wouldn’t be in this mess. Let’s just forget about the whole thing and relapse
into whatever we think makes us feel better. I can do the same. When I’m under stress, I’m
tempted to stay up late watching TV, to eat too many sweet things, to avoid turning my
mind to God, though I know in my heart that would help. But maybe instead hard times can
act as a wake-up call for us. Think back to Jesus’ commentary, relayed to Sarah through

Mary Magdalene, on those who died suddenly and unexpectedly. Or churches you may
know, such as Hanover Methodist Church over the road, which had to close. They
weren’t any worse than others in the same situation. But unless we choose, again and again,
to turn back to God for the nourishment we need, and the changes God provokes in us, we
are in danger of choosing death. Yet that’s not the only option. In our theme introduction
Sarah chose to make the most of her changed life by trying to catch up with Jesus. As you
and I prepare to go into new phases of our lives, let’s do the same, looking out for God in
the hard choices we will have to make.Isaiah 55:1-9; Psalm 63; Luke 13:1-9; 1 Corinthians
10:1-13
This weekend I went to a meeting of our national Faith and Order Committee, meeting in
Cambridge. Our major task in that meeting was to prepare some material for Mission
Council – that’s the group made up of people from every Synod of the URC which makes
decisions for the church nationally between our two-yearly General Assemblies – to help
them consider the future of our denomination. It’s a huge question, one that the Faith and
Order group has already wrestled with in three meetings over the course of a year. And part
of the difficulty has been that we are challenging ourselves – and now Mission Council – to
imagine what the church, locally and nationally, might look like in twenty, thirty, forty years
time, so that we can plan how to keep and strengthen what we value about the URC, while
letting go of less crucial aspects of our life together. Mission Council won’t be settling the
question there and then, of course – major decisions like that get discussed through all the
councils of the church, from our church meeting up to General Assembly – but their
gathering will help the church in our process of deciding who God has called us to be. And
this will involve change – for even if we decide to carry on doing everything we are doing
now, that decision will still change the church.
Change. Not one of the more popular words in church vocabulary. It always seems to
involve us in more effort; it may also seem to imply that what we’ve got now, maybe what
we’ve spent a lot of time and energy in maintaining, isn’t quite good enough. But I’m afraid
this morning all our readings involve the necessity of change. Let’s start with one example
that all you gardeners out there will know a lot more about than me. This time of year, as
the plants in our gardens are about to start sprouting is, I believe, a good time to prune at
least some plants, to promote flowering and fruiting on new growth, and to encourage your
plants to grow into a good shape. But look at things for a moment from the perspective of
the plant. Winter has been bad enough – and now, after all that damage done by frost and
snow, they want to cut you up too? How heartless can that gardener be!
We know, of course, that however painful the pruning process, the gardener is acting in the
plant’s best interest – for it has been created to flower and to fruit. So it does make sense
for the fig tree in Jesus’ parable to take advantage of its gardener’s regime of root aeration
and of fertiliser, while there is still a chance of its living up to its owner’s expectations of
producing fruit. For my listening to Gardener’s Question Time leads me to believe that
sometimes, even though it’s disappointing, a gardener has to get rid of a plant if it really
isn’t growing the way it should.
In St Andrew’s we also know that while carefully thought-through change can help improve
our life together, the process isn’t always fun. So sometimes people mistakenly try to
protect themselves from the pain of change by distraction. In our reading from his letter to
the church in Corinth this morning Paul reflects for their benefit on the story of God’s
people wandering in the desert after their escape from slavery in Egypt. They had God with
them. Indeed, Paul argues, since God is one, Christ was there, the foundation of their faith,

though not as yet revealed in human form. But that’s easy for Paul to write and for us to see
in hindsight. To the Israelites, it must have felt at times on their forty-year trek as though
God had dumped them in the desert. As a result their hungers for food and drink, for
pleasure and power, sometimes got the better of them. Today our own unhealthy patterns
of using alcohol or tobacco, food or sex, or of living in other ways we know don’t help our
health, can be just as tempting – and just as deadly.
Paul assures his hearers that there is nothing unusual in being tested by adverse
circumstances – and that there is always a way through. God is faithful, Paul argues, and
God will not let you be tested beyond your strength, but with the testing will also provide
the way out, so that you may be able to endure it. In our Hebrew Bible reading Isaiah offers
this possibility to his hearers. Listen: Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you
that have no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and
without price.
God’s food bank is open for business. If we feel at the end of our resources, spiritually
famished; if we are in need of the peace, love and wisdom that God offers, it makes sense
for us, just as much as for the people of Israel, to listen and to act on what we hear, by
turning to God, asking God to fulfil our needs. But apparently Isaiah’s original hearers were
also putting their hope in things that were less than God, so the prophet had to point out
their faulty thinking: Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your
labour for that which does not satisfy? Listen carefully to me, and eat what is good, and
delight yourselves in rich food.
Why on earth would the people of Isaiah’s time not take up this divine dietary
recommendation? Well, just as St Andrew’s is rich in Jeans and Sheilas, so there are several
biblical prophets under the penname of Isaiah. This one is speaking to people who have
returned from exile, but found their lives are not as good as they had hoped. The city walls
need restoration, the Temple needs rebuilding, enemies are without and nay-sayers within.
Why bother? they may have been thinking. It’s all hopeless. God must have written us off,
or we wouldn’t be in this mess. Let’s just forget about the whole thing and relapse into
whatever we think makes us feel better. I can do the same. When I’m under stress, I’m
tempted to stay up late watching TV, to eat too many sweet things, to avoid turning my
mind to God, though I know in my heart that would help. But maybe instead hard times can
act as a wake-up call for us. Think back to Jesus’ commentary, relayed to Sarah through
Mary Magdalene, on those who died suddenly and unexpectedly. Or churches you may
know, such as Hanover Methodist Church over the road, which had to close. They weren’t
any worse than others in the same situation. But unless we choose, again and again, to turn
back to God for the nourishment we need, and the changes God provokes in us, we are in
danger of choosing death. Yet that’s not the only option. In our theme introduction Sarah
chose to make the most of her changed life by trying to catch up with Jesus. As you and I
prepare to go into new phases of our lives, let’s do the same, looking out for God in the hard
choices we will have to make.
Second Sunday in Lent
Service Date:
24 February, 2013
Following Sarah further along a Lenten journey, we find her sharing her account of a visit
from her cousin, Mary of Magdala -- with some troubling ideas about Jesus' future and a
struggle between the yearning to follow and responding to life's other calls.

I didn't hear anything much about Jesus for a while after that time we met in the desert. I
was too busy growing up and getting married. Reuben and I are trying for a family, but
nothing's happened yet – and it's early days, people keep telling me; less than a year since
the wedding. But it's taking me all my time to keep the household going. Now I know why
my mother wanted me to help her so much – there's always women's work to be done.
But sometimes I do take a break. Especially when my cousin Mary comes to visit. Mary's
from Magdala – and you know what the folk are like there. Exactly. Almost as bad as
Nazareth. Mary's always been a bit strange – up in seventh heaven one day, down in the
depths of despair the next. She's caused her family some worry, I can tell you! But nothing
compared to her latest news. You'll never guess what she's done, Mary: she's upped and
offed with this Jesus!
No, it's not a marriage. It's not the other, either. Mary says there's nothing like that between
them, and I believe my cousin. But when I first heard the news, I couldn't help wondering:
whatever made her take it into her head to go running round the country with a bunch of
men, and getting into all sorts of bad company, from what I hear?
I asked her straight out when she first dropped by – they never have much of a chance of
bathing on the road, so every now and then Mary comes by to clean up and catch up on her
sleep. What is it about this man Jesus? I said. What impresses you so much about him?
And she told me all about it. How she'd been so sunken in the depths of despair that she
wasn't even eating or looking after herself; how her family had taken her to see Jesus, how
he'd not even touched her, but somehow the devils that used to treat her mind as their
home had been kicked out. And how she hadn't been the only one – all sorts of people felt
better when he was around. And how he told such wonderful stories, but with a sting in the
tail so the authorities could never quite decide whether they were being got at or not.
That's wonderful, Mary! I said, when I could get a word in edgeways. I can see why you think
so much of him. But following him? Isn't that going a bit far? What about your own life, and
your own responsibilities? Why give up the chance of holding your own children in your
arms to go roving with him and his friends?
Didn't you want to follow him? she came back to me, quick as a flash. And I had to blush,
because when I saw him in the desert, I did think: here's someone I want to know much
better. But real life knocks it out of you, doesn't it, that sort of idea? It's not sensible. It's not
reasonable. Reuben would hate it if he had to make his own meals and wash his own
clothes. And I really want children of my own – which I'm not going to get running round
with a bunch of religious fanatics.
That's how we left it – Mary and I don't want to fall out, we like each other too much for
that. But the last time she came by, she was worried. He's set his mind on Jerusalem, she
said. But it's horribly dangerous. The religious leaders can't stand him because he laughs at
them and shows everyone else what hypocrites they are. And now the Romans and that
puppet of theirs, Herod, are after him too.
That's dangerous talk, Mary, I warned her. You can't tell who's listening, even here. But
that's really bad news. Someone should warn Jesus.
Well, she said, that's just it. It was a Pharisee, of all people, who came to tell Jesus that
Herod was plotting against him too. He said, he didn't like Jesus' theology, but he didn't
fancy handing him over to Herod either. After all, Herod's not even really Jewish! He's only
in power because the Romans support him.
So how did he react? I asked.

