
Feast of the Holy Innocents  
Service Date:  
28 December, 2014 
Worship was led by Mrs. Jenny Carpenter, a member of the Beacon at Broomhill 
Methodist Church, who reminded us that December 26th and 27th are dedicated to Saints 
Stephen and John the Evangelist respectively. 
December 28th commemorates the killing of baby boys in Bethlehem on the order of King 
Herod. Mary and Joseph fled, saving their son. Innocent children, caught up in conflicts 
around the world, including in the Middle East, are still being killed to-day. 
Lectionary readings: Exodus 1: 21b -2:10; Matthew 2: 12 -23. 
Hymns:  
RS161  Good Christians all, rejoice! 
RS741  A Song of the Incarnation (read together) 
RS180  Before the world began 
RS169  Unto us a boy is born 
RS178  Who would think that what was needed 
RS144  It came upon the midnight clear 
Sermon:  
Life in the Midst of Death 
  
On the fourth day of Christmas my true love sent to me 
Four calling birds 
Three French hens 
Two turtle doves 
and a partridge in a pear tree 
  
But the second, third and fourth days of Christmas have much more obviously spiritual 
significance in the Christian calendar. The 26th, 27th and 28th are all “holy days” when we 
are challenged to ponder on significant parts of the ongoing Christmas story. 
How many of us remember that Boxing Day is also the Feast of Stephen? Perhaps most of 
us, thanks to the carol “Good King Wenceslas”. It's hard for churches with this dedication to 
celebrate appropriately and draw a sizeable congregation on Boxing Day. Sporting fixtures 
and sale mania sit somewhat oddly with the commemoration of the first Christian martyr. (I 
don't know, though, some activity on the rugby pitch, or in the competitive frenzy of the 
bargain hunters at the sales nay be reminiscent of the crowd's readiness to join in the 
stoning of Stephen.) Luke's description of Stephen's bold preaching and his death by stoning 
shows a fanatical depth of opposition to the Christian message which is all too evident in 
our world today. 
We'll come back to that …... 
Stephen is an extremely significant saint. He was one of the seven deacons appointed to 
look after the needs of the Greek-speaking widows in the Christian community in Jerusalem, 
but that “servant” role did not limit his activity. We find him speaking out for the faith as 
strongly as Peter or any of the apostles. He must have been a good organiser and a man of 
compassion to be selected for that diaconal role in the first place. In Luke's account of his 
confrontation with the Jewish authorities his  intense faith, powerful oratory and  his 
outspoken criticism of authority seem to set him in the prophetic tradition. But there is 
something more. “I see heaven opened and Christ standing at the right hand of God!”he 



claims. What a witness to the resurrection and ascension of Christ! But in extremis he prays 
“Father, lay not this sin to their charge”. How like Jesus' own words from the cross.. “Father, 
forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  
So – the very next day after celebrating the birth of Jesus Christ as a human baby in 
Bethlehem, we are facing up to the culmination of that life in crucifixion, death, resurrection 
and ascension. We also see the cost of following Jesus for this early follower of his Way. 
Stephen was just the first of thousands to suffer for the faith to the point of death. We'll 
come back to that...... 
Then what about 27 December? Yesterday was the Feast of St. John the Evangelist – surely 
one of the most significant saints, particularly if the Evangelist is held to be none other than 
Jesus' closest friend among the twelve disciples, and the person to whom he entrusted the 
care of his mother. This is a day for celebration of  friendship, discipleship and spiritual 
insight. All vitally important in today's church and today's world. St John the Evangelist's 
symbol is an eagle – the bird that soars high and yet has amazing sight. I remember vividly 
the first time I saw a lectern in the shape of an eagle. At my primary school we walked 
round the corner to the parish church for a short act of worship on Ash Wednesday. My 
parents were somewhat bemused when I reported excitedly “ We went in a crocodile and 
saw a polly parrot!” 
So – St. John, too, doesn't always get the attention he merits, since his Feast Day is hard on 
the heels of Christmas, too. 
But what about today – 28 December? Today is the Feast of the Holy Innocents. 
We've heard those parallel Old and New Testament Lessons about systematic elimination of 
baby boys who are perceived to threaten the status quo.  Pharaoh's edict was nothing less 
than a policy of genocide. The rapidly growing Israelite population constituted a threat to 
the Egyptian way of life. The simplest way to reduce their numbers would be to kill the boy 
babies at birth. Moses proves the exception – he is hidden for as long as possible, then his 
mother and sister hatch a cunning plan. Note the Princess's favourite bathing beach; place 
baby in basket in nearby reeds; get Miriam to hide nearby and emerge at the critical 
moment; offer a wet-nurse who will be none other than his own mother. It works perfectly! 
Matthew's story of Herod's rage when the wise men fail to reappear at the palace echoes 
this strongly. He calculates that to be on the safe side any male children of two and under 
must be killed to ensure that this reputed “King of the Jews” is among them. However, 
Joseph is warned in a dream to leave Bethlehem urgently and take Mary and Jesus out of 
Herod's jurisdiction completely. Meanwhile Herod continues with his attempt to eliminate 
the child who threatens the status quo – and hundreds of babies and toddlers are killed. 
Matthew paints a vivid picture of the distress and despair of the bereaved families. How 
universal is that grief and mourning in our world today. 
Where are the Holy Family to go? - Egypt, the place where Moses was saved to lead God's 
people out of slavery and receive God's Law as the basis for their life and conduct. While 
Luke makes much of  Jesus sharing in the inheritance of King David, Matthew sees him as a 
successor to Moses, offering salvation from sin and a life inspired by grace that fulfils and 
surpasses the Law of Moses. Egypt is now the place of safety for the infant Jesus, until 
Herod dies and the family is able to return to Nazareth in Galilee and resume life among 
their friends and relatives. “Out of Egypt have I called my Son.” 
The innocent children massacred at Herod's decree demonstrate the capacity of human 
beings to lash out in the face of a perceived threat, never mind what collateral damage may 
result. The recent Taliban attack on an army school in Peshawar quite deliberately targeted 



children of army personnel. The Taliban's hatred of western-style education is well known, 
so this was a double whammy. Children are usually a soft target – whether being kidnapped 
for recruitment to The Lord's Army in Uganda or taken as hostages in NE Nigeria by Boko 
Haram. The ISIL forces operating in N. Syria and Iraq make no secret of the fact that they 
regard all non-Muslims as dispensable and are embarking on ethnic cleansing on a massive 
scale. 
But we enlightened Brits have operated in much the same way, Our planes have hit “soft 
targets” such as schools and hospitals in Afghanistan. It was the British who invented 
concentration camps during the Boer Wars. 
And what of the land of Jesus' birth today? 
In response to Palestinian rocket attacks from Gaza, the Israeli government authorises  a 
completely disproportionate military response, and blithely steps up its programme of 
clearing Palestinian homes and olive groves to erect new Jewish settlements on the West 
Bank. Bethlehem is far from being the peaceful spot depicted in Rhoades' “A Solemn Carol”. 
It is surely appropriate that as we approach the end of 2014, we offer it up to God in 
repentance and faith, with its religious martyrs and its slaughter of 
innocent  children;thinking of all the bereaved families and blighted lives that have resulted. 
Let us resolve to ask God to use our prayer and our action to spread his love and to 
challenge injustice in 2015. 
 
Fourth Sunday in Advent, 2014 
 
Service Date:  
21 December, 2014 
The service of lessons and carols was planned by the Choir, the Organist and Choir Master 
and the Worship Group. Representatives of different aspects of church life, including 
partners with whom the church works, took part in the service. The Revd. Robert Beard 
presided.  
 
There was no sermon or address. 
 
Hymns:  
RS129 The race that long in darkness pined 
Choir: Gabriel's Message  ( The Angel Gabriel from Heaven came) 
Choir: Joseph and the Angel 
RS146  Away in a manger 
RS155  While shepherds watched their flocks by night 
The First Nowell 
RS159  Hark!  the herald-angels sing 
 
Sermon:  
This was a service of readings and carols, with no sermon. 
 
The readings narrated the Christmas story from the foretelling of the Saviour through the 
Annunciation, the birth of Jesus, the visit of the wise men and St.John's unfolding of the 
great mystery of the Incarnation. 
 



The children played a prominent part, helping to lead the singing of Away in a manger and 
making lovely crib scenes which were brought to the Communion Table at the end of the 
service and displayed for the congregation to admire and enjoy. 
 
Third Sunday in Advent, 2014  
Service Date:  
14 December, 2014 
Worship was led by the Rev. Margaret Herbert.  Acknowledging the radical nature of the 
Baptist's call to repent, we are encouraged to approach the Advent and Christmas season 
with simplicity, to acknowledge Christ's Mass. 
Readings. Isaiah 61 verses 1 - 4 and 8 - 11. John 1 verses 6 - 8 and 19 - 23. First letter to the 
Corinthians 4, verses 1 - 5. 
Hymns:  
Rejoice and Sing 126  O come, O come Immanuel 
Rejoice and Sing 683  The Lord Jehovah is my light 
Common Ground 51 How can I keep from singing 
Rejoice and Sing 131  The voice of God goes out 
Sermon:  
Listen to the voice of John – “I am the voice of one crying in the wilderness, ‘Make straight 
the way of the Lord,’ as the prophet Isaiah said.” 
History is combined – at a crucial point. Past and present fuse.  A call to all those who had 
ears to hear. This was not a call to prepare a route without obstacles by which the people of 
God could be led from exile and slavery to freedom – nor a prophetic utterance regarding 
the willingness of God to come to the aid of his people. 
At the time of John his call was clearly subversive – Israel waited to be set free from the 
oppressive rule of Rome – many heard John and were excited believing that the long 
awaited Messiah  would come in a glorious super natural manner driving out the oppressors 
by military, God-aided and led force. This was never God’s intention. 
Josephus, the historian – writing at the time  noted – “Herod, who feared lest the great 
influence that John had over the people might put it into his power and inclination to raise a 
rebellion, thought it best, by putting him to death, to prevent any mischief he might cause, 
and not bring himself into difficulties, by sparing a man who might make him repent of it 
when it should be too late. Accordingly he was sent a prisoner, out of Herod’s suspicious 
temper, to Machearus, the castle I before mentioned, and was there put to death.” 
Herod need have no fear that John’s purpose was rebellion – at least, not a physical 
rebellion though what John was about was to have repercussions and consequences for the 
whole human race. 
Listen to John’s cry – it was simply this – in order to prepare the way of the Lord the people 
must repent and be baptised. 
This was astonishing to the Jews who heard him - baptism was one of the requirements of 
Gentiles who wished to become Jews. It was self-administrated emersion in water – 
signifying a rebirth – dying to the old and rising to a new life.  It demanded repentance. Here 
was John putting his Jewish hearers in the same category as non-believers! 
The way that was to be prepared for the coming of the Messiah was not in the dessert of 
Judea – not in rebelling against the occupying military power – but in preparing a way in the 
heart’s of the hearers. Can you imagine the reply of the cynics?  Repent – repent – what do 
you mean repent? How about this lot – idol worshippers – who extract taxes – demand 



obedience – who oppress God’s people – occupy the Holy Land and desecrate the Holy 
places – who are heathen and evil. Lord preserve us!  We are the poor and oppressed 
whose faults and failings pale into insignificance in the light of the evil and immorality of our 
rulers. Don’t look at us John – start with them! 
Yet John’s answer is, in order to make the way smooth for God it is you who must repent. 
You must be truly sorry for all the things that you do that alienate you from God; that make 
a barrier between you and him and prevent a right relationship with him and your 
neighbours. For this is the nature of sin – John cries – in the wilderness of your hearts make 
the way smooth for the coming of Christ. 
It is not the evil time in which they live, not poverty, insecurity, oppression, or the difficult 
circumstances that prevent the coming of the Messiah. 
These are not the things that have to be swept away in order to make him a road but all that 
is in their hearts that prevent them from being glad to greet him and unable to accept him. 
The problem in personal. 
Repent – be baptised as a sign of repentance – the opportunity to be have the slate made 
clean – to change their ways. Make a personal commitment to God the God of the Covenant 
and they will prepare a way for him in the wilderness. 
The call of the Baptist is still ringing in our ears. The message is an intimately personal one. 
Advent is the season to prepare ourselves for the coming of Jesus.  We cannot respond by 
ignoring the sorry state of much of this world. All around us others suffer because of war or 
famine – the evil in the hearts of others – the innocent suffer at the hands of terrorists and 
warmongers – global warming leading to famine in some places and flooding in others. 
Islands are destroyed, deserts are created where there was once fertile land and families 
could earn a living fishing and farming. We cannot turn to God and cry, “We do not really sin 
– look at those who misuse drugs and alcohol – who murder - who steal from their 
neighbours – who lead lives that are immoral. Begin with them Lord – our sins are very little 
in comparison. Forget us – start with the truly evil.” 
There is no such thing as a ‘little’ sin – for sin is whatever separated us from God. It is in the 
wilderness of our own small hearts that we are asked to prepare a place for his coming; a 
straight highway for the coming of a king. 
At this time of the year when the glorious words of Isaiah haunt us, popularised by Oratorio 
and Musical, so that we find melodies rise to our lips, it is all too easy for the glory of the 
Lord to become the glory of the music makers.  In supermarkets and high streets carols 
clash with popular Yuletide jingles – angels are confused with fairies – commercialism 
contends with altruism. The true meaning of Christmas – that is Christ’s Mass is lost as so-
called “tradition” created by the Victorians takes over in the form of trees and cards and 
sentimentalism. 
We are charged – as ever- of getting up into the high mountains – to bring the good tidings 
to all, not just to Jerusalem – to seek out the lost and the lonely – the stranger in our midst. 
To tell those who seek longingly for a more safe and peaceful future that hope does exist. 
To say that we are in the hands of God who will not let us go - 
Advent is a time for preparing – of hope – of looking forward to a brighter future; of the end 
of evil and the bringing together all nations in love and peace. 
God has no favourites – we are all his children – and our approach to Christmas must be as 
little children. We must listen to the Christmas story as a child; full of awe and wonder. 
Take some child-like delight in what is happening around you today – be amazed at the 
breath in your lungs – the pulse in your wrist – the wind in the trees – the sun upon your 



face- the water in the tap – the stars in the sky – and the smiles on the faces of the people 
who will look at you as if you are mad when you give thanks for the profligate goodness of 
the world that is given to us today. 
It need not be complicated -- remember that you learned life’s really important lessons in 
nursery school: sit still, share your toys and clean up after yourself! 
If we, our friends and neighbours – indeed the nations of the world – managed these three 
things, be still – share all you have – keep the world as you found it - there would be peace 
in the world. 
God is with us – we have hope and love and his abiding presence. How can we be afraid? 
Albert Einstein said, “The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious – it is the 
source of all true art and all science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can no 
longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead: his eyes are closed.” 
Lord open our eyes to the simplicity of this season – give us life – restore our faith – make us 
long for the coming of your kingdom and for peace on earth! 
Amen 
 
Second Sunday in Advent & Holy Communion, 2014  
Service Date:  
7 December, 2014 
Simon Copley led worship.  His sermon focused on wilderness life: "People, disillusioned 
with the corruption of their rulers and the grind of daily living see a sign something new 
and fresh in John’s coming..." 
Readings: Isaiah 40:1-11 (and Mark 1:1-8); also Psalm 55: 6-11 and Luke 4: 1, 14. 
Hymns:  
RS137  Hark, the glad sound! The Saviour comes 
RS134  On Jordan's bank the Baptist's cry 
RS131  The voice of God goes out to all 
RS449  I hunger and I thirst 
RS327  O God, your love's undying flame 
Sermon:  
A voice of one calling: “In the wilderness prepare the way for the LORD. Make straight in the 
desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made 
low; the rough ground shall become level, the rugged places a plain. And the glory of the 
LORD will be revealed…” 
When I studied geography at school we were encouraged to look at maps. You could tell 
from the way the contours grouped close together that the terrain represented was 
mountainous or hilly. But you don't need a map with contours to be able to tell what the 
ground is like. If you read a road atlas and you see that the road has many bends and twists 
you can be sure the ground across which the road makes its way is hilly and the road is 
ascending or descending. 
If the terrain is flat then the road would be straight and fast. When I was on holiday in Italy 
we spent many days driving around the mountains. It was very tiring because we had to 
steer the car over and over again around endless, twisting bends. How wonderful to come 
to a part of the countryside where the ground became flat the road became straight and 
you could overtake the slow people in front of you! Yes! Even in Italy there are people who 
drive slowly! 



Individuals, churches, even whole nations go through “wilderness times”. The people of 
Israel wandered in the desert looking for rest. Churchill, in the 1930s, spoke out as a lonely 
voice from the side-lines until his time came to lead the nation. Wilderness experiences will 
be part and parcel of Christian pilgrimage. We must not be complacent and believe 
comfortable and fruitful times will always last. 
At the time where Isaiah’s prophecy is placed, the people of God were actually enjoying a 
time of peace and prosperity. King Hezekiah’s reign was characterised by righteousness. But, 
whether predicting into the future or having experienced it already, the author of Isaiah 
could see that disaster would befall Jerusalem and the Exile and restoration would follow. 
Isaiah's prophetic utterances celebrate a time when the people of God would need comfort, 
they would need to be assured of forgiveness, they would need to be tended like a flock 
with the Shepherd, gathered up in the arms of God and carried close to his heart. 
In verses 1 and 2 of chapter 40, Isaiah speaks of the fact that the people of Jerusalem would 
need to know that their sins have been forgiven and that the Lord is merciful. That their 
hard service has been completed.  So Isaiah foresees a time when the people of God would 
feel very much that they were under the punishment of the Lord. Jerusalem would be 
abandoned and its walls broken down, its leaders carried away in captivity and through their 
Exile God was showing them that they were under his judgement - that they had to serve 
out their time in Exile until they could be accepted back into His favour. 
Isaiah foresees a time of failure and unfaithfulness. He speaks in verses 6, 7 and 8 about the 
unreliability of people: “These people are like grass, their faithfulness is like the flowers of 
the field!” They may find favour with God now but the . . . grass will wither and the flowers 
will fall.” The good times of Hezekiah’s reign will not last. Unfaithfulness will lead the people 
of Judah into disaster. 
But Isaiah points the people to their God who is utterly faithful and reliable. For  he is also 
foreseeing a time when the fortunes of God’s people will turn and God’s favour will rest 
upon them and so he speaks words of comfort. Jerusalem's hard service will be completed 
and blessings will return to the city. Isaiah speaks of a road prepared for God’s return, being 
made straight in the wilderness: “A voice of one calling prepare in the wilderness, a way for 
the Lord! Make straight in the desert highway for our God.” 
Perhaps in the Church we feel that we are like a voice crying out in the wilderness. Our 
message and views have been side-lined by the prevailing currents of our culture. We 
ourselves are seemingly like people in Exile. We have lost our place at the top table, we are 
no longer in the main stream of cultural life and movement. We exist in the deserted places, 
not in the busy crowded streets of the city with all its civic political and economic powers. 
Our New Testament reading today speaks of the people of Judah and Jerusalem going out 
into the desert to see who this strange new prophet, John the Baptist, may be and what it is 
that he is saying. Mark tells us that John appeared in the wilderness preaching his baptism 
of repentance for forgiveness and the whole of the Judean countryside and all the people of 
Jerusalem went out to him. You may remember from your readings of the gospel of 
Matthew that Jesus himself commented about John the Baptist and asked his disciples: 
“What did you go out in the desert to see?” People, disillusioned with the corruption of 
their rulers and the grind of daily living see a sign something new and fresh in John’s 
coming. 
Yes, we may be out of the “mainstream” in many ways, but are people not looking for 
reality for quietness, for time to consider eternity and meaning in life? And what do people 
do when they want to find peace and quiet? They flee from the city to find a place with a 



gentler rhythm. What does the Psalmist say in Psalm 55?  “O! That I had the wings of a 
dove! I would fly away and be at rest. I would flee far away and stay in the desert. I would 
hurry to my place of shelter far from the tempest and storm. Lord, I see violence and strife 
in the city, malice and abuse are within it. Destructive forces are at work in the city.” What a 
striking portrait of a contrast between the strife of the city representing human life and the 
peace of the desert where the glory of God can be glimpsed. 
Isaiah is comforting the people of God with the assurance that in those desert places a 
highway or a road can be made on which God can travel. It is a place where people will 
behold His glory. 
Let us consider for a few moments what a desert or a wilderness is like. It is a place where 
human life is difficult, where human life is all but impossible. It is not the natural 
environment for human living. Isaiah talks about the difficulties of living in the desert: there 
are no roads there, there are no signposts - you could go in any direction and any direction 
could lead you to thirst and disaster. 
I have always been moved by the story of the Uruguayan rugby team whose aeroplane 
crashed in the Andes in the 1970s. Isolated and abandoned in a snowy wilderness, without 
food, the only way they could find rescue was to rescue themselves - two of them walked 
out of the valley where they had crashed. The only signpost they could think of was that 
Chile was to the west - and so they walked across the huge mountain and found their way 
into a valley leading to the Chilean foothills and help. But they later discovered that within 
only a few short miles to the east there was an abandoned hotel where they could have 
found shelter and supplies of food. How does one know which way to go when one is in a 
desert or a wilderness? The view of the way they might have gone was obstructed by the 
huge mountains that surrounded them. 
And so the wilderness is a place, Isaiah says, where there are mountains in the way, 
hindering your progress; there are valleys which take you down so that you cannot your 
bearings and see the surrounding countryside. The ground is rough and difficult to traverse. 
The desert is also an empty place where very few people live, a place of loneliness and 
solitude. And the desert is a place where the normal comforts of human life are absent: life 
is stripped down to its bare essentials - you must travel light through a wilderness. It is 
interesting that Isaiah begins this great prophecy with the words “comfort, comfort”, 
because the wilderness is a place where the normal comforts of life are stripped away or 
lose their power to comfort, sustain or entertain. John the Baptist had to wear the simplest 
roughest clothing and eat the most basic food for that was all he had. 
From the beginning of time humankind has been given a mandate by God to subdue and 
harness creation and make the Earth habitable. This mandate is given to Adam and Eve in 
the Genesis narratives. This speaks of our responsibility for the environment and 
stewardship of the earth's resources. I love to visit the Yorkshire Dales, not just for the 
peace and quiet and escape from the city, but also because it is a place where the hand of 
humanity and the wildness of nature are expressed in an amazing harmony. The dry stone 
walls and the barns enhance the beauty of the wilder landscape. But there are many places 
in the earth which remain untamed by humanity. These are the deserts and great 
wildernesses of our earth. But to live there we need to level mountains, lift up valleys, make 
rough places plains and construct roads across the wastelands. 
But we also need to remember that it is possible to live in the wilderness. I used to work for 
a charity that set up many projects in sub-Saharan Africa and on several occasions I flew 
from London to Zambia. I love to look out of the windows of aeroplanes - I never get tired of 



it and I have to have a window seat! On a number of occasions I have flown across the 
Sahara desert at night. The lights of the great metropolis of London and Paris and Tunis 
shine with blazing brightness indicative of the great concentrations of people who live 
within those great cities. But while the Sahara desert is much darker, you could still see the 
lights of hundreds and hundreds of camp fires across the great expanse. Although 
inhospitable, thousands of people have made a life within that wilderness. 
So the author of Isaiah is encouraging the people of God, telling them that if they need to 
cross a wilderness to get to the destination, to return to their homeland and resting place, 
then God will make life possible in the wilderness. He will flatten out the mountains and 
raise up the valleys, making the rough places level and smooth, and a way upon which He is 
prepared to come and travel along with them. 
Whatever our “wilderness situation” we worship a God of utter faithfulness, a God of 
unchanging love, whose word “endures for ever” no matter how fading or faltering our own 
faithfulness may be. He comforts his people with the thought that he will make a way in the 
wilderness for us. 
What might this mean in practical terms? I would like to bring some encouragement again 
from my favourite film: Lawrence of Arabia. There is a scene in the film (a film about a 
desert-loving Englishman, by the way!) where Lawrence is trying to encourage the Arab 
tribes to march against the Turkish port of Aqaba during the Great War. Aqaba commands 
the sea approaches to the Sinai Peninsula and is supposedly impregnable because the guns 
face the sea and command the approaches. The hinterland of the port is protected by a 
terrible desert - the Nefu - an unforgiving wilderness in which no-one can survive - no army 
can possibly cross it without warning the garrison of their approach. But Lawrence knows 
that a small band of irregular troops could cross the Nefu and take the port by surprise. The 
Arabs think Lawrence is mad to try this. But he simply points across the desert towards 
Aqaba and he says “Aqaba is over there all we have to do is go there.” 
Lawrence seems to be suggesting that the only thing that really separates the Arabs from 
their goal is a short span of physical space. The obstacles can be overcome simply by 
walking across them. The destination is within their reach and is more attainable than they 
think. They simply have to begin by taking one step and then a second step and then a third 
step until the desert is crossed. 
And perhaps that is the answer for anyone who finds themselves in a wilderness - simply 
take whatever the next step might be, physical or temporal: do the next task, live the next 
day. Eventually you will look back and see that you have travelled on a highway through the 
wilderness. That God has made a way. Did not the Chinese philosopher, poet and founder of 
Taoism, Lao Tsu say:  The longest journey begins with a single step? Did not Jesus enjoin us 
to pray for “daily bread”, manna enough for the next stage of the journey? 
The Uruguayan rugby team found that they could survive in their own particular wilderness 
by the drastic measure of eating the bodies of their companions who had been killed in the 
crash. They justified their actions by likening this to the Eucharist where Christ himself offers 
his own flesh to be eaten and his blood to be drunk. Jesus' institution of the last supper at 
the Passover meal echoes the experience of the people of God who had been fed by manna 
as they had travelled through the wilderness towards the promised-land. Eventually the 
Uruguayans were saved because two of them took steps and then more steps, heading west 
to the setting sun of Chile and salvation. 
A final thought about the wilderness. It is a place where we can encounter God for 
ourselves. No one walks with us, no one is there to teach us, no physical symbols or signs 



exist. But there the people of God will see the glory of the Lord as John the Baptist saw the 
glory of Jesus, the one who came to baptise the people with the fire of his Holy Spirit. We 
may indeed have the Holy Spirit, we may indeed have been baptised in the Holy Spirit and 
be filled with the Holy Spirit. John baptised for repentance but Jesus takes us further. He 
gives us the Holy Spirit so we can move beyond the starting point of sins forgiven to 
experience life as children of God, knowing the glory of His love and care and sharing with 
Him as trusted partners in His work and mission. That sounds exciting, so why all the 
wilderness experiences?!  
Jesus himself was baptised by John in the Jordan and the Spirit of God came upon him to 
strengthen and equip him to begin his ministry. But Luke tells us that Jesus immediately was 
taken by the Spirit into the wilderness. We note that the wilderness is a place where we are 
taken by the Holy Spirit (not the devil, although he is active there!). But Luke also points out 
that Jesus entered the wilderness “full of the Holy Spirit” but when he came to begin his 
ministry at Nazareth, after his time of testing, Luke tells us that he returned to Nazareth “in 
the power of the Holy Spirit.”  
So the wilderness is a place where fullness becomes power, where potential becomes 
reality, where possibility becomes actuality, where character is purged and refined. Stripped 
of the comforts and distractions of this crowded world, overcoming the mountainous 
obstacles of life and the deep valleys of our own human perspectives, we find the living Lord 
in his true glory - travelling with us on a highway in the wilderness, a highway that leads us 
home. 
Preacher: Rev Simon Copley 
 
 
First Sunday in Advent, 2014  
Service Date:  
30 November, 2014 
Canon Mike West led our worship.  He used a favourite advent hymn, 'O Come, O Come, 
Immanuel' to pose a question: who are the 'captives' to be ransomed today? 
Hymns:  
Rejoice and Sing 96  Great is The faithfulness 
Rejoice and Sing 473  Here in Christ we gather 
Rejoice and Sing 126  O come O come Immanuel 
Common Ground 21  Longing for light 
Rejoice and Sing 573  God is working His purpose out 
Sermon:  
Readings 
Isaiah chapter 64 verses 1 - 9 
First letter to the Corinthians chapter 1 verses 3 - 9 
Mark chapter 13 verses 24 - 37 
O Come, O come Immanuel, and ransom captive Israel: This is my favourite advent 
hymn.  Let’s think together for a few minutes about the notion of Captive – who are the 
captives in our world?  In the sense that they cannot free themselves, and that 
someone/some forces on the outside make it so. 
This week: 

• Slaves – 40 Hungarians in a factory in Dewsbury for £2.00 a day; 12,000 nationally it 
said in yesterday’s paper. 



• Adults with learning difficulties kept in hospital not homes 
• People in debt because their benefits have been stopped 

But what about all of us? 
That’s not a comfortable notion – it goes against our ideas of freedom of choice This week 
I’m again brought up against the Consumerist model of Christmas – the joy of buying – to 
which I fear we are all captives. Were you rioting in Asda on Friday? 
I have been helped to think about this in reviews of a recent book by David Marquand 
known to some of you as a Sheffield Professor 1991- 6; and in URC circles are Principal of 
Mansfield College Oxford 1996–2002. His book is called Mammon’s Kingdom – an Essay on 
Britain. I will buy a copy when in paperback or perhaps for my Kindle.  He points to the way 
we in Britain, and I think most western societies are captives of a view of the world which 
economists and politicians might call neo-liberalism, but helpfully for us he labels Mammon 
in the Biblical sense of wealth as a god. One review headlined it “Gangster capitalism versus 
the Common Good”. 
Marquand traces the history of the idea that economic individualism – if everyone seeks 
their own advantage we get the best use of resources – best for everyone provided this 
unrestrained by moral values not least the ideal that we are our brother’s keeper. This is 
Adam Smith without his community values. Marquand suggests that even if we don’t turn a 
blind eye to corporate evil (it’s all the fault of the banks) or to the way that the earth’s 
resources are being over exploited (let’s pretend that global warming is not happening), we 
find it’s become nearly impossible to think of any alternative – someone called this 
view TINA: there is no alternative, it’s inevitable. 
It’s that which makes us captives – for like other captives we cannot free ourselves. Or can 
we? 
For we are the people who have been told “you cannot serve God and mammon”; the 
people who hear Jesus saying to us, quoting Isaiah that: 
  
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me 
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives” 
(In Luke chapter 4 – the sermon in Nazareth) 
  
In a recent Bible group at St Augustine’s we have been studying the Sermon on the Mount 
and one particular Beatitude: “Blessed are the persecuted for righteousness sake; for theirs 
in the kingdom of heaven”.  We were asked to identify “who are the persecuted”. 
Our list included, of course, Christians in Eqypt, and Syria – murdered for not knowing the 
Koran 
But also nearer to home Christian school children and students, surrounded by expectation 
of a non-stop hedonistic life style (don’t believe me? – come to our street at 11 p.m. almost 
any evening as the taxis queue to take my student neighbours clubbing and return them 
even more noisily at 3 a.m.). Our group decided that those who are “persecuted for 
righteousness sake” show us the  boundaries are between the Kingdom of Heaven, where 
God’s rule obtains and the Kingdoms of this world – boundaries which are hard to spot.  In 
this season of Advent we do well to remember that frontier, between the dark around us, 
and the light of Christ. 
Today’s reading from Mark’s Gospel, his Apocalypse was written when the church was 
experiencing tribulation and oppression – but they hung on to the belief that despite 
current problems the universe was moving towards the ultimate victory of light over 



darkness, of God’s kingly rule over mammon. And therefore the command was to stay 
awake, not to shut their eyes but to observe what was happening around them and 
understand it for what it was. How could they do that? How can we do that - imprisoned as 
we seem to be by mammon? 
Because God is with us, Immanuel. 
Unexpectedly – can this rather wild itinerant prophet be God with us? Most Jews of the 
time said not, but enough became disciples to get close enough to grasp and remember 
what he was about. But when unexpectedly he fell foul of the Jewish leadership and was 
sufficiently disturbing for the Romans to put him to death, even some of those disciples 
said, "Can this be Immanuel - God with us?” 
So Advent is the time when we light candles to recall those of old who knew that though 
they and we may be captives of the dark - light was coming into the world. And as we stay 
awake with them – recognising the darkness for what it is, mammon (Gangster capitalism 
says David Marquand) – we shall be more ready to see, to recognise and to greet the most 
unexpected, that helpless child of badly housed parents, ill used by a tyrannical government 
and ignored by traditional religion: that child is indeed Immanuel God with us. 
O Come O come Immanuel and ransom captive Israel. 
Preacher: Canon Mike West 
 
Twenty-fourth Sunday after Pentecost  
Service Date:  
23 November, 2014 
The service was led by Dr. Sheila Cooke, a member of the congregation, and members of the 
Caledonian Society of Sheffield. As well as praising God, the service celebrated the history of 
the church and its present and future activities. 
Hymns:  
Rejoice and Sing 292  When morning gilds the skies 
Rejoice and Sing 712  All people that on earth do dwell 
Rejoice and Sing 583  The church is wherever God's people are praising 
Common Ground 149  You shall go out with joy 
Sermon:  
Readings 
Matthew chapter 4 verses 12 - 20 
Matthew chapter 25 verses 31 - 46 
Ezekiel chapter 34 verses 11 - 16 and 20 - 24 
There was no traditional sermon but 3 addresses. Margaret  Fall spoke about the early 
church, the history of St. Andrew's and the life of St. Andrew himself. The children were 
encouraged to explore the church and find examples of the Christian symbol and the St. 
Andrew's cross. 
Ian McMaster spoke of how St. Andrew's has always been a place of welcome. Jean Dickson 
spoke about the range of activities through which St. Andrew's demonstrates care and 
concern. 
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Twenty-third Sunday after Pentecost.  
Service Date:  
16 November, 2014 
Worship was led by the Very Revd. Peter Bradley, Dean of Sheffield. He spoke of the 
temptation and danger of a life dominated by lists and activity. 
The sermon is not currently available. 
Lectionary readings: Zephaniah 1: 7, 12-18; 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11; Mark 8:27-38. 
  
Hymns:  
RS134  On Jordan's bank the Baptist's cry 
RS677 The God of love my Shepherd is 
RS217  When I survey the wondrous cross 
RS590  In heavenly love abiding 
Sermon:  
Sermon not available. 
 
Twenty-second Sunday after Pentecost. Service of Remembrance  
Service Date:  
9 November, 2014 
The service was led by the Revd. Margaret Herbert. The Act of Remembrance included 
naming relatives of congregation members who served in the first world war, both those 
who survived and those who lost their lives. The music of the service was enhanced by the 
playing of Gordan Truman, cornet. 
Lectionary readings: Isaiah 52:7-10; Philippians 2:5-18; Matthew 5: 1 - 12. 



[Sermon not available.] 
Hymns:  
RS726  I to the hills will lift mine eyes 
CG141  What shall we pray for those who died 
RS217  When I survey the wondrous cross 
RS705  Oh God, our help in ages past 
RS762  The National Anthem 
 
Twentyfirst Sunday after Pentecost.  
Service Date:  
2 November, 2014 
Worship was led by Professor Clyde Binfield. 
Lectionary readings: Micah 3: 5-12; Matthew 23: 1-12. 
(Sermon not yet available.) 
Hymns:  
RS 98 Mighty God, while angels bless thee 
RS 626  Judge eternal, throned in splendour 
RS 690  O send thy light forth and thy truth 
RS 641  we pray for peace 
RS 483  We are your people 
Sermon:  
Sermon not currently available. 
 
Twentyfirst Sunday after Pentecost. Service of Holy Baptism.  
Service Date:  
26 October, 2014 
Worship was led by The Revd. Robert Beard and included a joyful baptism of the baby son 
of church members. He spoke of the importance of water to our survival and its 
significance in Baptism. 
Lectionary readings: Genesis 8:6-19; Matthew 28:1-10, 16-20. 
(No written sermon this week.) 
Hymns:  
RS 433 O Thou who camest from above 
RS 424 At the dawning of creation 
Song: He's got the whole world in his hands 
RS 420 The Lord bless you and keep you 
RS 432 Now is eternal life 
Sermon:  
There is no written sermon. The Revd. Robert Beard spoke of the importance of water to 
our survival and its significance in Baptism. 
 
Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost  
Service Date:  
19 October, 2014 
Worship was led by Mrs. Val Morrison who preached on Jesus' instruction to' pay to 
Caesar that which is Caesar's and to God that which is God's.' How do we repay our debt 
to God? 



All we have comes from God. How can we most effectively invest our 'kingdom currency', 
money, time, energy, to further God's work?   Business and commercial success and 
Christian values can be compatible. 
Lectionary readings: 1 Thessolonians 1:1-10; Isaiah 45:1-7; Matthew 22:1-7. 
Hymns:  
RS 268  Jesus shall reign 
RS 312  Come, spirit, all our hearts inspire 
RS 59  God moves in a mysterious way 
RS 579  Lord, thy church on earth is seeking 
RS 200  The Kingdom of God is justice and joy 
Sermon:  
Like many of the gospel stories this one about paying taxes seems deceptively simple but it 
bears a little attention and some background information before we can fully understand it 
and relate its meaning to our 21st century living. 
At face value we might imagine some articulate Christian questioning one of our politicians 
about the payment of tax. The question today may be more along the lines of ‘Is it lawful 
that I pay my taxes so that everyone can access NHS care free and you want to make me pay 
for treatment’ and then beginning a campaign to involve the church in protests about how 
the current tax system disadvantages the poor and advantages the rich and before we know 
it we have confrontation and often not much else! Of course if we dig behind that story 
there would be layers of thought, emotion and experience which had brought that 
individual to that point. 
First let’s put Matthew’s story into the context. In the account of Jesus’ life this story comes 
near the end, he is on his way to Jerusalem for the last time, the tensions between him and 
the authorities are mounting, he has told three parables questioning the temple leaders 
commitment to God and this is the first of three challenges from them to him. 
It is quite clear from the opening verse that the Pharisees have an agenda in coming to Jesus 
with this question and we can be sure it is not a one item agenda! 
The Pharisees were the keepers of the law, so, important to them was that question was it 
lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, but of course the law had been made more complex than God 
ever intended when he gave those 10 commandments to Moses. So we need also to 
understand some other details of the context. 
In Leviticus we read “the land is mine; with me you are but aliens and tenants”. For the Jews 
the land belonged to God and the Roman occupation went directly against this 
understanding but they also believed that foreign kings only had power over Israel with 
God’s permission. 
The Romans on the other hand treated their emperors as at least high priests and so 
coinage showing the head of the emperor was also seen as divine currency and for the Jews, 
against the law in terms of showing a graven image. 
And then there were the more pragmatic issues. No-one likes paying taxes and the Israelites 
(as most other nations) hated foreign rule, the payment of taxes being a constant reminder 
of this occupation, to say nothing of the head of Caesar representing an aspiration for global 
sovereignty. Many of Jesus’ followers were relatively poor and struggled to pay the required 
taxes and since the taxes could only be paid in Roman coins, there were issues about 
exchange rates and availability. 



The two groups who made up the challengers represented two different facets of the 
society of the day. The preservers of the law – the Pharisees and the Herodians who it is 
thought were a group who were more interested in staying on the right side of the emperor. 
So against this complex background and set of understandings, experiences and 
interpretations and not without some initial ‘flannel’, came the question. “Is it lawful to pay 
taxes to the emperor or not?” A question which highlights one of the dilemmas of living 
under foreign rule - who has ultimate authority? and which, for Jesus, required some careful 
consideration before answering. 
If he said ‘yes’ which would have confirmed him as a supporter of Rome, he would have 
alienated many of his followers for a variety of reasons taken from that complex 
background I have described. It would have confirmed some in their view that he was an 
instrument of Satan. 
If he said ‘no’ then certainly the Herodians and probably others, would have said he was a 
dangerous subversive and that would have given them reason to seize him and imprison 
him. 
As ever, Jesus was able to turn the question back on the questioners. In asking for a coin as 
a teaching aid and so demonstrating that they were able to produce one so quickly, he was 
able to show that, even if it was illegal these people were doing business with it - hypocrites 
that they were. 
And so we come to the conclusion of this exchange with Jesus saying that the people should 
  
Give – or render – to the emperor the things that are his and to God the things that are his 
A two part response in which the second part completely outweighs the first and the point 
in the story which requires our attention and thought and prayer. 
What did Jesus mean? In one sense everything is God’s, even the Roman coins, but does 
Jesus mean more than coins and if so what? 
Well one of the clues to help us as we try to answer those questions is the word used at the 
beginning of the sentence. Translated as ‘give’ in many versions, the more helpful word in 
some senses is the one we find in older translations, the word ‘render’. A word which is 
about repaying debts. So, repay the debts to Caesar may be about those things which the 
Roman occupation provided, in these days it would be infrastructure and from what we 
know of the Romans abilities it may well have been much the same in those days. 
But the really interesting one which requires far more thought from us is the second part, 
repay your debt to God. 
And as we begin to think about what is due to God we begin to realize the enormity of what 
Jesus is asking of his followers and indeed of the Pharisees and Herodians. The payment of a 
few coins, even for those who are struggling, is relatively easy and to some extent, ordered 
and contained but when we begin to talk about what we owe to God in return for his 
generosity, it is an open cheque. It is about worship, service, love and it is about the whole 
of our lives. 
We move from thinking about currency in the normal definition to what we might call 
kingdom currency and to help us think that through it is maybe worth turning again to the 
passage we read from Thessalonians. 
Thought to be the oldest of Paul’s letters, the first one he wrote, it was written to a group of 
new Christians facing difficulties living in the Roman city of Thessalonica. In their case it 
wasn’t so much difficulties with the Romans as with the Jews. Paul began his preaching in 



the synagogue and some Jews converted, as did some gentiles and a number of wealthy 
women though this group of Christians were largely poor manual labourers. 
There had been riots in the streets and Paul and Silas had had to leave the city for their own 
safety and yet, fearful as they were the Thessalonian Christians had built up a reputation. 
Paul remembers their work which stemmed from their faith, their labours of love, their 
steadfastness of hope. 
This was a group of people who had gained a reputation for resilience, joy, and hospitality in 
the face of suffering. Through loyalty to Jesus and inspired by the Holy Spirit their 
reputation had gone out beyond the confines of their own immediate community. This was 
not a group of Christians who were too worried about taxes, it seems they had more 
important things on their mind. Theirs was kingdom currency. It was what they used in their 
relationships with each other and with the wider church, it was through their kingdom 
currency that they turned from being the evangelized to being evangelists, both by sharing 
the word of God but also by example and actions. 
Through their faith in God and relationship with his son, the rich resources to be found in 
any group of human beings were released for God’s service and glory. It didn’t cost anything 
in terms of currency but it was costly in terms of kingdom currency. 
I think we have to ask ourselves what we mean by costly before accepting that statement as 
it stands. 
Each day we make hundreds of decisions about how we live our lives. Think how many of 
those decisions bear on the lives of other people, think fossil fuels, fair trade, family, 
community and church relationships. Think, ethical investments, tax evasion and charitable 
giving, all of which requires us to be generous with our kingdom currency inviting God to 
guide our every move and every decision. 
If we are to do that then I guess the cost will vary in relation to the decision. If it’s fair trade 
it may be currency costly. If it’s relationships it may be time and other things such as 
hospitality and hope. But when we read about the difference Fair trade or ethical 
investments can make to individuals directly affected and to the communities from which 
they come who can doubt that it is anything other than a good investment. 
I would be surprised if each of us cannot think of an investment of hospitality, time, care in 
the life of someone else, just in friendship or maybe in need which has not paid back far 
more than we invest. 
This is kingdom economics. It is payment of debt to God, it is investment of kingdom 
coinage, it is living in God’s world, working with God towards his purposes. It is overriding 
George Osborne and his economics and seeing a much bigger picture than the five year 
plans of politicians. 
And at this time in the parliamentary cycle it is beginning to ask the question which of the 
political parties might just be able to work with kingdom currency as well as monetary 
currency. 
And in case you think that the two are not compatible there are examples of successful 
businesses run on Christian principles. Hard economics and kingdom currency hand in 
hand.  A previous General Secretary of the United Reformed Church used to say, about 
giving to the church, the sooner we remember that what is mine is ours and what is ours is 
Gods, the sooner we will be embracing kingdom values. I think I want to say that holds good 
in the whole of our lives. 
  
render to God the things that are God’s 



  
So – as someone once said 
  
Go and do likewise 
  
Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost  
Service Date:  
12 October, 2014 
Worship was led by The Revd. Robert Beard. who preached on the topic of idolatry. He 
quoted words of Pope Francis on the continued social and economic injustice in the world, 
despite advances in so many areas. 
The worship of idols is dangerous and wrong and we have created a new idol in wealth. 
Material goods can lure us away from worshipping the one true God. We can make wealth 
but need to consider how we make it and how we use it. We can serve God and make our 
wealth serve God by ensuring that it benefits those who are in most need. 
Lectionary readings: Exodus 32:1-14; Philippians 4:1-9; Matthew 22:1-14 
Hymns:  
RS94  Give to our God immortal praise 
RS552  The King of Love my Shepherd is 
RS332  Jesus, lover of my soul 
RS586  All my hope on God is founded 
Sermon:  
A Leadership Crisis 
  
Ladies and Gentlemen, our human family is presently experiencing something of a turning 
point in its own history, if we consider the advances made in various areas. We can only 
praise the positive achievements which contribute to the authentic welfare of mankind, in 
fields such as those of health, education and communications. At the same time, we must 
also acknowledge that the majority of the men and women of our time continue to live daily 
in situations of insecurity, with dire consequences. Certain pathologies are increasing, with 
their psychological consequences; fear and desperation grip the hearts of many people, even 
in the so-called rich countries; the joy of life is diminishing; indecency and violence are on the 
rise; poverty is becoming more and more evident. People have to struggle to live and, 
frequently, to live in an undignified way. 
  
These words are from the address given by Pope Francis on 16 May last year to the new 
non-resident Ambassadors to the Holy See from Kyrgyzstan, Antigua and Barbuda, 
Luxembourg and Botswana. 
Like many people across the world, I applaud much of what Pope Francis has said on issues 
of economic and social justice in the eighteen months since his election to the pontificate on 
13 March last year. You’ll not be surprised to hear that I wish he were able to extend his 
visionary pronouncements to include full equality within his denomination for women and 
certain minority groups. And I can’t help but wonder whether or not he will be able to 
match his fine symbolic actions with effective executive moves to revolutionise a city state 
and global denomination which has amassed, according to economists, literally 
“incalculable” wealth. Leadership at any level brings both privilege and responsibility. To be 
honest, standing in this pulpit wearing a dog-collar brings with it about as much authority as 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2013/may/documents/papa-francesco_20130516_nuovi-ambasciatori.html


I can comfortably handle. Speaking from the balcony of St Peter’s clad in a golden cope and 
triple crown is, perhaps, more than should be asked of any human being. So I don’t know 
how much of his stated programme Pope Francis will be able – or indeed allowed – to 
achieve. Much of what he says, however, sweeps like the rushing wind of Pentecost through 
the museum corridors of the Vatican. 
Here are some more words from that address: 
  
One cause of this situation, in my opinion, is our relationship with money, and our 
acceptance of its power over ourselves and our society. Consequently the financial crisis 
which we are experiencing makes us forget that its ultimate origin is to be found in a 
profound human crisis. In the denial of the primacy of human beings! We have created new 
idols. The worship of the golden calf of old has found a new and heartless image in the cult 
of money and the dictatorship of an economy which is faceless and lacking any truly humane 
goal. 
  
The Pope’s reference to the golden calf is most apt, and carries more significance within it 
than may at first appear. It’s obvious, to the point of banality, that to reject the one true 
God and start worshipping an idol is an ill-judged move. You, of all Christian traditions, don’t 
need an Anglican priest to warn you of the dangers inherent in allowing symbols or icons to 
assume the place and role of that towards which they are intended to direct us. The very 
word ‘symbol’ means an image from which we infer something – a truth – while the word 
‘icon’ comes from Latin and Greek roots meaning ‘representation’, ‘image’ or ‘portrait’. Put 
simply, religious symbols and icons are signposts and windows, by and through which 
people for whom such things are helpful may discern a truth about God. 
 
My clerical collar carries no authority in itself, but its presence around my neck invites you 
to infer that I embody some sort of authority and expertise in matters of religion – and 
frankly, just saying that frightens the bejesus out of me, to coin a phrase. It operates in the 
same way here as a white coat and stethoscope might when we’re lying in a hospital bed. 
You might not know the person wearing them, but you might reasonable draw the inference 
that he or she has some sort of medical authority and expertise in matters of medicine. Such 
symbols are immensely powerful. In fact, I suspect that some of you at least will experience 
a slight stirring of unease if I take my collar off and continue talking to you from up here; at 
the very least, you may feel that I’m no longer properly dressed, and that in itself may be 
enough to chip away one tiny particle of my inferred authority and leadership. 
 
Having said that, I know most of you well enough to be certain that my collar alone is not 
enough to make you infer authority. And most of you know me well enough to be certain 
that I don’t expect you – or want you – automatically to agree with everything I say. The 
response I hope for, and gratifyingly often receive, is “That made me think”, rather than 
“Now I know what to believe”. 
  
It is almost incredible what people are prepared to believe. Even those who have 
abandoned traditional superstitions – and there are plenty who haven’t – seem willing to 
accept almost any notion, especially if it affirms what they feel they want to believe. The 
favourite playground for the con-artists and the gullible these days is, of course, the 
internet. Once in a while, I take some pleasure in trying to undermine some of the more 



outrageous statements. After all, 96.3 per cent of all statistics are just invented on the spot. 
Yes, there are people out there – but, please God, not in here! – who would believe that, 
too. 
 
According to the Kalama Sutta, the Buddha told people who were confused by the 
multiplicity of teachings they heard, 
  
Don’t go by reports, by legends, by traditions, by scripture, by logical conjecture, by 
inference, by analogies, by agreement through pondering views, by probability or by the 
thought, ‘This contemplative is our teacher.’ When you know for yourselves that ‘These 
qualities are skilful; these qualities are blameless; these qualities are praised by the wise; 
these qualities, when adopted and carried out, lead to welfare and to happiness’ – then you 
should enter and remain in them. 
  
That’s seriously good advice, and remarkably profound, because it invites us to use not only 
our reason and intellect when weighing the authority of reports, legends, traditions and 
scripture, but also our feelings, our intuition and the full range of our experience. 
 
As Christians, we are called also to submit our beliefs to the loving assessment of our sisters 
and brothers in the Church; and I’d certainly include among these our children, our elders 
(with a small as well as a big ‘E’!), and our sisters and brothers who experience the world 
differently from us by virtue of their gender, physical or mental infirmity, personal history or 
any other characteristics. 
 
The story of the golden calf, then, is a warning against idolatry; but, as Pope Francis 
suggests, idolatry is not restricted to the worship of symbols and icons in place of the one 
true God. Idolatry reveals a crisis of leadership and authority. The Israelites were alarmed 
that their leader, Moses, had disappeared up the mountain. Had he slipped and fallen to his 
death? Had he been overcome by exhaustion or hunger or thirst and died up there among 
the barren rocks? Had he experienced an encounter with God and decided to spend the rest 
of his life in worship on the mountaintop? They had no way of knowing. 
 
Leaderless, then, they turned to Moses’ brother Aaron, reputed to be an orator but not a 
leader, and demanded that he give them a sign of God’s continuing presence with them, 
something that they might follow in Moses’ absence. What was Aaron to do? Did he still 
hope, as he took the people’s offerings of gold rings and ornaments, that Moses would 
return before he was required to fulfil their demand? Or had he, too, given up hope of ever 
seeing his brother again, and, perceiving the risks that lie among a large, disorganised crowd 
of desperate people, decided on the golden calf strategy as his best chance for maintaining 
some sort of order? But note that, after making the golden calf, Aaron declared (Exodus 
32.5), 
  
‘Tomorrow shall be a festival to the LORD’ 
  
– in the original Hebrew, ‘to Yahweh’ – so it’s clear where his loyalties still lay. 
 
And why a golden calf? Was it intended as an object of worship in itself, or, perhaps, as a 



beast of burden from which the people could infer the invisible presence of God, riding on 
its back, to be carried at the head of the marching column? There’s a story in the First Book 
of Kings (12.28-33) which is closely related to this morning’s reading from Exodus: 
  
The king [Jeroboam] took counsel, and made two calves of gold. He said to the people, ‘You 
have gone up to Jerusalem long enough. Here are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up 
out of the land of Egypt.’ He set one in Bethel, and the other he put in Dan. And this thing 
became a sin, for the people went to worship before the one at Bethel and before the other 
as far as Dan. He also made houses on high places, and appointed priests from among all the 
people, who were not Levites. Jeroboam appointed a festival on the fifteenth day of the 
eighth month like the festival that was in Judah, and he offered sacrifices on the altar; so he 
did in Bethel, sacrificing to the calves that he had made. And he placed in Bethel the priests 
of the high places that he had made. He went up to the altar that he had made in Bethel on 
the fifteenth day in the eighth month, in the month that he alone had prescribed; he 
appointed a festival for the people of Israel, and he went up to the altar to offer incense. 
  
Scholars debate this account and its relationship with the Exodus story, pondering whether 
it was the calves themselves to which worship was offered, or whether they were intended 
to signify the presence of Israel’s invisible God, like the bull ridden by the ancient Semitic 
storm god Hadad in contemporary images. Were the calves – Jeroboam’s or Aaron’s – 
intended to be a symbol of God’s presence which the people could see and venerate, since 
in Jeroboam’s time they could never see the Ark of the Covenant hidden away in the Holy of 
Holies? 
Whatever the people who first heard the stories may have made of them, and however 
literally or allegorically we may interpret them today, their message is clear. Do not allow 
anything material to lure you away from worshipping and following the one true God. 
If anything, the choice is even clearer for us today than it was for our ancient Israelite 
forebears. I say this because, unlike them, we live in an economic system of trade and 
banking that spans the whole world. Either we believe, and behave as though, 
  
“The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it, 
   the world, and those who live in it (Psalm 24.1) 
  
Or we believe, and behave as though, 
  
the earth is the market’s and all that is in it, 
   the world, and those who live in it. 
  
In 2006, a blog on the World Bank website reported that 
  
While global cross border capital flows have risen to reach nearly $6 trillion in 2004, only a 
small fraction (about 10%) flows to developing countries. People cannot help but ask, Why 
doesn't capital flow from rich to poor countries? 
  
The blog went on to suggest the answer that, in the previous decade, 
  



financial integration was a global phenomenon, but financial development was not. Capital 
market liberalization may lead to global imbalances when countries are vastly different 
(heterogeneous) in their levels of financial development. 
  
Believing that “the earth is the Lord’s” does not, of course, prohibit us from making or 
acquiring wealth, but it does place very strong constraints on how we make money and how 
we use it. “You cannot serve God and mammon, (wealth),” says Jesus (Matthew 6.24; Luke 
16.13). We must find, and keep to, ways of making and using money which do not work to 
the detriment of our sisters and brothers, which do not require their exploitation or the 
abuse of their human rights. 
There are plenty of initiatives now in place that seek to address the constant overall flow of 
wealth from the poor to the rich, albeit often imperfectly; but they can be, and are being, 
improved. The Jubilee 2000 movement brought these principles into the global spotlight. 
Ethical banks and ethical investment opportunities even for individual small-scale lenders, 
abound. World-wide campaigns call on the wealthy nations to promote trade justice and 
responsible lending. Fair trade, tea, coffee and chocolate have become genuinely palatable! 
Caring, loving and ingenious people of all faiths and none are forever finding new ways of 
challenging existing financial systems, or of using them to share the world’s wealth more 
fairly. 
The Gospels strongly suggest that Jesus’ top priorities were the kingdom of God and how we 
use our wealth; according to Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, he talked about these two 
things more often than about heaven and hell, sex and relationships, or anything else. 
It doesn’t have to be a paradox that, while we cannot serve God and wealth, everyone 
nonetheless needs at least some wealth in order to live in the world as it’s presently set up. 
The key to the conundrum – and I hope this has become clearer over the past few minutes – 
is both to serve God, and also to find ways of making our wealth serve God too by ensuring 
that it benefits not only those who have most, but also those who need most. In this way, 
we shall avoid idolatry. 
 
Preacher: Revd Robert Beard B.D. 
 
Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost. Service of Holy Communion.  
Service Date:  
5 October, 2014 
The service was led by the Revd. Simon Copley, who preached about being fruitful and not 
missing the obvious. 
Lectionary readings: Matthew 21: 33-46; Isaiah 5: 1-7; Exodus 20:1-4, 7-9, 12-20; Philippians 
3:4b-1. 
Hymns:  
RS 380  Christ, whose glory fills the skies 
RS 195  I danced in the morning 
RS 589  How firm  a foundation 
RS 220  O sacred head, sore wounded 
Sermon:  
The Parable of the Tenants in the Vineyard 
Thoughts on:  Matthew 21: 33-46, Isaiah 5: 1-7, Exodus 20:1-4, 7-9, 12-20, Philippians 3:4b-1 



A young man was trying to break into the acting profession. He found it impossible until, 
one day, he landed a part in a West End play. It was not a large part - one line. All he had to 
do was come on stage, listen for his sound cue (crashing cannons), and then say his line: 
“Hark! How the cannons roar!” It was only one line but it was his chance to make a big 
break! 
And so for many, many weeks he practised his line: he practiced it in rehearsals and 
practised it at home, practiced in front of the shaving mirror, practiced on the tube, 
practised it in the bath - until he was word perfect: “Hark! HOW the cannons roar!” “Hark! 
How the cannons ROAR!” “HARK! How the CANNONS roar!” 
The opening-night arrived and, even in the wings as his entrance approached, he carried on 
saying the line, over and over: “Hark! How the cannons roar!” At last the moment came for 
his entrance on stage - then came the sound cue! The roar of the cannons! And he flinched 
and turned to his neighbour and said “What was that?” 
A stupid story! But how often do we miss the things that are obvious, things that are right in 
front of our eyes? How often do we rehearse so well but miss the cues when the time 
comes - not just in theatre but in life? 
Jesus came to the people of Jerusalem expecting something from them and, to his 
disappointment, He found that they had failed to deliver when the time came. He illustrates 
his disappointment in the story of the Parable of the Tenants: a landowner planted a 
vineyard, rented it out and then came looking for his harvest of fruit but he could not find 
any - the parable is a picture of how Jesus saw God’s relationship with the Jewish people. 
To understand what this parable is saying to us we need to ask: what was the fruit that God 
was looking for? There are some clues in the parable itself: at the end of the parable, when 
the owner of the vineyard finds that no fruit is forthcoming, he threatens to hand over the 
vineyard to other tenants who will be given a chance to produce a share of the crop. Jesus 
draws a parallel with the fact that the master (God) will take the vineyard (kingdom) away 
from the tenants (His chosen people) and give it to a new people. Who are these others to 
whom God will give His kingdom? 
Matthew was writing at a time when the early Church was beginning to spread across the 
ancient world, reaching out, not just to Jews, but also to Gentiles (in fact, by the time 
Matthew wrote his Gospel, Gentiles were beginning to outnumber Jews in the early 
Church). Is Matthew making a point that it was the early Church, those who believed in 
Jesus, who were the people to whom the kingdom was being given - the kingdom that had 
been taken away from the Jews? 
In order to identify the nature of the fruit that God was looking for, we need to ask what 
kind of community this new Church was? What were they doing that the Jewish people had 
failed to do?  
Firstly, they were people who had discovered their missionary purpose: the Gospel was 
spreading from Jerusalem, through Judaea, Samaria and to the ends of the known world. 
Secondly, they were people who lived as a community, reaching out to the poorest, the 
most vulnerable and outcasts and caring for them all, living in mutual support of one 
another. They were looking after the widows, orphans and the hungry, with the message 
that appeals to those at the very bottom of society. They were displaying the character of 
Jesus through the power of the Holy Spirit, the fruit of the Holy Spirit that St Paul speaks of 
in Galatians 5:22, gentleness, love and kindness. Thirdly, they were a community who had 
rediscovered their relationship with God. This relationship had been brought about through 



the death and resurrection of Christ through whom God was reconciling the world back to 
Himself. 
We might suppose from this interpretation that Matthew’s Gospel is a polemic against the 
Jews and in favour of the early Church. No doubt the early Church were delighted to hear 
this kind of polemical statement: they had inherited a kingdom that the Jews had let slip 
through their fingers. 
But we would be mistaken to be so arrogant; to let this parable simply be a source of 
entertainment and self-righteousness. What is interesting today is that alongside this 
parable in Matthew’s Gospel we also have another reading within the lectionary that comes 
many hundreds of years before Jesus, from the prophet Isaiah. It is exactly the same 
thought displayed or expressed in a Song of the Vineyard. This is a song which Isaiah laid 
before the people of his time to warn them of exactly the same issues. Would they bear 
fruit to please God in their lives? No! The history of the people of Israel tells us that they 
failed to learn the lesson and they experienced the destruction of the nation, the loss of the 
temple and the ending of all the religious sacrifices as they were carried into Exile in 
Babylon. 
How often, when things have gone wrong in our society, do we hear senior managers use 
that well- worn mantra: “lessons have been learned”? It is obvious from the juxtaposition of 
these two readings, one from the time of the Exile and one from the time when the third 
Jewish temple was destroyed and the people scattered to the four winds, that history had 
repeated itself, that the people of God had not learned lessons. And perhaps Matthew’s 
inclusion of this story in his Gospel is also intended as a warning to the people of God, the 
early Church of his day. No matter how fruitful they are at a particular moment they are 
always in danger of falling away from their relationship with God and becoming unfruitful. 
So, having answered the question about what fruitfulness actually means, we need to ask 
ourselves a second question: why had the people of God failed to recognise that calling? 
The passage, and the context of the passage, give us many indications of what Matthew 
meant. Reading the passages around the parable, we see that it occurs in the mouth of 
Jesus after his entry into Jerusalem; we see during that entry that he cleanses the temple of 
the money changers and calls for it to be restored to be a house of prayer. Also, on his 
journey to Jerusalem, Jesus curses fig-tree which has failed to be fruitful. He refuses to 
engage with the Pharisees when they challenge his authority. He tells a parable about two 
sons who ask to go and work in the vineyard: one has all the right words and says he will go 
but he doesn't; one says he won't go but in the end he does. This is a direct reference to the 
Gentiles who, although outside the covenant of God are coming into the kingdom, and the 
Jews, who had all the right words, doctrines and commandments and yet were not at work 
in the vineyard of God. 
Then, immediately following this parable of the Tenants is the parable of the Wedding 
Banquet when those who are invited to the wedding refused to go - again a reference to the 
Jews having the covenant promises, the laws and the calling of God and yet not entering 
into His feast. So the man who is inviting them to the banquet goes out and find others who 
do not expect an invitation but are invited instead (again in reference to the Gentiles who 
were apparently not “invited”, yet it was the Gentiles and the unrighteous who were 
coming into the kingdom). 
The parable and its context highlight three things - three things that are not actually in 
opposition to each other but things that, everything being equal, go together to create a 



balanced spiritual life - but the tragedy was that the Jews had put the emphasis on one thing 
against another and their life had lapsed into imbalance and unfruitfulness. 
Firstly, that the Jews had leadership but did not listen. In the parable Jesus talked about a 
string of servants who went to the tenants in the vineyard looking for fruit and this is a 
reference to all the prophets who came, year after year, generation after generation, to the 
people of God (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Habakkuk, Haggai, Malachi etc) and yet their message was 
not heeded. It is not enough to have leadership there must also be listening. 
Secondly, that the Jews wanted pastoral care but they rejected prophecy. At the end of the 
parable Matthew tells us that the Pharisees and the chief priests were very angry with Jesus 
for the things that he had said. They wanted to arrest him but they couldn't because the 
rest of the crowd held him to be a great PROPHET. Let us consider how much the people in 
those days probably wanted to have some comfort, some pastoral care, from God. They 
were having a hard time but the difficulties were, more often than not, of their own making. 
God had to say some very hard things to them: things they probably didn't want to hear but 
things that needed saying. He had to be prophetic as well as pastoral. 
Thirdly, and probably most importantly, the Jews clung to their religion but they had lost 
their relationship with God. We need to remind ourselves that Matthew was compiling his 
Gospel at a time when the temple that features so prominently in the story, had been 
destroyed by the Romans in 66 A.D. This signalled a disaster for the Jewish faith from which 
it took centuries to recover. It is noticeable in his comment on the parable that Jesus likens 
himself to the foundation stone of the house and he asserts that the people of God have 
rejected him and, in so doing, rejected the foundation of their faith. 
It is a very clever and pointed remark of Christ because he is comparing himself to the 
temple which had somehow taken the place of God in the affections of His people. How 
easy it is to confuse the outward form of our religion with its inward heart. That is not to say 
that outward forms are bad but they lose their power and meaning when they are 
decoupled from the heart which is a relationship with God through the Holy Spirit. The early 
Church showed evidence of this relationship in abundance. 
It is interesting that in the two accompanying passages from the lectionary there are 
references to the centrality of relationship. In Exodus, as Moses imparts the Laws to the 
people of Israel, those Laws are prefaced by a reminder of who the people are and who they 
belong to: “I am the Lord, your God.” In his letter to the Philippians Paul defends himself 
against his Jewish critics by citing his own religious background and pedigree. But he would 
be willing to forsake it all for the sake of knowing Christ. He considers it “rubbish” and worth 
losing, compared to that intimate relationship with God through Christ. The Greek word 
Paul uses for “rubbish” actually is rather bowdlerised in most translations. It literally means 
excrement! This seems a bit rude but I would be failing in my duty as an expositor of 
Scriptures not to point this out!! 
In other words, if his outward religious observance became an obstruction to his 
relationship with Christ then potty-mouth Paul says he would be quite happy to flush it 
down the toilet! I am constantly challenged about the status of my relationship with the 
Lord and how much my ministry flows from that relationship. 
But we also need to remind ourselves of something that Jesus always said when He was 
teaching his disciples and the crowd - “if anyone has ears to hear let them hear.” As one of 
my theological lecture translated it: “If the cap fits, wear it!” Does this passage apply to us? 
If we are a community of loving kindness displaying the same fruit of the spirit as was in the 
life of Jesus, if we are a growing community with a missionary zeal, if we are reaching out to 



the poorest and the most marginalised, if we are aware of our own dynamic and growing 
relationship with Christ through the Holy Spirit, then that is all well and good. But if we are 
not then what could our response be? 
Ultimately, let us be encouraged by the underlying assumption of the parable: God wants us 
to be fruitful! A vineyard that produces no fruit is useless both to tenant and owner! 
Religious observance without meaning and joy becomes a burdensome chore. We don’t 
enjoy it, God certainly doesn’t take pleasure in it and it fails to communicate with those 
outside the Church. 
But Jesus invites all those who are weary from carrying heavy loads to turn to Him, learn 
from Him and carry His yoke in a harmonious partnership with Him. As Eugene Peterson 
puts it in his modern Bible translation, The Message: “Are you burned out on religion? Come 
away with me and rest for a while. Learn the unforced rhythms of grace…” (Matthew 11, 28-
9). 
Jesus also describes Himself as the True Vine (John 15) and those who are rooted in Him will 
bear much fruit as we experience the life that flows directly from Him to us. Many of us feel 
we are getting too old and too tired to carry on “running the church” but we are never too 
old for relationships with one another nor with God. Psalm 92:14 tells us that we “…will still 
bear fruit in old age”, we will “stay fresh and green.” 
In John’s Gospel Jesus makes a startling statement about His own relationship with God: 
“My father is always at his work and to this day I am also working I tell you the truth the son 
can do nothing by himself he can do only what he sees his father doing because whatever 
the father does the Son also does. For the father loves the son and shows him everything he 
does….” (John 5: 17, 19, 20). 
Jesus is saying that it is not enough simply to ask God's blessing of our own agendas and our 
own bright ideas. It is not enough to ask for God to strengthen the activities and 
programmes that we have devised in our own human wisdom. Jesus is saying “not only do I 
need the strength of God but I actually need God's agenda! I can only do what I see what my 
Father is already doing!” 
These words of Jesus are comforting in that when we follow God's agenda and discern what 
it is that the “Father is doing” then we too will be fruitful in Christian service. We will find 
refreshing strength and power to sustain us. We will be delivered from the strains and 
stresses that come when we do things in our own strength and with our own 
resources.  When Jesus says “learn from me and take my yoke upon you…” He implies that 
we must walk step-by-step in partnership and harmony with Him. Thus we will “…find rest 
for our souls.” 
In practical terms these words are also very challenging because it means that we need to 
take time to discern what it is that God the Father really is doing in the world and in the 
communities around us. This means time in prayer is never wasted, time in reading, time in 
discerning, time in thinking, time in listening to God and listening to the people in our 
communities, listening to others in our churches and to our ecumenical partners who are 
being fruitful, listening for the prophetic direction of the Holy Spirit. In the words of former 
Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams “mission is finding out what God is doing and 
then joining in.” 
In practical terms this may mean “repentance”: in other words, we take time to think in a 
new way and change the way we do things. Listening means shutting up for a while: talking 
less, singing less, reciting less, perhaps even praying less in the sense that we use prayer 
more for quiet, open listening rather than presenting God with our shopping lists. It may 



certainly mean doing less: letting the fields of activity lay fallow until the clear direction of 
the Spirit is made manifest, laying aside familiar liturgies for a season, if they have lost their 
power to move and inspire, until life returns and meaning is recaptured. 
A person who is sick forsakes all routine and is willing to enter hospital to regain health. 
How much more should a spiritually sick body (an “unfruitful” body) lay aside the over-
familiar, be willing to change routine and undergo soul surgery until life begins to flow 
again? 
I like to read big chunks of Scripture in single sittings: whole books or parts of books, and I 
have recently done so with the book of Acts. Overriding themes emerge that would 
otherwise be missed. One theme in Acts is clear: the early Church, those whom Matthew 
perceived as entering into the Kingdom, bearing fruit in mission and service, did not preach 
an anodyne ethical message. Rather, they gave a powerful declaration of God’s historical 
activity: whether in the Old Testament, through Christ’s ministry, death and resurrection 
and in their contemporary era. Because they were looking to discern and imitate what God 
the Father was doing in their time and in their place they did not miss their cue from the 
Holy Spirit but became fruitful. 
May we have grace to do likewise.   
  