Oh, he laughed it off. He always calls Herod the fox – he's as crafty as any fox, that man –
and he said, what did he say? To tell Herod that today and tomorrow he was going to cast
out demons and cure people, and the third day his work would be over. And then he started
talking about how Jerusalem always kills prophets, but that if you're a prophet, you've got
to go to Jerusalem.
And I could see what Jesus meant. I didn't pay much attention at Saturday school, but the
prophet I remember is Jeremiah, telling the rich and powerful how God wasn't on their side
and wouldn't protect their interests. They didn't like it much, I remember – they chucked
him in an dry well to try to shut him up. My older brother and I used to play at Jeremiah, till
my mother saw him about to push me into the well and stopped the game. But this was no
children's game.
I've not said anything to Reuben, because I know what he'd say. Stay out of politics, my girl!
Let the rich and powerful do what they like – it'll just be us little people who get hurt if we
try to change the way things are. If I upset my landlord, we'll all be out of a home and with
no bread on the table. And if this prophet of yours is fool enough to try telling them any
different, he's going to come to a nasty end for it.
I guess Reuben's right. But the last thing Mary said to me about Jesus sticks in my mind,
because it sounded so motherly. He wanted to look after Jerusalem, she said, to protect it,
like a mother hen protecting her chicks under her wings. I can't imagine Reuben saying that,
or any man I know. But I don't know how much longer he'll be allowed to go on the way he
is. He wants people to welcome him into Jerusalem, as though he was coming as God's own
messenger. But there's going to be trouble. Mary says she's going to stick with him, no
matter what. But how can he expect people to follow him into danger? So I gave Mary some
money for him and his friends, from my dowry. That made me feel a little better. It’s all I can
do for now.
Based on Luke 13.
Hymns:
R&S 103: Praise to the Holiest in the height
Follow me, follow me, leave your home and family (Michael Cockett)
R&S 684 (A setting of Psalm 27)
Anthem: Turn thy face from my sins (Attwood)
R&S 99: Morning glory, starlit sky
R&S 509: O Jesus, I have promised
Sermon:
Genesis 15:1-12, 17-18; Psalm 27; Luke 13; Philippians 3:17-4:1
Sitting in this church this morning, we're all different people, wanting different things out of
life. Some of us, like Abraham in our Hebrew Bible reading, really want children. Some of us,
especially if we're giving up particular foods for Lent or if we can't afford to buy the food
we'd like to eat, really want the feeling of a nice full stomach. Some of us want work to do
that fits our talents and abilities. Some of us, on the other hand, want peace and quiet, or
rest from our many responsibilities. Some of us would really like a better computer, or a
faster car. In these recessionary times, I guess many of us would like a little more money,
and the feeling of security that might offer us. I won't ask you what your wants are, but are
you somewhere on this list? Or what is it you want?
Classically, Lent's the time to give things up, try not to feed our wants. And that, of course,
comes from our marking of the time when Jesus deliberately entered the desert,
deliberately didn't eat or drink for a long time, to free his attention from physical needs and

focus on what God wanted of him. But there's a major strand in Christianity which values
poverty and abstinence not just in Lent, but all year round. In the fourth century, when the
Emperor became Christian and it became respectable to follow suit, some people decided
that life was getting too soft and they would go and live in the desert full-time as monks and
nuns, to concentrate on their relationship with God. Even further back in the first century,
when Paul is writing to the church at Philippi, he takes a similar line.
Listen to him, describing people who put their needs above God's will: Their end is
destruction; their god is the belly; and their glory is in their shame; their minds are set on
earthly things. But our citizenship is in heaven. If you take that idea to its logical conclusion,
you might assume that in order to get close to God, you have to give up all your other
wants; that our having wants is, in itself, wrong: sinful, in Christian parlance.
But the stories of God's people handed down to us don't bear that out. Take Abraham, who
in our reading this morning is getting a little impatient with God. He's listened to God's call:
he's left his city, most of his family and everything he knew, and God has promised him
something in return: that his descendants would become a great nation. And what has
happened?
Nothing, that's what. He has no children; his wife Sarah is, frankly, past it, and the heir to all
his wealth will be some distant relative in Damascus. What's God up to? So Abraham calls
God to account. We might imagine God in reply saying something reproachful along the
lines of faith meaning more to Abraham than any number of children, and calling Abraham
away from physical desires to spiritual needs – but no such thing. God hears Abraham's
honestly expressed desire, and God repeats the promise of descendants for him: as many as
the stars in heaven. And to solemnise this agreement, Abraham goes through a ceremony of
blood sacrifice, giving up livestock to show how much this new covenantal relationship with
God means to him.
So Abraham’s desire for descendants, to carry on his family after his death, is not in itself
wrong. It’s how he deals with it that matters. And at times, as we know from reading further
in his story, this longing takes priority over his trust in God. First he has the bright idea
of getting Hagar, his wife's maid, to stand in for her in the bedroom – that gives him a son all
right, Ishmael, but the resulting conflict is echoed to this day in the enmity between
Palestinian and Jew. Then, when Sarah does produce a son, Isaac, there's the terrible
possibility of his sacrifice, only aborted at the last moment. The moral of the story seems to
be: God does take account of our real desires – but not necessarily in the timescale or the
way that we might have hoped or expected. What's more, any attempt on our part to
manipulate or control the process is doomed to failure.
On the other hand, there's no point in giving way to fatalism and just waiting for whatever
happens to happen; for Paul also advises his friends in Philippi, Work out your own salvation
with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to
work for his good pleasure.
This working out our own salvation business should involve fear and trembling on our part.
It is a tremendous responsibility God has given us: to be friends, not slaves; to use Godgiven understanding and free will to make good choices. Jesus is finding that out as he faces
a crucial choice: whether to lie low for a bit, until Herod’s wrath has died down, or to face
out his foes, go forward to Jerusalem and challenge the centre of his world to take him
seriously. And Sarah in our theme introduction is discovering that this is an ongoing process.
She has to weigh up the different things she values: loyalty to her husband, and the
possibility of children on the one hand; her attraction to Jesus’ personality and her natural

sense of justice on the other. Reuben is on one side of the argument; her cousin Mary from
Magdala is on the other side. What should she do? How can she know she’s chosen well?
In the end, Sarah takes her first step of discipleship by giving from her own resources to
support Jesus and his friends, as we know from Luke's Gospel several women did. Soon,
however, she will be challenged to make her tentative following of Jesus more practical and
more risky than funding him from afar. In the process, she will gain more experience of
trusting Jesus, of trusting God – and that in turn will inform her further decisions. As an old
woman, looking back on her life, Sarah may be able to identify with the faith of the psalmist
in today's psalm: God is my strong salvation/What foe have I to fear?/In darkness and
temptation/My light, my help is here. A mature faith such as the psalmist's does not deny
the possibility of darkness and temptation; the longer we have followed Jesus, the more we
know from Bible and experience that both are realities. But we also know from experience
the strength of God's light shining in the darkness.
We all have different wants in life. God knows this, for God made us and God knows us
better than we know ourselves. God made and loves the world in which we live, so we can
trust God to meet our deepest needs, from daily bread to unconditional love. But
sometimes our commitment to following Jesus will present us with hard choices to make,
that will be costly for us to follow through. As we choose to share the bread, to return the
love God gives us, we will pass through dark places. But Jesus has been there before us; and
still holds out mothering arms to gather in not only Jerusalem but the whole world.
First Sunday in Lent
Service Date:
17 February, 2013
In the season of temptation(!) -- better known as Lent, we begin our desert experience,
looking through the eyes of a teenager -- but are they playing tricks?
I shouldn't really have been there at all. I was meant to be cleaning the house, with my
mother keeping an eye on me. But what teenager wants to stay in and do the housework?
So I managed to escape while her attention was distracted by my little brother demanding
more food, and went straight to my favourite place.
I call it the desert. It isn't really the deep desert, where nothing grows and no animals live.
But it's wilderness all right. I got to know it when I was a little girl, helping my brother to
herd our family flock. One of the idiot sheep made a break for it and ended up in the
wilderness. And after we'd rescued it, I was drawn back to the place. Rocks in strange
shapes. Red sand dunes that ripple out into the distance for miles. It was a strange place for
a child to like, but at least it gave me some peace from my family and the rest of the world.
But that day there was someone else in my desert, someone I didn't know. I knew the
herdsmen and the hunters, the people who knew the desert well. But this man wasn't like
any of them. He wasn't much older than my big brother, but somehow he looked much
more grown up. More serious. And much more hungry, too. And his clothes were all worn
and torn. He might have been out in the desert for weeks, the way he looked. My mother
would have given him a scolding!
I hid behind a pillar of rock. I didn't want another grown up lecturing me on what to do and
how to behave. But this one might not have noticed me anyway. He was sunk in his own
thoughts. And after a while, he started talking to himself. That's what it must have been,
anyway. Or maybe praying. Because there was no one else there with him. I'd have seen
them. Wouldn't I?