Preacher: Rev Simon Copley 
 
Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost. Harvest Thanksgiving Service  
Service Date:  
28 September, 2014 
The service was led by Professor Derek Collins of the Worship Group. Gifts were brought for 
the Broomhall Breakfast and Jesus Centre Food Bank. There was a presentation on the 
appeal to buy a tractor for India. 
Lectionary readings: John 6 27-35; Deuteronomy 16:9-17; 2 Corinthians 9: 6-10. 
(NO SERMON) 
Hymns:  
RS 40 Come ye thankful people come 
RS  42  For the fruits of all creation 
RS 48  Praise and thanksgiving 
RS 124 We plough the fields and scatter 
Sermon:  
In the place of a traditional sermon The Revd. Robert Beard led a discussion on our 
engagement or lack of engagement with the food production process. 
 
Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost  
Service Date:  
21 September, 2014 
The service was led by The Revd. Margaret Herbert. 
(This sermon is not currently available.) 
Lectionary readings: Exodus16:2-15; Matthew 20:1-16; Philippians 1:21-30; Psalm 105. 
Hymns:  
RS 740  Tell out, my soul, the greatness of the Lord 
CG 67  Jesus Christ is waiting 



CG 117  Spirit of God 
RS 530  Living God, your joyful spirit 
Sermon:  
Sermon not currently available. 
 
Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost. Racial Justice Sunday.  
Service Date:  
14 September, 2014 
The service was led by The Revd. Dr. Keith Albans who tackled the challenges of Racial 
Justice Sunday, affirming that difference is to be celebrated, and we must practise the 
ministry of welcome, because prejudice is never God's way.  
The sermon is given in note form. 
Lectionary readings: John 10:7-21; Ruth 1:6-22; Philippians 3:12- 4:1. 
Hymns:  
CG 4  All are welcome  verses 1,2 and 5 
RS 638    Thy kingdome come, O God 
CG 68  Jubilate, everybody ( from Psalm 100) 
CG 105  Sent by the Lord am I 
RS 90  O Lord, all the world belongs to you 
Sermon:  
Racial Justice Sunday 
  
So there will be one flock, one shepherd. (John 10:16) 
  
There are some Sundays preachers might try to avoid! Remembrance Sunday is one; 
perhaps Racial Justice Sunday is another? When I offered this Sunday to Judith, I had not 
realised anyway – but then the message came – would I please make reference to it in my 
sermon . . . 
There is of course an irony on being here on this particular Sunday – St Andrew, the patron 
Saint of Scotland – might have some thoughts re the referendum? 
What starts as a question about a Country and its relationships to other countries, becomes 
very quickly a question of identity, and in the UK context, a question of belonging or not 
belonging. And irrespective of the result of the ballot, those questions will remain . . . I love 
Scotland, it feels like part of the country to which I belong, and no number of votes on 
either side will change the way I feel . . . 
Cumbrian perspective, holiday perspective… Looking across the Solway from either side 
makes you more aware of their being joined rather than being two different countries. 
Yorkshire or Nottinghamshire – Cricket? Having lived for 25 of the past 30 years in Yorkshire, 
I can cope with fact that they beat Notts to the Country Championship – but I remain a 
Notts fan first and foremost because that is where I was born. Identity is something much 
deeper than what your address is… 
So, says Jesus, "there will be one flock, one shepherd…" 
That is a challenging text – not least because John’s gospel is often seen as one of the most 
divisive narratives as far as the gospels are concerned – certainly there are bits which are 
dualistic, and parts which appear to be quite sectarian… (Jn 14:6 for example) 
Indeed there is much within the biblical narrative which seems to plot this path… 



• The Genesis 1 creation story is about separation – light from dark, night from day, 
land from sea etc. 

• The fall is told as a story of eviction and exile – and indeed those themes will recur 
through much of the OT. “My father was a wondering Aramean…" 

• The story of Sarah and Hagar brings about a divide in the human story which some 
would say exists to this day… 

• Chosen people, Promised Land… Clean and Unclean foods and actions – Jew and 
Gentile, Sheep and Goats… 

• “My religion = right, your religion = wrong” – In the week that Ian Paisley has died, 
and with the growing rise of ISIS – manifested yet again in the news of yet another 
hostage being beheaded – that kind of attitude, springing as many feel it does, from 
writings called sacred, seems to be part of the inherited story with which we live, 
and I hope, with which we struggle! 

The Village – Series 2 ends tonight – reflects a society of 80-90 years ago, but some of the 
attitudes portrayed are so far removed from today as we might like to think… 
Says Jesus, "there will be one flock, one shepherd…" 
In the materials prepared by the Church in Wales for this year’s Racial Justice Sunday, the 
question is asked as to how we might live with this inherited story and the struggles which it 
brings, as a way of underlining a commitment to racial justice. 
And one of the themes to which it points is the reminder that migration is part of the story 
of God’s people. In the light of the re-writing of history, both ancient and modern, by the 
likes of UKIP and Daily Mail, this is important. There is no rosy idyll where everyone lived 
behind and knew their place! This autumn marks 25 years of the fall of the Berlin Wall – an 
event we all welcomed as a sign of hope and an advance of civilisation. It led to a period of 
liberation in Europe and, within 4 months, the freeing of Nelson Mandela. Great events, but 
also events which led to mass migration and disruption, as borders were relaxed and people 
readjusted their location in light of new identities. 
People have always been on the move – and indeed many of those people are our ancestors 
in the faith. 
Ruth is one of just a few books in the Bible which confront this head-on! 

• The introduction of the refugee (Ruth and Naomi as economic migrants! 
• Initially Naomi does not appreciate Ruth's gesture of self-sacrificial companionship, 

but with time, Naomi's future will be made secure through the actions of her foreign 
relative. 

Mission stories – Scotland, St Ninian, Columba, Patrick etc… Pilgrim routes reflect the sense 
of journey, of welcome and of exile, or wandering and arriving… 
Indeed that is the other theme to which the worship materials for today point – to the 
recognition that given our Christian history, we should be welcoming to minorities in our 
midst. 
Says Jesus, "there will be one flock, one shepherd…" 
Which brings me to third reading which we heard this morning – from Paul’s letter to the 
Philippians. A fascinating passage, which reflects all kinds of struggles for Paul, and one 
assumes, for his followers. This is one of his most passionate descriptions of following the 
way of Jesus – and at the heart of it is his view of identity – of being “in Christ” and called to 
be “citizens of heaven”. There, if nowhere else, will those words of Jesus be true: "there will 
be one flock, one shepherd…" 



How then might we sum up the call of Racial Justice Sunday? 
With 3 Affirmations: 

• Diversity is at the heart of creation, but there is a oneness there too. We need to 
celebrate difference, something which is at the heart of the real gospel. 

• Pretending that migration and minorities is something new, is so far wide of the 
mark as to be laughable, were it not so serious. Practise the ministry of welcome 

• The hardest of the three - Making difference an excuse for pre-judging (prejudice) or 
excluding is always against God’s way. 

University Chaplaincy meeting – the settee with two Jewish rabbis sitting at either end, and 
the Muslim Chaplain entering the room and taking the only seat left – between them… An 
experience repeated in a care home, run as a joint Jewish and Christian Home – where the 
majority of the staff are Muslim… 
Real examples exist where Jesus’ words are seen to be true – one flock, one shepherd – one 
humanity. May we practice and celebrate that truth in our lives and in our communities. 
 
Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost  
Service Date:  
7 September, 2014 
The service was led by the Revd. Robert Beard, whose sermon considers the story, history, 
and significance of the Exodus. 
Lectionary readings: Exodus 12:1-14; Psalm 149; Romans 13: 8-14; Matthew 18:15-20 
Hymns:  
RS 62 Father, we praise you 
RS 617  O thou not made with hands 
RS353 There's a wideness in God's mercy 
RS200 The kingdom of God 
Sermon:  
From Here to There 
If I describe to you a people whose leadership’s aggressive policies have resulted in the 
intervention of a external power, and led to the slaughter of hundreds of thousands of 
innocent citizens, which people might you think I am referring to? Hitler’s Germany under 
Hitler in 1939? Afghanistan under the Taliban in 2001? Iraq under Saddam Hussein in 2003? 
Palestine under Hamas in 2014? Or Egypt under Pharaoh Rameses II, who reigned from 
1279 to 1213 BCE? 
If you are anything like me – and I’m not saying that I recommend that! – but if you are, you 
might respond to this morning’s Old Testament reading with horror, that good should 
perpetrate slaughter, bereavement and loss on all the families of Egypt, irrespective of their 
involvement in, collusion with, or awareness of the slavery which was, after all, a widely 
accepted part of our own country’s economic structure until a mere two hundred years ago. 
The Exodus tradition is fundamental to Jewish identity. The story is retold in elaborate 
detail, year on year, at every Passover meal, or seder. In this observance, every member of 
the Jewish family, from oldest to youngest, has a defined role, and so this defining tradition 
is passed on down through the generations. Its message is that the Jews were delivered 
from slavery by God, who had made a covenant with them, and that they belong to him. 
In Israel, Passover is observed as the seven-day holiday of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, 
with the first and last days observed as legal holidays and holy days, involving abstention 
from work, special prayer services, and holiday meals. 



There is no doubt whatever that Jesus was raised in this tradition and observed it 
throughout his adult life. The gospels tell us that he was preparing to celebrate the seder 
again when he was betrayed and arrested on the night before the festival. 
The Christian Church has historically put its own interpretation on the Exodus tradition. One 
of the most evocative lines in the modern Baptism liturgy symbolically links the exodus with 
the death and resurrection of Jesus: 
  
We thank you that through the waters of the Red Sea 
you led your people out of slavery to freedom in the Promised Land. 
We thank you that through the deep waters of death 
you brought your Son and raised him to life in triumph. 
  
It may therefore come as a shock to people to discover that, although the surviving records 
of ancient Egypt provide us with a detailed picture of its social, political and economic life, 
there is no historical or archaeological evidence whatsoever for the exodus of the Jews from 
slavery there, nor for their wanderings in the desert, nor for their entry into the Canaan a 
generation later. The desert, which has preserved traces of tiny ancient encampments and 
settlements, bears no witness at all to the presence over forty years of 603,550 men aged 
20 and up (Numbers 1.46), plus wives, children, the elderly and a “mixed crowd”  who “also 
went up with them, and livestock in great numbers, both flocks and herds” (Exodus 12.38). 
Scholars have estimated the total size of such a community at about two million. Marching 
ten abreast, and without accounting for livestock, they would have formed a line a hundred 
and fifty miles long, the distance from here to Hexham in Northumberland. No evidence has 
ever been found, however, that the Sinai desert ever hosted this colossal population and 
their herds. Moreover, the entire population of Egypt in 1250 BCE was between just three 
and three-and-a-half million, so the sudden exodus of two million slave workers would have 
brought the economy crashing to an abrupt halt; but no evidence has been found indicating 
that Egypt ever suffered such a demographic and economic catastrophe. Even if the 
numbers given in the Bible were a hundred times bigger than the actual numbers, there 
should be some historical or archaeological evidence for the exodus. There is none. 
So where did the Exodus story come from? The scholarly consensus is that it emerged, in 
the form in which we now have it, around the 8th century BCE, following the Assyrian exile 
and before the Babylonian exile; in other words, half a millennium after the supposed date 
of the events that it describes. 
We know that our Old Testament is the product of some six thousand years of traditions 
being collected, collated and woven together by the different tribal peoples who came to 
identify themselves as Jews, God’s “chosen people”. In his 2009 book, Images of Egypt in 
Early Biblical Literature, Stephen C. Russell traces the Exodus story back to three, originally 
separate, traditions: first, the tradition from the northern kingdom of Israel, which involves 
a journey from Egypt to the region of Bethel, and could be a memory of herders moving to 
and from Egypt in times of crisis; secondly, a tradition from Trans-Jordan – that is, the area 
east of the river – which focuses on deliverance from Egypt without a journey, and could be 
a memory of the withdrawal of Egyptian control in the early 12th century BCE; and thirdly, 
the tradition from the southern kingdom of Judah, whose tradition is preserved in the Song 
of Moses (Deuteronomy 32.1-43), which, he suggests, celebrates a military victory over 
Egypt, although it is impossible to suggest what this victory may have been. 



So, on the one hand, we have what the late actor, writer and anti-drugs campaigner David 
Kossoff called, in his 1968 book Bible Stories, the “thrilling adventure story of the Israelites”, 
and on the other we have scholarship telling us that, while the story is of fundamental 
importance to Jews and Christians the world over, the events it describes never actually 
took place, or, at least, not on the epic scale in which they are presented to us. 
There is no doubt at all that the Exodus story matters. It matters hugely. But does it matter 
as history? 
I don’t think so. 
Somebody once said that we shouldn’t worry, because if we can change the thing we’re 
worrying about there’s no need to worry, and if we can’t change it there’s no point in worry. 
We can’t change history. The Exodus either happened, or it didn’t; but there’s absolutely 
nothing we can do about it. So while we may find it fascinating to read up on what scholars 
have said about where the tradition came from, it really doesn’t matter very much. What 
matters is what we do with it now we’ve got it. 
What is the Exodus story about? It’s about the freeing of people from oppression, from 
captivity, from slavery. Well, God knows, there are enough people suffering oppression, 
captivity and slavery in the world as we sit here, innocent people as well as those involved 
in, colluding with or aware of their suffering. So how can we apply this story to their 
situations, and to ours? 
The American Rabbi Scheinerman puts it like this: 
  
For us Jews, time and history are, in isolation, without meaning. What matters is the Jewish 
vision of a world redeemed, a world in which our highest ethical ideals are met, a messianic 
world. And so we relive our Jewish experience of redemption year after year to remind 
ourselves not so much of our connection to the past, but of our goal for the future. Our 
people's Exodus from Egypt is our paradigm for redemption. Passover reminds us that 
redemption is real, the liberation is on-going, and that the possibility of salvation is always 
here. 
The Exodus is now for us who enjoy freedom and dignity. But not everyone, even in this land, 
far less in other lands, enjoys the blessings of freedom and dignity. Not all enjoy the 
prosperity and abundance which seem to surround us. One needn't look very far to find 
someone who is homeless, someone who lacks adequate medical care, someone who seek 
employment to support a family. This is not the Promised Land for thousands upon 
thousands for whom it should be just that. 
Many are enslaved not by physical bonds, or even economic bonds, but by bonds of memory 
and emotion. Slavery comes in many forms, and to these forms of enslavement, the message 
of Passover speaks loudly, as well. Redemption is the promise for all people.” 
  
In the Exodus tradition, Jews and Christians indeed have a “paradigm for redemption”. This 
is not a redemption that we can just sit around and wait for God to deliver, but a 
redemption that requires us to prepare for a long pilgrimage, to put on the armour of light 
(as our New Testament reading puts it, in Romans 13.12), to eat a hasty meal – Holy 
Communion doesn’t take long – and then to journey to the promised land, the kingdom of 
God; not a kingdom that awaits us after death – or not that only – but the kingdom for 
which we so frequently pray, the kingdom “on earth as it is in heaven”. 
  
Preacher: Revd Robert Beard B.D. 

http://scheinerman.net/judaism/pesach/


 
Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost  
Service Date:  
31 August, 2014 
The service was led by The Rev. Robert Beard who tackled the challenging question, 
where is God in all the cruelty and atrocities taking place in the world? 
Lectionary readings: Exodus 3:1-15; Psalm 105:1-6, 23-26, 45b; Romans 12:9-21; Matt 
16:21-28 
Hymns:  
RS 292  When morning gilds the skies 
RS327  O God, your love's undying flame 
RS652  God! When human bonds are broken 
RS657  Rejoice, the Lord is King 
Sermon:  
The Presence of God 
Cast your minds back, if you will, and remember the first Bible you ever owned. Can you 
do that? Can you remember what it looked like, who gave it to you, whether or not it had 
pictures...? More interestingly, how well – if at all – do you remember it? Can you call to 
mind now, the impression it made on you then? 
The first Bible I ever owned was The Children’s Bible in Colour, originally published by Paul 
Hamlyn in 1964, and so popular that twenty years later it was in its twenty-third impression. 
Some of you may be familiar with it. It presents the stories of the Old and New Testaments 
in clear and simple language, while subtly conveying something of the grandeur and beauty 
of traditional Biblical English. Just as importantly, for a children’s Bible, it has full-colour 
illustrations on every page, drawn or painted in a similarly clear and traditional style, 
including the one that is most deeply imprinted on my memory: a magnificent two-page 
spread depicting Moses leading the Israelites across the floor of the Red Sea. 
I remember reading over and over again the whole story of the Exodus, from the birth of 
Moses, through the ten plagues – graphically illustrated, of course – the manna and quails, 
the Ten Commandments, the golden calf and the wanderings in the desert, to the eventual 
death of Moses. Hamlyn’s Children’s Bible in Colour has left such an impression on me that, 
to this day, when I read any other version of the Bible, it is those pictures that come into my 
mind, even allowing for Jesus’ improbably blond hair! 
While preparing this sermon, in a moment of whimsy, I looked it up on Amazon, and was 
intrigued to discover a single unused copy on offer there for £2,499.50, which leaves me 
half-wishing that I’d never opened mine! 
Early on in the Exodus narrative comes the incident described in today’s Old Testament 
reading: Moses’ encounter with God in the burning bush, for me one of the most significant 
stories in the whole Bible, and one that colours my whole understanding of who and what 
God is. 
What do we feel – what should we feel – as Christians, when we contemplate the 
unrestrained savagery that is being unleashed across the world today? How do we respond 
to 1.4 million Palestinians forced into an area the size of the Isle of Wight and then bombed 
to obliteration by the Israeli armed forces? Or to the use of thousands of ordinary 
Palestinian men, women and children used as human shields by the extremists controlling 
Hamas? Or to the barbarity inflicted on Iraqi and Syrian Christians and Muslims, who cannot 
in all conscience accept the religious and social strictures demanded by Islamic State? Or to 



the eviction and persecution of Burmese Muslims by Buddhist vigilantes? Or to the 
abduction, rape and prostitution of 1,400 children, just seven miles from here? 
I’m pretty good with words, but my vocabulary appears weak and insipid when tasked with 
describing my instinctive response to these 21st century events, just as it does when I call to 
mind the Nazi death-camps or the carpet-bombing of Dresden, the battle of the Somme, the 
slave trade, the highland clearances or any of the uncounted and uncountable horrors that 
humanity has perpetrated and suffered, right back to the enslavement of the Israelites in 
ancient Egypt, and even the undoubtedly savage events that gained homo sapiens our 
supremacy over homo neanderthalis and all the other human variants who walked this 
planet in pre-historic times. 
Our culture uses important words far too easily. “What appalling weather we’ve had this 
month!” Was the weather really so bad that you felt faint and turned pale? “Last night’s 
East Enders was awesome!” Are you certain that what you felt was really awe? “I’m 
horrified that Sheffield City Council is closing our local library!” Is the possibility actually so 
terrifying that the hairs stand up on the back of your neck? 
With the debasement of these kinds of words, I’ve been able to find only one – less 
frequently used – term to describe my empathic and emotional response to the real horrors 
that we see all around us. For reasons that some of you are better qualified to explain than I 
am, profound emotional experiences, whether delightful or terrifying or tragic, often 
manifest in physical phenomena: a giddy elation, a “fight or flight” instinct, a heavy lump of 
misery. Well, the term I’ve found to describe my response to the events I’ve alluded to is 
‘heart-rending’; what I feel is the sensation of having the place inside me where I feel love – 
symbolically represented by the physical heart – torn in two. 
As intelligent, thinking Christians, when something makes us feel this way, we quite 
naturally seek some sort of explanation, not only in terms of political, cultural or religious 
power-struggles, but also in terms of our faith. How may such events, and the responses 
they evoke, be approached through our understanding of God, the life of Jesus and the 
work of the Holy Spirit? Or, to put it another way, when hundreds of thousands of people 
are being brutalised – or, indeed, just one person is – where the hell is God? 
Moses, uniquely fortunate – or uniquely chosen – survivor of the Egyptian slave-camps, 
comes to Mount Horeb, the mountain of God also known as Mount Sinai (Exodus 19.11) and 
turns aside from his path to gaze at the extraordinary spectacle of a thorn-bush (as the 
Hebrew indicates) which, although on fire, is not consumed by the flames. 
It’s been suggested that the thorn-bush represents the Israelites’ enslavement, because it’s 
easy enough to thrust your hand into a thorn-bush; it’s only when you try to take your hand 
out again that the thorns catch and hold you. 
Although there is not enough time this morning to explore all the symbolism contained in 
this story, we must note that fire is frequently used in the Biblical traditions to indicate the 
Shechinah, the presence of God; God appeared to Abraham in an incense-burning brazier or 
fire-pot and a flaming torch (Genesis 15.17), God leads the Israelites in the form of a pillar of 
fire and smoke (Exodus 13.21), God consumes his enemies by fire from his presence 
(Leviticus 10.2), and God descends on the Apostles in tongues of fire. So here Moses is in 
the presence of God, of the Shechinah, and God’s presence is represented by an 
inextinguishable flame. 
More than that, in the Judao-Chrisian tradition, Moses stands for all those who seek to 
embrace both heaven and earth, those called to be “in the world but not of the world” (see 
John 15.19, 17.16; Romans 12.2), those who will later pray, “Thy kingdom come on earth as 



it is in heaven” (Matthew 6.10). Perhaps this is why God commands Moses to remove his 
shoes. Shoes protect the physical body from the harshness of contact with the desert soil, or 
indeed the tarmacked street. But God declares the ground on which Moses stands “holy”, 
so Moses needs not protection but contact and relationship. Rabbi Lazar Gurkow puts it like 
this: 
  
Shoes are outer garments that protect our feet as they tread upon the earth’s soil. Thus, the 
“shoe” represents the body – the outer garment that encases and protects the soul as it 
sojourns in the soil of the material realm. To ascend G-d’s mountain, to enhance our spirit, 
we must first remove our shoes, our materialism. The body is appropriate for a material 
climate but on G-d’s mountain it is a hindrance. Here we must divest ourselves of material 
considerations and be fully devoted to a holy existence. 
  
And so we come to the pivotal question of God’s involvement in human suffering. I have 
heard – and I’ve no doubt you have too – many answers to the classical problem of evil: if 
God is all-seeing, all-powerful and all-loving, how can he permit suffering? I’ve been told it’s 
to test our faith. I’ve been told it’s to refine our souls. I’ve been told it’s because we have 
freewill. I’ve been told that it’s all part of God’s plan. I’ve been told it’s just a mystery. None 
of that is acceptable. 
To me, it’s the burning thorn-bush itself that points towards the only possible answer? Why 
does God choose to speak out of a thorn-bush, rather than, say, a glorious cedar of 
Lebanon? Perhaps because what Moses is meant to discern is that no place is devoid of the 
Shechinah, the presence of God. Just as reveals himself from the midst of a lowly and 
humble plant, so it is in the midst of those who are brought low and humiliated that God 
reveals himself. Moreover, it’s been suggested that the thorn-bush represents the Israelites’ 
enslavement, because it’s easy enough to thrust your hand into a thorn-bush, just as Israel 
was welcomed into Egypt in the time of Joseph; it’s only when you try to pull your hand out 
again that the thorns catch and hold and hurt you. If so, the the fact that Moses discerns the 
Shechinah in the midst of the thorns says that God is present among and within the 
enslaved Israelites. 
The presence of God is an unquenchable fire that burns within his faithful people even 
when they are undergoing the most heart-rending of sufferings. Moses, who had fled 
slavery in Egypt and settled in the peace and security of Midian, heard this message and was 
inspired to return to his people and work for their liberation. 
In modern times, how many people were liberated from the Nazi death-camps and 
emerged, not to curse God for their captivity, but to praise God for their freedom? This both 
astonishes and bewilders me. I have suffered enough pain and trauma in my own life to 
cause me to question repeatedly my understanding of God and his presence in human 
experience; but my sufferings – although very real – have been relatively light and transient 
compared with the unremitting, day after day, night after night sufferings of the enslaved 
Israelites or the besieged Palestinians. 
A verse, often used during Holy Week, expresses the message beautifuuly: 
  
The other gods were strong, but thou wast weak 
They rode, but Thou didst stumble to a throne. 
But to our wounds only God's wounds can speak, 
And not a god has wounds, but thou alone. 

http://www.chabad.org/parshah/article_cdo/aid/345998/jewish/Moses-Shoes.htm


  
Jesus of the Scars (1919) 
Edward Shillito 
Discerning the presence of God in situations of extreme suffering is perhaps the hardest 
aspect of our calling as people of faith; but discern it we must, while, in our relative comfort 
and security, we work tirelessly and pray unceasingly for the kingdom of God to come on 
earth as it is in heaven. 
Preacher: Revd Robert Beard B.D. 
 
Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost  
Service Date:  
24 August, 2014 
The service was led by The Rev. Margaret Herbert, who offered her own reflections on the 
Lord's Prayer and how Jesus intended us to pray. 
Lectionary readings: 1 Kings 8:20-29; Matthew 6:5-21; Psalm 85 
Hymns:  
RS410  Our father God Thy name we praise 
CG21  Longing for light 
RS578  Lord of light 
RS433  O Thou who camest from above 
Sermon:  
It seems to me that the church has been playing “Chinese Whispers” down the ages. You 
know the game we used to play at parties when the first person would say a sentence 
whispering in the next persons ear and they would pass it down a line of friends. A 
famous one went “Send reinforcements - we are going to advance” by the end of the line 
the message that was read out went “Send three and four pence we are going to a 
dance!” Inevitably, the message was muddled up and by the time, it reached the last in 
line it was very different from when it started. Sometimes naughty people added rude 
words like ‘knickers’ or ‘bottom’ to the embarrassment of the last person who had to read 
it out loud! 
How else, for example would the Magi (the word in Greek stands for magicians—
astrologers) become three kings on camels bringing their gifts to baby Jesus in a stable?  The 
facts of the story as we portray them are wrong. We can check St Matthews Gospel where 
the whisper first started. Matthew does not state any number of people – does not use the 
word manger, for Jesus was approaching the age of two, toddling – talking and living in a 
house. The Magi were not wealthy rulers or crowned kings setting a good example in 
worship, obedience and acts of charity but rather ambassadors who travelled with the sole 
purpose to spy out foreign lands – perhaps hoping to trade but more often hoping to learn 
how the nation might be conquered. And, has often happened, they narrowly missed a 
sticky end at the hands of Herod. 
What Christians almost universally refer to as “The Lord’s Prayer” must count as one of the 
victims of “Chinese Whispers” – There is no record of it being prayed by Jesus. It was given 
to his friends as a pattern on which they might model their talk with God. The disciples had 
requested Jesus to teach them how to pray – strange because as Jews they would have 
prayed regularly both in the synagogue and in private. They had been taught at their 
mother’s knee and by their Rabbi.  So why did they need Jesus to teach them how to pray? 
Because his prayers were effective. During the time they had spent with him they had 



noticed how often he drew aside to pray – and had seen the answer to his prayers in 
practical situations. They had felt God with him. 
Jesus said “Pray in this manner”. At some point, the church, in the manner of the naughty 
person who would add rude words to the original message, added at the end “the power 
and the glory” – not Jesus’ favourite words or way of thinking. So splendid teaching and 
advice from Jesus has been debased into  ritual;  using words that are incomprehensible to 
those who say it regularly or the man on the bus to Chesterfield or the woman on the tram 
to Meadowhall. The words most commonly used are five centuries old and their meanings 
have been altered; ‘trespasses’ now has something to do with the ‘right of way’ laws. 
WHAT IS PRAYER? 
if you go to the side of Sheffield Cathedral you will  see a statue of James Montgomery  (he 
was originally buried in the General Cemetery but moved to the present position in 1971) 
you will see written on the side of his monument his idea of what prayer is. 
“Prayer is the soul’s sincere desire, uttered or unexpressed, the motion of a hidden fire that 
trembles in the breast. Prayer is the burden of a sigh, the falling of a tear, the upward 
glancing of an eye when none but God is near. Prayer is the simplest form of speech that 
infant lips can try; prayer the sublimest strains that reach the majesty on high.” We might 
well add- as he did at the end of the hymn “Oh thou by whom we come to God – the life, 
the truth, the way! The path of prayer thyself has trod – Lord, teach us how to pray!” 
Jesus, in the reading we heard earlier in Saint Mathews’ Gospel is asked how to pray by his 
disciples. There is a message too for us. 
But how can we sort the wheat out from the chaff as translation after translation have 
altered the words and sometimes even over the centuries - the meanings? 
Jesus offers good advice – we would do well to listen. 
The prayer is brief – most prayers especially inside the walls of the church are long-winded – 
a failing not mitigated even by being beautiful.  
The prayer begins with centring on God – God distinctiveness and supreme scale of values – 
followed by the concerns God holds dear. Our needs, including our need for forgiveness, 
come later. 
The address is personal – God is like a Father. Indeed the word used here means “daddy”. It 
is difficult nowadays to understand what the word “father” means as it means different 
things to different people. Fathers are mostly loving and kindly men but nowadays are 
sometimes absentee, unknown or even in a test-tube! However, whatever personal address 
is used, the understanding Jesus had of God as someone who could be talked with as with 
another human being, is essential. 
This is not a new discovery of Jesus- God was the friend of Abraham – but Jesus opened the 
idea of God as a person to the whole human race. It was not just for the religious or 
mystic.  There is currently a trend in theological circles to deny the personal nature of God. 
It is true that we must not reduce God to the limits of our human understanding and 
experience of the personal. ‘God is almighty not all matey.’ 
However, it is difficult to relate to an infinite blob or an abstract force! 
Jesus came to show use the human face of God. It is significant that the pattern Jesus gave 
his disciples did not suggest they begin their prayer with the address “Almighty God!” If the 
great poets who compiled the Book of Common Prayer had used the Pattern Prayer as 
advice instead of as a mantra, this detail of their work would be different. They did, to their 
credit, keep their prayers brief and to the point. 