It's funny out in the desert. Your eyes play tricks on you. The heat shimmers off the earth.
Travellers say that when you're lost out in the desert, when you've been there for weeks
and weeks, you can see mirages, water in the desert where there is nothing but parched
earth. But as I stared at this stranger, muttering to himself, I thought I was starting to see
things myself.
He'd picked up the sort of stone you get everywhere in the desert, about the size of a small
loaf of bread. And he was looking at it so hard, I began to think – now don't laugh – I began
to think it was really bread, not just a stone picked up from the ground. That sounded
marvellous to me – I was getting hungry, having run off without any food – but then he
threw it as far away from him as he possibly could. I could hear the thud as it hit the ground.
And he suddenly yelled out, almost as though he was losing an argument: No! I won't use
magic to fix hunger. It won't change anyone. Greedy people will still take too much, and
poor people still won't have enough. What people need is God's law inside them, so they
want to share.
It was as if he was in the middle of a long argument with someone who wouldn't be
convinced. I had to look round to see who else was there, in my desert – but I still couldn't
see anyone. And when I looked round again, he seemed to have vanished. I knew he
couldn't go far, not in that time, but it was a while till I saw him again. He must have been
fit. He'd taken a shortcut up to my look-out point – one of the highest spurs in the desert
round here. You could see for miles, over to Jerusalem and up to Nazareth; even over into
those godless cities like Sepphoris and the Decapolis. I'd found it a great place for
daydreaming what I'd do if I ruled the world. Mothers wouldn't be allowed to bully
daughters into housework. Brothers would be forbidden from teasing. And of course
everyone would bow down and do me homage, like the Emperor in Rome, and give me gold,
and jewels... It'd be great!
But my man seemed to have a different point of view. Because he yelled out again: No! I
won't do it! I won't seek the power to make people obey me by saying bad is good. What
use is that? If it's all based on a lie, it’d be like building on sand.
I could sort of see what he was getting at. I did what my parents said – most of the time –
because they loved me, and I trusted them to make good decisions. But my uncle was a
different story. Nobody trusted him, and his children only did what he said because he beat
them. He wasn't a happy man, my uncle, even with all that power – and my cousins left
home as soon as they could.
I found myself nodding in agreement, but then I had to rub my eyes and look again. Because
the fool seemed to be getting ready to jump off my lookout point. And it was high up there.
It was just as high, the Rabbi told us once, as the great Temple in Jerusalem. Ever since the
Rabbi'd said that, I sort of thought of my desert hiding place as like a temple, even better
than the Jerusalem one, because God made it himself.
And now this idiot was teetering on the brink of jumping off. I had to do something. 'Life's
not that bad!' I yelled up to him. 'Don't do something you'll regret! The fall will kill you! Do
you reckon the angels are going to catch you, or something?' We'd had a psalm saying
something like that in synagogue the week before, and I'd thought how amazing that would
be, like being superhuman. He came down, panting a little, and we looked at each
other. 'Funnily enough,' he said, 'I was wondering that very thing. But then I thought: what
a vote of no confidence in God, as if we've got to test his love all the time or we can't
believe in it.

It must be a few years since all this happened. But I've never forgotten him, or what he said.
I wanted to go with him, to hear more of what he had to say. But girls don't do that sort of
thing. Do they?
The journey of Sarah – that rebellious teenager in her own private desert – through Lent has
just begun. Through the next few weeks we will travel with her as her life crosses that of
Jesus again.
(Retold from Luke 4:1-13.)
Hymns:
R&S 492: Dear Lord, and Father of mankind comes from a longer poem by the Quaker J.G.
Whittier. The tune Repton was written for C.H.H. Parry’s oratorio Judith, telling of the
Israelites’ exodus from Egypt.
R&S 558: Will you come and follow me...? comes from John Bell and Graham Maule of the
Iona Community. With a tune like Kelvingrove, a Scottish traditional melody, it would be
easy just to enjoy a good sing; but, as the Companion to Rejoice and Sing reminds us, its
words and the commitment behind them should never be taken lightly.
R&S 71: O God of Bethel was written by Philip Doddridge, an 18th-century English
Nonconformist minister, and published in the Scottish Translations and Paraphrases of
1745. The tune Salzburg by J.M. Haydn was named after the city where the composer spent
much of his life.
R&S 345: Guide me O thou great Jehovah is a famously Welsh hymn, written by three
different men called Williams. The tune Cwm Rhondda by John Hughes was composed for
the annual Baptist Cymanfa Ganu (Singing Festival) at Pontypridd in 1905.
Sermon:
Deuteronomy 26:1-11; Psalm 91; Luke 4:1-13; Romans 10:8b-13
Sometimes our imagining of Jesus' temptations in the wilderness owe as much to Hollywood
as to the accounts we find in the Gospels. I don't blame directors for getting all dramatic.
There's a wild, rugged backdrop. There's two great adversaries and spectacular supernatural
photo opportunities. What's not to love? But when temptation happens to us – and, I
suspect, also when it happened to Jesus – it's not an external matter of temple tops and
cloven hooves. It's more likely something so quiet and internal to us that no one else –
unless we tell them – is aware that anything at all is going on.
There are many varieties of temptation, but one of the most fundamental is losing our
integrity: acting against what we know to be right. I apologise if I've told you this story
before, but one of my most significant temptations happened more than twenty years ago,
when I was working for a publisher. I'd been sent there by a temping agency, and the
company wanted to make me a permanent job offer. But there was a snag. The personnel
manager wanted me not to tell the agency. 'Just say you're leaving,' she suggested. 'No
need to say what you'll be doing next.' And her tone and manner strongly suggested that
unless I agreed to do this, the job would not be mine.
In retrospect, it's clear that she was trying to avoid her company having to pay the agency
the fee they would ask for having sourced a permanent employee. At the time, I only had
the uneasy feeling something was very wrong, because she wanted me to lie. I went home
that night with an unquiet mind. One of my flatmates asked me what the matter was, so I
explained. 'I suppose I'll have to do it,' I said, miserably. 'Because otherwise, I'll lose my job.'
My friend didn't say anything. But I could tell from the way she didn't say it that she would
be very disappointed if I gave in. So the next day, screwing up all my courage, I gave the
personnel manager my decision – to inform the agency of my decision. She never referred

to the matter again. It was only a small incident, but my integrity had been put to the test –
and, thanks to my friend and her faith in God and in me, on that occasion I did not fail.
I wonder if this scenario, insignificant in itself, can help us understand our reading in
Romans this morning. Paul was trying to work out what as a Christian he now thought about
Judaism, the faith of his ancestors in which he has been brought up; particularly the Jewish
emphasis on law – doing right, because it is commanded; not doing wrong, because it is
forbidden. And he emphasised that external obedience to God's law comes from internal
trust in God. As he put it, 'one believes with the heart' – that God raised Jesus from death –
'and so is justified, and one confesses with the mouth' – that Jesus is Lord – 'and so is saved'.
When Jesus was tempted in the wilderness to rely on his own abilities rather than God, even
so that good would come – hunger satisfied, power used for good, safety – his heart
revolted. It would have been a betrayal of his relationship with God. Later on, when
Christians were being persecuted for their faith in Jesus, it was their trust in God's faithful
love, evidenced in Jesus' resurrection, that enabled them to take the huge risk of admitting
in public that he was their ultimate authority.
Paul reckoned that everyone was capable of such acts of faith: not just Jews, who had
faithfully kept God's law for generations, but also Gentiles, who had never been brought up
to consider God's commandments at all. Everyone who asks for God's help in withstanding
temptation – not just saints, or Elders, or people who know their Bible backwards –
everyone can count on God's help, when they are hard pressed, to do the right thing in hard
circumstances. And like the original temptation, that help may not come with an overtly
supernatural label. It may well be the support of a good friend.
But help when we are fighting temptation, as you will be well aware, is not at all the same
thing as never being tempted to start with. Our psalm this morning speaks of those who
have made God their dwelling place, who have said to God, '"You are my refuge and my
fortress; my God, in whom I trust." And once we have made that commitment to God, our
lives will not necessarily be trouble-free. For the integrity it demands of us will not always
be welcomed by others. Instead, we may be labelled as trouble-makers.
Just consider recent headlines in the news. The opposition encountered by those within the
NHS who have seen patient care put at risk by a rigid adherence to Government targets and
have not given way to the temptation of silence, who have been removed from their posts.
Or the people in the buildings trade unfortunate enough to get onto an illegal blacklist, just
for the crime of raising health and safety concerns at work, who have not been able to get a
job since. On the other side – those who have given in to temptation – consider the number
of people all over Europe who must have turned a blind eye to the possibility of antibioticladen horse meat being labelled as beef and sold for human consumption.
Our temptations may be smaller-scale in their contexts and consequences.
I pray God they are. But even when it is purely a question of individuals being affected,
temptation matters. Jesus, who overcame his temptations by relying purely on God, knew
that. So did Peter, who, as we will remember later in Lent, gave in to the temptation to save
his skin when commitment to Jesus became just too dangerous to maintain. And so too did
the Israelites wandering in the wilderness, several centuries earlier.
Threatened by the same dangers as Jesus, forced in that hostile environment to rely on God,
not on their own abilities, they still gave way to the temptations of looking back with rosetinted spectacles at a touched-up past, of worshipping their own power and calling it God,
of losing faith in God's generous providing and giving way to fear of the future. I don't know
about you, but I can identify with all those temptations; on occasion I’ve given way to each