Prayer is an activity we engage in, not only in relationship with God but in relationship with 
others. God is ‘our’ father not ‘my ‘father.  It is inclusive - there is no shutting out of others 
in our prayer, or of the world and its concerns. Prayer is not just for ourselves and our 
nearest and dearest – not for the church – but for the totality of God’s World, which 
includes the whole universe as we know it at any point and beyond.  The widest possible 
concerns come first – before the concerns of our back yard. Provision for basic human needs 
and the need for reconciliation are closely linked. Concern for our sins and the grievances 
we have with one another and the battle against evil are the last things we are to be 
concerned about, though they get a look in at the end.  The point of their tail-end relegation 
is missed when we add the doxology. 
Jesus also speaks of fasting – although some Christians fast in Lent it has become a hollow 
ritual – we might take our example from our Muslim sisters and brothers – Ramadan fell this 
year on the 29th of June to the 28th of July.  Devout Muslims will fast between the rising 
and the setting of the sun. Ordinarily we do not notice when Muslims are fasting – they 
show no outward sign. Jesus called the Jews of his time hypocrites – for they went around 
with ashes on the faces and their clothing and looking very glum indeed. They have received 
their reward!  But what reward? The admiration and respect of other people? If so it is an 
earthly reward and will pass and fade. 
If the Pattern Prayer was used as Jesus intended – to monitor all our prayer, corporate and 
private – then our prayer would be very different. Whether praying in church or in our 
homes – together or alone we must use the pattern prayer as Jesus intended - as a base for 
our prayers. Listen to one example written by Reverend John Henson whose book inspired 
me to choose these readings:- 
“Loving God, here and everywhere help us to proclaim your values and bring in your new 
world. Supply all with our day to day needs. Forgive us for wounding you – whilst we forgive 
others for wounding us. Give us courage to meet life’s trials and deal with evil’s power. We 
celebrate your new world full of life and beauty, lasting forever”. Simply expressed – easy to 
understand - 
Our relationship with other faiths – cultures and even our neighbours and families all are 
deepened and strengthened by dialogue. Only if we keep on talking to one another can we 
hope to make progress and bring peace to the world through greater understanding. 
In his address to the United Reformed Church at The General Assembly Rev. John Proctor 
gave this advice “A relationship with God, especially through prayer, can nourish us in ways 
nothing else can.”  
We would do well to heed it first strengthening our ties with God, then enriched through 
prayer be enabled to connect and empathise with all his children here on earth.  
Preacher: Revd Margaret Herbert 
 
Tenth Sunday after Pentecost  
Service Date:  
17 August, 2014 
The service was led by the St. Andrew's Worship Group. The theme was 'the breadth of the 
love of God.' 
Hymns:  
Rejoice and Sing 108  The love of God is broad like beach and meadow 
Rejoice and Sing 353  There's a wideness in God's mercy 
Rejoice and Sing 663  Love divine 



Rejoice and Sing 647  In Christ there is no East or West 
Sermon:  
Readings 
Isaiah chapter 56 verses 1 and 6 - 8 
Romans chapter 11 verses 1 - 2a and 29 - 32 
Psalm 67 
 
Ninth Sunday after Pentecost  
Service Date:  
10 August, 2014 
The service was led by The Rev. Robert Beard, who preached on the theme of 'stormy 
weather'. 
Hymns:  
[Information not available.] 
Sermon:  
Stormy Weather 
In the New Testament narrative, the story of Jesus walking on the water appears in the 
gospels of St Matthew (14:22-33), St Mark (6:45-52), and St John (6:16-21). It is distinct 
from the story of Jesus calming the storm, which also involves a ship on the lake but takes 
place much earlier in the gospel narratives. 
This story is placed towards the end of the Jesus’ ministry in Galilee, and before the 
turning points halfway through the gospel narratives, where Peter proclaims Jesus as 
Christ, and witnesses, with James and John, the Transfiguration, after which events Jesus 
begins his final journey to Jerusalem. 
In all three gospels this story is preceded by the feeding of the five thousand, following 
which Jesus withdraws by ship to a desert place "belonging to" Bethsaida, after hearing of 
the death of John the Baptist, but is followed by the crowds on foot. 
In all three accounts, during the evening the disciples board a ship to cross to the other side 
of the Sea of Galilee, without Jesus who went up the mountain to pray alone. During the 
journey on the sea, the disciples are distressed by wind and waves, but see Jesus walking 
towards them on the sea. They are startled to see Jesus, not unnaturally, but he tells them 
not to be afraid. After Jesus himself boards the ship, the wind ceases and they reach the 
shore. 
Clearly, this is more than just a miracle story: it’s a very clear theological statement 
expressing the early Church’s belief that Jesus exercised divinely granted power. His 
contemporaries had learned from their scriptures such mastery over the waters is God's 
accomplishment. We need to think of this story in the context of God’s Spirit brooding over 
the watery chaos, dividing it between the earth and the heavens, and then calling forth 
creation from it. We need to think too of the infant Moses being saved in a basket floating 
on the waters of the River Nile, and later of his parting the Red Sea, just as his successor 
Joshua later parts the River Jordan. 
Only St Matthew's account, however, moves the story on from this quasi-credal statement 
about God’s authority vested in Jesus, and introduces Peter asking to come to Jesus on the 
water, followed by the astounded disciples calling Jesus the Son of God. In other words, St 
Matthew’s Gospel moves the story on from a statement of Jesus’ divine authority, to an 
illustration of what it looks like when people express faith in Jesus. 



Whatever the origins of this story, and however it might or might not relate to a predawn 
experience, Jesus' friends had on the volatile Sea of Galilee, the story prefers to press other 
questions. It serves up food for thought, about who Jesus was and how he was 
remembered, and also about the nature of faithful discipleship. Over the centuries this 
passage has fed Christians' allegorical reflections on what it means to walk towards, and 
with, Jesus in fearful circumstances. 
What should we make of Peter's request to walk on the sea, and then his terrified response 
to the threatening storm? 
Should Peter have kept his mouth shut? Is his demand a case of putting Jesus to the test, of 
demanding that Jesus prove who he is, instead of keeping piously quiet, reverent and safe in 
the boat. Peter, this reasoning suggests, had no chance against the wind and the waves. 
Faith means staying in the boat and trusting Jesus to keep you secure there, like Christians 
in the Church, often regarded as the “ship of salvation”. 
I don’t believe this interpretation stands up, because it would make Jesus’ summons to 
Peter unnecessarily callous, since he must know that Peter will fail and be humiliated. 
I think the story implicitly commends Peter's desire to walk where his Lord walks, even 
though he doesn't manage to walk all the way there, and needs support when he fears he 
will be overcome and drown. 
The most important detail to consider is the place Peter asks to go. He and his companions 
have apparently spent nearly the whole night struggling to get across the lake before Jesus 
shows up near daybreak. It's not a massive body of water, never more than seven miles 
across when travelling from east to west. Yet they've not been able to traverse it, for the 
storm has battered their boat and prevented its progress. In their world-view, which is 
thoroughly pragmatic as well as religious, the churning sea represents chaos and danger. 
Then, just to make them feel really at ease, they think they see a ghost! 
Fear erupts because they anticipate how the story will probably end. All night they have 
been threatened by water seeking to pull them and their boat down into the depths. They 
may well feel that, despite their discipleship, they have been abandoned to die by more 
powerful forces. They have been faced with the prospect of established boundaries being 
overrun. For them, as for us, this is just “how things are”, this is how storms at sea, for 
instance, are likely to end: even if we are more sceptical than they about the possibility of a 
ghost intruding into the realm of the living, perhaps to claim new victims. 
Then they realise it's Jesus, striding over the watery chaos. 
So, why would Peter, already fearful of being overwhelmed by the violence of the storm, 
want to go out there? After all, Jesus himself is not exactly respecting the natural 
boundaries and consequences everyone is used to and expects. 
I can’t imagine that, in the story, Peter expects a walk on the sea to alleviate his fears. 
Rather, his desire to join Jesus on the water expresses a desire for transcendence. He's not 
trying to be Jesus, he's trying to be with him. Peter wants to share Jesus' unbounded place, 
to put himself beyond the forces and expectations that determine our usual existence, 
whether for better or for worse. 
When Peter steps out of his boat, he enters a tumult. His motive isn't to escape from threat, 
for he goes into a situation where the threats will now look different, into a place where 
Jesus is defying and reordering the assumed boundaries of “how things are”. 
This is the kind of faith that the saints and prophets and disciples – both recognised and 
unrecognised – of our tradition have too. Contrary to the popular imagination, not all of 
them are great believers, but they are great practitioners; they know that God will be found 



in places where the accepted boundaries and predictable endings are deliberately 
transgressed. They not only think, but also act, “outside the box”. Sometimes incredibly 
turbulent places are also what the Celtic tradition calls "thin places," where the veil 
between heaven and earth is transparent enough for God to be perceived in human 
experience. 
I don’t believe it’s the job of Christians in the Church to play safe, but to follow Jesus into 
the storms of life and seek to join him there, to find and illuminate God’s presence in 
settings where "the way things are" are reconfigured: where the hungry are fed, the sick 
healed, the naked clothed, the imprisoned comforted and the oppressed set free. 
God knows, “the way things are” in the world is as stormy, chaotic and lethal this Sunday as 
it has ever been. God grant today’s saints and prophets and disciples find enough faith to 
get out of their boats, face the violence around us, transgress the accepted boundaries that 
divide us, and defy the expected endings that doom us. 
Preacher: Revd Robert Beard B.D. 
 
Eighth Sunday after Pentecost  
Service Date:  
3 August, 2014 
The service was led by The Rev. Dr. Keith Albans whose theme reflected the imminent 
100th anniversary of Britain's involvement in World War 1. The sermon focussed on 
anniversaries, memory and remembrance. 
Lectionary readings: John 12:27-35a; Joel 2:1-3, 12-13; 2 Corinthians 4:6-11 
Hymns:  
RS 344  God of Grace and God of Glory 
RS 635  Put peace into each other's hand 
CG 60  I waited patiently for God (based on psalm 60) 
CG 21  Longing for light we wait in darkness 
RS 586  All my hope on God is founded 
Sermon:  
[Note: This sermon has been reproduced from the preachers' notes and may not wholly 
reflect what was said.] 
  
Walk while you have the light, so that the darkness 
  
(John 12:35) 
Today is Tom & Clare’s first wedding anniversary, leaving me with memories of this time last 
year… I was conducting the wedding! 
Tomorrow—4th August—it will be 11 years since my Father died… 114 years since the 
Queen Mother was born… and the centenary of the outbreak of the 1st World War… 
(Ironically, Friday was the 300th anniversary of George I becoming King—a German, non-
English speaker becoming Monarch because all of Queen Anne’s surviving relatives were 
Catholic!) 
Vigil Services and a "national moment of reflection" are to be held, with a mass public Lights 
Out event around the country. Residents, businesses and other buildings are being asked to 
switch off their lights at 10pm—leaving only a single light or candle on. 
“Lights Out” is part of the cultural programme 14-18 NOW. The Royal British Legion hopes 
one million candles across the UK will be lit on the night to remember each soldier who lost 



their life in the Great War. The act recalls the words of Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey 
who stood at the window of his office in Whitehall on August 3rd 1914 and, as he watched 
the street lights being lit below, and said: "The lamps are going out all over Europe, we shall 
not see them lit again in out lifetime." 
It seemed impossible in planning to lead worship today not to reflect on this anniversary—
not least because as my family would tell you, I ‘do’ anniversaries! But more, because I do 
believe that the process of remembering, reflecting and learning is part of our God-given 
response to being human! 
As a child I was fascinated by the fact that George V, the Kaiser and the Tsar were cousins… 
And of course those family relationships were part of the roots of war.  As a radio fan I have 
been moved by the variety of programmes scheduled over the past few months – full of real 
human stories, and full of the context in which the European powers found themselves 
embroiled in conflict. 
I had not realized quite how significant was the role of the Irish crisis and the Suffragette 
movement in presenting a more pressing concern for the British government in July 1914, 
than the assassination of an obscure and unpopular Archduke in the Balkans. (I had never 
known that his wife was assassinated as well – she is never mentioned!)   And of course, as 
we look back to events of 100 years ago, they have a close relationship to the events of 
today – for it was in the chaos of the War and its aftermath that the decisions were made 
which gave us Iraq and the rest of the Middle East settlement… 
So as we come together today as a Christian congregation, how might we reflect on this 
centenary in a Christian and a Biblical way? I want to offer you three words around which I 
hope we can do it! They are Anniversary, Memory and Remembering. Let’s see where they 
take us! 
ANNIVERSARY 
Have anniversaries become more a part of life over past 100 years?  Consider the effect of 
Queen Victoria – Golden and Diamond Jubilee… Platinum Anniversary (MHA in 2013). Last 
Monday was our Coral Wedding Anniversary—that’s 35 years… 
The rhythm of creation encourages us to mark and divide time: Darkness and Light (Gen 1), 
6 Days and a Sabbath, the week and the Annual round/cycle of life, – Agriculture…. 
Seasons…   Into that pattern of nature, the Bible introduces the religious festivals. In the Old 
Testament, opportunities to tell the stories of God’s dealing with His people – Exodus, Exile, 
Restoration – Passover, Booths and harvest. Telling the story – part of our human nature – 
given by God… 
From the New Testament we receive The Jesus story, becoming the liturgical calendar. The 
Holy Week story which takes on Easter to Pentecost and then Lent. And the Christmas to 
Candelmas cycle which gains Advent as a mirror to Lent. And eventually they get joined so 
that two lines become a circle/cycle. And again it becomes the opportunity to tell the 
stories… of Incarnation and Salvation, of the presence and the action of God. 
Holy Days—holidays—commonly mark local stories of a particular event, often miraculous – 
remembering people and thanking God. 
So tomorrow may not be a Holy Day, or fit into the Liturgical calendar, but marking it, as a 
round 100, is an opportunity to tell the story—in penitence that so many died—and to give 
thanks that for all that is wrong 100 years later, we are still here, with a story to tell; the 
light shines in the darkness and the darkness has not yet overcome it. 
MEMORY 
“God gave us memories that we might have roses in December,” wrote J.M. Barrie. 



Memory is for most of us fundamental to being human. It is why we fear something such a 
dementia so profoundly—because it affects everything, our sense of who we are, and our 
place in the story of our family etc… 
Where are our memories?  In language: Embedded in our phrase “shell shock” is the 
memory of the traumas of how the First World War was fought.  This lingering trauma 
reflects one of the hardest parts of what happened in the 1st World War, and one for which 
we have spent much time in repentance.  In Memorials—erected after the War, and telling 
the awful stories of whole villages gone. And also those who were not included and not 
memorialised. 
The last surviving veteran Harry Patch was critical of 1WW glorification, stressing the lack of 
sense: “I went back to Ypres to shake the hand of Charles Kuentz, Germany’s only surviving 
veteran from the war. It was emotional. He is 107. We've had 87 years to think what war is. 
To me, it's a licence to go out and murder. Why should the British government call me up 
and take me out to a battlefield to shoot a man I never knew, whose language I couldn't 
speak? All those lives lost for a war finished over a table. Now what is the sense in that?" 
The Bible suggests we are memories.  We are held in God’s memory. Consider Psalm 8—
why does God bother with us? Because somehow and for some reason we are held 
precious. The Bible tells us of the covenants which God has made—right back to the Flood… 
Joel 2 speaks of the Day of the Lord, a phrase which is picked up by several of the prophets. 
Joel describes it as a day of darkness and gloom, of clouds and thick darkness… The 
prophets are often keen to contradict the people’s expectations that the Day of the Lord will 
be a day of great joy… And gradually the echo spreads through scripture, a memory of one 
person saying something which is related by another…. 
Memory works when things chime—something said in one place redounds to join with 
something said somewhere else… In our gospel reading we have another of John’s reference 
to Jesus being ‘lifted up’. Memory links that to John 3, and thus to his reference to Moses… 
And to anyone who knows, the word John uses for ‘lifted up’ is the same he uses for 
‘crucifixion’ for Jesus. Defeat or Glory? Humiliation or exaltation? 
Memory links us to story and thus to identity and who we are before God. And that story, 
for all that it includes the darkness, is a story wherein the light still shines and the darkness 
has not won and will not win. 
REMEMBERING 
Of the three words this is perhaps the most biblical. Joel is clear that while telling the story 
is important, what matters more is that the purpose of the story is remembered, 
repentance is made and restoration to God takes place. 
The foundational remembrance of the Old Testament is in Deuteronomy where the people 
are called on to remember their slavery in Egypt and their rescue at the hand of God. They 
are defined by remembering the Sabbath, and called on to remember the promises which 
God has made. 
The act of remembering is central to the life of the young Church—in remembering what 
God has done in the past by remembering Israel’s history. From the Magnificat onwards, the 
New Testament places the Jesus story and the Jesus people in the context of God’s promises 
and God’s activities. 
The other stream of New Testament remembering is founded on the Eucharist, and again it 
has the echoes backwards through to the story of the Exodus and the Covenant of 
protection. 



The biblical word for Remembrance is anamnesis—a word which defies translation, but 
which is usually rendered as meaning to remember not simply an event or an action but to 
do so in such a way as to give it present power and influence and to affect what happens 
next. That’s what Paul is telling the Corinthians in our Epistle reading—that even though the 
evidence may look like defeat, desertion and destruction, we carry the death of Jesus and 
therefore the life of Jesus as well. 
Can we, in marking tomorrow’s centenary do some anamnesis? Isn’t that the challenge and 
the call? That’s why we tell stories isn’t it? So that the message and the weight might 
eventually get through and change our behaviour? 
“When will they ever learn” 
“Walk while you have the light, so that the darkness may not overtake you.” 
Preacher: The Revd Keith Albans 
 
Seventh Sunday after Pentecost  
Service Date:  
27 July, 2014 
The service was led by The Rev. Brenda Hill.  Her semon examines the Seven Pillars of 
Wisdom: Prudence, Knowledge, Fear of God, Counsel, Sound Wisdom, Understanding and 
Power. 
Readings: Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52; 1 Kings 3:5-12; PSalm 105:1-11,45; Romans 8:26-39. 
Hymns:  
R&S 94: Give to our G0d immortal praise 
R&S 620: For the healing of the nations 
R&S 520: For ourselves no longer living 
R&S 538: Teach me my God and King 
Sermon:  
In the account we heard of Solomon’s request for wisdom he asked for wisdom to face the 
task of ruling his people but I see little difference in our asking for wisdom to live a 
Christian creative life as a church and as individuals. 
Preparing this sermon I went first to the dictionary and then to Google to look up The Seven 
Pillars of Wisdom. (These originate in Proverbs chapter 9 . . . part of the wisdom literature 
that came into Judaism after the conquest of Babylon by Persia.)  They are Prudence, 
Knowledge, Fear of God, Counsel, Sound Wisdom, Understanding and Power. I see the 
symbolism of the pillars standing side by side together supporting a large lintel but I prefer 
the symbol of a pyramid or probably a tower because each, ‘pillar’  doesn’t stand alone but 
one upon the other and in a Christian context upon the foundation of, Fear of God or better 
expressed as honour and respect for God. 
Prudence is listed first: the ability to make decisions wisely taking account of the 
consequences for your relationship with God and your fellow human beings. On a practical 
level criminals are imprudent because they are unwilling or unable to think of the 
consequences of their actions. That’s why draconian deterrents are useless. To be prudent 
one has to ask, ‘is this the way Jesus would act?’  ‘what effect will it have on other people, 
as well as on myself?’  ‘what would happen if everybody did the same?’  Just apply those 
three questions to one simple decision…should you take a plastic bag offered you at the 
check-out or take your goods unwrapped. I won’t spell it out but do spend a moment today 
to do the exercise. Apply the parable of the mustard seed or the yeast which starts very 
small but can grow big… big for good or for evil. 



Knowledge is one of the pillars and I take to heart, in this Christian context, Pastor 
Robinson’s words on embarking on the Mayflower for America, ‘The Lord has yet more 
truth and light to break forth from His Word.’ The Bible is the book most often seen on 
bookshelves but the most unread! We need not just to read the Bible but to study it using 
every resource open to us to avoid the glib quotation. We need to know the context, social 
realities and the religious understanding of the time to make true sense of Biblical 
stories.  Two examples might be Moses crossing the Red Sea, (did God really order 
thousands of Egyptians to die) and the healing miracles in the New Testament, (dismissed in 
our sophisticated society but reality to the first century observers). But knowledge of the 
God we should be referencing everything we do upon, can only come from spending time 
with him. One hour once a week isn’t enough. Would you build a friendship on such slight 
acquaintance? No of course not!  We need to pray and meditate with God 
often.   Knowledge of God is not enough either because we need to know as much as we 
can gather about the people we could affect.  It would be impossible to be prudent  without 
knowing God, his word, and the people he created. 
Sound Wisdom  is the next pillar. That can only come from prudence and knowledge, hence 
my tower rather than pillar symbol. I have been distressed to see that individual Christians 
have gone to law, backed by campaigners over trivialities like being allowed to wear a cross 
at work. This brings ridicule from some people and an indignant following  who get 
bothered over something not worth real consideration.  To build sound wisdom requires, 
prudence, knowledge of God and his Word. Having done this, through the Holy Spirit the 
wise person listens to what God is saying. We pray often for guidance but seldom listen 
enough to discover what that is. 
I turn next to understanding which returns me to the challenge I gave earlier, ‘How can we 
expect to understand our relationship with God and humanity until we have studied both 
widely.’ I hardly think a surgeon could perform an operation without knowing the patient, 
the problem and applying all he has learnt from others and from experience to the job. So 
why would we expect to do less in living godly lives. We keep being told that we have gone 
global and the advent of TV, the internet and fast communications has vastly expanded our 
world.  However unless we make an effort to understand the conflict and its roots we are 
just bystanders.  Again the media panders to popular ideas or stopping criminality and, as 
it’s put, ‘lock them up and throw away the key.’ I would say that most criminality stems 
from the failure of our society. 
I come finally to, Fear of God and Power. Although last, are actually the foundation of the 
tower of wisdom. We will never be able to appreciate the full power of God or the size of his 
creation nor his care in making beautiful minutiae. The further we go the more we can 
appreciate that he must be the only anchor to our lives. Nothing else is secure. Human 
beings pass on and die or fail us, money is useless in real crises, and ambition dies so 
nothing is everlasting or more powerful than the God Paul spoke of to the Romans. They 
were being hunted and persecuted, and Paul could tell them, with confidence, that nothing 
could separate them from God. 
We began with Solomon’s request for wisdom which, admirable as it was at the time, 
remains much too close to earth and not enough God orientated.  We must move beyond 
the Old Testament concept of God as a partisan, punishing God very much tied to human 
attributes to the God of all people, all concerned, all caring: The God as shown in the life, 
death and resurrection given to us in Jesus. 



I finish with a new symbol of Wisdom, neither a set of pillars, nor a simple tower but as the 
symbol this church gives to the surrounding area. A solid lofty building, with a strong tower 
beside it, topped with a tall spire rising upward to the, ‘Above God.’ The solid building being 
for practical daily living of Christian people supported by a strong tower and spire 
connecting all it does to God, not forgetting the two-way communication of God with us. 
When the doors are open the symbolism is complete . . . the world welcomed to the God 
centre. The centre where its community is living according to God’s wisdom in response to 
God’s gift of his only Son and  for the furtherance of his plan of redemption.  Not only did he 
do this but when humanity rejected the Son and the redemptive plan, gave resurrection, 
opening the doors to eternal life. Here is the pearl of great price in the parable. It is worth 
everything we have and are, to have it. 
 
Preacher: Rev Brenda Hill 
 
Sixth Sunday after Pentecost  
Service Date:  
20 July, 2014 
"Here was the Master, trying to grow useful crops to feed people (probably the slaves 
amongst those people) and what was coming up but tares?" Former Moderator of the 
United Reformed Church, Val Morrison, led worship, preaching on the parable of wheat 
and tares---and reflecting on her own gardening experience.  
Readings: Romans 8:18–30; Wisdom 12:13,16-19; Matthew 13:24–30,36–43. 
Hymns:  
R&S 33: Eternal God your love's tremendous Glory 
R&S 353: There's a wideness in God's mercy 
R&S 475: God you meet us in our weekness 
R&S 492: Dear Lord and Father of mankind 
R&S 580: Lord you give the great commission 
Sermon:  
I have been able to spend a bit of time in the garden this week and as I have weeded some 
bits of it, knowing that weeds were going to feature somewhere in my sermon, I have 
reflected on what I know from my own experience. 
About 50% of our garden is relatively tidy. The other 50% is something of a wilderness, time 
being generally in short supply and ground elder being only too abundant in that area. In 
the spring the bluebells and daffodils push through, a bit later come the Buttercups and 
Herb Robert, and Rosebay Willow Herb follows. Cowslips and Cornflowers seem to survive 
too. So even amongst the weeds there is a hierarchy. Ivy (which I don’t count as a weed) is 
pretty effective at suppressing ground elder but ground elder is very effective at 
suppressing dandelions and goosegrass trumps ground elder quite amazingly well. Ground 
elder – said in gardening books to be one of the most pernicious plants to have in your 
garden and one of the most difficult to get rid of. 
During my one woman campaign over a number of years to at least get it under control I 
have more than once pondered the question, what is the point of it? Well it covers the 
ground with green and I am told you can eat it but it has no pretty flowers and can 
overwhelm useful developing plants . 
But weeds are like that one definition being that weeds are plants in the wrong place and 
for the slaves in Jesus’ parable which we read earlier, that was certainly the case. Here was 



the Master, trying to grow useful crops to feed people (probably the slaves amongst those 
people) and what was coming up but tares? Tares, a mongrel form of wheat with smaller 
leaves and suitable only for chicken feed rather than human consumption, taking up 
valuable water from the soils and potentially reducing the yield of the wheat - worst case 
scenario being starvation for the people. 
Thought about in that way there is little more to say  about the parable and the explanation 
which we read. Here’s the story, told to those who were, as yet, merely Jesus’ crowd 
followers, here’s the explanation given to Jesus’ close disciples. Job done, you disciples can 
go away and get on with your lives in the confidence that you are the righteous ones in the 
story 
If only it were that simple! But like many, if not all of Jesus’ stories, there are layers here to 
peeled off as we try to understand what Jesus was saying and I want to suggest that the 
most important phrase in the passage is that phrase, “Let anyone with ears listen!” 
This story and its explanation comes in a chapter of parables about the kingdom. The 
kingdom is like . . . 

• a sower, 
• mustard seed, 
• yeast, 
• treasure hidden in a field, 
• a net thrown into the sea 

and . . . 
• someone who sowed good seed in his field and while he and everyone else was 

asleep 
• the enemy came and sowed weeds amongst the wheat. 

So it’s a parable about the Kingdom. Yes, I think we can safely agree that that is so but can it 
really be that Jesus is telling us that the Kingdom is like a field of good, healthy plants 
intended to provide nourishment, part of God’s creation, interdependent and inter-reliant. 
But with stealthy infiltration by the evil one, with the consequent negative results. Is this 
what the kingdom is like? 
Well . . . maybe though that bit about gathering the weeds into bundles and burning them 
sounds quite plausible so maybe that makes this a parable about judgment. 
Now unusually of course a few verses later we get Jesus’ explanation of the parable. It’s all 
very neat and tidy, the one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man, the field is the 
world, the good seed are the children of the kingdom, the weeds are the children of the evil 
one, the enemy is the devil, the harvest is the end of the age, the reapers are the angels. 
I can remember, even as a child, thinking that there was something which didn’t quite ring 
true about these verses. It was, as I said, all too neat and tidy and Jesus doesn’t generally 
work that way. He tells stories so that people can work out what they mean in their lives. 
He’s more likely to ask questions than give answers and scholars tell us that they think that 
sometimes the early church developed explanations for the parables and wrote them back 
into the mouth of Jesus to make their own point for their particular context. 
If we take that line then it gives us the freedom and the space to look again at the parable 
and see what we can find which helps us to witness to God’s love in the 21st century. Which 
is not, of course, an invitation to completely disregard anything recorded which are not 
directly words from Jesus but it is an invitation to explore those words and to do as Jesus 
commands “Let anyone with ears listen!” 



So let’s revisit the thought that this is a parable about the Kingdom. Here is a place where 
there are good seeds sown by the Master but here too, are seeds sown by the evil one. 
That, as they say, is life! The world is largely made up of good people wanting to do their 
best, not wanting to harm others, prepared to help and support but yes of course there are 
those who want to create mischief, who want to harm others, wield power and in the worst 
cases, torture, maim and kill but even in the apparently most evil places there can be 
glimpses of the kingdom. 
On the radio this week there was the story from Viet Nam in 2003. A repressive regime and 
a country hit by the SARS virus. One doctor recognized what was happening in his hospital 
and told the authorities to close the hospital. No-one was allowed in and no-one was 
allowed to leave. This action prevented the SARS virus from spreading and causing a 
devastating epidemic. The doctor himself died as he must have known was likely. Wasn’t 
that a little bit of the Kingdom in an unlikely place? 
So I guess one lesson to learn is that even in the midst of seeds from the evil one good 
plants can still grow and the challenge to us is not to judge too quickly. As we see the person 
who doesn’t quite fit coming into our churches or we question whether the person who 
comes for money or food is really in need. There are some interesting stories from Food 
Banks, for example of the person who arrived in a large 4 x 4 wearing expensive clothes but 
with a voucher for food. How come they needed food from a Food Bank? Well their 
husband had walked out three weeks earlier, had stopped access to the joint bank accounts, 
the woman had no job, no history of employment which entitled her to benefits and no 
food left in the cupboard to feed her three children 
Or . . . maybe this is a parable about patience. The master wasn’t in any sort of hurry to 
uproot the evil weeds preferring to leave them to be separated at the right time, 
recognizing that to act too quickly would result in both the wheat and the tares being 
damaged. I confess to not being the most patient person when there are things which in my 
view need sorting but I have come to understand that sometimes waiting for an appropriate 
time or taking steps more slowly can be a more constructive way of reaching a good 
outcome. 
I have been struck over the last couple of weeks, as the violence has escalated in 
Israel/Palestine, how often there has been reference to the drawing of boundaries not just 
in that country but throughout the Middle East. How historically western nations have 
repeatedly drawn boundaries no doubt with the best of intentions at the time but with a 
long term outcome which has taken little account of the need for a real understanding of 
the situations in the affected countries. Patience and growing understanding might have 
resulted in much happier and just lives for so many people, both in the international arena 
and in personal lives day-by-day. 
But I do think this is also a parable about judgment. It challenges us to question our 
assumptions and reassess our values as do most, if not all, of Jesus’ parables. A Master who 
was reluctant to judge, a reminder again that we are not competent to judge, only God can 
do that and he will not be in a hurry to do it. Judgment will come in due course but not 
before God’s patience and grace have operated in abundance. You never know – it might be 
possible for the weeds to become wheat! 
However, there is a danger if we go too far down that road that we will lose the aspect of 
judgment altogether. In both the parable itself and in the interpretation there is in the end a 
final judgment when the weeds are bundled together and destroyed. So within this 
seemingly simple story there is also something about a broader understanding of the 



complex mystery of good and evil. There is an ‘enemy’ whose malicious work is spread wide 
in the world but evil has a limited life span for in God’s good time it will be finally and fully 
destroyed. From where Matthew and we observe it, the world seems hampered and 
blocked by opposition and ungodliness but God’s eventual victory is certain and sure. 
There is no call for panic measures to separate good and evil because there is no easy way 
to draw the line between them. The Master in the parable must wait, as must we, as we try 
to make sense of this 21st century world in which we live. In Jesus days they had their fair 
share of extremist groups, people like the Pharisee and Essenes who were keen to form 
pure religious communities where all members would be godly and righteous and where 
contact with outsiders would be limited. This was never the way Jesus called us to. His was a 
life lived in the messy and complex world of people, the good and the evil intermingled and 
this is the life to which he calls us. 
God knows who is serving his cause and as Christians we are called to be ‘salt of the earth’, 
influencing its life, attracting others to Christ and playing our part in the growth of the 
gospel, supported by the promises alluded to in the reading from Paul’s letter to the 
Romans, promises that whatever humans may have done to it, God will restore his creation 
to its original goodness. 
I want to end by reading a few verses from a book found in the Apocrypha – the Wisdom of 
Solomon. Written in Greek around the time of Jesus’ birth, for Jews in an alien cultural 
environment, it seems to me to offer us some words which remind us of the nature of the 
God we worship and the foundation on which we should base our interpretation of the 
parable of the wheat and the tares: 
  
For neither is there any god besides you, whose care is for all people, 
to whom you should prove that you have not judged unjustly; 
For your strength is the source of righteousness, 
and your sovereignty over all causes you to spare all. 
For you show your strength when people doubt the completeness of your power, 
and you rebuke any insolence among those who know it. 
Although you are sovereign in strength, you judge with mildness, 
and with great forbearance you govern us; 
for you have power to act whenever you choose. 
  