of them. Which makes it all the more reassuring that in our reading from Deuteronomy we
are reminded of the happy ending to that part of the Israelites' journey with God: a land
where they could flourish, still reliant on God's grace for each year's harvest, each day’s
bread. As for them, so for us – God is faithful, even when we are not. Each Sunday we pray,
'Lead us not into temptation'. I can imagine Jesus praying that just as fervently as the rest of
us. But it goes on, 'But deliver us from evil', or in some translations, 'the evil one'. And God
does. Thank God.
[Preacher: Sarah Hall]
Celebration service with those who share our building
Service Date:
10 February, 2013
Our 'Users Service' provides an important opportunity to celebrate the different ways in
which St Andrews -- through our buildings -- contributes to the life of Broomhall,
Broomhill and Sheffield more widely. On this occasion, Sarah led us all through three
gospel readings, with reflections on their relevance to her own time in Sheffield and our
future as a community.
A reflection on Luke 9:28-36
Sheffield is apparently a great place for walking groups, with the Peak District just on our
doorstep. I say 'apparently' because I have to admit that in nearly 8 years here, with St
Andrew's walking group meeting every month to explore some of our most beautiful
countryside, I have attended their walks just once. Yes, that's right, once in 8 years. All I can
say in my defence is that it was a very up hill and down dale sort of walk – and watching
people several decades older than me racing ahead felt very bad for my ego. That's my
excuse.
But even I can see the benefit you can get from going up a mountain: beyond the physical
benefits to legs and circulation, beyond the social benefits of doing something in the
company of like-minded people. Because there's something about standing at the top of a
mountain, looking at the view, relishing the quiet, that helps us put things in perspective,
helps us see things from a different point of view.
In different religious traditions, people journey up mountains on pilgrimage to focus on their
spiritual lives. Sometimes people think of the mountains themselves as holy – the mountain
we call Everest, named after a British civil servant is known to Tibetan Buddhists as the Holy
Mother.
In the Hebrew tradition, it was traditionally up a mountain that you'd go if you wanted to
find God – think of Moses and the ten commandments God gave him on Mount Sinai, or
think of Elijah, struggling up Mount Horeb to hear God speaking to him not in the chaos of
earthquake, wind or fire but in silence.
So it's not surprising that in our first reading we find Jesus and his friends heading up a
mountain to pray. Because I don't know about you, but sometimes I find it very hard to be
still and pray when I'm in the middle of ordinary life. There's always something that I should
be doing, someone I should be speaking to – even something interesting on TV! But when I
arrange to go away somewhere quiet and lonely, God's got much more chance to grab my
attention.
In this instance, it was God grabbing the attention of Jesus' friends Peter, James and John.
They were Jesus’ three closest followers, they thought they knew him well. But up on the

mountain, things look quite different, and for a little while they saw things clearly, saw
God’s truth clearly as they looked at this particular human being, their friend Jesus.
It was dazzling! They were confused! But they also saw our old friends Moses and Elijah,
talking with Jesus. And they could tell this experience was really from God – that Jesus was
kosher, if I can put it that way – because he was talking with two heroes of their faith, two
of the people who symbolise what it means to be Jewish. This was amazing for them, like
nothing else they’d ever experienced. They wanted it to go on that way forever, so Peter
started thinking about how to make things permanent, put a building up to roof over the
holiness. But of course that didn’t work. Real life always comes back in.
I wonder who you might find if you were to meet with the holy on Kinder Scout. Might it be
someone from the Bible, or from another religious tradition? Might it be someone from
your own life, someone you looked up to and miss? Maybe in my last few weeks in St
Andrew's I should reconsider and start walking!
Hymns:
R&S 67: Immortal, invisible, God only wise
Anthem: Glorious and powerful God (Wood)
Hymn: Not always on the mount may we (words by Frederick L. Hosner; tune: Melcombe,
R&S 536)
R&S 652: God! When human bonds are broken
Music from members of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church
R&S 95: God is love
Sermon:
A reflection on Luke 9:37-41
We've been considering what it might feel like to climb to the top of a mountain and have a
religious experience – something outside our normal life that we may not quite be able to
put into words. That's not so unlikely, either, for research done by a man called Alistair
Hardy last century indicates that many more people have religious experiences than ever
want to say anything about them. But I reckon the experience David has just described in
our second reading is familiar to just as many people here today.
You've had what cliché calls a mountaintop experience. Whatever you've said or done or
felt, it was wonderful. Life suddenly makes sense at last. You feel renewed, empowered,
energised. You almost skip down the mountain. But that euphoria doesn't last. In this
instance, it was the very next day that Jesus and his friends were abruptly brought back
down to earth, metaphorically as well as literally. People were thronging in on them,
wanting their needs met, and getting angry and upset when it looked as if the problem
couldn't be fixed. And this one was no easy request. Nowadays we would call the boy's
problem epilepsy. Then they put it down to the malicious work of a spirit. But even now,
with all our medical skills there would be no quick and easy fix for the poor lad, or his father.
When Jesus talks about a wicked and perverse generation, it looks as if he's overreacting a
touch. The child is evidently suffering – what is Jesus’ problem with the situation? But this is
where it helps us to have four Gospels to draw on. In the earlier and fuller version of this
story in Mark's Gospel, we don't just find the boy, his father and a crowd. There's also Jesus'
enemies, hanging round to see him fail and get in trouble. And some of Jesus' friends have
already unsuccessfully tried to make the boy better, so the lad's father is in a state too. The
stakes are high: will Jesus' healing powers be demonstrated, or will he be shown up as a
public fraud? Imagine being faced with all that when you've just been on top of the world,

recognised and affirmed by God! It must have felt like a horrible come-down for Jesus as
well as Peter, James and John. Couldn't they even give him a breathing space?
Two of our guests today, Mike Fitter who did our first reading and Linsey Taylor Auad, know
a lot about working in this local community; Mike because he chairs the Group of Groups, to
which voluntary groups in Broomhall including St Andrew's send reps, and Linsey because
she manages community development for the Broomhall Forum – and is also an effective
member of our own management team. I suspect that they, like we, may recognise that
awkward moment in working with groups, whether it’s our own folk or the community of
Broomhall, where people are hurt and angry, looking for friendship and help but finding it
hard to trust anyone who offers it.
This particular story has a happy ending. Jesus heals the boy and everyone goes away
rejoicing. But as people of goodwill in this area, working with all in need, Christians and
others, we will sometimes meet anger and fear as well as welcome and friendship. All the
more important that we keep in mind our own mountaintop experiences, our own calling
from God to love our neighbours.
A reflection on Luke 13:29-30
The users of our building fall neatly into three different categories. We host groups that
feed the spirit, that encourage creativity, whether it's through worship, Christian or Muslim,
through music, sung or played, or through writing. These endeavours can offer us
mountaintop experiences that nourish and enable the rest of our lives, if we are able to
recognise them through all the host of organisational details that need to be settled to
make sure they happen.
We also host groups that work for other people: for the good of our local community in
Broomhall, or more widely for particular issue or political groupings; supporting families or
older people or those with no homes. People in these groups know the satisfaction that
comes through serving others, but also some of the difficulties that must be overcome if
people are truly to help one another, rather than the helpers patronising the helped to
make themselves feel good, or making them permanently dependent on the resources of
others.
And – though I'd better say this bit quietly, given that this congregation does come from
Presbyterian roots – we host a third sort of group, whose object is to have fun. Student
societies, newly married couples. And of course, though it doesn't meet on these premises,
in that third group is St Andrew's Tennis Club.
Here again, my lack of physical stamina has let me down. I did try, honest I did, to play
tennis in my first few years at St Andrew's – but the experiment was no more successful
than it had been at school, and I gracefully withdrew to the sidelines. But that doesn't mean
I've had no further dealings with the club since then. For St Andrew's Tennis Club is not only
very welcoming to rabbits like me; it also puts on an excellent spread. I discovered that first
on the afternoon of my induction, when the post-service celebration was held at the Tennis
Club. And I've re-established that fact ever since.
But eating and drinking together isn't just a good way for a group of people to get to know
each other and become friends – for I'm glad to say that the Tennis Club is more interested
in people, whatever their standard, joining in than in showing the door to those who can't
play too well. For Christians, sharing food and drink is also a way when there has been
conflict to make up our differences, to forgive and be forgiven. For when we eat and drink
together, it reminds us of Jesus' last meal with his friends, when he told them to share their
food and drink and remember him. And that meal reminds us too of the way he died,