(Wisdom 12:13,16-19) 
  
Preacher: Val Morrison 
 
Fifth Sunday after Pentecost  
Service Date:  
13 July, 2014 
The service was led by The Rev. Robert Beard. The theme was the parable of the sowers of 
seed - how the seed landed on ground of varying degees of fertility. Some died and some 
flourished, depending on the nature of the ground on which it landed. Like seed, the good 
news can grow or die, depending on whether it is heard in an encouraging or a repressive 
environment. 
Can the word of God, even when conveyed in parables, flourish only when hearers are 
open and receptive to the message? 



Readings: Genesis 25:19-34; Psalm 119:105-112; Romans 8:1-11; Matthew 13:1-9 ,18-23. 
  
Hymns:  
R&S 380: Christ whose glory fills the skies 
R&S 514: O for a heart to praise my God 
R&S 297:   Come thou Holy Spirit come 
R&S 485: Almighty Father of all things tha be 
Sermon:  
The Parable of the Sower 
One of the most familiar of all Jesus’ stories, the ‘parable of the sower’ has been 
interpreted and applied in a surprising number of ways throughout the Church’s history. 
Most scholars today take the view that the parable was originally intended to encourage 
optimism in its hearers and readers optimistic in outlook: to plant in them the hope that, 
despite failures, eventually the "seed" will be successful, take root and produce a large 
"crop". 
We heard it today in the version given in St Matthew’s Gospel, but it is also the first parable 
found in St Mark’s Gospel, which dates from a decade or two earlier and was probably the 
first book it occurred in. St Mark uses it to highlight the reaction Christ's previous teachings 
have had on people as well as the reaction the Christian message has had on the world over 
the three decades between Christ's ministry and the writing of the Gospel. 
You may be interested to know that the story is also found in the Gospel of Thomas, where 
it is presented simply as a story, with no particular context given. 
In the parable of the sower, Jesus describes the power of the seed to sprout even in the 
rocky Palestinian soil. We might ask why on earth the sower sows the seed on a footpath, 
rocky ground and among thorns? According to what I’ve read, however, it is normal practice 
in Palestine to sow the seed before, rather than after, ploughing, the purpose of ploughing 
being to cover the seed with soil that is less stony and arid. 
In this sense, the parable teaches that despite the barrenness of the soil, the heat, and the 
thorns that suffocate the plant, there will still be a plentiful harvest at the end. 
As so often with the parables, and indeed other events recorded in the gospels,  it is clear 
from the differences between the four canonical gospels and other ancient documents, that 
each author, working within a different community, interpreted the traditions that they 
received according to their own context and experience, and added their interpretations to 
the texts that have come down to us. Reflecting on this simple story, the early Christians 
drew parallels from their experience of living the teachings of Jesus. 
The basic interpretation, however, is more or less consistent: God’s word, God’s kingdom 
will produce fruits, despite the seriousness of any obstacles encountered. 
In St Matthew’s interpretation, the word of God (the seed) will attain its purpose despite 
the opposing forces, as he and his community saw it, of the devil and of human weakness. 
The temptations of power and wealth that eat away at the faith implanted in the heart, or 
the persecution and hardship that accompany people’s acceptance of the Gospel, may well 
prevent converts from persevering in their faith. But the harvest will nonetheless be 
abundant because of those believers who provide a fertile ground for God’s kingdom, and 
who make up for the failures of others. In the Church, in the kingdom that Jesus has 
established, many Christians and saints stand firm in their faith, and, against all odds, they 
not only hear the word of God but act on it and bear much fruit. 



This interpretation teaches the disciples that the establishment of God’s rule on earth does 
not come automatically. Jesus’ own preaching and that of his disciples will not instantly 
transform the hearts of everyone. The Gospel does have the inner power to transform all 
human activity, but it must be welcomed in faith and nourished, even in the midst of 
weakness and tribulation. Preachers of the word should not get discouraged at the 
“failures,” just as the farmer does not stop sowing the seed just because part of what he 
sows will be lost. 
Turning to St Mark’s presentation of this parable, the full explanation of the meaning of the 
parable stresses that there will be difficulty in Jesus' message taking hold. There is some 
debate about whether this was Jesus' original meaning or whether St Mark added this 
interpretation himself; it may well be an attempt by St Mark to bolster his readers' faith, 
perhaps in the face of a persecution. 
Also in St Mark’s presentation, we find something that may very well strike us a strange and 
even perplexing: Jesus declares that he teaches in parables because he does not want 
everyone to understand him: only those who are his followers. In other words, one must 
already be committed to following Jesus to fully understand his message, and without that 
commitment one will never fully understand him or be helped by his message. If one does 
not correctly understand the parables, this is a sign that one is not a true disciple of Jesus. 
He teaches in this way so that their sins will then not be forgiven, and he quotes Isaiah, who 
also preached to Israel knowing that his message would go unheeded and not understood, 
so that the Israelites' sins would not be forgiven and they would be punished by God for 
them: 
  
‘Go and say to this people: 
“Keep listening, but do not comprehend; 
keep looking, but do not understand.” 
Make the mind of this people dull, 
   and stop their ears, 
   and shut their eyes, 
so that they may not look with their eyes, 
   and listen with their ears, 
and comprehend with their minds, 
   and turn and be healed.’ 
Isaiah 6.9-10 
  
For St Mark, then, this parable seems to be essential for understanding all the rest of Jesus' 
parables, as it makes clear that what is necessary to understand Jesus is a prior faith in him; 
Jesus will not enlighten those who refuse to believe, he will only confuse them. There’s 
something for us to think about. 
Finally, here are a couple of examples from later Church history which illustrate the wide 
range of interpretations to which the ‘parable of the sower’ has been subjected: 
Irenaeus (early 2nd century-c.202 CE), was Bishop of Lugdunum in Gaul, then a part of the 
Roman Empire and now Lyon in France. He was an early Church Father and apologist, and 
his writings were formative in the early development of Christian theology. He was a hearer 
of Polycarp, who in turn was traditionally a disciple of John the Evangelist. In Irenaeus’ view, 
the parable meant that there are (at least) three 'levels' of divine progress and salvation. He 
writes, 



  
There is this distinction between the habitation of those who produce an hundred-fold, and 
that of those who produce sixty-fold, and that of those who produce thirty-fold: for the first 
will be taken up into the heavens, the second will dwell in paradise, the last will inhabit the 
city; and that was on this account the Lord declared, “In My Father's house are many 
mansions. 
  
  
(Book V:36:1 (Against Heresies)) 
A far more helpful interpretation, I believe, is to be found in the writings of England's best-
known preacher for most of the second half of the nineteenth century. In 1854, four years 
after his conversion and aged just 20, he became pastor of London's famed New Park Street 
Church (formerly pastored by the famous Baptist theologian John Gill). The congregation 
quickly outgrew their building, moved to Exeter Hall, then to Surrey Music Hall. In these 
venues he frequently preached to audiences numbering more than 10,000—all in the days 
before electronic amplification. In 1861 the congregation moved permanently to the newly 
constructed Metropolitan Tabernacle. He was, of course, Charles Haddon Spurgeon (1834-
92). He writes, 
  
Our duty is not measured by the character of our hearers, but by the command of our God. 
We are bound to preach the gospel, whether men will hear, or whether they will forbear. It is 
ours to sow beside all waters. Let men's hearts be what they may the minister must preach 
the gospel to them; he must sow the seed on the rock as well as in the furrow, on the 
highway as well as in the ploughed field. 
  
That’s something not only to think about, but to do. 
  
Preacher: Rev Robert Beard 
Fourth Sunday after Pentecost and celebration of Holy Communion  
Service Date:  
6 July, 2014 
The service was led by The Rev. Dr. David Stec.  His sermon considers what we may learn 
from the three lectionary readings, taking the yoke and easing burdens, in preparation for 
the celebration of Holy Communion.  
Readings: Matt 11:25-30; Rom 7:15-25a; Gen 24:34-38, 42-49, 58-67. 
Hymns:  
R&S 69: Lord of all being 
R&S 689 : As pants the hart  (psalm 42) 
R&S 364: Just as I am 
R&S 389: Jesus thou joy of loving hearts 
R&S 521: Forth in Thy name O Lord I go 
Sermon:  
  
Come to me, all who labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 
  
These words of Jesus (Matt. 11:28) are often used as part of the invitation to the Lord’s 
table at communion services, even though they have nothing directly to do 



communion.  The verse and the two which follow it make up a saying of Jesus found only in 
St Matthew’s Gospel, where they follow a passage, found also in Luke, in which Jesus gives 
thanks to his Heavenly Father. Jesus exclaims: 
  
I thank thee, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that thou hast hidden these things from the 
wise and understanding and revealed them to babes; yea, Father, for such was thy gracious 
will. All things have been delivered to me by my Father; and no one knows the Son except the 
Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and any one to whom the Son chooses 
to reveal him. 
  
Of course, this passage invites the obvious question, What does Jesus mean by “these 
things”? What are the things that have been hidden from the wise and understanding and 
been revealed to babes? 
As so often with the sayings of Jesus, the immediate context is not necessarily an infallible 
guide. 
Various sayings of Jesus circulated in the earliest years of the Christian community before 
the New Testament was written, and those who compiled the Gospels did not necessarily 
know the context in which Jesus had uttered some of the sayings which they record.  St Luke 
places the thanksgiving of Jesus after the return of the seventy whom Jesus had sent out to 
preach the Gospel, and whose preaching had achieved some amazing results.  St Matthew 
places it in a chapter containing several sayings of Jesus about John the Baptist, in which he 
expresses admiration for John, but points out that John had not been accepted as a prophet 
any more than he himself had been accepted.  And he goes on to upbraid several cities for 
their failure to appreciate the mighty works that he had done in them. 
The “things” about which Jesus speaks are surely what on another occasion he called “the 
secrets of the kingdom of heaven” (Matt 13:11) or “the secret of the kingdom of God” 
(Mark 4:11), which he had made known to his disciples, but which were hidden from those 
outside that small group who had received his teaching.  Jesus’s disciples had been allowed 
to experience the presence and power of the kingdom, and they had been privileged to 
have intimate knowledge God’s own Son, just as he as God’s Son had such knowledge of his 
Heavenly Father. 
This thanksgiving of Jesus is reminiscent of some of his sayings in John’s Gospel.  For 
example, in John 14 he says: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the 
Father, but by me. If you had known me, you would have known my Father also; henceforth 
you know him and have seen him . . .  Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father in 
me.”  And this intimate relationship between God the Father and Jesus the Son is beautifully 
expressed in Jesus’s thanksgiving in Matthew 11:27 (and Luke 10:22): “All things have been 
delivered to me by my Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one 
knows the Father except the Son and any one to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.” 
It is immediately following these words that Matthew adds a saying of Jesus that is found 
nowhere else: 
  
“Come to me, all who labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke 
upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for 
your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” 
  



This invitation of Jesus is expressed in words which have some similarity to what is said by 
Wisdom, speaking as a personification, in the apocryphal Book of Ecclesiasticus 51:23-27, 
and which includes the words: 
  
“Draw near to me, you who are untaught, and lodge in my school . . .  Put your neck under 
the yoke, and let your souls receive instruction. See with your eyes that I have laboured little 
and found myself much rest” 
  
The rabbis at the time of Jesus sometimes spoke of the “yoke of the Law”, and described the 
disciple as one who put his neck under that yoke, which freed him from obligations to the 
world and gave rest and peace of mind. 
At least, this was the theory. But in practice, it was increasingly difficult to find this rest and 
peace of mind.  The rabbis took the written law of the OT, and interpreted it and applied it 
to every aspect of everyday life.  And their rulings became ever more complex and difficult 
to follow in full. 
A person might indeed find much meaning and purpose in the effort to live by their 
teachings. But Jesus was very critical of the heavy burdens laid by the scribes and Pharisees 
upon ordinary folk. He says of them in Matthew 23:4: “They bind heavy burdens, hard to 
bear, and lay them on men’s shoulders.” And he has some very harsh things to say about 
them in the remainder of Matthew 23. 
There is nothing necessarily wrong with having a strict set of regulations, particularly where 
these are aimed at upholding the highest moral principles. But all human beings have their 
weaknesses and failings, and no one can achieve perfection in life. The finest obligations can 
all too easily produce a great deal of inner conflict and become a tremendous burden. This 
is something beautifully expressed in that passage which we read from Romans 7 (15-25a). 
St Paul in his earlier life had been a Pharisee, and had studied under the eminent rabbi 
Gamaliel in Jerusalem. He always had a tremendous respect for the Jewish Law and a 
positive attitude towards it. But this caused him a great deal of inner tension, because it 
conflicted with his human nature. That passage that we read from Romans 7 is probably 
autobiographical and describes his own inner conflict. Yet at the same time it might express 
the experience of any human being. Indeed, it may have echoes of the fall of Adam in the 
Garden of Eden. 
St Paul says, “I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the 
very thing I hate … For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can 
will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not 
want is what I do.”  In all this process, he is not a free agent to say Yes or No to the law’s 
demands.  There is something of an external force at work within him, and he is a slave to 
sin. Thus he goes on to say, “Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but 
sin which dwells within me … For I delight in the law of God, in my inmost self, but I see in 
my members another law at war with the law of my mind and making me captive to the law 
of sin which dwells in my members.” 
In desperation he cries out: “Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body 
of death?”  And he exclaims: “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” 
In our OT lesson (Genesis 24:24-38, 42-49,  56-57) an elderly Abraham summoned the 
servant who had charge over the affairs of his household, and instructed him to swear an 
oath that he would not take a wife for Abraham’s son Isaac from among the Canaanites, but 
rather that he would go to Abraham’s land and kindred to find a wife for Isaac. But this 



servant was a man with a lot of sense, and he realised that he was being asked to take an 
oath which would put him under an obligation to do something over which he did not have 
complete control. 
An obligation which a person is unable to fulfil can put a tremendous burden upon that 
person. So in what may seem like a very enlightened attitude for the time, the servant 
protests to Abraham: what if the woman whom he finds is unwilling to follow him on his 
return and become Isaac’s wife? And Abraham stipulates that in this eventuality he will be 
exempt from the obligations put upon him by the oath, provided he does not take a 
Canaanite wife for Isaac. 
But Abraham also assures him that through the providence of God his errand will have a 
successful outcome, which indeed was the case, as we heard in our OT lesson. 
As we come to the Lord’s table today, Jesus invites us to take his yoke upon us, that is to say 
to acknowledge his lordship in every area of our life, as we seek to live as his disciples. 
His yoke is not one which binds us to a complex body of law. Nor is one which produces 
inner conflicts because external forces and events make us fall short of our calling. All of us 
will indeed fall short of it in some measure. Yet at the heart of the Christian Gospel is a 
message of reconciliation and mercy. Therefore Jesus invites us with the words: 
  
Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and lowly in  
 
Third Sunday after Pentecost  
Service Date:  
29 June, 2014 
The Rev. Brenda Hill had us "thinking like Jesus".  By following his example of action based 
on compassion, forgiveness, healing, awareness, a passion for justice and respect, we can, 
like Jesus, sow the seeds of peace. We are still celebrating Pentecost and the presence of 
the Holy Spirit. 
Readings: Matthew 10:40-42; Jeremiah 28:5-9; Psalm 89:1-4,15,18; Romans 6:12-23. 
Hymns:  
R&S 59  God moves in a mysterious way 
R&S 311  The spirit of the Lord revealed 
R&S 367  I want to walk with Jesus Christ 
R&S 600  Christ is the world's light 
Sermon:  
  
‘You can be sure that whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of the least of these my 
followers, because he is my follower, will certainly receive a reward.’ 
  
The prayer for this week in the Prayer Fellowship Handbook states that, 
  
‘The Way of Jesus is the way of Peace sown through seeds of, Compassion 
Forgiveness, Healing, Awareness, Passion for Justice and respect. Right thinking’ 
  
(Word order changed slightly.) 
Considering this statement I want to share that ‘Way of  Jesus,’ and show how we can follow 
his model. Not as we often consider his way to be, as a set of words and actions but looking 
behind the words to the thoughts . . . the mind pattern that informed  his life as we know it. 



Compassion: When Jesus had tried to go apart to pray and to grieve after he heard of the 
awful death of his cousin John, and discovered a large crowd had followed him… he 
remarked that, “he had compassion for them for they were like, ‘sheep without a 
shepherd.’” On other occasions he showed his compassionby, taking a deaf man out of the 
crowd before healing him, realising the sudden terror of a loud babble after 
silence…touching a leper, dealing with the woman who touched him hoping for healing. 
Throughout his ministry, his actions came from a deep sense of his compassion for 
people.  That compassion sometimes prompted certain actions which caused upset and 
hostility from authority… remember how he insisted on healing a man with a withered 
hand, in the synagogue, on the Sabbath but,  for  him, compassion had priority. 
Forgiveness: The whole of Christ’s life and mission was an act of forgiveness by God for 
what had gone wrong in the world though human sin. But Jesus’ thought pattern was full of 
forgiveness  in accordance with what he saw a God’s will for him. Several of his healings are 
preceded by statements of forgiveness. Look at the way he dealt with two women. One was 
a known adulteress; Jesus showed her forgiveness with a strong piece of advice  and sent 
her  away to a new life; second a woman who flouted every convention of the day, 
bursting  into the dining place of men and pouring perfumed oil on Jesus’ feet; on the cross, 
in extremis, Jesus offered words of forgiveness.  If it were not coming from deeply within his 
soul, he could not have done it Finally, I would also mention  the scene on the Galilean 
shore post resurrection  appearance when Peter was forgiven for his betrayal. 
Healing: Here again Jesus performed many healings which often we find difficult to 
understand today, but underlying them is a deeper healing of the soul. I see this most 
clearly in the healing of the man at the pool by the sheep market. The man had, apparently, 
given up when Jesus asked him, “Do you want to get well?” The healing had to be of the 
mind as well as the body. Jesus’ debates with the Pharisees hardly seemed like healing but 
they were trying, I feel, to heal the over-zealous Pharisees critical relationship with an over-
burdened people. The more I read the gospels the more I find Jesus’ nature was of a 
healer.  This was in line with the mission he came with from God; he came not only to 
forgive but to heal a broken society. 
Awareness: I hardly think I need to give examples of Jesus’ awareness. He saw people that 
the crowd ignored… people on the fringes like the disabled and the mentally ill. Consider 
how clearly he saw why the woman at the well at  Sychar was there at the wrong time and 
on her own… what group jealousies were festering among his disciples… how the authorities 
were reacting to his actions. He was aware most of all of what his purpose was and how he 
needed to fulfil it, even as far as the cross. 
I have developed, quite fully, how the thought of Jesus was behind his words and his actions 
and made a complete pattern to his life and I have done that to explain what I see the 
meaning of the words Jesus  in our text.  Most of us aren’t able to dash round doing good 
or  go out on the mission field but we each have the opportunity and strength to think 
rightly… the last of the seeds of peace. Schooling our minds, informed by our hearts, we 
must learn to think rightly. It is possible  and we must try. All the time I’m part of 
conversations and interactions which give me the chance to say the right word but I will 
only say that if my thinking is right behind the words . . . the thinking of Jesus. 
Let me tell a story which happened a week ago. I arrived to start the lunch club meal to 
discover that the main entrance steps had turned bright orange with spray paint graffiti. 
Everyone was up in arms . . . ‘disgraceful, shocking what is our city coming to,’ . . . and more. 
My response was action. I went across the road to the Council’s home for disturbed 



teenagers and asked if they had a boy called XXXXX, because as usual the young man had 
sprayed his name. My guess was right and before we had finished our lunch the paint had 
been removed by the city maintenance team. I also learnt, that for other problems he had 
caused in the home he had been excluded from there. However the angry remarks 
continued until one woman said, “Poor boy! He has been rejected by everyone.” The anger 
fell away and silence followed. With the compassion, forgiving, healing, passionate thoughts 
of Jesus ruling us we can change attitudes, bring reconciliation, healing and hope to our 
society. If we can, ‘think Jesus,’ we can be of more use to the mission of the Kingdom than a 
great of, ‘good deeding’.  Myths and prejudices about unknowns, like people of different 
races and religions, particular groups in the spotlight of the moment grow into huge 
proportions just like the mustard seed of the parable in reverse. It is our duty and service to 
follow Jesus  in thought in order to say the right words or do the right thing to hold back 
anger and ferment and bring peace . . . make the mustard seed grow into a tree of peace. 
Let me put the text into the story of one exceptional woman who lived in Sheffield.  I begin 
at her funeral although I knew her for many years before that. She died aged 105 and had 
been in a home for 5 years but there was standing room only. The whole street where she 
had lived came, Muslims, Black White Young, and old and here are the things they told me 
at the tea after the service: I tell the stories as following the seeds of peace: 
When she was in the home, two  residents used to come into her room and sit on her bed 
all day. Staff and visitors weren’t happy about this but this lady wouldn’t let them be 
moved, saying 
  
“Poor things they are lonely and sad . . .  Leave them be.” 
  
  
"When our Masud was about 8 he was a really naughty boy and we didn’t know what to do. 
Masud stole yjr lady’s  purse but instead of being angry she explained to him what she 
needed the money for. She told him he could still come round for sweets as the other 
children did but never to steal again and she would trust him. Masud never stole again." 
  
A woman on the street had divorced her husband because he ill-treated her and then she 
had met a widower from the Caribbean and they had married. No one would speak to them 
. . . but this lady  did. 
  
‘She often came over to see us or invited us across for a cuppa. When the neighbours saw 
what she did they began to accept us.’ 
  
  
How did she know I was very lonely when my son left home? Those taps on the door and her 
visits were a life-saver. 
  
Each one of those conversations showed this woman was being a Christian follower and 
trying to think as Jesus did.  
It wasn’t the deed of giving a cup of water that deserved reward, it was the reasoned 
attitude…the  thought behind the deed, that brought Jesus’ commendation… ‘because he 
was my follower.’ 
  



Preacher: Rev Brenda Hill 
 
Second Sunday after Pentecost  
Service Date:  
22 June, 2015 
The service was led by the Rev. Robert Beard, who preached on the lectionary readings 
(Genesis 21: 8-21; Romans 6:1b-11; Psalm 86:1-10,16-17; Matthew 10:24-39).   
[Sermon available only in summary form.] 
Hymns:  
R&S 536    New every morning is thy love 
R&S 528  Jesus good above all other 
Take up they cross 
R&S 530  Living God, your joyful spirit 
  
Sermon:  
The sermon focused closely on the difficult message in the Matthew reading: 
Was Jesus prescribing discord between close family members? No. He was describing what 
would happen in response to his preaching. We must love unconditionally and stand up for 
the disadvantaged, if necessary challenging the message and propaganda of established 
authority. The love we rightly feel for those closest to us must be extended beyond our 
immediate family and circle. There is no us and them, only we. 
It is important to follow God's example of being compassionate towards different and 
complex family structures (see Genesis passages).  The Church has a responsibility to be 
'political', to stand up for the disadvantaged. 
 
First Sunday after Pentecost; Trinity Sunday  
Service Date:  
15 June, 2014 
“Refugee Week is important because it reminds us that refugees are not just statistics to 
be used and abused, they are living, breathing, people.”  
Quoting these words from the poet Benjamin Zephaniah, the Rev Fleur Houston engaged 
the darker side of creation and Sheffield's particular history as the first 'City of Sanctuary'. 
Readings: Genesis 1:1-2.4a; Psalm 8; Matthew 28.16-20. 
Hymns:  
R&S 34  Holy, holy, holy 
R&S 79  This day God gives me 
R&S 33  Eternal God, your love's tremendous glory 
R&S 603  Lord for the years 
Sermon:  
  
In the beginning, when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless 
void, and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the 
waters. 
That has to be the most impressive beginning of any book. It is the first sentence in 
Genesis and the first sentence in the Bible.  And it’s awesome.  It tells of a world that 
is  charged with the grandeur of God.  It appeals, not to reason and the truths of science 
but to mystery and awe and wonder.  So you’re not going to hear this morning about 



Charles Darwin or the latest theories about evolution.  Nor are you going to hear about 
the big bang or dark holes.  These are important but they have their place.  This morning 
you are going to hear about God.  The claims of this passage from Genesis are theological 
not scientific.  What it is saying is just this: God speaks.  And in his speaking, he creates. 
By the power of God’s word, light dawns.  Light is separated from the dark, the heavens 
from the earth, the sea from the land.  God looks and is satisfied.  He pronounces it good, 
very good.  He values the good world he has brought into being, he sees that it is fit for 
purpose.  And he blesses it.  Be fruitful and multiply, he says to the swarms of living 
creatures, birds and beasts.  And then, he creates human beings, and blesses them too, 
giving them dominion over all created things that they may continue the process of 
creation.  And then God rests, satisfied.  All is good. 
And yet we are only too aware that there is still darkness in our world.  What of the 
violence, fear and inhumanity that stalk our societies?  There is no mention of these in 
God’s good creation; these are of our own devising.  We have not always behaved in ways 
that are creative and life-enhancing, we have abused the gift of dominion over the world, 
we have oppressed our fellow human beings 
We remember this soberly as over the next few days, we mark Refugee Week.  A time each 
year when we remember especially those thousands of people who are forced to leave their 
homes through war or persecution.  Some find their way to the UK.  Sadly, many of these 
are not welcomed.  they are often abused, called names. There have been  negative, 
damaging, sometimes downright ridiculous stories about them in the press.  You may 
remember the screaming head-lines: Asylum-seekers eat the queen’s swans!  they kill our 
donkeys!  Not a shred of substance  in any of these stories but they ran and ran and many 
people believed them.  They are the result of shoddy journalism which cares more for cheap 
sensationalism than about the truth. There are so many good stories out there: students 
doing well at university despite not knowing from one day to the next where they might be 
living next week, where they will find food or money for the bus fare to get to their 
lectures.  Finding a family member thought dead while walking through a market in 
London.  Falling in love; starting a family; getting a job after being given permission to stay 
in the UK; moving into a  first real home after years of sofa surfing and homelessness; 
coming to terms with bereavement and grief, pain and dashed hopes.  These stories are not 
widely publicized.  They are all modest experiences and could be shared by any one of 
us.  But that’s the point.  Rather than sensational, all of these lives and ours, are ordinary 
and at the same time special.  All of us are human, we all have dignity in the eyes of God. 
Many of you will know Benjamin Zephaniah who comes regularly to Sheffield.  He has this to 
say: “Refugee Week is important because it reminds us that refugees are not just statistics 
to be used and abused, they are living, breathing, people.”  And he continues: “I want to 
create a society where compassion is built into our culture, in this society, we’ll be so aware 
of the world around that we won’t need a Refugee Week.  Until then, this is how we do it.” 
“Awareness of the world around” that is an essential part to play in God’s creative scheme 
of things.  How can we ensure that it is built into the fabric of our society?  In 2005, Indergit 
Boghal, who was then minister of Broomhill Methodist Church and one of the chaplains at 
Sheffield Unviersity, had an idea.  Why not make Sheffield a city that takes pride in the 
welcome it offers people in need of safety?  Why not encourage them to engage fully in the 
life of this community? 
It was a brain-wave, it stirred the imagination, it caught on.  The City Council signed a 
declaration of support and in September 2007, Sheffield  became the first City of 



Sanctuary.  Churches display welcome signs---there is one here, outside the door.  A series 
of beer-mats was produced to highlight the contribution that refugees make to the city and 
to our national life.  One of them for example, says this: “Can you imagine a life without fish 
and chips?  People escaping war and persecution in their home countries bring us their 
language, skills, food, art and learning.  Refugees gave us fish and chips, the Mini, the 
Muppets and Thunderbirds.”  City of Sanctuary  reimagines the identity of Sheffield as a 
welcoming place, it seeks to make people think again, and think differently, about 
asylum.  In its own way, it is pushing back the darkness, aiming to transform our world for 
the good.  And this, we would say, is in line with God’s purposes. 
For as we worship God and give thanks for his creative power,, we remember that God also 
saved the world; when all else failed, he took the stupendous step of appearing in Jesus as a 
human being.  The Word which God spoke in creation “became flesh and dwelt among us, 
full of grace and truth.”  It was a huge risk; while still a baby, Jesus with Mary and Joseph, 
escaped a brutal regime and fled to Egypt as refugees; at the end of his life, Jesus suffered 
judicial murder.  But during his short ministry he showed his followers what it meant to love 
God and love one’s neighbour as oneself.  And God, we are told by the evangelists, was well 
pleased.  
Jesus died; yes, but that was not the end.  In a great burst of creative energy, God raised 
him from the dead, giving him all authority in heaven and on earth.   In the power of the 
Holy Spirit, Jesus’s disciples share that authority and so do his followers in the Church down 
through the ages.  In one sense, these followers of Jesus are nothing out of the 
ordinary,  they are ordinary men and women like you and me, but we are also special; 
people who are blessed, people who are called to baptize and teach all nations about the 
creative love of God revealed in Christ Jesus.  And so God’s world continues to come into 
being.  In the words of Genesis, “the wind of God continues to sweep over the waters.” 
We may find this a daunting prospect, we may be tempted to lose heart; but we have the 
assurance of the risen Christ:  “Remember, I am with you always, to the end of the 
age.”  How all this happens is a mystery, our minds cannot understand it; our reason cannot 
explain it.  But we know it to be true.  The only proper response is awe, wonder and 
worship.  With the psalmist, we praise God: 
  
O Lord our God, how majestic is your name in all the earth. 
  
  
Preacher: Rev Fleur Houston 
 
Pentecost Service  
Service Date:  
8 June, 2014 
This was a joint celebration of Pentecost by Churches Together in Broomhill and 
Broomhall - St. Andrew's URC, St. Marks and The Beacon at Broomhill. The service was led 
by The Revd. Robert Beard, who was also Commissioned as the Moderator of CTBB, and 
members of the three churches. 
Although we are 'nothing special', Robert preached, we can be filled with the Holy Spirit and 
do special things - bring good news to the oppressed, broken hearted and the captives, 
share the love of Jesus and show in our lives the presence of God in human life. God is 
present and is to be celebrated in every language, culture and faith tradition. 



Hymns:  
R&S 310   Gracious Spirit, Holy Ghost. 
R&S 572  Colours of Day 
Come Holy Ghost, our souls inspire 
R&S 329  There's a spirit in the air 
Sermon:  
  
Pentecost 
John 20: 19 - 23 
“If your understanding of Pentecost and the Holy Spirit differs from mine, then it is wrong 
and you need to...” oh, I don’t know: “pray for the gift of tongues...”, “be baptised in the 
Spirit...”, “leave your Church and join ours...”, “understand the Bible in the light of 21st 
century science...”, “reject 21st century science and believe the Bible as the literal, inerrant 
Word of God...”, “convert your Church’s minister...” Actually, in the days when I was Vicar of 
St Peter’s, Abbeydale, another local Church really did set up a group to pray for me to 
become a Christian; to which I could only say, “Amen”! 
Pentecost, whose narrative and doctrine is – above all others – supposed to unite the 
Church across all places, cultures and times, has become one of the most divisive ideas in 
contemporary Christianity. It’s a source of confusion, embarrassment and dispute among 
Christians, a bizarre curiosity and object of ridicule among non-Christians. We have 
Churches distinguishing themselves as “Pentecostal”, as though the rest of the Church were 
not “Pentecostal”. We have self-styled “born again” Christians, as though anyone could be a 
Christian without being “born again” (“and again and again and again and again...” – but 
that’s another sermon!). We have Church members marking themselves out as “baptised in 
the Spirit”, as though we could separate out the sacrament of Baptism into the sign of water 
on the one hand and the grace of God on the other: like removing a flame from a candle but 
keeping the flame burning on its own. 
Actually, I like that image. It fits the Pentecost story rather well, and is consistent with the 
doctrine that lies at the very heart of Christianity: the doctrine of Incarnation. The tongues 
of flame described in Acts chapter 2 didn’t appear flitting about the upper room on their 
own or hanging in midair, like Hogwarts candles; St Luke tells us that "a tongue rested on 
each of [the disciples and] all of them were filled with the Holy Spirit" (Acts 2.3-4). 
It’s the same in other Bible stories, where the Holy Spirit rests upon and fills individual 
human beings: 
Isaiah – I’d better specify “Third Isaiah”, because my Vicar’s listening – was able to declare, 
  
The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, 
   because the Lord has anointed me; 
he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, 
   to bind up the broken-hearted, 
to proclaim liberty to the captives, 
   and release to the prisoners; 
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. 
  
(Isaiah 61-1-3) 
St Luke tells us that Mary was visited by an archangel who told her that 
  



The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; 
therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God... 
Luke 1.35 
  
Now, there was nothing special about the disciples in that upper room; there was nothing 
special about Isaiah; there was nothing special about Mary; there was nothing special about 
any of the people in the Bible who were overshadowed and filled with the Holy Spirit. They 
were all just ordinary, fallible, wonderful human beings, each made in God’s image, and 
each embodying a share of God’s capacity to be creative and loving and forgiving persons: 
exactly the same as everyone else, exactly the same as you, exactly the same as me. Nothing 
special. 
Three men were praying. The Archbishop prayed, “Have mercy on me, O Lord, who am 
nothing in thy sight!” His young Chaplain, following this example of humility, prayed, “Have 
mercy on me, O Lord, who am nothing in thy sight!” The homeless man, following the 
humble example of the Archbishop and the Chaplain, prayed, “Have mercy on me, O Lord, 
who am nothing in thy sight!”... at which point, the Chaplain nudged the Archbishop and 
said, “Huh! Look who reckons he’s nothing!” 
Bishop John Packer, who trained me in my first appointment up on The Manor, once said, 
“Whenever you’re writing a sermon, ask yourself, ‘What’s the Good News I’m preaching?’” 
It’s one of the most insightful and helpful things anyone’s ever said to me. 
So, sisters and brothers, here’s the Good News: We are nothing special! Isn’t that 
marvellous? 
Well, alright; there’s a bit more to it than that: The Good News is that, because we are 
nothing special, we can be filled with the Holy Spirit. Like Isaiah, we can bring good news to 
the oppressed, bind up the broken-hearted, proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to 
the prisoners; we can proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. Like the Apostles, we can go 
out into the world and share, indiscriminately, with everyone whose path we cross, the 
unconditional, self-sacrificing love that we ourselves have seen and experienced in Jesus 
Christ. Like Mary, we can incarnate in our own lives, in our own bodies, the presence of God 
in human life. 
We are Pentecostal Christians, because the whole Church is Pentecostal. We are born-again 
Christians, because all Christians are born- again” (“and again and again and again and 
again...”). We are baptised in the Spirit, because we are baptised with the outward sign of 
water and the inward grace of God. 
The Pentecost story tells of a group of grieving, bewildered, paranoid disciples transformed 
into joyful, confident, courageous witnesses to the love of God in Christ. We can do that: let 
us never, ever forget that we have Christian brothers and sisters who suffer persecution, 
imprisonment, torture and death for the sake of the Gospel. 
It tells of a witness heard by each person in a language that he or she could understand. We 
can do that: either through the actual languages we speak, or through the loving hospitality 
we offer; food and drink and smiles are the same in any language. 
It tells of a multilingual witness that affirms people as cultural beings and the Church as a 
multicultural community. God speaks every language. Our native languages and cultures – 
yes, and faith traditions – are natural and necessary to us, and the presence of God can be 
found and celebrated in every single one of them. We can do that. 
 
Revd Robert Beard 



 
Seventh Sunday after Easter  
Service Date:  
1 June, 2014 
The service was led by The Rev. Sue Hammersley of St. Mark's, Broomhill. The service 
celebrated Christ's Ascension. The sermon challenged us with the question, does Jesus' 
resurrection have to be actually physical for his life and teaching to have the amazing 
impact which they did and do? 
Hymns:  
R&S 380 Christ whose glory fills the skies 
CG 50   I the Lord of sea and sky 
R&S 432  Now is eternal life 
Hail the day that sees him rise 
Sermon:  
John 17: 1 - 11; Acts 1:6 - 14; Psalm 66: 8 - 20; 1 Peter 4: 12-14; and 5:6 - 11. 
A few weeks ago, as we were approaching Easter, I went to my regular hairdresser to have 
my hair cut.  As I entered the salon she said, “Sue, you’ll be able to answer this question!” 
Oh dear, I thought.  Answering questions is not my strong point. 
“When did Jesus die?” 
Thinking that I was in luck this time, I launched into a potted history of the events of Jesus’ 
last days.  She listened patiently enough but when I’d finished said, “but if Jesus’ body 
wasn’t in the tomb, if he came back to life, then when did he actually die?” 
Oh dear, we’d strayed from the safety of Jesus’ physical death into the mythical territory of 
his resurrection and, even worse for me – Ascension . . . 
But she had a point.  Resurrection leaves us with a dilemma: if Jesus appeared to his 
disciples and spoke with them and continued to teach them his ways then when did he 
actually go and why did he have to? 
I don’t find Ascension Day the easiest of festivals to preach on, I was hugely relieved to 
discover that it was my colleague Shan who had that joy at St Mark’s on Thursday – but I can 
hardly avoid it today, can I?  This is Ascension tide, the 10 days between the Ascension and 
Pentecost – this is the time to wrestle with the hard truths of our faith . . . 
Well, let me begin by saying that it doesn’t help me to read the accounts of Christ’s 
resurrection and Ascension in a literal way.  It doesn’t help me because it doesn’t help me to 
make sense of my own experiences of life and death.  I am learning to come to terms with 
my own mortality and that of my friends and family so if Jesus literally came back to life, if 
his resurrection meant that he didn’t actually die, then that causes me far more problems 
than it could ever solve . . . 
For me, the story of resurrection is no less real and powerful when it doesn’t require me to 
believe (as Bishop David Jenkins famously put it) “in a juggling trick with bones”.  The hope 
of the resurrection lies in the possibility that something happened after Jesus’ death to 
convince his friends and subsequently his followers (including me) that his life had not been 
meaningless, that his teaching was still life-changing, that his healing touch is still active in a 
world that is crying out in agony . . . 
Is that any less powerful a belief than that Jesus came out of the tomb and actually spoke to 
his disciples, ate with them and let them touch his wounds?  I don’t think so, but feel free to 
disagree with me. 
Either way we’re left with a question of what the Ascension might mean to us now. 



If Jesus did live a physical life after the resurrection then it is necessary to explain why he 
isn’t still with us in a physical form.  The Ascension is the time when he no longer appeared 
to his followers in this way and, interestingly, it’s only Luke who describes the Ascension in 
detail. 
Even if I don’t need an explanation of why Jesus is no longer physically present with us, I still 
need something to help me make the move from the powerful hope of resurrection towards 
the more mundane sense of God here in our midst, ever-present, calling us to be Christ’s 
body on earth. 
For me the Ascension is rather like a coming of age for us, his disciples.  As our faith 
becomes real for us we may go through a time of hanging on every word that Jesus spoke, 
looking for him around every street corner, searching for meaning in every encounter... but, 
as our faith matures, we have periods of time when we feel God’s absence more acutely 
than Christ’s presence – times when we wonder whether our faith is a mere figment of our 
imagination, times when we are overwhelmed by the cares of the world...  Times when our 
cry may indeed join with the Psalmist’s: “Do something, God!” 
And yet our God remains silent. 
I still remember the day when my parents drove me to University, spent some time with me 
checking that all was well and then got in their car and drove off . . . 
I was still quite a reserved teenager so it was very tempting indeed to gaze after the car, 
longing for them to turn round, come back and take me home . . . 
But it was far better for me to make the break, start a new chapter of my life and find my 
feet without them watching over me . . . 
This is what I mean about the Ascension being a kind of “coming of age” episode.  Jesus 
lived for a time to show us what it might mean to be fully human in full communion with 
God.  He came that we might learn from him what it means to live eternal life but the reality 
was that whilst he was among us his disciples didn’t quite get it.  Time after time Jesus 
seemed exasperated at their lack of understanding, having to re-iterate the message of 
God’s love and care for the lost and the least. 
It wasn’t until Jesus had shown them that death had no power over his message, it wasn’t 
until he finally left them, albeit with the promise of the Holy Spirit, that they could grasp the 
truth that eternal life was a reality here and now. 
I am sure that the “theological police” from certain quarters of the church would want to 
take me in for questioning over some of the thoughts I’m sharing with you this morning but 
these are not the words of a woman wracked with doubt – they are the considered wisdom 
of a woman who has had to face pain and loss but who has found, throughout it all, that 
God has been my strength and my salvation.  Jesus has not appeared out of the heavens to 
rescue me from my suffering but has come alongside me in the guise of friend, or stranger, 
to walk the way with me and help me not simply face the world again but bring compassion, 
hope and practical support to others. 
Churches are sometimes much better at pureeing the faith and spoon-feeding Christians a 
belief that once we turn our lives to Christ no harm will ever come to us...  If I’d believed 
that I’d have been a lousy minister because it simply isn’t true! 
It’s been my experience of loss and disappointment which has made it possible to reach out 
to others in theirs.  And it has been my sense of Christ’s everlasting presence that has 
inspired me to believe that hope is stronger than all that threatens to overwhelm it.  This is 
what gives me the courage to face up to my own vulnerability and to work through it.  



As we live these days between Ascension and Pentecost, may we find the strength we need 
to acknowledge our fears and struggles, to live the deep questions in our lives, even when 
the answers seem very far away.  May we have the courage to face up to what we need to 
let go of in order to be free to discover the one who brings us the strength we really need to 
live eternity here and now. 
Amen 
 
Sixth Sunday after Easter  
Service Date:  
25 May, 2014 
The service was led by the Rev. Robert Beard. The theme of his sermon was the Holy Spirit 
or paraclete which enables us to love, to change, and to learn. and to remind us of the 
words of Jesus. 
Hymns:  
R&S  657  Rejoice the Lord is King 
R&S 405  Angel voices ever singing 
R&S 550  Put thou thy trust in God 
R&S 262  Crown him with many crowns 
Sermon:  
Another Parakeet? 
Acts 17: 22 - 31; Psalm 66: 8 - 20; 1 Peter 3: 13 - 22; John 14: 15 -21. 
A bird-lover who had recently bought a female parakeet, was dismayed to find to that she 
had, at some time in her life, picked up a quite unnecessarily rich vocabulary. Knowing 
that the local Minister was in the habit of visiting unannounced, the new owner phoned a 
friend who had two exceptionally well-behaved and devout male birds, one of which 
recited the Lord's Prayer, while the other repeated Hail Marys, and asked, "Would it be 
alright if I brought my bird over for a few days, to see if she’ll pick up some good habits 
from yours." The friend agreed, so the owner took the female parakeet over and put her 
in the cage with the two males, one of whom then turned to the other and said, "You can 
stop now; we’ve got what we were praying for." 
The theme of love (and I hope you admire my seamless continuity there!) runs like a broad 
vein of pure gold through throughout St John’s gospel. The notions of agape, the ‘spiritual 
love’ that seeks no return but just is, and philia, the ‘mental love’ that inspires loyalty to 
family, friends and communities, are promoted almost sixty times by Jesus, to bind the 
disciples together, and to describe what their approach to others must be. Jesus also 
repeatedly uses the word philos, ‘friend’ and St John himself marks out as most prominent 
among the Twelve, one to whom he refers five times as hon ephilei ho Iēsous, ‘the one loved 
by Jesus’ or ‘the beloved disciple’. 
But the remarkable visibility of this vein of love shouldn’t surprise us; after all, John set out 
his stall in chapter 3 of his gospel, the ‘mission statement’ so beloved of evangelicals: 
  
God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may 
not perish but may have eternal life. (John 3.16) 
  
Moreover, there is a broad scholarly consensus these days that the same writer was 
responsible for the First Letter of John, where we find the verse I’ve long kept as my own 
mission statement: 



  
God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them. (1 John 
4.16b) 
  
Turning to this morning’s gospel reading, in verse 15 John portrays Jesus explaining to his 
disciples that they will keep his commandments if they love him. They – and we – might 
very well ask, “Which commandments?” because in the whole of John’s gospel Jesus gives 
only one commandment; does anyone know what it is? 
  
“I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you 
also should love one another.” (John 13.34) 
  
And he repeats it: 
  
“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.” (John 15.12) 
  
Small wonder that the American Presbyterian minister, civil rights champion and peace 
activist, William Sloane Coffin, declared, and rightly, that 
  
“If we fail in love, we fail in all things else”. 
  
St John realised that judgement and eternal life aren’t just doctrines about our ultimate 
destiny once we have shuffled off this mortal coil, but begin here and now. In every moment 
and throughout our lives we should be challenging ourselves, both as individuals and as a 
community, with the question, “How does our love measure up to the standard set by 
Jesus?” That’s judgement! 
But before we despair at our poor performance, it’s essential to realise that this judgement 
is diagnostic, not retributive; it’s the judgement a doctor makes when assessing a patient’s 
symptoms, not the verdict of “Guilty” pronounced in a court of law. Jesus does not come to 
condemn us, but to invite us constantly to challenge ourselves. In St John’s gospel, Jesus 
asks people questions that, if answered honestly, will help them understand their lives and 
motives more clearly: "Do you want to be made well?" (John 5.6); “Do you believe in the 
Son of Man?” (9.35); "I am the resurrection and the life... Do you believe this?" (11.26). He 
asks questions not because he doesn't know the answers, for in John’s view Jesus himself 
“knew what was in everyone” (John 2.24); rather, he asks so that we can clarify our 
perceptions of ourselves and so be better equipped to make spiritual and practical progress, 
in and for the world. 
Another bird-lover was given a parakeet as a pet but again discovered the parakeet loved to 
swear. No matter how hard the owner tried to teach the bird better manners, its language 
became ever fruitier. Finally, the owner threatened that, unless it cleaned up its act, the bird 
would spend five minutes in the freezer. The parakeet’s response included words that 
would have made a sailor blush. Driven to desperate measures, the owner picked up the 
bird’s cage and deposited it in a large chest-freezer. Even through the thick insulation, the 
parakeet could be heard swearing more inventively than ever; then, suddenly, there was 
silence. Horrified, the owner tore open the lid of the freezer and lifted the cage out. The 
parakeet looked at him solemnly and then said, "Please accept my most profound and 



sincere for the indecorous language with which I have assailed you; I promise never to do it 
again. If I may ask, how did the chicken offend you?" 
Modifying our behaviour (see what I did again?) in the light of the questions Jesus asks us, is 
sometimes relatively easy and sometimes a great deal more challenging. Old habits die 
hard, and some of our engrained choices, often reinforced by cultural or societal norms, can 
take years for individuals to change, and centuries for communities. The trivial decision to 
give up chocolate for Lent – trivial for other people, I mean; not for me, of course! – let 
alone the world-changing policy move to cancel ‘third world’ debt, for instance, may require 
a great deal of support from those who share our love and concern. 
And, for St John, this is where the parakeet – I’m sorry, paraklete – comes in. Unlike the 
writers of the so-called Synoptic gospels – Matthew, Mark and especially Luke, who see the 
Holy Spirit at work from the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry – John insists that the Holy 
Spirit, the paraklete, will come only after Jesus himself departs. Various words have been 
used to translate paraklete: ‘counsellor’, ‘advocate’, ‘comforter’, and ‘helper’ which is 
derived from the literal meaning of the Greek word as someone who stands with another in 
a time of trouble. 
The key to understanding John’s view of the paraklete lies in Jesus' referring to it not as the 
paraklete, but rather as another paraklete. Jesus himself was the first and for the Spirit to be 
active among the disciples while Jesus was there would have been redundant since each 
serves the same purpose of revealing God to the world. So Jesus comforts his disciples, 
already beginning to mourn his imminent departure, by teaching them that this is actually 
the best thing that could possibly happen. While he walked the earth, Jesus’ ministry was 
confined to one place and one human being. As he leaves his earthly ministry, he bequeaths 
to them his holy breath, the holy spirit, the paraklete so that they can continue the ministry 
he exercised. They can now reveal God to people. They can now offer challenge of self-
knowledge and aspiration to divine love. And this same paraklete is bequeathed not only to 
those first disciples, but to every subsequent generation of disciples down to the present 
day, down to us here in St Andrew’s church this morning. St John is absolutely clear that 
disciples in the 21st century are in no way disadvantaged in comparison with the first 
disciples. Everything they received from Jesus is equally available to us. 
A bird-lover had a parakeet that used to fly around the house, but it would constantly crash 
into the mirrors hanging on the walls, leaving itself stunned. It never seemed to learn; every 
time it was let out of its cage, it would fly right into a mirror. Perhaps the bird was fooled 
into thinking that a whole other room lay beyond the glass, but, as the owner remarked to a 
friend, "Even if it thinks the mirror is another room, why doesn't it at least try to avoid 
hitting the other parakeet?" 
Opening ourselves to the paraklete should make us a great deal smarter than that parakeet, 
for St John tells us that the paraklete has come to be with us for ever (14.16), to teach us 
and to remind us of all that Jesus said (John 14.26). The paraklete is the spirit of truth who 
testifies to Jesus and empowers us to do the same (15.26). 
Revd Robert Beard 
 
Fifth Sunday after Easter.  
Service Date:  
18 May, 2014 



The service was led by The Rev. Margaret Herbert.  Preaching on John 4:1-14, Maggie 
reflected on how our individual experience affects our experience of God.  "He who has 
seen me has seen the Father – Jesus who was love on legs has shown us God!" 
Hymns:  
R&S 600  Christ is the world's true light 
R&S 234  Alleluia, Alleluia give thanks to the risen Lord 
CG 51  How can I keep from singing 
R&S 629  the Lord's my shepherd 
Sermon:  
Proverbs 4:10-18; John 4:1-14; Psalm  31:1-5, 15-16 
As most folk know, we use the lectionary in a three-year cycle – that means that it is three 
years since I wrote a sermon on these texts. You would think that, we would know this story 
off by heart by now and there would be no reason to read it again. I think differently – we 
are dealing with the heart of the matter. We have all changed during the last three years – 
in character – in appearance – physically, emotionally and spiritually. Some have suffered 
loss and others have been ill or have taken care of dying or sick relatives. Some have lost 
their jobs or have lost their benefit or suffered at the hands of troublesome neighbours. We 
have all been changed in one way or another. We become hardened or maybe become 
more vulnerable. Some perhaps have become more cynical or suspicious – others more 
loving and more kindly disposed – more trustful and more loyal. More forgetful, perhaps 
more prejudiced and judgemental; too proud to admit to failing health or eyesight, 
determined, as little children, to struggle on our own. Some folk live lives of quiet 
desperation. Circumstances change us for better or for worse.  Those who once were strong 
leaders now need leading. It is very hard to let go. How are the mighty fallen! 
We look at these readings through different eyes -   John’s gospel gives us pause for 
thought.  It is only when we understand our own feelings and failings that we may 
understand what make others tick! 
The vast majority of people in the western world how grown adept at finding distractions 
that blot out uneasy thoughts. Even those who are the last surviving member of their age 
group – lived through WW2 – brought up a family and have grandchildren whose names 
they have difficulty remembering, like to believe that they lead charmed lives; that death, 
like tomorrow, will never come! 
Today death is the last taboo subject – best not touched on. For Christians though, 
contemplating as we have done during Easter time the death of Christ I suggest that our 
attitude to this subject is coloured by the perceptions that we have of God. 
Each of us has a different and felt sense of God. Some of us a really frightened by God – we 
are afraid of what he might ask of us if we put our lives in his hands – if we say to him as 
Jesus said in the garden of Gethsemane “Not what I want but your will be done.” If you 
were dying now  - say the doctor told you that you had a short time left to live would you be 
happy to be going home to your father or would you be filled with disappointment and 
terror? 
Jesus compared death to different things – either a bridegroom coming to claim his bride or 
a thief coming stealthily in the night to rob us of all that we hold dear. Will death be for you 
and me a bridegroom or a thief? It is how we see God, which forcefully shapes our attitude 
to death and to life. When Jesus told his disciples, “Whoever has seen me has seen the 
father “in answer to a question by Philip he did not mean an image. A felt sense is not the 
same thing as a portrait or a photo. 



To have a felt sense is to experience God as an infinite being. To sculpt or paint his portrait 
was blasphemy for the Jewish people. We have experienced God in his enormity – in his 
mystery. God is an infinite love that surrounds us. His loving presence pervades everything. 
The disciples experienced Jesus as a person who would never fail them – who would be with 
them always – without whom they could not contemplate living. Without whom they dare 
not contemplate dying. And – therein lies the wonder of the believer  - to believe is to have 
faith in Jesus – to trust him as constant companion who is always there for us – who will 
never fail us – without whom we cannot contemplate going on living and without whom we 
dare not contemplate dying. The disciples made such demands on Jesus – “show us the 
Father” – they said. Yet Jesus is still patient. He helps them to understand the nature of God 
himself; displayed perfectly by his life laid down for all. 
When we examine our own faults failings, our own sinfulness, the dreams we dream that do 
not become reality, the promises that are broken, and the opportunities to do good that are 
not grasped - in the light of the cross – we come to understand the overwhelming sacrifice 
of Christ and our own weakness. The Gospels leave us in no doubt about the reality of sin – 
it is dangerous to reflect on this subject without understanding that God is Love. 
He who has seen me has seen the Father – Jesus who was love on legs has shown us God! 
God is like the sun – always giving off warmth and light. We may stand in the sun or we may 
choose to stand in the shade – but when we leave, the sun does not cease to shine. We may 
lock ourselves in a darkened room – we could go cold and sickly in the dark but we know 
that the sun does not change - we change and we can choose to walk back into the sunlight. 
It is always there for us – it is unconditional, constant and continuous. No matter how long 
we have cut ourselves off from God’s love he goes on loving us – that is his nature. God’s 
patient love doesn’t really care where we have been and what we have done he is forever 
holding out wide and loving arms waiting to welcome us back, waiting to embrace us. 
It is a pity that so many people avoid living using the same method they employ to avoid 
thinking about dying! We must embrace God’s love – acknowledge our imperfections and in 
doing so become his messengers of reconciliation and peace. We have to soak in the 
awareness of God’s love in prayerful meditation, the truth is that God could have made a 
world without you or me – but such a world would have been incomplete for him. This is the 
truth that we must embrace meekly enabled by his grace. 
God is our shepherd who has always loved us – led us and comforted us – God is love – this 
is all God ever does! 
This is the love God displayed on the cross; this is the truth that will set us free. Free to walk 
in the light without fear, even the fear of death. Free to be you and free to be me – to 
respond to love helped by grace. This is what we were created for, to be at one with him 
and our fellow human beings. Therein lays the wonder of being a believer. To believe is to 
have faith in Jesus, to trust him as the companion who is always there for us. Who will never 
fail us, without whom we dare not go on living and without whom we dare not die. These 
words sum up the hymn written by John Keble who was born over 200 years ago. Sun of my 
soul thou Saviour dear. This was the disciples’ heartfelt response to Jesus’ love. Living by 
faith, trusting in God and anticipating death as a way with Christ and not the end. 
We know what it is to go astray – to find where there was faith now there is only emptiness 
and despair – our own need for God. We cannot become inward looking caring only for 
ourselves. Our hearts must go out to others. He is our shepherd and that of our neighbour 
too and we are all the sheep of his pasture. The good shepherd provides safety, food and 
water, rest and shelter for all his flock. In the modern world of ours, the needs remain the 



same. In an complex, industrialised nation, they are much harder to meet. 
We believe in God whose love is the source of all life; whose love was given a human face in 
Jesus of Nazareth. Whose love was crucified by the evil that waits to enslave us all and 
whose love, defeating even death is our glorious promise of freedom. 
Though sometimes we are fearful and full of doubt in God we trust. 
In the name of Jesus Christ, we must commit ourselves to the service of other. Ours are the 
hands that must serve him – our eyes are the eyes that must look for the lonely, bereaved, 
sick, distressed and abused. 
The voices that are raised to worship God on Sunday must be the voices that speak to the 
world of your goodness – then demand the provision of good education to enable all to earn 
a living, good affordable housing, hospitals, and freedom, justice and peace for all. Amen. 
Maggie Herbert 
 
Fourth Sunday after Easter. Friendship Service.  
Service Date:  
11 May, 2014 
The service was led by the Worhsip Group, members of the Church, and representatives of 
churches and groups who worship and meet in St. Andrew's. The service celebrated St. 
Andrew's as a place of welcome and fellowship. 
Margaret Fall began with a burst of 'Getting to know you', reproduced below in place of a 
sermon. 
Hymns:  
R&S 41  For the beauty of the earth 
CG 4  All are welcome 
R&S 647  In Christ there is no East or West 
R&S 639  This we can do for justice and for peace 
  
  
Sermon:  
We in St Andrew’s feel we are 
Getting to know you 
Getting to know all about you 
And we are getting to like you 
And we hope you like us! 
But you can’t like someone or thing you know nothing about 
So let me introduce us to you. 
It was in 1853 that a group of the Royal Scots Greys who were based in Leeds, were moved 
to   new barracks at Hillsborough, that’s where Morrisons are now.  The officers were 
concerned that there was no Scottish Church in Sheffield   and  before long a meeting was 
held with a view to establishing a Presbyterian Church   with the aim of  providing a place to 
worship in and also to appoint a Minister. Many meetings and much activity saw them ready 
to lay the foundation stone on July 10th 1855, and I quote: 
  
to be laid by the master of the Britannia lodge of freemasons ( who was also an elder of the 
church ) according to the ancient traditions.  A procession led by the band of the 1st west 
York yeomanry,  marched from Surrey St, along  Norfolk row, Fargate, Division  St, Glossop 
Rd to Hanover street. During the ceremony coins of the day were placed in a bottle with local 



newspapers and laid under the stone and a silver trowel presented to Mr. Breakey who had 
been appointed as Minister.   
  
Children I would like to ask you to come out and try and build a church for me with these 
blocks  please. 
By 9th august 1856 the new St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church was opened . The architects 
fee was £155, plumbing was £199 and the carving £55 the total for  the buildings  and 
fittings came to £3000. Money was raised rapidly. The church grew, Sheffield had always 
good strong links with Scotland through the steel industry, the Scottish army men and their 
families remained in the city and an influx of highly trained men and women in the medical 
world and from Scottish medical Schools started to arrive. The church was flourishing. 
Congregation numbers soared into many hundreds. 
The church developed other activities, the one still most active today is the tennis club, 
where by 1922  a site on  Graham road Nether Green was acquired and two red 
championship courts were created .  which are still being played on today by an enthusiastic 
group and we welcome Alan Mitchell current secretary    . . . Alan will be glad take your 
membership fees over lunch! 
And then came to blitz.  On the  the blitz nights of December 12th and 15th, 1940   German 
aircraft dropped somewhere in the region of 450 high explosive bombs, land mines and 
incendiaries over Sheffield. During these two nights 693 people were killed. And the church 
took a direct hit from an incendiary bomb, the building burnt and the roof was totally 
damaged. 
The hall and the spire remained intact and for a number of years services continued to be 
held here. 
1950 an appeal for rebuilding funds was started.   And the church was rebuilt ..look around , 
see the new bits and the old stones.  By June 23rd    1953 there was a reopening and service 
of rededication. The rebuilding cost £30,000 some money coming from the war damage 
commission but £10,000 came from the congregation. 
Of course the war had changed a lot of things. The city changed,   attendance at churches 
everywhere changed, the role that  churches were playing  changed. By the 1970 when I 
arrived there were still over 400 congregation. 
Over the years  we  the Elders and members of St Andrew’s  realised just what a precious 
facility our predecessors created and a few years ago we began a new policy of making 
our   walls transparent, open to all, so though our church is now  are now rebuilt  we 
welcome you all to use our buildings, 
We are in the centre of Broomhall a mixed community of Sheffielders and incomers from 
over the world with an active forum liaising between the residents and organisations in the 
area and today we welcome to Lindsey Taylor Auad   the manager of the Forum. 
Some of you or your parents came to Broomhall from other countries and now use our 
Church as a place of religious worship. The Ethiopian Church and the Grace Chinese church 
are both here today . We welcome our Muslim friends as they use our premises to 
celebrate   important dates on their calendar, we welcome Buzz the  Children’s After School 
club who are here every school afternoon providing a friendly place for local children to 
enjoy supervised play.give us a wave   We ourselves started a Contact Centre where non 
custodial parents can meet with their Children is a controlled environment Our buildings are 
now used by a wide variety of groups , musical ones such as the Sheffield Oratorio Chorus 
here today and the Escafeld Brass band,   University choirs, orchestras and bands, political 



groups such as the Greens, cooking societies, and the Caledonian Society.  We have a great 
organ and pianos and we have muscician who come and practice here.  We are a favourite 
venue for parties and weddings. A Community Choir now meets here weekly. (Tuesday 
Mornings  10-12 do come) 
 
We are pleased to be on friendly terms with  our nearest neighbours the Jesus Centre  and 
have found a new way of cooperating with them in  our contributions to the their food 
bank, and we are in regular contact with St Marks and the Beacon church up the hill  in 
Broomhill . With them one of our most well known activities takes place …the weekly 
breakfast on Friday morning   where sometimes as many as 60  meals are served and 
we  support the older people in the area through the worker for older people Hazel Fox 
whom we are pleased to see here today 
And we here continue as a church with  our mixed membership we still have medical Scots 
like James and Jean Dickson, Bill Armstrong ,we have Irish and Scots folk  who have come to 
work  in both our Universities, Ray Smythe, Monica Hanna, David Hill,  industrialists from all 
over Britain like  Bill Smyllie and  Fraser McVittie.  Our members have come to work in the 
town hall, Arroll Winning with his wife Isobel who came from Aberdeen to be Head of our 
parks and stimulate the restoration of the Botanical Gardens, David Cathels with his wife 
Ann to work in the Architects and Planning Department and we cannot forget John Carter 
very much the Sheffielder, who was responsible for many of the city bridges. WE have Bill 
Macdonald helping to form Radio Hallam. and  yes we do have English here notably  Douglas 
Jones our incredible Organist. And we even have a few from faraway places like Australia 
Ian Cooke whom you as our users know as the man who takes your bookings! 
We here in St Andrew’s  are like Broomhall , a place  where  locals and incomers 
mix,  and  where all are welcome. 
 
Third Sunday after Easter  
Service Date:  
4 May, 2014 
Robert Beard led worship, preaching a continuation of his Easter sermon: "Following on 
from our consideration on Easter Day of the nature of the resurrection, and the invitation to 
explore the Gospel message that the risen Jesus is “more than human”, I’d like to invite you 
this morning to reflect in more detail on the story of the disciples’ encounter with Jesus on 
the Emmaus road." 
Hymns:  
R&S 432  Now is eternal life 
R&S 240  Jesus, Lord, Redeemer 
R&S 426  We know that Christ is raised 
R&S 239  Jesus lives 
Sermon:  
The Present Presence 
Acts 2:14a, 36-41; Psalm 116; 1 Peter 1:17-23; Luke 24:13-25. 
Following on from our consideration on Easter Day of the nature of the resurrection, and 
the invitation to explore the Gospel message that the risen Jesus is “more than human”, 
I’d like to invite you this morning to reflect in more detail on the story of the disciples’ 
encounter with Jesus on the Emmaus road. 



Who were these two disciples, who has witnessed all the events of Holy Week and Easter, 
and who were now returning to Emmaus, grieving and bewildered? 
There is another very suggestive piece of evidence in this story. When, after recognising 
Jesus, these two disciples return to Jerusalem to tell their story to the others, the subject of 
their excited conversation is summarised in just one sentence ((Luke 24.34): 
  
‘“The Lord has risen indeed, and he has appeared to Simon!”’ 
  
 
St Paul, writing perhaps a generation earlier than St Luke, gives a list of resurrection 
appearances (1 Corinthians 15.5): 
  
Christ... appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. 
  