showing us just how much God loves us, just how far God will go to stay with us in our hour
of need – through death and out the other side.
That brief reading we've just heard speaks of the Christian picture of heaven: people from
every place and every time sitting down together to feast at God's banquet at the end of
time. There will be some surprises at the feast: people we may have thought weren't good
enough will beat the queue, and some who thought themselves too good for others may be
waiting at the door. And to give us a foretaste now of that great international feast,
members of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church who worship in our building will sing us a
Communion song.
[Reflections: Sarah Hall]
Fourth Sunday after Epiphany: Holy Communion
Service Date:
3 February, 2013
Do you have something to say about everything and thrive on the opportunity to share
your views? Or do you find it hard to put your thoughts into words? Members of St
Andrews are invited to consider their own role in speaking up for and/or in Church.
Reflections begin with a moment of drama:
Anna: Sarah, I’ve just got to tell you something amazing!
Sarah: I’ve got to tell you about my new nephew, Joshua! A tricky birth, but he’s worth all
Rebekah's pain, bless him!
Anna: My news is about a baby too.
Sarah: Surely not – at your age?
Anna: It has happened – but no, not my baby. Mary's baby.
Sarah: Mary? That cousin of yours who ran off with a cantor?
Anna: No – you don't know this Mary. Nor do I, come to think of it.
Sarah: Anna dear, are you getting a little confused? Why on earth are you talking about this
baby if you don't know his mother? Or is it his father you know? Anna, you dark horse! I
never thought there was something like that in your past!
Anna: I’ll have you know, I was happily married to Samuel for seven years, and I've been a
virtuous widow, for… let's see, I'm 84... goodness, 55 years next Wednesday!
Sarah: I won't tease you, Anna. I know you've never looked at another man after Samuel.
But how do you know this Mary, then? And what's so special about her baby?
Anna: Well, I was in the Temple yesterday...
Sarah: Oh no – you're never going to start talking about religion!
Anna: Why not?
Sarah: Well… because I never understand the words you use. And because I feel I should be
interested – my mother was such a good woman – but I never feel I can live up to her
standards. And because you spend such a lot of time in the Temple these days, I hardly get
to see you. And...
Anna: OK, OK! What about if I tell you without religious words? And if I do use some, you
can stop me?
Sarah: Well... all right. I can see this is important to you, and I've got to admit it, for years
you've never tried to mention religion.
Anna: Ever since the time you nodded off while I was trying to explain why we celebrate
Passover. I can take a hint.
Sarah: Well, it was boring! I wondered why we always eat lamb, and all you did was witter

on about exodus, whatever that is!
Anna: Anyway, you’ve got to hear what happened to me in the...
Sarah: Ah-ah!
Anna: Remember your nephew, the one you were talking about? Where did you see him?
Sarah: Rebekah wasn't feeling well, after her difficult labour, but of course they had to take
him to the Temple. It’s what you do.
Anna: Precisely what I'm talking about! May I go on?
Sarah: All right. That’s hardly religious at all, really. I mean, giving thanks for a new baby,
especially the first boy – that's natural, isn't it?
Anna: What makes you think religion's unnatural? Anyway, Mary was bringing little Jesus –
Sarah: Jesus? That’s the same as our little Joshua, isn't it? Rebekah was telling me: the name
means 'God saves'.
Anna: 'God saves'? Isn't that a bit religious?
Sarah: Well, it was my brother Malachi’s idea. Rebekah's husband. She nearly died having
Joshua. You should have seen him pacing outside. I reckon he really meant it.
Anna: Well, that can't be religious, then. Not if he really meant it. But you're putting me off.
This little Jesus, his parents can't have much, because they could only afford the cut-price
offering – you know, two doves.
Sarah: Malachi and Rebekah brought a dove and a lamb.
Anna: It was a lovely ceremony. But the really interesting thing was what happened straight
after. Simeon and I were watching –
Sarah: Aha! Simeon? A love interest, after all?
Anna: Sarah! No! And if he had been, I'd have thought twice after what he said to Mary
when he went over to congratulate them.
Sarah: Why, what did he say? ‘Get lost, scroungers!'?
Anna: Simeon's not like that. He's one of the holiest [Sarah: Ahem!] – sorry! he's got real
integrity. He said once he thought God –
Sarah: Ahem! Ahem!
Anna: Sarah, I can't tell you this without mentioning God! Simeon said, he reckoned God
would never leave people to sink or swim on their own with no help. He thought that in his
lifetime...
Sarah: The world would end in blood and fire! These religious fanatics, they're disgusting...
Anna: If you'd let me get a word in edgeways! Like your Malachi reckons God saved
Rebekah, Simeon thinks before he dies, God will send someone to rescue all of us! And he’s
nearly as old as I am!
Sarah: Oh, and I suppose that little Jesus is Simeon's superhero?
Anna: Well, yes, actually!
Sarah: I bet Mary loved that! Every mother thinks her son's a hero.
Anna: That was the strange bit. He said the boy would light up the whole world. But then he
warned Mary that she'd be sorry, too.
Sarah: I don’t know about that. But this Simeon’s right about one thing, what with Romans
and taxes, this country’s in a poor state. So keep me posted about your wonderchild –
maybe when he grows up, he’ll make a better world for Joshua to live in!
(Based on Luke 2:22-40.)
Hymns:
R&S 613: Lord, speak to me
Mary & Joseph came to the temple (Words Andrew E. Pratt, tune: Bunessen)

Anthem: Eastern Monarchs, Sages Three
R&S 453: Let us talents and tongues employ
R&S 740: Tell out, my soul!
Sermon:
Luke 2:22-40; Jeremiah 1:4-10
In any gathering, you may have noticed that there are two sorts of people. One sort knows
exactly what they think and won’t rest till everyone else knows it too. But the other sort is
very backward about coming forward, even when they reckon they’ve got a good point to
make.
Part of this difference can be put down to culture or upbringing. When I was studying for a
year in Switzerland, my classes had many Swiss students in, and a few foreigners – Germans,
English, Americans. When it came to discussing what we thought, while we foreigners
gabbled happily, the Swiss students waited – partly because they couldn’t get a word in
edgeways, and partly because in Swiss culture thinking first and speaking a lot later is the
thing to do. I bet you could match that story with different sets of people. But there was one
class where just about all of us fell silent – and that was Greek translation. We weren’t
translating the New Testament, but Plato – so we couldn’t just guess at what the text might
be saying. And rather than getting the answer wrong and embarrassing ourselves, it was
much easier to stay quiet, and wait for someone else who had studied longer or prepared
their work better to have a go.
I wonder if members of the Worship Group and others here who have prepared and led
worship in St Andrew’s may sympathise with that feeling. When we were first discussing the
possibility of people other than me offering reflections on our readings, several people felt
they couldn’t possibly do anything of the sort. After all, they weren’t trained or appointed to
do this sort of thing. Surely everyone else in church would feel they shouldn’t be putting
themselves forward presumptuously, like a minister. And besides, what if they got it wrong
and said something stupid in public worship – let everybody down?
But I discovered something during Greek classes in Switzerland. When I sat silent, and
listened to others trying to translate, the answers they gave didn’t really stick in my mind.
But when I did have a go, whether I got it quite right or not, somehow my right choices were
reinforced, and the wrong ones highlighted to avoid next time. Having a go seems to be an
uncomfortable but necessary part of the whole process of understanding.
I hope that those of you who have taken the plunge and dared to offer your own prayers
and reflections in our worship have gained confidence through the process – certainly the
results have helped us all in our worship of God. But of course, standing up in church is a
very particular and public way to share with others something of your faith and your
understanding. It’s a little like Jeremiah’s vocation, of which we heard in our second reading
this morning. Even before his birth God already had Jeremiah in mind to say and do things
that no one else could, communicating God’s message not only to people he knew but to
the rich and powerful, with a public effect on the politics of his time.
At first Jeremiah was reluctant. He felt that no one would take him seriously because he was
young. These days, it’s just as likely that people may feel that no one will listen to what they
say because they are old, or because they are female, or because they are foreign. Yet God,
who made each of us unique, knows our capabilities better than we do – and believes in us
much more than we do in ourselves. At least, that’s what I’ve discovered; for through these
eight years of working with you, I’ve found myself doing things I’d never have dreamed of
before.