Now, although both Luke and Paul refer to an encounter between the risen Jesus and Simon 
Peter, or Cephas, (Cephas of course being the Aramaic word for ‘rock’, just as Peter, from 
‘petros’, is the Greek name), neither of them seems to offer an actual account of this 
appearance. 
We know, however,  that Simon Peter, or Cephas, witnessed all the events of Holy Week 
and Easter. Unsurprisingly, then, some scholars have speculated that the disciple on the 
Emmaus road may simply have undergone a variation in spelling, from ‘Cephas’ to ‘Clopas’ 
or ‘Cleopas’. 
If this is true, then who was the other, unnamed, disciple who was walking with Cephas? 
Well, we know that Simon Peter was married, because St Matthew tells us that Jesus cured 
his mother-in-law of a fever (Matthew 8:14-15). That being so, it’s not much of a stretch to 
conclude that the disciple he was travelling home with was, in fact, his wife. 
Be all that as it may, what about the encounter itself? 
Towards evening, the risen Jesus, still a stranger, reinterprets his disciples' experience of 
recent events in the light of the past story contained in scripture. He offers a different 
interpretation of the same events the disciples have described, one that tries to make sense 
of pain and rejection and brokenness. 
St Luke employs a strategy that is not peculiar to theology, but is used in other disciplines 
such as psychiatry and counselling. Often when someone goes for counselling, the 
conversation starts with the client describing the current crisis; telling the story often helps 
to define its boundaries and make the crisis seem less overwhelming. In any case, who we 
are today is not defined simply by what is happening now, today, but by all the events and 
experiences of our past as well. Often the key to unravelling the present lies somewhere in 
the past, and we need to explore what has happened before to help us understand why we 
are the way we are now. The idea behind this is about enabling us to stop staring hopelessly 
at the present moment where we are in pain, and to see it in a wider context in the hope 
that this will help us understand it. 
In the story of the Emmaus road encounter, Jesus helps the disciples to move away from an 
endless going over and over the details of what has happened ‘during these last few days’, 
and to understand these desperately painful events in the much wider context of Israel’s 
history and prophetic tradition. St Luke is not just reflecting on what has happened, but 
presenting his interpretation in the perspective of faith, and it is this perspective that 
provides the much-needed – therapeutic, if you like – insight. 



The practice of assessing the past afresh in the light of new events is something we all do 
ourselves periodically, and sometimes we discover how time dramatically alters our 
perception of events. We can probably think of an event in our own past that, at the time it 
happened, did not register as critical or significant, but only took on meaning when we 
negan to look back at it from a later vantage point with the benefit of history and hindsight. 
More often than not, the significance of an experience or event is not offered at the time it 
happens; sometimes we have to wait for months or even years before we can truly 
appreciate the importance that some events have exercised in our life story. The past is not 
dead; it lingers on as a resource for meaning or it awaits new interpretation. Life happens 
chronologically, but its meaning does not come to us in such a linear manner. 
The disciples on the Emaus road see the recent, hideous execution of Jesus as the end of a 
promising calling, not the fulfilment of a promised one. Their hope that Jesus would prove 
to be the awaited Messiah is now obliterated by their experience of what happened to him. 
In that sense, one has to acknowledge the disciples' level-headedness: they do not hold fast 
to their hopes when their experience tells them otherwise. Their expectations have been 
reluctantly laid down in the tomb, beside the dead body of Jesus. On the face of it, this is 
comepletly rational and something we do all the time, remoulding our expectation and 
plans in the light of subsequent events, allowing our past experiences to inform our future 
hopes. 
The disciples are stuck in the present as a place they see as profoundly hopeless. They have 
been abandoned by Jesus in death; he has been violently taken from them. All the signs 
point unambiguously to the double truth that not only is Jesus dead, but so too is their own 
discipleship. 
There is a sense in which we can see the two disciples on the road to Emmaus as our 
contemporaries, fellow travellers journeying along a grey landscape of ambiguity and 
disappointment where so many cherished hopes have been relegated to the status of lost 
causes in the light of experience. What those disciples saw as hopeless, however, we now 
interpret as good news, precisely because we interpret their story informed by the tradition 
of Scripture. That is what the risen Jesus does in response to his two disciples. 
Once that larger context – we might call it the ‘back story’ – has been unfolded and 
explained to them, they are ready to receive and accept the revelation of the risen Jesus, 
which comes in the repetition of a long familiar and loved action, the breaking of bread. 
Whether the story of the encounter on the Emmaus is historical fact or theological parable, 
then, the message is clear. For faithful disciples, the risen Jesus is always with us, even in the 
most painful and desolate of human circumstances. Jesus lives on wherever bread is broken 
and shared in his name, and wherever his disciples, encouraged and strengthened by his 
risen life, bring to seemingly hopeless situtations the message – and the reality – of new 
hope. 
Revd Robert Beard B.D. 
 
Second Sunday of Easter  
Service Date:  
27 April, 2014 
Worship was led by Brenda Hill, who said "I believe that Easter is in line with the rest of 
the Gospel story and reflects human experience as much as the birth or the ministry of 
Jesus does." 
Hymns:  



[Hymns not available] 
Sermon:  
The Gospel today is of the first two post resurrection appearances and it reminds me of 
my father’s comment--he was a son of the manse but became an ardent  humanist: “I can 
go along with Christmas, the story is romantic and charming and reflects ordinary human 
experience but Easter is nasty.  It starts with a brutal death and then there is all this 
unbelievable rubbish about Jesus coming back from the dead and walking through walls. 
It’s all fantasy.”  Many people agree with his verdict even if they don’t express it so 
clearly. 
I believe that Easter is in line with the rest of the Gospel story and reflects human 
experience as much as the birth or the ministry of Jesus does. God sent his Son to live and 
die as human beings do and while the story tells of an enhanced human life because Jesus 
was God as well as man, it is not unbelievable;  for we are created by a resurrectional  and 
transformational God. 
Let me develop that theme: 
The seasons. 
Go back this year to early March and remember the bitter winds and the rain?  Think of 
what the trees looked like and the brown earth with very few green shoots peeping through 
and then see your garden and the woods now. They are glowing with that delicate green of 
spring and more and more flowers are brightening up everywhere. The cycle will continue 
through summer warmth to autumn. Then the harvest will come, giving the promise of 
another new start with the creation of seeds. Finally winter and bleakness, death and then… 
it will begin all over again. 
The same pattern but in shorter time is the alternation of night and day.  As I’ve grown older 
I have appreciated this more than ever. With night comes weariness and frustration. Much 
planned has not been achieved and guilt that faith has not been maintained as it should, fill 
me with sadness.  Then the morning wakening comes after  rest and new plans, new hope 
and new strength are there. 
The whole cycle of life, human, animal, plant and mineral, move in the same way. Birth, 
active life, decay and death and then a new generation. I remember at school being 
fascinated by the carbon cycle of the plant kingdom. 
I want to move on to specifically human experience now. Guilt and forgiveness are  deep 
emotions. We all do wrong, hurt and undermine other people and are hurt ourselves. 
Human beings need forgiveness and may receive it from the people they have hurt but it is 
only with God that we can throw away our burden of sin and start again. Pilgrim’s Progress 
isn’t much read today but despite having to study it for an exam I find it helpful. Here I think 
especially  of Christian losing his burden which weighed him down until he realised he was 
forgiven through God’s grace. 
A fine example of the forgiving God whom we worship is a constant theme through the Old 
Testament. Over and over again Israel’s people strayed away from Yahweh to other gods 
and again and again God brought them back to him by giving inspiration to prophets who 
had a message of punishment, true, but also of hope with repentance. The great experience 
of Exodus tells us that. 
I doubt there is anyone here who has not experienced the loss of someone close to them. 
The pain at the time is almost unbearable and life comes to something like a standstill…held 
in suspense… and then, very gradually  the pain eases and moments of remembrance 



instead of causing a stab of hurt begin to bring pleasure and a spiritual presence takes 
the  place of a physical absence. 
(Michel Quoist) 
Now in the light of what I’ve said isn’t the Easter story very close to what we know and have 
had happen to us in thousands of different ways. The bereaved, guilt ridden, puzzled 
disciples went through the most terrible days of misery and confusion until Jesus, returned 
to them with the closeness  they had experienced on the hills of Galilee, but still with 
bewilderment . Of course it was an enhanced experience because Jesus was God’s son but I 
see Easter and these happenings afterwards as the completion of the whole  incarnational 
tale. Each part of Christ’s life from birth to post resurrection is close to what we understand 
in our own lives, but spiritually deeper and above what we can achieve. For example; Jesus’ 
relation ships with people gives us a standard which we would like to achieve but it is always 
better than we manage. So the bereavement experience is understandable to an extent…it’s 
happened to us…but above and beyond us. 
The miracle which Father never understood was the richness of God’s gift, for Jesus still lives 
for every generation in his spiritual presence. The story we heard today brings Jesus to his 
friends in fear and pain, later he will come in their work situation or on the road…just where 
we still find him. Easter is the logical ending of the life of Jesus and the beginning of an 
everlasting hope for all humanity.  Just like us but deeper, higher, stronger than we can be. 
Jesus lives. 
[Preacher: Brenda Hill] 
 
Easter Sunday and service of Holy Communion  
Service Date:  
20 April, 2014 
The service was led by The Rev. Robert Beard. The theme was resurrection: What does it 
mean? Jesus was seen, but even some of those closest to Jesus failed to recognise him - he 
was different, there was a new dimension to him. We can find this Jesus in every aspect of 
our lives. 
Hymns:  
R&S 246  The day of resurrection 
R&S 233  Christ the Lord is risen again 
He is risen, He is risen 
R&S 238    Good Christians all, rejoice and sing 
Sermon:  
Zombie Jesus? 
A friend of mine posted on facebook last week something that her son had asked: 
“So, they say he came back from the dead...? Was he, like, some kind of Zombie 
Messiah?" 
This is what popular British culture, which is informed more by horror films these days than 
by the Gospels, is increasingly making of the Church’s teaching that Jesus rose from the 
dead; popular culture says people who rise from the dead are zombies: QED. 
The same idea occurs in a very funny song by the musician and satirist Tim Minchin: 
  
Jesus died but then came back to life 
So the Holy Bible said 
Kinda like in ‘Dawn of the Dead’ 



Like a film by Simon Pegg 
Try that these days, you’d be in trouble 
Geeks would try to smack you with a shovel 
Praise be to Jesus 
Praise be to [Magic Woody Allen] Zombie Jesus! 
  
No one has been better in recent years than Tim Minchin at challenging Christians to explain 
what we really mean by our various doctrines, in practical language that non-Christians 
could understand. Very regrettably, the response from Christians has usually been either to 
accuse him of sacrilege or blasphemy, or to dismiss him as not worth engaging with 
because, after all, he’s only a comedian, when he is also, in fact, a very thoughtful and 
concerned social commentator, albeit certainly not to everyone’s taste. 
Contrast this with what the hugely controvertial and hugely popular Bishop of Durham, 
David Jenkins, said not long after his consercration in 1984: 
  
To believe in a Christian way, you don't necessarily have to have a belief that Jesus was born 
from literally a virgin mother, nor a precise belief that the risen Jesus had a literally physical 
body.” 
  
Not surprisingly, he was savagely attacked by Christian traditionalists, and in a later 
interview he amplified, 
  
[The Resurrection] is real. That's the point. All I said was 'literally physical'. I was very careful 
in the use of language. After all, a conjuring trick with bones proves only that somebody's 
very clever at a conjuring trick with bones. 
  
That phrase haunted him for years afterwards, as traditionalists and others continually 
accused him of dismissing the Resurrection as “a conjuring trick with bones”, which is 
precisely what he did NOT do. David Jenkins, quite rightly, was inviting a discussion of what 
the stories of Jesus’ Resurrection actually signify and why they remain so central to Christian 
teaching some two thousand years after they were first told. 
So let’s look at them: 
Taking the accounts in the Letters (or Epistles) as chronologically the earliest accounts of 
Jesus’ Resurrection, we find St Paul asserting in the First Letter to the Corinthians that Jesus 
was 

• "seen of Cephas, then of the twelve" 
• "seen of above five hundred brethren at once" 
• "seen of James; then of all the apostles" 
• "last of all he was seen of me” 

The earliest of the Gospels, that of St Mark, does not contain any account of the 
Resurrection except in its longer ending, which scholarship consensus agrees is a later 
addition to the original version; the shorter ending concludes abruptly, leaving the question 
of the Resurrection of Jesus hanging or open, which is itself an interesting and challenging 
point. 
St Matthew’s Gospel presents us with two Resurrection encounters: first, when the women 
meet Jesus as they run from the tomb and are instructed by him to bring the news of his 
Resurrection to the Apostles who cannot credit their story (not the first time men refused to 



believe women, and, alas! not the last either, even in the Church!), and secondly, when the 
Apostles themselves meet Jesus on the hilltop in Galilee, and receive his commission to go 
and baptise all peoples. Interestingly, on this latter occasion, while some accept that it is 
Jesus whom they see, others are doubtful; we shall return to this point in a moment. 
In St Luke’s Gospel also, there are two Resurrection encounters: to the two disciples on the 
Emmaus road, and to the eleven Apostles that same evening. The Emmaus road story is 
truly remarkable, both for the fact that the disciples fail to recognise Jesus as he walks with 
them on the road, and even after they have invited him in to spend the night, until he takes 
the bread and breaks it at supper, when, just as they see him for who he is, he vanishes 
from their sight, only to reappear after the astonished disciples have hurried back the seven 
miles to Jerusalem and are pouring out their story to the eleven Apostles. 
And in the Acts of the Apostles, the sequel to St Luke’s Gospel, there are four encounters: 
first, in the opening chapter culminating in the acount of the Ascension; then St Stephen’s 
vision of the heavens opened as he is martyred; next St Paul’s vision on the Damascus road; 
and finally St Peter’s vision on the roof of Simon the tanner’s house in Joppa, although in 
this last encounter he hears only the risen Jesus’ voice. 
St John’s Gospel offer no fewer than four Resurrection encounters, the first of which we 
have just heard read to us: Mary of Magdala meets Jesus outside the garden tomb, but fails 
to recognise him until he addresses her by name. Later, Jesus appears to ten of the apostles, 
and then to all eleven including “doubting” Thomas, and finally to the fishermen on the 
Galilean lakeshore where he instigates a miraculous catch of fish for them and then invites 
them to breakfast. 
How are we to approach these sixteen recorded encounters with the risen Christ? 
To begin with, they fall naturally into two broad groups, which we may call ‘physical’ and 
‘visionary’. In the ‘physical’ group are those encounters which describe Jesus as physically 
present with his disciples, walking and talking with them, breathing upon them, breaking 
bread, being touched, cooking fish and possibly even eating with them although this is not 
absolutely clear from the accounts. In the ‘visionary’ group are those encounters which 
occur after the Ascension to Stephen, Paul and Peter, which involve no physical bodily 
manifestation of the risen Jesus. So far, so good. 
But the encounters I have initially categorised as ‘physical’ are clearly more than just that. 
I’ve already mentioned that for Mary of Magdala, for some of the Apostles and for the 
disciples on the Emmaus road, some of whom at least have accompanied Jesus throughout 
the three years of his ministry, walked and talked and eaten with him, and even shared his 
Last Supper, the recognition of the risen Jesus is not immediate or clear. There is something 
about the risen Jesus that requires not only the physical eyes, but the eyes of faith for 
recognition and acknowledgement to occur. Moreover, the risen Jesus can pass through 
locked doors, and appear and disappear at will, so it is clear that he is no longer bound by 
mundane physical laws. And what are we to make of his instruction to Mary in this 
morning’s Gospel reading, “Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet ascended to the 
Father", and of his contrasting invitation to Thomas in the same chapter to “Put your finger 
here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side”? 
When zombies come back to life in stories and films, they are devoid of feeling and mind, 
their will is often directed by another person; they are less than human. 
But if one thing is clear, not only in the Biblical accounts of the Resurrection, but in the 
continuing life and witness of the Church throughout two millennia, it is that Jesus didn’t 
simply “come back to life”, that this was no mere “conjuring trick with bones”. No longer is 



he available only to the physical eye, but also to the eye of faith, and his words and deeds 
tell us where he is to be seen: in people who are hungry, thirsty, naked, destitute, sick, 
injured or imprisoned; and in people who need to challenged, who grasp and hoard worldly 
wealth and power at the expense of others, who are perhaps most truly imprisoned. Most 
importantly for us here in Church today, he is to be found in his living Body, the Body to 
which we commit ourselves, not only as members but as active participants, as we partake 
in this Holy Communion. 
The risen Jesus is no zombie; he is not less than human, but more than human. 
It’s that “more” that the Church, at its best, has been exploring for the past two thousand 
years. It’s that “more” that I invite all of us to explore this Eastertide and for the rest of our 
lives. 
[Preacher: Revd Robert Beard B.D.] 
 
Palm Sunday  
Service Date:  
13 April, 2014 
Worship was led by St. Andrew's Worship Group and the children and young people. The 
service focussed on how different people perceived Jesus' arrival into Jerusalem - a 
Roman soldier, a woman of Bethany (the owner of the donkey) and a Jewish scholar. 
The lectionary readings were Zechariah 9: 9 - 16; Matthew 21: 12 - 17. 
Hymns:  
R&S 208   All glory laud and honour 
R&S  210   We have a king who rides a donkey 
R&S 723  From all that dwell below the skies 
R&S 209  Ride on, ride on in majesty 
Sermon:  
There was no sermon but instead reflections and observations from people present at 
Jesus' entry into Jerusalem - a Roman soldier, a woman of Bethany (the owner of the 
donkey) and a Jewish scholar.  Here is the scholar's reflection: 
I have been asked, as a senior Pharisee, to tell you my interpretation of what happened in 
Jerusalem. Why me? You have had a clear account of the entry into Jerusalem of a 
procession of our oppressors, a contingent of Roman soldiers.  As a senior Pharisee  or 
Scribe, one trained in the law and the conduct of festivals, I am well placed to describe and 
interpret the day's unprecedented events. 
Jerusalem was packed with fellow Jews for the Feast of the Passover. Jews not just from the 
city but from all over Palestine, Galilee, and the countries around. 
For some time we religious teachers have been concerned about the activity of a new 
preacher, the son of an uneducated carpenter, from Nazareth. This Jesus has been rousing 
the people, not just by his teaching but by healing the sick, forgiving sins, and even raising 
the dead. We have been concerned to know what to do about him. He accused us of failing 
in our duties and challenged our teaching.   And we found it very difficult to defeat him in 
debate. 
The impressive Roman Legion had just entered the city by the East Gate when we saw a 
ragged procession, it looked  mostly of the poor and vagabonds, calling out "Hosanna to the 
Son of David", led by this Jesus seated on a colt with discarded garments for a saddle.  A 
crowd was gathering around them. I was concerned, not about  the ragged procession as 
they covered the path with garments to lay the dust and waved palm branches. the 



branches and leaves of date palms, the great, straight tall trees used to acclaim leaders and 
reward those successful in athletic games. With citrus, willows and myrtles they are one of 
only four plants specified to adorn our festivals. This was strange and in its way impressive. 
What did concern me most was their declaiming the prophesy of Zechariah: 
  
See your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, 
on a colt the foal of a donkey. 
  
What could this mean? 
How did they remember the prophesy? 
Did they think Jesus was this king? 
You all know how the story ended. How Jesus was arrested, tried, scourged and crucified. 
On his cross Pilate had the inscription read. "The King of the Jews." 
 
Fifth Sunday in Lent  
Service Date:  
6 April, 2014 
The service was led by Mrs. Val Morrison. 
When Jesus asked where Lazarus was laid, the answer was 'come and see.' This 
is Jesus'  message to us. Here is a new way of understanding. A way of using our 
experiences to help others. Things can be different now.There are new ways to be. And 
we can ask God to 'come and see' our pain and difficulties. 
The lectionary readings were: Psalm 130: 7b; Romans 8: 6 - 11; Ezekiel 37: 1 - 14; John 11: 1 
- 45. 
Hymns:  
R&S 37    We give immortal praise 
R&S 295  Breathe on me breath of God 
R&S 331  Out of the depths I cry to Thee 
R&S 274  God is love, His the care 
R&S 530  Living God, your joyful spirit 
Sermon:  
It’s another familiar story. The raising of Lazarus, the despair of the sisters, Martha and 
Mary, the journey of Jesus and his disciples. It’s a story of death and of life, of grief and of 
joy, of the human and divine. We can read it as a simple narrative telling of events in far 
away Palestine, in far away times told against the background of people of a different 
culture, with different traditions or we can read it as a reflection of the lives we live 
today  in 21st century Britain. When we tell ourselves that we have greater understanding 
of matters to do with life and death, where we don’t have to send messengers to convey 
the news but where we have instant access to the rest of the world individually and 
collectively through social media and the world wide web. 
Either way I think the crucial point this morning is that we read it with the intention of 
learning more about the God we worship and of our relationship with him. 
But where to begin with a passage as long as this one, with a myriad of sermons possible in 
each of the 45 verses. Well being a simple soul I want to offer three words, ‘Come and see’. 
They are, of course, the words which Mary and Martha’s friends and relations used in 
answer to Jesus’ question ‘where have you laid him?’ But I think we might find that they are 
words which open up some of the other parts of the story too. 



Jesus and his disciples, on the journey to Jerusalem, was ‘across the Jordan’. Even at the 
closest point to Bethany, a good 20 miles away. The messenger sent by Martha and Mary 
walked that 20 or so miles knowing that Lazarus was seriously ill. With the belief that Jesus 
was the one who could help. He would have had a heavy heart, that messenger and an 
urgency about his journey as he trudged along the way. Everyone involved knew how much 
Jesus loved Lazarus and it was not unreasonable to expect that Jesus would have dropped 
all that he was doing and immediately walked with the messenger back to Bethany. So there 
would also have been a measure of hope in the messengers mind and when he arrived his 
message was simple, ‘come and see’ – Lazarus is seriously ill. 
And what an apparently unkind response from Jesus! In a single sentence all hopes 
shattered and presumably the messenger had to make the return trip wondering how 
Lazarus was, trying to work out how he would break the news to the sisters that Jesus was 
not coming and asking that age old question, could I have asked differently and that age old 
self criticism, if only I had said ……….. 
But look in more detail at what Jesus said, 
  
This illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, so that the Son of God may be 
glorified through it. 
  
At face value this response might seem as though Jesus was playing games with these 
people whom he purported to love. But I want to suggest that what he is really saying is 
‘come and see’.  Come and see what this really means. We can be confident that God does 
not play games with us but we can also be confident that God’s ways and God’s time are not 
the same as ours. So that our concerns and worries are judged by us in our limited 
timeframe, whilst God’s view is cosmic and eternal. 
After two days when Jesus tells his disciples that they are now to go to Judea, their reaction 
is to try to stop him because the Jews had been trying to stone him but again he says, in 
effect ‘come and see’. Come and see what happens when you walk in the light, when you 
follow me, even though I say that I was glad not to be present when Lazarus was so ill, come 
and see what I will do for Lazarus, come and see, so that you may believe. 
As soon as Martha hears that Jesus is on his way, she goes out to greet him, impatient 
maybe, to vent her frustration, ‘if you had been here ………..’. But still holding on to a hope, a 
belief that ‘even now God will give you whatever you ask of him’. 
There follows that exchange between them when, not for the first time, Jesus engages 
someone in a conversation in which they are interpreting a word in one way and he is 
interpreting it in another. 
The Jews had a very particular understanding of resurrection taken from the vision in Isaiah 
of a new heaven and a new earth. God’s whole new world when at some future time all 
God’s people from ancient times to the present would be given new bodies so that they 
could share and relish the life of the new creation. And it is this understanding which 
Martha uses whilst Jesus is again saying ‘come and see’. Here is a new thing a new way of 
understanding, here is that vision in the present. 
And even after this exchange and when he was so close to the family home Jesus still didn’t 
hurry to them. He must have asked Martha to bring Mary out of the town so he could speak 
with her. What frustration! They so wanted his comfort and his support, to be together with 
them and here he was hanging around on the edge of the town. 



Mary came rushing - ‘if only you had been here’. A second angry sister to contend with and 
it is only at this point that we see Jesus’ emotional response to all that has happened. Is this 
the point at which we glimpse the human Jesus? Was he so focused on the path on which 
he had embarked in response to the call of God that he had been shielded from the reality 
of the situation? We can only speculate. But we can wonder at the picture of the creator of 
the world weeping at the death of a friend and with the accusation ringing in his ears from 
what we know about all he has done he could have prevented this death. 
But we hear those words again, ‘come and see’, this time on the lips of the friends and 
relatives of Martha and Mary and at last Jesus seems to be listening to them. 
Apparently spurred on by the obvious pain of those involved, to say nothing of his own pain, 
Jesus springs into action. There was a journey to the tomb, an order to remove the stone, an 
objection from Martha and another ‘come and see’ moment from Jesus - 
  
Didn’t I tell you, if you believed you would see the glory of God 
  
There was thanks to God for answering prayer which was almost another ‘come and see’ 
moment in that Jesus’ words were not primarily for God’s sake but for the sake of the crowd 
that they might believe. the final commandment achieved what Martha and Mary had 
hoped all along but it had also achieved what God had planned that the Jews who had seen 
it believed. 
Which of course is all very well for those Jews who were present at that cave tomb .and saw 
it all happen. We do not have that privilege and yet I think in some senses we could say that 
the whole of our lives and certainly this time when we journey through Lent is a ‘come and 
see’ time. 
As the sisters, their friends and Jesus’ disciples faced the reality that he was not going to 
drop everything and rush to Lazarus’s side because there was a bigger picture, a reason, 
something more to be done with the experience. He wanted to make his glory known. I 
wonder whether the ‘come and see’ invitation for them and for us is not about what we do 
with our experiences in life. Certainly for me a lesson I have learnt is that to make sense of 
the very few sad or difficult experiences I have had is to know that I can use that experience 
in supporting and understanding others. 
My father was seriously ill during my teenage years and died when I was 16. Many years 
later a member of our congregation was seriously ill with a brain tumour. He too had a 
teenage daughter. I watched when someone asked her how her father was and saw a look 
cross her face. I knew what that look hid and whilst we can never know exactly how 
someone else is feeling the opportunity to share an experience is never lost. ‘Come and see’ 
how you can use your experiences. 
When we do have difficult paths to follow, let’s remember the ‘come and see’ of Jesus to his 
disciples. Where he invites them to walk in the light. Sometimes it is in the dark experiences 
of life that we most clearly see the way which God has for us because it is often in those 
dark places that light shines most brightly and we should not be afraid of allowing God’s 
light to lead us. 
I think though, that the strongest ‘come and see’ message for us here in the 21st century is 
that one about resurrection. For this is the point at which it is very clear that Jesus is talking 
about something new and NOW. The new heaven and the new earth are a promise for the 
future but what Jesus is saying here is ‘come and see’ the promise being fulfilled, not at the 
end of time but now, in the middle of time. This is not about God’s future but about the 



present, the messy and muddled world which we inhabit and into which God has come. We 
can concentrate on how difficult it all is, another report out this week on climate change 
making it clear that we do not have long to get our climate back on track. More reports of 
poverty and the increase in the use of Food Banks in this country and the rise of the far right 
xenophobic politics in Europe as well as within this country. 
‘Come and see’ God says, see how things could be different and there are people who do 
indeed do that. Let me tell you a story from the Food Bank at which I help. If you are 
involved you will know that the people who listen to the clients and try to offer help as well 
as the parcel of food, also offer to pray with the clients. Last week I was told about a man 
had called at the Food Bank, he lived alone and was concerned about lack of access to his 
children. He agreed to prayer and asked that the prayer  would be a better role model for 
his children and find a job. On the next day he was offered a job and this was a man in his 
40’s who had been in and out of prison all his life and had never worked. A co-incidence or a 
God-incidence? 
Come and see says God - there are new ways to be. 
But the point of that story is not just about God’s call to the man to a new way of living, it is 
also about the man inviting God to ‘come and see’. When life is hard, when we are in pain or 
grieving, if we lead Jesus to the place of our deepest grief and sorrow he will be there 
understanding our pain, crying with us and assuring us of his love. 
Now I am as aware as anyone that such a statement can be seen as quite glib and unfeeling 
to those in real pain and I am also aware that in all I have said this morning there remain 
more questions than there have been answers. But I am sure that I do not have the ability to 
give people faith or belief, only God can do that. And so for all of us the invitation to ‘come 
and see’, from God to us and from us to God, is just one way to hold out hope in our messy 
and confused world. Which in God’s good time will lead to belief in him and in all he can do 
for us. 
Fourth Sunday in Lent  
Service Date:  
30 March, 2014 
The service was led by the Rev. Margaret Herbert.  
There are many healing stories in the gospels but they are brief. The exception is the 
account in John of the miracle of the blind man given sight. Without Christ we suffer from 
a spiritual blindness.  
Lectionary readings were from Ephesians 5: 8-10; John 9: 1-17; and 1 Samuel 16: 1 - 13. 
Hymns:  
CG 4  Let us build a house 
R&S 349  I heard the voice of Jesus say 
R&S 552  the King of love my shepherd is  (Psalm 23) 
R&S 207  My song is love unknown 
CG 21  Christ be our light 
Sermon:  
Most of the healing stories found in the gospels are brief. Even one or two of the stories 
where Jesus raised someone back from the dead, a stunning miracle if ever there was one, 
lasts no more than a verse or two and then that's that. Jesus moves on and we never hear 
from or about the healed or raised person again. This story in the 9th chapter of St John’s 
gospel is different. It goes on and on and on! 



The reading in the lectionary goes on for another 24 verses. After preaching at 
Stocksbridge URC last Sunday folk said that the reading went on far too long in fact, it 
gave me time to sit down and get my breath back and I enjoyed listening to the reading!   
  
So today, I cut the reading down and now will attempt to tell the rest of the story. 
Briefly –the Jewish leaders did not believe that the man who had been born blind had been 
healed – in other words, it was a set up, a fix! They were, of course, out to trap Jesus. They 
quizzed the man’s parents. Who were very afraid, as they had been told that anyone acting 
as a witness to the miracles of Jesus would be thrown out of the synagogue. 
The parents said – “Yes, it is true that our son was born blind but we do not know why he 
can see now or who healed him.“ Then they suggest that the Pharisees ask their son –“He is 
of age able to speak for himself – so why ask us?” 
Another conversation between the Pharisees and the man born blind continues along the 
same lines.  Almost as though the blind man is a criminal, he is cross-questioned, he bravely 
argues back, defends his corner. “Yes, I was blind – Yes, he cured me!” A great deal of the 
argument centres on sin. Being sick physically, emotionally, or in mind, meant that you were 
a sinner. To be able to heal meant that you had contact with God who listens to the 
petitions of those who worship him and do his will. The leaders of the Jews claim that they 
do not know where Jesus comes from – how can they know?”  They are from Moses. They 
are legit! 
The man is astonished – “He opened my eyes, if he were not from God he could do 
nothing!” The Pharisees ask “”How dare you, a sinner, try to teach us?” This is an argument 
that cannot be won! 
Then they drive the man out. Jesus catches up with him and asks one question – “Do you 
believe in the Son of Man?” 
He answers ‘And who is he, sir? Tell me, so that I may believe in him. Jesus says to him, ‘You 
have seen him, and the one speaking with you is he. ‘He said, ‘Lord, I believe.’ And he 
worshipped him. Jesus says ‘I came into this world for judgement so that those who do not 
see may see, and those who do see may become blind. ‘Some of the Pharisees near him 
hear this and say to him, ‘Surely we are not blind, are we?’Jesus says to them, ‘If you were 
blind, you would not have sin. But now that you say, “We see”, your sin remains.” As 
obstinate as ever! 
   
The story has multiple layers to it and even includes a kind of coda when the blind man 
finally gets, literally, to lay eyes on Jesus. The irony, of course, is that despite all there is to 
see in this story and its drama, the story is finally about how we are all blind as bats. 
That is what makes this a good Lenten text. 
Often in our lives, we like to fool ourselves into believing that our sins are episodic in 
nature. That is, here and there, we lapse into a mistake, a bad old habit, or an error in 
judgment but those are just little hiccups, little bumps along what is otherwise a very 
smooth and level path that we travel every day. 
This story in John’s gospel reminds us that our most basic problem, and the one that only 
Jesus can solve, is that we are blind all the time and, such that it is, clear-sightedness is the 
exception. 
A huge chunk of this chapter is, oddly, it seems at first glance, devoted to the machinations 
of the Pharisees as they investigate this matter, call witnesses, interrogate people, etc. To 
their minds, this was all rational, methodical, clear-sighted, and prudent. 