At this point you may be thinking: that’s all very well, but I’m no Jeremiah, and I’m no
minister, either. I’m just an ordinary church member. I come when I can, I support others as I
can, I try to lead a Christian life, but I don’t know much about my faith – so how could I say
anything that would help other people? Besides, no one I know outside church is interested
in talking about this sort of thing. Anyway, if there’s a choice between talking about faith
and acting on it, this is a church of doers, not a church of talkers. Certainly St Andrew’s
believes in putting its faith into action – in our recent church meeting, our pastoral visitors
rightly called us ‘a serving church’.
But just how we choose to put faith into action depends on what we believe about the one
in whom we put that faith – and someone had to tell us first. Take, for example, the wise
men, whom we’re still celebrating today, while we’re in the season of Epiphany – make the
most of it, there’s only one more week before Lent begins! We remember their story not
just because of their determination, trekking hundreds of miles to see Jesus, or even
because of their lavish generosity; but also because the gifts they gave him foreshadow his
life to come: his royalty, his divinity, his death. Their actions tell us of their beliefs about this
child and, through shared Bible story and Christmas carol, that knowledge has come down
to us. Our faith also affects what we do, and that may include having a go at putting
something of what we believe into words, to share it in our turn with others.
Of course, it would be ridiculous and rude to try to hijack a conversation so that the answer
to every question had to be ‘Jesus’. During worship, we reflect in a focussed way on some
aspects of what we believe and why, with others who share our point of view – but
if you’ve ever had a conversation monopolised by someone else’s hobby in which you have
less than no interest, you’ll know precisely how not to express your faith! Yet as Anna
discovered in our theme introduction – do have a look at Luke 2 for the expanded Bible
version of what Simeon said! – though people we know may long ago have written off
religion as a topic of conversation, we still share with them concerns for matters of life and
death, for our local community and our national situation, to which our faith can add
something important. For we believe God doesn’t leave us alone to perish, but cares for all
people; brings light out of darkness, life out of death. And when we do dare to share
something really important to us with others, we may unexpectedly find what we say is
intriguing to them – especially if we try to cut out the religious jargon! So now let’s share
some modern words expressing what we believe. And in a moment we’ll also show how we
believe in God’s love, by sharing bread and wine and remembering Jesus, with us here and
now.
[Preacher: Sarah Hall]
Homelessness Sunday
Service Date:
27 January, 2013
In a service led by a combination of St Andrews' Elders and other Church Members, and
inspired by materials from Church Action on Poverty the congregation were invited to
consider, beginning with a poem by James Lamb:
THE NIGHT WINTER SHELTER (an extract)
They walk along the lonely street
Every now and then to rest their feet
Hair all matted and finger nails black
And carrying their life upon their back...

They were in a dark tunnel, at the end was a light
It wasn't easy to see 'cos it wasn't that bright
But as they drew nearer the light became clearer
The illumination was a place to stay for the night...
So thank you, Night Shelter, for the service you run
Helping the homeless, all the good you have done
Your pure human kindness is a joy to behold
For taking less fortunates in from the cold.
(Courtesy of Church Action on Poverty.)
Hymns:
Information not currently available.
Sermon:
Rather than a single sermon, three Church Members gave their own perspectives on the
theme.
James set the scene:
Today is the last day of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. It is also Homelessness
Sunday. Action on Homelessness should be combined with action by the churches. Next
Sunday, a Communion Sunday, is dedicated to the Poor.
What did the Gospel reading say? "He has sent me to announce good news to the poor. To
proclaim the year of the Lord's favour", closing with what must have been a near earth
shaking sentence for those in the Synagogue in Nazareth: "Today in your hearing this text
has come true."
But it was not simple. Christ was not able to heal and perform miracles in Nazareth, and as
he has said "The poor are always with you." Indeed, despite the productivity of our land
and its riches the poor are still with us. -- Our present political masters supported by much
of the press are putting it about that many of the poor have only themselves to blame. This
is not the time or place to get involved in that argument. But it is a reason for all of us to do
what we can to help.
The life style of the rich and famous can keep them away from the harshness of life. I have
called it the Distinguished Visitor Syndrome or Opulent Blindness. Let me take you with me
to experience a few examples:
In 1969 Jean and I were in Kampala in Uganda. I was working at the New Mulago Teaching
Hospital continuing the process of establishing a specialist paediatric surgical service. While
we were there the hospital was visited by Pope Paul VI who had come to Uganda to
inaugurate a basilica in memory of the Uganda Martyrs killed in 1880 on the orders of a
muslim Kabaka of Buganda for refusing to recant their Catholic faith.
The Pope visited the Children's Ward and saw it as I had never seen it, as I never saw it.
Everything was in place, the beds and cots were all tidy and the children smartly dressed
with many waving their flags crying 'Viva papa!' He must have been left with an untrue
picture. Within half an hour of his departure all was on the way back to its normal untidy
busy state. -- A good sensitive caring children's unit and a meticulously tidy ward are
incompatible.
Then I must go back to 1963 when we visited Calabar in eastern Nigeria. In 1876 Mary
Slessor, a mill girl from Dundee, born in Aberdeen, had joined the mission to the Efiks and
Igbos. When the first missionaries, including minister Hope Waddell, had arrived in the
1840s, instead of refusing to cooperate the local chiefs and witch doctors offered them a

site on the hills above the town. These hills were the home of the evil spirits. If the white
men survived living among the spirits they would be worth listening to.
The mission, now called Hope Waddell, thrived but the buildings were regularly damaged
by lightning strikes. We were shown the damage. And we saw a storm. We well remember
looking out from the mission down on the storm clouds and lightning. The young Queen
Elizabeth had visited Calabar as part of the Nigerian independence celebrations about two
years before us. It was still possible to see where she had been by following the tarmac road
laid down for her visit. It paid no attention to local needs. It came up the hill and went on
past the mission, to Mary Slessor's grave. We followed it to pay our homage there.
And most of you will have experienced 'new paint'. The smell and brightness of new paint
applied to make places look well for a special visitor. Those of you who have been in the
forces may well have felt that official visits were timed to make sure that essential painting
was done. It can happen in the health service. -- I recall the rush to get the new theatre wing
at Sheffield Children's Hospital ready for Princess Diana to open it.
What about ourselves? Am I overdressed in my Sunday, go-to-meeting, suit?
Have you ever been unemployed, ever been homeless? Ever been hungry and not known
where the next meal is coming from? Ever had to sleep rough in the cold? How are we
bringing Good News to the poor, the meek or the oppressed? More to the point what can
we, what are we doing about it? I quote from the Poverty and action Week papers for
today:
Who is to blame for the rising levels of poverty and homelessness in the UK today? The last
government for the high level of public debt? The present government for its austerity
programme, the bankers, us even! ? There is a campaign to blame the poor as work- shy
benefit scroungers, the authors of their own misfortune. Yet for every dodgy benefit claim
there are thousands of honest ones. And there are many vastly wealthy tax evaders
What should we do about it? What are we doing about it? And where does all this fit in to
our striving for Christian unity?
The good news is that we are doing quite a lot about. ... We are serving the poor; as
churches we are working together; but O how few of us are actually involved. There is so
much more to do! It can be compared to the City Council filling in potholes in the roads.
What is done is helpful but so much more is needed.
I have come a long way from the heat of West Africa to the bitter cold and snow of a
Sheffield January.
Finally I must take this opportunity to thank especially those of our number who are
working, helping, fund raising, to bring Good News to the Poor, Humble, Oppressed or
Meek.
Judith spoke about practical measures already undertaken by people at St Andrews and
requiring support:
What can we do to alleviate homelessness? Our Christmas Day collection was
for Stopgap, which is also one of the Broomhill Festival's chosen charities for 2013. Stopgap
arranges and pays for overnight emergency accommodation in private bed and breakfasts in
the city for people referred to them by agencies and homeless for a variety of reasons
including mental health problems, domestic abuse and financial problems. Accommodation
is provided for up to four nights and includes a cooked breakfast, laundry and shower
facilities. Without it clients would be sleeping rough. The scheme presently operates during

the winter months with some ninety or so people referred to it, both men and women
though men the majority, ages ranging from 18 to 60.
The Broomhill Breakfast at St. Andrew's on a Friday morning run by volunteers from the
church and elsewhere provides a cooked breakfast for some forty to sixty people – the alltime record, which we do not wish to repeat(!), was 72 people one morning. Some of these
are currently homeless and sleeping rough – even in this cold weather. Some are ‘sofa
surfers’ – staying with family or friends on a temporary basis, but aware that they will need
to move on. Some have flats to live in but suffer from poor conditions – one of our regular
Breakfasters has mould growing in his flat – or noisy/ volatile neighbours.
The Breakfast is not a solution to these problems – but temporarily it is a home.
Breakfasters come early to help set it out; others stay late to help put tables and chairs
away. In between, our regulars welcome newcomers and share bits of their lives.
Sometimes a local councillor, a drugs worker or a Police Community Support Officer can
signpost ways to help. Sometimes just the space to be recognised and heard is important.
The Starter Pack Scheme, is organised by St. Andrew's members. It seeks to help people
who have been homeless but who have now secured a tenancy and works through
organisations working with homeless people. The scheme supplies a 'pack 'of basic but
brand new household goods – the contents of one pack are displayed in front of the
communion table. The goods are delivered to St. Andrew's and the packs made up. The aim
is to give the pleasure of having new things for your home, to make what is probably very
basic accommodation a little more comfortable, and to provide a sense of self-esteem
through having personal goods which are not used or second hand. Currently, packs are
distributed mainly through St.Vincent de Paul and Roundabout, an organisation working
with young people who are homeless or who have been in care and now have to leave that
environment. A few packs are held here so that we can respond to emergency requests. The
cost of the packs is met by donations and grants, and applying for funding is an important
part of the project. Our own church supports the scheme generously.
Derek drew connections between the theme and the bible readings, including a very
personal reflection on Paul's image of the body (1 Corinthians 12):
In our Gospel reading Jesus announces in the synagogue of Nazareth that he is the fulfilment
of Isaiah's ancient prophecy - the long awaited Messiah. His mission is to bring good news to
the poor and outcast - the stigmatised and blamed. Isaiah's prophecy deals with the
establishment of a just society - where we stop throwing stones at each other and work
together for the common good. At first the congregation are amazed at Jesus' gracious
words but when he goes on to remind them that just as th prophets Elijah and Elisha were
sent to the widow of Zaraphath and Naaman the Syrian so his message is not exclusively for
the Jews but for all people, the mood changes and Jesus is driven from the town.
In our New Testament reading Paul uses the vivid image of the body and its members,
pointing out to the church at Corinth that the foot, the hand, the ear, the eye, all the parts of
the body, are important in the way it functions, all contribute their gifts to it. As someone
with an artificial leg this image of Paul's has particular meaning for me. Whilst my prosthesis
has its own gifts which enable me to get around, I still miss my real right leg and realise how
much it gave me in ways that it's only now it's gone that I appreciate and for which I give
thanks.

Paul is concerned that the church in Corinth has become hierarchical, dividing into the more
respectable and the less respectful. He identifies with the position of members of the church
who are being made to feel marginalised and insists on their rightful place within the body.
He confronts the superior attitudes of the supposedly stronger or more prominent Corinthian
Christians. No member can dismiss others as dispensable because those who are apparently
less respectable, less honourable, are of crucial significance and accorded very great
respect by the rest of the body. The church is the body of Christ and all members have an
essential role to play. Whilst Paul is here applying Jesus' message within the church, he
certainly sees the message is for all people.
Homelessness shows the need for Jesus' good news story today. People who are homeless
are often blamed for their situation. People who have homes may be blind to the reality of
the lives of others. Our culture fosters quick condemnation and instant judgment of others as
is so often seen in the media. It is easy to fall into blaming the poor in our society, holding
them responsible for their own circumstances in spite of a clear lack of employment and
vocational opportunities or debilitating mental and physical conditions. Too readily the poor,
struggling on low incomes, coping with disability or finding it hard to make financial ends
meet, are perceived as 'feckless'.
The church should be fulfilling the prophecy of 'good news' to the poor. God's word is meant
to lead to action. All of us are in need of healing and liberation. In Nehemiah the reading of
God's word sparked repentance and action. Paul emphasised that each of us has a vital role
to play . Let us commit ourselves to building a just society.
Week of Prayer for Christian Unity
In celebration of the annual week of prayer for Christian Unity, the preacher this week is
the Very Reverend Peter Bradley, Dean of Sheffield's Anglican Cathedral.
Beginning by reflecting on the regular call of the shopping precinct preacher, "Brother, are
you saved?", Peter (Bradley) ponders the meaning of salvation and the future of
ecumenism, setting his discussion in the context of (Saint) Peter's confession that Jesus is
"the son of the Living God".
Hymns:
Information not currently available.
Sermon:
Hardly a week goes by without me being stopped by one or another of the fundamentalist
Christian groups that demonstrate in the centre of Sheffield. A man will come up to me and
ask rather aggressively, “Brother, are you saved?” Well, I am sometimes tempted to
answer, “I am Church of England, actually,” that is, I am hesitant to answer. So now I find
myself saying, “Yes, I am being saved, by the grace of God.” This answer is truer to the
Scriptures. As Jesus says in the Gospel according to St Matthew (10.22),
It is the one who endures to the end who will be saved.
And even St Paul feared that he might himself end up feared or rejected (1 Corinthians
9.27),
so that after preaching to others I myself should not be disqualified.

So we do better to talk of God’s work of salvation coming to fruition, rather than being
complete in me, but my problem is really the way the question is set up. “Are you saved?” is
asked in the singular, just of me, but the way salvation is treated in the Scriptures is rather
different.
The word “saved” in the New Testament comes from the language of the lifeboat. It seems
that the Scriptures think of Jesus as a lifeguard who notices us struggling in the water, dives
in, and pulls us back to the shore. The word was also used by doctors, in the sense of being
made well, “Did you save the patient?” Jesus here is pictured as Dr Gregory House, MD,
with a stethoscope around his neck. But if Jesus is the doctor, what is the illness? If Jesus is a
lifeguard, where are we drowning?
The Scriptures reveal that the fundamental problem with being human is an absence of
loving communion. Groups such as those who demonstrate on Fargate treat sin as if it was
simply about breaking God’s laws--and of course as we sin we do break the Ten
Commandments--but in the Scriptures sin is revealed as something deeper even than this.
The mystery of the sin of the world is very complex. Last year, our nation honoured Aung
San Suu Kyi for her long witness during her many years of house arrest. What is less
comfortable for us, perhaps, is to reflect on the long period of British colonial rule in Burma.
We commemorate in one of the stained glass windows in the Cathedral the role of the
British Army in Burmese history. We deposed and exiled the Burmese kings and many other
leaders of the country, so that when it came to independence there was something of a
vacuum of leadership. When Aung San, Aung San Suu Kyi’s father, was assassinated in 1947,
years of instability followed, and eventually the dictatorship.
Note that I am not suggesting that in some simple way we caused the military dictatorship
in Burma--that is absurd. The military leaders undoubtedly bear a very heavy burden of guilt
themselves. No, I am trying to do justice to the deep insight in the Scriptures that we are
bound to one another in our need and sinfulness. The failures of the British administration
in Burma, and there were many, arising both from racism and economic problems, these
failures of communion brought about the conditions in which injustice could flourish. In a
similar way, who is to blame for the financial crisis which is causing such suffering at the
moment? The bankers? Successive governments? Us for electing these governments? The
teacher of prayer, Zossima, in the Russian writer Dostoyevsky’s novel, The Brothers
Karamazov, puts it like this,
Everything, like the ocean, flows and enters contact with everything else. Touch one place,
and you set up a wave at the other end of the world.
Because of the sin of the world, we are born into a world where it is easy to do evil, and it is
hard for us to do good. Sin is not primarily about transgressing God’s moral code--although
it is certainly also about breaking the commandments--sin is a failure to be our real selves.
We fail to build true communities of justice and respect, and so our world breaks apart in
fragmentation and suffering. Our broken communion with God and our neighbours is both
the sign and the result of sin.
In the face of this suffering, a follower of St Paul reassures us (1 Timothy 2.4),
God wants all to be saved.
A writer from the generation after the New Testament adds (in the Epistle to Diognetus),

God sent his Son to save us: to persuade us but not to compel us, for force is foreign to God.
We cannot come to God, so God has come to us.
The breaking apart of human life, the absence of communion which we have with one
another, can only be healed by establishing true communion. Instead of asking “Am I
saved?” we do better to ask, “Who is the Saviour?” And we are answered by the priest
Simeon who is holding the baby Jesus in the Temple when he says (Luke 2.30),
My eyes have seen your salvation.
So salvation is not a theory, but a person, this young child whom Simeon is holding. When
Pontius Pilate the Roman Governor questions Jesus at his trial, he asks (John 18.38),
What is truth?
This is the wrong question, and so Jesus responds with silence. Pilate would have been
better to ask, Who is the truth?
God gives us Christ to save us--to rescue us and to heal us. And so we are saved not by
accepting a list of statements like our tax return, but by putting our direct faith and trust in
our rescuer, our Saviour, Jesus Christ. Jesus breaks apart the suffering caused by our
participation in the sin of the world and our individual sins by forgiving us--in other words
he rescues us; Jesus then establishes in us the possibility of authentic communion, of
authentic loving trust of others--he gradually but decisively heals us, always working with
us, gently but firmly.
So increasing unity and communion between Christians becomes a sign of how willing we
are to receive God’s full gift of redemption. I find this deeply hopeful during a time when
ecumenical endeavour seems to stutter and become less important than it was twenty
years ago. The more deeply that we receive Christ, the closer to one another we will be
drawn. Like the rather dim disciples on the way to Emmaus, by listening to the unknown
Christ with care we will be drawn into authentic communion. So perhaps the way forward
for us in Sheffield is to commit not to this or that structure---although such provisions do
have their place--but to commit to receiving Christ, to discovering Christ, from one another,
not in aggressive questioning but in respectful learning.
As we confidently look to the future we can do no better than make our own St Peter’s
confession of faith. Jesus asks him not “Are you saved?” but “Who do you say that I am?”
(Matthew 16.15). Peter replies,
You are [the one sent to save] the Messiah, the Son of the living God.
The question to each of us is the same,
Who do you say that Jesus is?
Can you answer, “the Son of the Living God”? If so, hear the blessing of Jesus upon
you (Matthew 16.18),
Blessed are you! For on yo

First Sunday after Epiphany
Service Date:
13 January, 2013
Information available about this service is currently limited to the hymns and lectionary
readings.
Hymns:
R&S 430: Praise to God, almighty Maker
CG 117: Spirit of God, unseen as the wind
Anthem: Non nobis Domine (Quilter)
R&S 421: All who believe and are baptised
R&S 549: One more step along the world I go
Sermon:
Luke 3:15-17, 21-22; Isaiah 43:1-7; Psalm 29; Acts 8:14-17.
(Sermon text not available at present.)
[Preacher: Sarah Hall]
Epiphany
Service Date:
6 January, 2013
Twelfth Night tonight, the end of the twelve days of Christmas! So theoretically tonight's
the last night to enjoy our Christmas cards, trees and decorations, though some of us are
ahead of the game and have already taken them down. How organised we are may
depend partly on what sort of Christmas we've had. Some people will have been struck
low – that's a shame. And some families will be recovering from their first Christmas with
a baby.
Of course, the Holy Family – Mary, Joseph and Jesus – would be in that situation. You
know and I know that really it will have been months after Christmas that the wise men
finally caught up with them in Bethlehem, and they'll have had a chance to move into
slightly better accommodation, but bear with me. Just imagine Mary sending Joseph out
for shopping so she could clear up all the wrapping paper that came around that gold,
frankincense and myrrh, starting to think about writing her thank-you letters to the wise
men:
It was really kind of them to come all that way – I'm not even sure how to spell the lands
where they came from, but it must have been a difficult journey, even if they have got
upmarket long-distance camels. And the presents look really expensive, too.
OK, it's not enough for us to buy a luxury villa when we go back to Nazareth, but that gold's
going to be a nice little nest-egg for Jesus when he grows up. Maybe enough to expand the
carpentry business, if he shows a talent for it. Or for him to marry a nice girl without much
money and settle down. I've never seen a lump of gold that size – it's like living in a king's
treasury!
That frankincense – I don't think I've ever smelled anything quite so strong and sweet,
except when Mum and Dad took me to the Temple for Passover. It's got to be a strong smell
there, of course, with all those animals being slaughtered all the time, so God knows we're
sorry for the things we've done wrong. I can't say I like that much – it's not really fair on the
animals – but there's not much us ordinary folk can say about how religion works. Not sure

why they thought it was a good present for a baby, though – after all, Jesus' nappies don't
smell that bad! But it's almost like having a little mini-Temple here in ordinary life. Nice.
But talking about weird presents, what about that myrrh? I had to ask one of them what it
was, and he looked a bit embarrassed and said, For your son's funeral. Talk about looking
ahead! I won't need to worry about that, anyway. He'll have to sort out my funeral first! But
I don't understand why they have to think about his death when he's only just been born.
Some so-called wisdom goes right over my head.
Anyway, I'll send off three quick thank-you letters and then I'd better start packing. Because
Joseph had this really weird dream last night, and going by what angels have already told us,
it looks like we'd be well to move off as soon as possible, to keep Jesus safe.
The wise men gave what they had to Jesus – the gifts they could see he would need, though
his mother could not as yet, but also time, effort, even safety.
What riches can we bring to him?
Hymns:
R&S 181: Of the Father's love begotten
We three kings of Orient are
R&S 187: Worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness
R&S 169: Unto us a boy is born
Sermon:
Isaiah 60:1-6; Psalm 72:1-14; Matthew 2:1-12; Ephesians 3:1-12
You remember that question I asked at the end of our theme introduction just now: if that's
what the wise men brought Jesus, what riches can we bring? Well, any fan of Christina
Rossetti's work will already have a very good answer to that question. In her carol 'In the
bleak midwinter' she goes through different people in the Nativity story: if I were a
shepherd, I would bring a lamb. If I were a wise man, I would do my part; yet what I can, I
give him: give my heart.
At this point, I could very well sit down and shut up, for that line says it all. But an annoying
little bit of my mind that never quite shuts down, even when singing Christmas carols, pipes
up at this point: yes, but in practice, what does that actually mean for us, in our day-to-day
lives? And then it adds, in a regrettably cynical tone of voice: it's all very well for us to
promise to give our hearts, but giving Jesus our riches in a material rather than a spiritual
sense might be a bit more of a wrench.
Certainly when Isaiah looks forward, he sees more than just the tribute of the heart coming
to Israel. Listen: A multitude of camels shall cover you, the young camels of Midian and
Ephah; all those from Sheba shall come. They shall bring gold and frankincense, and shall
proclaim the praise of the LORD. OK, he's still being a bit metaphorical – I doubt anyone has
ever wanted to be covered by a literal multitude of camels – but while defeated Israel pays
tribute to Babylon, the superpower of the age, the prophet promises God's dispirited people
that there will be a time to come when international wealth and worship will flow into
Jerusalem.
Unfortunately it's not always easy for us to distinguish between wealth and worship offered
to God on one hand and to the church on the other. Each week during worship I call for us
to make an offering in gratitude to God, and through money on the plate or direct debit, we
respond. Each week members of
St Andrew's spend a lot of time and energy behind the scenes, making sure the church runs
smoothly. But our psalm this morning has an important reminder for us who give our money
and our time out of love for this church community.

God's king is commended not because he builds up resources for his own use or enriches his
court but because he delivers the needy when they call, the poor and those who have no
helper. In these financially straitened times, it is a challenge for all of us who are able not
only to pay our taxes but to avoid even legitimate loopholes, so that transport, health and
education can be funded for the common good. It's a challenge for our government to make
sure that those who are most vulnerable are not hit hardest by austerity cuts – and, if they
get it wrong, a challenge for us to protest, on behalf of those who have no power. But it is
also an ongoing challenge for us in St Andrew's to ensure that resources generously given
for God’s work in this place continue to benefit the vulnerable beyond our walls as well as
the life of our own community. Otherwise we fall into that well-known Christmas present
trap of giving a gift useless to the recipient which the giver eagerly looks forward to
enjoying.
But a good present does say something about the giver as well as the recipient. Take the gift
of God's grace, described in the letter to the church at Ephesus. God has designed it
specifically for the Gentiles – for people like us who have not lived under the Jewish law –
and that tells us that God does not only love a particular kind of person, or only those who
have kept the rules. The nature of grace, this unconditional reconciliation with God and
between God and people, has only been revealed, become clear, over the course of time.
Yet from the very beginning God has planned and foreseen this way to make people as
apparently incompatible as Jews and Gentiles part of the same family; members together of
Christ's body. What wisdom!
When Jesus was born, wisdom from another culture foresaw how his life would unfold in a
way even his mother could not have guessed. We Christians have found wisdom in many
cultures: practical wisdom from Judaism; philosophical wisdom from Greece; prudent
wisdom from Scotland, no-nonsense wisdom from Yorkshire! But God’s wisdom has not
been revealed to us for us to keep to ourselves. For it is through the church that the wisdom
of God in its rich variety may now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the
heavenly places.
That sounds a huge and daunting task! What are these 'rulers and authorities in the
heavenly places'?
Well, Nick Clegg may be one of our local MPs, but even way back at the rosy beginning of
coalition politics, he would have done well to refuse such a title. For rulers and authorities in
the heavenly places – sometimes called powers and principalities – are not human beings,
not even the Emperor himself. You could think of them as group personalities, either angelic
or demonic: the culture or climate within an organisation or a society which encourages
some principles and actions while scorning others. A while ago, in the 1980s, the power of
greed was famously called good and in politics the very idea of society as an entity was
rubbished. It's easy to look back now and see how mistaken that was – but before this
current financial crisis took hold, that same power of greed was assuring us that buying
everything on credit was the only sensible way to go – and even this Christmas, the pressure
to give a lot of good things to those we love has caused too many people to go further down
that route.
Now these same rulers and authorities are attacking immigrants and others drawing
benefits through unemployment or disability, wrongly labelling them work-shy scroungers
who do not deserve our help. But Christians have a very different story to tell, in which no
one is beyond God's love; in which God's care, and therefore ours, is for the poor and those
who have no helper.

In this congregation, some of us have bigger bank balances than others, just as some have
more strength than others and some have more time than others. The riches of our
enthusiasms and our lives' experience vary too – and, as Jesus reminds us, where your
treasure is, your heart will be also. So individually we each have our own unique gifts to
offer to the Christ-child, which he will accept with joy. As today we remember the gifts of
the wise to the baby Jesus, so in this new year let’s seek and love him, each in our own way,
both in the quietness of our heart and through serving others in need, using the gifts God
has already given us. And together, as a congregation, let’s ready ourselves to do the same,
whatever this new year brings.
[Preacher: Sarah Hall]
First Sunday in Christmas: Don't just blame the parents!