In the end, we know the truth: the whole thing was a charade; the whole thing in its every 
detail was founded on blindness. 
The idea that without Christ we all can do no more than bumble around in the darkness 
every day is not a happy fact. It is, however, a sobering Lenten fact on which to ponder. 
There is an old saying “There’s none so blind as them that won’t see.” 
Clearly, some of the Pharisees were thoughtful – they were divided in their opinions. What 
was challenged was their ways and leadership. They clung to their traditions – good men 
but full of prejudice – afraid to lose control.  It is a very awful thing to be physically blind but 
equally it is, as they were, bad to be spiritually blind.  Folk in the first century understood 
the ways a nature – the winds and the rain in their seasons how things grew, flourished, and 
recognised God’s hand in everything. We live in an industrialised society – it is difficult for us 
to understand the ways of husbandry. Nevertheless, we can understand how the person of 
the good shepherd is used as an example of the leadership, selflessness, gentleness, 
motherliness, nurturing and loving nature of God. 
I remember a picture in my Sunday school room showing they way the Middle Eastern 
shepherds led their sheep – not herding them with dogs in front but leading them gently – 
tirelessly, seeking for the sheep that had strayed.  This was well illustrated by the hymn we 
sang earlier - The king of love my shepherd is. In the middle of Lent, we are given a respite – 
the celebration of motherhood. We may join with children, parents, grandparents, go out 
for a nice Sunday Lunch, give flowers and chocolates, and this is good, expressing our love of 
our mothers. The love we know is that which we have experienced in our lives – of parents, 
siblings and friends. If we are abused as children, we do not experience love – neither do we 
know how to love. Nor do we understand meaningfully the love of God for this is based on 
our experience of human love.  Love is the parent holding up the splinter taken out with 
tweezers of a child’s finger saying reassuringly “There that’s all it is.” Love is the therapist, 
after hours of listening, taking the patient by the hand to see an ancient cause of their 
distress saying “See, there, that’s what it is.” Love is practical. Love is action. Love is 
empathy. Love is tireless. Love is the untimely death of Jesus showing us, the human race, 
something dark in our nature. Love  exposes our weakness and our failings giving us healing, 
sharing our sadness. Bringing hope saying, “See there, that’s what it is.” I’m sure that you 
can think of many more examples. The love of God is broader than the measure of our 
minds. He is our friend, our companion, our good shepherd, the healer of our sickness, the 
bringer of joy and hope to all the nations and the gift of love to all humankind. 
[Preacher: The Revd Margaret Herbert] 
 
Third Sunday in Lent  
Service Date:  
23 March, 2014 
The service was led by The Rev. Robert Beard, who preached about "Hating and Loving 
Our Neighbours".  
The lectionary readings were John 4: 5 - 42; Exodus 17: 1 - 17; Psalm 95; and Romans 5: 1 - 
11 
Hymns:  
R&S 476   Jesus, wher'er Thy people meet 
R&S  114   Let all th world in every corner sing 
R&S 685   Through all the changing scenes of life 
R&S 332   Jesus lover of my soul 



Sermon:  
Hating and Loving Our Neighbours 
Most of you will no doubt have heard something about the death last week of Fred 
Phelps, former pastor of Westboro Baptist Church (WBC) of Topeka, Kansas. WBC 
originated as a branch of the East Side Baptist Church in Topeka, established in 1931 on 
the east side of Topeka. In 1954, East Side hired Fred Waldron Phelps Sr as an associate 
pastor, and then promoted him to be the pastor of their new church plant, Westboro 
Baptist, which opened in 1955 on the west side of Topeka. Soon after WBC was 
established, Phelps broke all ties with East Side. 
Here is how Westboro Baptist Church describes itself on its website: 
  
We adhere to the teachings of the Bible, preach against all form of sin (e.g., fornication, 
adultery [including divorce and remarriage], sodomy), and insist that the sovereignty of God 
and the doctrines of grace be taught and expounded publicly to all men. These doctrines of 
grace were well summed up by John Calvin in his 5 points of Calvinism: Total Depravity, 
Unconditional Election, Limited Atonement, Irresistible Grace, and Perseverance of the 
Saints. Although these doctrines are almost universally hated today, they were once loved 
and believed, as you can see in many confessions of faith.. Even though the Arminian 
[Arminianism is a form of Protestant Christianity that emerged during the Reformation] lies 
that “God loves everyone” and “Jesus died for everyone” are being taught from nearly every 
pulpit in this generation, this hasn’t always been the case. If you are in a church that 
supposedly believes the Bible, and you are hearing these lies, then your church doesn’t teach 
what the Bible teaches. If you care about your never-dying soul, you will carefully read every 
word of this web site, along with the entire Bible. 
WBC engages in daily peaceful sidewalk demonstrations opposing the homosexual lifestyle 
of soul-damning, nation-destroying filth. We display large, colorful signs containing Bible 
words and sentiments, including: GOD HATES FAGS, FAGS HATE GOD, AIDS CURES FAGS, 
THANK GOD FOR AIDS, FAGS BURN IN HELL, GOD IS NOT MOCKED, FAGS ARE NATURE 
FREAKS, GOD GAVE FAGS UP, NO SPECIAL LAWS FOR FAGS, FAGS DOOM NATIONS, THANK 
GOD FOR DEAD SOLDIERS, FAG TROOPS, GOD BLEW UP THE TROOPS, GOD HATES AMERICA, 
AMERICA IS DOOMED, THE WORLD IS DOOMED, etc.” 
One of the slogans they don’t mention on the website, but which appears in photographs of 
their pickets, is "THANK GOD FOR 9/11". 
WBC began picketing Gage Park, Topeka in 1991, alleging that it was a “den of anonymous 
homosexual activity”. Soon their protests had spread throughout the city, and within three 
years the church was travelling across the country. Phelps explained in 1994 that he 
considered the negative reaction to the picketing to be proof of his righteousness. 
The group carries out daily picketing in Topeka and travels nationally to picket the funerals 
of gay victims of murder or gay-bashing, or people who have died from complications 
relating to AIDS and other events related or peripherally related to homosexuality, Kansas 
City Chiefs football games and live pop concerts. As of March 2009 the church claims to 
have participated in over 41,000 protests in over 650 cities since 1991. One of WBC’s 
followers estimated that the church spends $250,000 (£151,500) a year on picketing. On 
Sundays, up to fifteen churches may be picketed. By their own count, WBC has picketed in 
all fifty U.S. states. 
Fred Phelps was excommunicated from the WBC in the summer of 2013. The 
excommunication occurred after the formation of a board of male elders in the church 



which defeated Shirley Phelps-Roper, the Church’s spokeswoman and Fred’s wife, in a 
power struggle, and Fred Phelps Sr. called for kinder treatment of fellow church members. 
The board then ejected him. 
Fred and Shirley Phelps had thirteen adult children, nine of whom remain in the church and 
four of whom have left the church. Roughly 20 of the couple’s grandchildren also have left 
the church, but still the majority of WBC’s 40-strong membership are members of the 
Phelps family. 
Fred Phelps died shortly before midnight last Thursday, and amid all the public responses 
either celebrating or mourning his death, I have found no wiser or more compassionate 
words than those posted on facebook by the actor George Takei (whom you may remember 
as “Mr Sulu” in Star Trek), himself a target of Westboro’s anti-Gay campaign: 
  
Today, Mr. Phelps may have learned that God, in fact, hates no one. Vicious and hate-filled 
as he was, may his soul find the kind of peace through death that was so plainly elusive 
during his life. 
  
Religion has a way of making people do extraordinary things to create peace and unity. As 
we know well, however, it also has a destructive capacity to turn people against one 
another. It can make us grip our convictions so tightly that we choke out their life. We chase 
others away, then say “Good riddance” to soothe the pain of the separation. Even more 
alarming, too many religious people insist on isolating themselves and limiting their 
imagination about where and how God can be known. 
All these realities take on a sad irony when we read about God promising to be outside the 
walls, present with different people in different places. What does it look like when God 
defies the restrictions we presume are in place? 
The unnamed Samaritan woman who meets Jesus in John 4.5-42 knows something about 
isolation. Her problem isn’t faith communities who cut and run; it’s with husbands who do 
that. Five times she has been either widowed or abandoned. It may be that she was unable 
to have children, or perhaps too assertive for a heavily partriarchal culture; the passage 
does not tell us. But neither does it say, even though many interpreters have smugly 
delighted to assume so, that she was a prostitute or simply enjoyed sex. 
She engages in coy conversation with Jesus; the passage contains more symbolism and play 
than I can cover in a single sermon. But notice a couple of topics that Jesus raises after he 
declares that he can provide “living” (or fresh, unpolluted) water, water that quenches thirst 
forever and leads to “eternal life.” 
First, he shows his knowledge of the woman’s former husbands and the man now in her life. 
In doing so, Jesus makes no attempt to shame or judge her. Rather, he expresses intimate 
knowledge of her pain – the rejection, loss, vulnerability, and impermanence she has had to 
endure. He sees her, all of her, and he knows her. As a result, she recognises something 
special about him. 
But he’s not a Samaritan, as she is. His temple is located in Jerusalem; her sacred site is on 
Mount Gerizim. Their people read different scriptures. Their rival religious traditions make 
competing claims about who belongs to God and how God can be known. The divisions 
between her and Jesus appear insurmountable according to the terms of contemporary 
religious debates. 
Once she raises the tangled and divisive issue about the parameters of true and false forms 
of worship, Jesus cuts the knot. Authentic worship happens, he says, not in a specific, 



designated place but in specific relationships. Authentic encounters with God occur “in spirit 
and truth.” They occur with Jesus, where he chooses to be, freely roaming among Jews, 
Samaritans and the rest of the world. 
Jesus’ disclosure about where and how we meet God reframes the whole issue. It’s a 
change so disruptive that it sounds like the kind of thing only the Messiah might bring to 
pass. The woman senses this. 
“I’m glad you mentioned the Messiah,” Jesus seems to say in response. But the words he 
uses to introduce himself as such are simpler and more stunning: He tells her, “I am.” 
Numerous English translations render Jesus’ line as “I am he,” but there is no “he” in the 
Gospel’s original Greek text. As far as the Gospel of John is concerned, Jesus utters the 
name of God: “I am.” It’s the name first revealed to Moses in at the burning bush. Jesus’ 
point is this: “If you want to know how and where God can be authentically known... well, 
I’m here: not limited to a temple, but here, dwelling with you, beside this well.” 
In cutting through the debate between Jews and Samaritans about where to worship, Jesus 
punctures traditions and expectations about the “right way” to be religious. In Jesus, God 
shows a commitment to know and to dwell among people. Not only is God present outside 
the walls; God promises also to be found there. 
This scene asserts that God is not confined to churches – neither to architectural structures 
topped with steeples, nor to set-apart “sacred” sites, nor to communities only of Christians. 
Therefore, God is not only served and honoured by our activity “out in the world”, but God 
is encountered there, in our interactions with friends and strangers. 
People of faith ought to leave their churches every now and then – not to abandon their 
communities or religious institutions, but to venture out in expectation that God will appear 
in a different setting. This passage in John 4 gives no support to views that say a person 
must come inside a church’s walls and traditions to meet with God. It speaks against any 
community that shields itself from the mysteries of the God who operates freely in all sorts 
of places, not exclusively on this particular mountain or in that specific temple or church or 
mosque or synagogue. 
If God is not confined to churches, or to gatherings of like-minded individuals, then we may 
need to reassess who God is and what a life of faith looks like. A God encountered outside 
the walls, encountered “in spirit and truth”, must be a God who dwells wihthin flesh and 
blood human beings. This is the God we risk losing sight of if we cut ourselves off from our 
neighbours and if we define too tightly the terms of what it means to belong to “God’s 
people”. 
Jesus insists that God has come to live among us – all of us – and that God will stay. 
 
Second Sunday in Lent  
Service Date:  
16 March, 2014 
The service was led by The Rev. Simon Copley who preached on the theme of being born 
again. 
It is our relationship with God, not what we do, that is important. We need to have the 
same relationship with God that Jesus has - that of a father - to allow us to do things in 
God's name. God will seek us to form this relationship if we ask him. In that sense we are 
born again, but the actual process is different for different people - and it can be long and 
slow. 
Lectionary readings were: Romans 4:1 -5, 13 -17; John 3: 1 - 17; and Psalm 121. 



Hymns:  
R&S 376   This is the day the Lord has made 
R&S 121   The God of Abraham praise 
R&S  503   It is a thing  most wonderful 
R&S 567   Thy hand, O God has guided 
Sermon:  
Thoughts on John 3: 1-17 and Romans 4, 1-5 and 13-17 
You don’t have to be a “born-again” Christian but, to be a Christian, you “must be born 
again”. 
A minister was inducted into a new church and on his first Sunday preached on the theme 
“You must be born again.” Then on the second Sunday he preached on “You must be born 
again” and again on the following Sunday and then for several months: always the same 
theme: “You must be born again.” 
The elders of the church began to feel a bit uncomfortable. They also wanted him to say 
something different and so they went to him as a body and remonstrated with him about 
his preaching - they asked: “Why do you keep preaching that we must be born again?” The 
minister fixed them with a steely glare and said “Because, you must be born again.” 
As soon as I use the phrase “born-again” many images spring up in your minds - we think of 
a particular kind of Christian, perhaps an American evangelist or a person of extreme views. 
The trouble with the phrase “being born again” is that it has acquired so many cultural 
associations - We talk about born-again Christians as opposed to any other kind of Christian. 
As if there was any other kind! Remember that these words are here in the Gospel of John 
on the lips of Jesus, they are not just the words of some American evangelist or some wacky 
Christian in a bright green-check suit and soup-stained purple tie  sporting a big black bible 
and a badge saying “Jesus saves!” 
These are the words on the lips of our Lord himself to Nicodemus; “You must be born again 
to see the kingdom of God.” So we need to detach and decouple the phrase “born-again” 
from its cultural associations in our minds. It must surely have a deeper and more 
penetrating meaning. We must ask ourselves what is Jesus actually saying here and how 
does that apply to us? 
I have a friend who likes what he would describe as surrealistic jokes - perhaps some others 
might know them as non sequiturs, the Latin phrase meaning “things that don't follow” - 
one of his favourites is this: a man went into a bakers and he asked the baker for a loaf of 
bread, the baker said “White or brown?” And the man said: “It doesn't matter, I've got my 
bike outside.” 
Maybe it's my quirky sense of humour but I love non sequiturs - things that don't follow. 
It seems to me that sometimes Jesus spoke in non sequiturs. As you read his words you 
sometimes struggle to see how they follow in the conversation. It seems that we have 
something similar in this passage from Johns Gospel; Nicodemus comes to Jesus and says 
“Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform 
the signs you are doing if God were not with him.” Jesus’ reply seems to have nothing to do 
with what Nicodemus is talking about and so we have to, somehow, see the connection in 
Jesus’ mind - what is it that Nicodemus said that caused Jesus to respond with these strange 
words about being born again? 
It seems to me that Nicodemus is saying to Jesus “I am really impressed by all the things 
that you've been doing, this is the obvious sign that God is with you.” Notice that 
Nicodemus talks about all the things that Jesus has done but Jesus replies by saying 



something about identity - not about what he has done but about who he is - about who his 
father is - Nicodemus says “I'm impressed by what you do; you must have earned Gods 
favour.” Jesus seems to be saying “I do these things because of who I am - I am a son of my 
father, and if you, Nicodemus, want to share in this fantastic kingdom of God you also need 
to become a son of my father - you need to be born again.” 
I think this is the key to understanding what it means to be born-again. It is not the things 
that you do that gain favour with God, it is our relationship with God that enables you to do 
these things and this is one of the great themes of John's Gospel: Jesus talks about the fact 
that he is only able to do what he sees the Father doing - it is the Father who is doing his 
work in Him. We talked about this a few weeks ago when we explored the whole idea of 
“who we are” determining “what we do” not the other way round. We looked at the 
baptism of Jesus where God says “This is my beloved son in whom I am well-pleased” - Jesus 
hadn't actually done anything yet God was pleased with him! We don't please God by the 
things we do but it is because God is pleased with us that we are then able to do things in 
his name. 
I have always found it curious that Jesus says to Nicodemus “Are you Israel's teacher and 
you do not understand these things?” I find that curious because I've searched the Old 
Testament and thought about other Jewish traditions and I can't find any reference to this 
phrase about being born again, so why is Jesus berating Nicodemus for his ignorance? 
To answer that question we need to turn to the passage that we read from St Paul’s letter 
to the Romans - Paul speaks about Abraham believing in God and, on the basis of that act 
alone he is considered a righteous man by God. This becomes one of Paul's great themes 
throughout his writings: what Paul is pointing out is that Abraham was considered to be the 
friend of God and that was not because of anything he had done, it was because of God's 
choice, God initiative in choosing Abraham as his friend and the channel of his purposes for 
the world. A related theme of Paul's writings is that he realises that, in fact, the Law of 
Moses came after Abraham - the law of Moses was given to Abraham's descendants as a 
means of showing them what friendship with God should actually look like in practice for a 
nation descended from Abraham. 
Unfortunately they adopted a tremendous sense of entitlement - they thought their identity 
as God’s people was an automatic right and they began to neglect the law - but they began 
to neglect the law really only because they neglected their relationship with God - they 
thought their relationship with God through their ancestors, especially Abraham, was 
enough but really God wanted to have a relationship directly with each succeeding 
generation. It wasn’t enough for each generation to be born once of their natural parents. 
They needed to know God for themselves; in effect, to be born twice, or born again. 
This chimes in with another theme of John's Gospel: the Jewish leaders constantly clash 
with Jesus because they claim to be sons of Abraham and Jesus says “You cannot be sons of 
Abraham because you do not behave like the sons of Abraham would behave.” Jesus is 
really saying it's not enough to know God because of your ancestry, and you will never know 
God by keeping the Law of Moses - it is only by knowing God first that you can keep the 
Law. 
I think this is what Jesus is saying to Nicodemus: “Nicodemus you must be born again, it is 
not enough to be in the line of Abraham, to have all this ancestral history, if you do not 
know God for yourself now - you must be born not just of water (which symbolises the 
genealogical line because we are born by water when we are brought into this world  - we 
talk of a woman’s waters breaking and these are the waters that enable the mother to pass 



the child through the narrow birth canal into the world) - we must also be born of the Spirit 
- a  direct relationship with God our Father. It's interesting that the two births are co 
existent: Jesus doesn't say that the birth “from above” replaces or negates natural birth - 
they exist side-by-side - we are citizens of the world and we are citizens of the kingdom of 
heaven, we are still children of our natural parents but we are also children of our Heavenly 
Father. We are called to love the world and all of creation and value it. In fact, later Jesus 
goes on to say that God does indeed love the world so much that he gave his son - or 
became incarnated, took on human flesh. 
But this leaves the crucial question: “How is a person born again?” No wonder Nicodemus 
was perplexed! As a learned man he obviously centred in on the natural physical and 
rational explanation for birth - does it mean we enter back into our mother’s womb? How 
can we be born of God who is spirit? And this is where Jesus gets very frustrating and a bit 
annoying because he gives no definite answer - he talks about the Spirit being like the wind - 
you can't pin it down, you can't see where it comes from, you can't see where it goes to - so 
it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit! 
Jesus seems to be saying there is no right or wrong answer - every person's experience will 
be unique there is no formula - rebirth is not only perplexing we might also say that it is 
sometimes a long and difficult process just like a natural birth. It is not easy - it is very 
difficult and painful (unless, of course, you're sitting in the corner playing scrabble!) 
What is interesting is that if we read the gospels later on we see that Nicodemus did in fact 
become a follower of Jesus - we might not be able to say where the wind is coming from or 
where the wind is going but we can see the outcome or the effects of the wind: we see the 
trees and the grass bending and we feel it upon our faces and perhaps that is the way it is 
with the kingdom. Jesus talks about the kingdom in very oblique terms: he talks about it as a 
mystery, he talks about it in parables: it is like seed planted in the ground, like yeast working 
through a batch of dough. The kingdom is somewhat invisible and indefinable, only laid hold 
of by people who are determined to seek it and to find it - yet we can see the fruit of the 
Spirit growing in those who respond to Christ's call. Likewise just as we see flowers springing 
into being from the seeds have been planted: as surely as night follows day, the growing 
follows the planting. And so the kingdom is seen by its fruit. Nicodemus was perplexed but 
he obviously persevered and found new life in Christ. 
When Jesus talks about entry to the Kingdom being like a birth he seems to be pointing us 
towards the great and mysterious God of life - the God who is able to bring life from nothing 
- the Creator God - and here Jesus uses a powerful image of procreation to point us to this 
Creator God. Just as God is able to make flowers and plants grow from the cold earth, as 
spring follows winter, so God is able to bring life from nothing. I remember when my 
daughter Anita was born (I had stopped playing scrabble by this time and I was actually 
encouraging my wife all along the way: playing my part like a good husband should). The 
moment of birth was something special. Suddenly Anita was there in completeness - it was 
an amazing experience - it was as if she had been bought from nothing, yes I know she was 
there in my wife's womb but from being one life suddenly there were two lives in the room - 
there was a miracle of growth: numeric growth in my family and my daughter in her own 
right becoming a growing, living being in front of our very eyes. One moment she wasn't 
there and suddenly she was there. So it is with the kingdom of God: seemingly from 
nowhere it seems God can bring about growth and life. Surely this should encourage us to 
pray and seek this God to work in our individual lives and churches and in the world! 



No doubt some of you are still saying but how? What is the mechanism? Well I could 
describe my own experience but my experience should not determine your experience 
because, as I said, there is no formula - I can only say that there came a point when I 
realised that I didn't know God as a father the way that some of my Christian friends seems 
to know God as a father and perhaps this is the starting point. "Blessed are those who are 
poor in Spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are they who hunger and thirst 
for righteousness for they shall be filled". If you think that you do not know God in this 
intimate way and in in this way of friendship then perhaps God is calling you to begin a 
search for him. 
I share my experience but not to say anything about me but to illustrate what God is like: to 
point to His loving, seeking and faithful character: after I realised that I didn't know God in a 
personal way I began to pray and seek him and, sure enough, God who is a faithful God, 
who is true to his word and promise, God who does seeks us out, showed himself - I could 
tell you about how that happened but I don't want to tell you, because I don't want you to 
feel that this should be your experience too. We are all unique as individuals. I now realise 
also that God had already been with me at many stages of my life’s journey anyway. 
What is crucial is the nature and character of God - that God is a loving father who seeks his 
children and God is faithful to his promise when he says that “those who ask will receive, 
those who seek shall find, and to those who knock on the door, the door shall be opened.” 
There is a hymn in Rejoice and Sing which I think puts it very well. It's by Bernard Massey 
number 368. I sought the Lord and afterward I knew he moved my soul to seek him seeking 
me, It was not I found our saviour true, no I was found by thee, Thou didst reach forth thine 
hand and mine enfold. I walked and sank not on the storm vexed sea, Twas not so much 
that love on thee took hold as thou dear lord took hold on me. 
Maybe as Christians, we are in the middle of the painful and long process of birth? Only we 
can know because it is a highly individual and personal thing between a person and their 
own soul. I hope the proof of the pudding, for you and me, is now that we live as much as 
we can in the way of Christ with the ongoing help of the Spirit and we seek to be like Christ - 
Actually if we're honest I don’t think any of us can remember the moment of our natural 
birth yet here we are, ALIVE! Indeed if we could remember our birth we would probably be 
traumatised for life!!And I think it's often the same for us who follow Jesus - we may not be 
able to remember when exactly we were “born again” - but perhaps it has happened - The 
point is do we know God as Father now? Are we are seeking to follow Christ now? Is there 
evidence of the fruit of the life of the Holy Spirit in our lives now? Do we find ourselves 
spiritually alive? 
For those of you who want certainty and want to understand the mechanism there is some 
hope: Jesus has been talking very obliquely and in very mysterious way to Nicodemus but 
then he gives Nicodemus three reasonably solid things to lay hold of: a picture from Israel’s 
history, something historically factual and a promise based on the character of God. The 
picture is of Moses lifting up the snake in the wilderness (if the people in the desert had 
sinned they only needed to look towards the bronze snake that Moses had put up and they 
would be forgiven. It was a certainty and an unbreakable rule - likewise in the famous verse 
John 3:16, comes the historical fact: that God loved the world so much that he gave his only 
son - and then comes the promise: that whoever believes (or looks) to God’s son should not 
perish but have everlasting life. 
Just as Paul discovered that being put right with God is not a question of keeping the law - 
just as Abraham was made a friend of God simply because he believed and accepted Gods 



friendship, so we receive life everlasting, not perishing as we surely will as children of 
earthly fathers, but living forever as children of our heavenly Father - and we receive this 
gift, not by working our way into God's favour but simply by believing and receiving his gift 
of friendship. Once again this is another theme that John lays out in his gospel: Jesus says 
the work of God is simply to believe in the one he sent - it sounds too good to be true but 
that is indeed the case - it is when we believe that we receive new life and we are born 
again. 
To be “born again” carries many implications and I could preach for many hours about these 
but if you listen carefully as we pray later, I hope you will understand what some of these 
implications are because we will pray through them. 
The phrase about “being born again” sounds very mysterious and it has so many cultural 
associations that confuse us and put as off but I would like to think about it in this way: to 
be born again simply means to have another set of parents - A second father. God wants us 
to know him as a loving father - and I pray that we may do so. 
You don’t have to be a “born-again” Christian but, to be a Christian, you “must be born 
again”. 
 
First Sunday in Lent  
Service Date:  
9 March, 2014 
The service was led by Mrs. Jenny Carpenter, a member of The Beacon Church, Broomhill. 
Jenny's theme was temptation:  Eve succumbing to temptation in the Garden of Eden is an 
illustration of human  kind wanting more, despite being given more than enough to meet 
our needs. Christ was tempted many times in the desert but resisited. He understands the 
temptations facing us, and can help us resist. 
Lectionary readings were: Genesis 2: 15-17; 3: 1-7; Romans 5: 12-19; Matthew 4: 1-11; 
Psalm 51 (paraphrased version; R&S 695). 
Hymns:  
R&S 378  Awake my soul 
R&S 103  Praise to the Holiest in the height 
R&S 206  With joy we meditate the grace 
R&S 106  Thy ceaseless unexhausted love 
R&S 105  The great love of God 
Sermon:  
Freedom to choose 
There they are, in the garden. They haven't had to design it, or shift tons of soil from A to 
B, and Adam hasn't even been nagged to mow the lawn. There they are, Adam and Eve, 
the archetypal man and woman – Everyman and Everywoman if you like - perfectly at 
home in God's beautiful world, delighting in each other's company, tending the plants and 
looking after the animals. There is only one stipulation. Don't eat the fruit of the tree in 
the very centre of the garden, or you will die.  
Then along comes the snake: "Rubbish! You won't die! But you will become like gods, 
knowing the difference between good and evil." 
Eve doesn't distinguish between knowledge and wisdom. Thinking the fruit would make her 
wise, and that it looked really luscious and it made her mouth water just looking at it, she 
plucks a ripe fruit and takes a bite. Hints of mango, pineapple, passion fruit ... it is delicious, 
the best fruit yet. She finds Adam and offers him a taste. But something's not quite right. 



They both look down at their own bodies and see their sexuality as something to be 
ashamed of. 
Next thing they are setting up a primitive clothing enterprise. A couple of fig leaves sewn 
together serve to cover their self-consciousness and shame. 
God comes on the scene, walking in the garden in the cool of the evening, as he often does. 
Realising that they have disobeyed him, they try to hide – but you can't hide from God. 
Neither of them admits their disobedience. Instead they admit to realising they are naked. 
That doesn't fool God he persists in interrogating them till they admit they have eaten the 
fruit. Adam of course blames Eve for giving it to him. Eve blames the snake. God blames all 
three of them. Innocence has been lost, hard work and pain in childbearing will be their lot 
and it's goodbye to that easy life in the garden. 
But the snake was half-right. They are doomed to die eventually, but not  yet. 
This amazingly rich story is an explanation of the human condition. God is good, his creation 
is beautiful with enough to satisfy our day to day needs – but we want more. We have a 
tendency to make the wrong choices. A child will gorge on sweets and icecream, given half a 
chance. A woman will pay more than she can really afford for a designer handbag. A 
teenager MUST have the latest all singing all dancing mobile phone. 
Jesus of Nazareth was human. He knew what hard work meant, working in the carpenter's 
shop making doors and benches and probably crosses. He had come to find his preacher-
cousin John who was doing an excellent warm-up act for the coming Messiah. Jesus had 
presented himself, along with hundreds of others, for baptism in the Jordan. Recognising 
him, John had demurred, but Jesus insisted.  
It was a way in which to identify with these people, his people. They wanted to live good 
lives, but often made stupid choices and were caught up in the messiness of awkward 
relationships, judgemental communities and the sheer brutality of Roman occupation. As 
Jesus came up out of the water, the Spirit, like a dove, settled on him and God's voice was 
heard:  "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased". So the gospel writers tell 
us. 
Then what happens? – Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil. 
Before he can embark on his own ministry, Jesus has to make some basic choices. He has to 
decide on his priorities. 
It's the same at our baptism. In effect, God welcomes us into his Church, saying, 
  
This is my son/daughter whom I love; with him/her I am well pleased. 
  
But there needs to be a response, and that will involve choices that have to be taken at 
every stage of life. 
The Spirit drives Jesus into the desert – a place of rocks, stones and windblown sandstorms. 
A place of beating sun by day and sudden drop in temperature at night. 
 
It is a place of physical, mental and spiritual exposure. There is no hiding place. It is no 
accident that some of the early Christian saints – the Desert Fathers – found its rigour 
honing their theology and their lifestyle. 
The FIRST temptation is an obvious one. Some of the smooth sanded stones remind Jesus of 
the flat bread his mother used to make. Why not turn stones into bread - not for himself of 
course, but to feed his fellow countrymen. What many of them long for is that kind of 
economic miracle. If you are the Son of God you can do it, he argues.... but no! Jesus checks 



it out with reference to that great book of the Law, 
Deuteronomy. "It is written, man does not live by bread alone, but by every word that 
proceeds from the mouth of the Lord." (Deut. 8: 2-5). Human beings need more than food. 
That must not be the focus of his ministry. He was to discover how feeding the 5,000 
resulted in a move to make him king! He made a quick getaway. 
The SECOND temptation (according to Matthew) is to attract a following by doing stunts.  If 
you are the Son of God throw yourself off the highest point of the Temple and land safely. 
That will hit the headlines. Everyone will come running and want to follow you. Here the 
devil is citing Scripture quoting Psal 91: 9-11 "If you make the most high God your dwelling – 
even the Lord, who is my refuge – then no harm will befall you... For he will command his 
angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways, They will lift you up in their hands, so 
that you will not strike your foot against a stone." 
We do this, don't we? We can easily justify almost any action by reference to a carefully 
selected verse of Scripture. (Did you see the news item about the American preacher who 
handled poisonous snakes as part of worship? He has died from snake bite, but his son is 
continuing the same "Biblically authorised" practice.) 
Jesus realises that the great weight of Scripture points in another direction and 
refutes this at first attractive idea of showmanship "It is ALSO written "Do not put the Lord 
your God to the test." Deut. 6: 16. Later Matthew tells how Jesus again resisted calling on 
angelic forces Matt. 26: 52-53. When the guards come to arrest Jesus Peter draws his sword 
to defend him, and Jesus says "Put your sword back in its place, for all who draw the sword 
will die by the sword. Do you think I cannot call on my Father and he will at once put at my 
disposal twelve legions of angels?" 
The THIRD temptation is the most testing of all. This time Jesus is offered political power. He 
is offered the kingdoms of this world WITH ALL THEIR SPLENDOUR but that would involve 
putting the devil in the place of God. Jesus recognises this as a flying in the face of his 
understanding of God's loving purpose for his world. The only power that he, as God's Son, 
can use is the power of love. 
God has given human beings free will ( see Adam and Eve) and he wants them to make a 
free response. Jesus knows only too well that power tends to corrupt. Rarely does he even 
offer advice. He refuses the request to "tell my brother to divide the property with me." He 
even chooses to teach and challenge obliquely through parables. In the last resort he 
becomes powerless , not trying to defend himself and enduring death on a cross. The only 
power he will exercise there is that of  forgiveness. This time, Jesus response to temptation 
is even more emphatice. "Away from me, Satan. It is written worship the Lord your God and 
serve him only." Deut.6 v. 10-15.Later, when speaking about his forthcoming suffering and 
death, Jesus will turn on Peter  "Away from me, Satan" because Peter is voicing the very 
same temptation. 
These few verses are extraordinarily powerful. They are placed between Jesus' Baptism and 
his 3 year ministry, but they encapsulate ongoing temptations that crop up at different 
points in his ministry, as we have seen. It is the same for us, we will be tempted to take 
short cuts, to pursue popularity, to enjoy wielding power in our own spheres of influence, to 
neglect to put God first in our lives. We need to exercise the discipline of contemplative 
prayer which gave Jesus the strength to make the righ choices. 
One of my favourite texts is this in the letter to the Hebrews 2.18: "Because he himself 
suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted." 
 



Last Sunday before Lent  
Service Date:  
2 March, 2014 
The Rev. Dr. Walter Houston encouraged us to reflect on the meaning of the 
Transfiguration of Jesus and its resonance with the story of Moses on Mount Sinai:  
The light is the love of God. At the Transfiguration God's voice instructed Peter, James and 
John to listen to Jesus. Jesus was glorified after his suffering - brought about  by his 
willingness to confront the powers of evil which is enthroned in earthly power. If we are to 
truly follow Jesus, and share in his resurrection glory, we must do the same. 
The lectionary readings were Matthew 17: 1-9; Exodus 24: 12-18; Psalm 99. 
Hymns:  
R&S 380  Christ, whose glory fills the sky 
R&S 203 How good, Lord, to be here 
CG 21  Christ be our light 
R&S 663  Love divine, all loves excelling 
  
Sermon:  
Fleur and I don’t watch a lot of television, but one kind of programme that we do often 
watch is historical reconstruction, often from archaeology. One we saw recently worked 
out how Tutankhamen died, run over, it seems, by a chariot after he had fallen from his 
own. 
All these programmes have to work after the event, reconstructing what happened from 
texts and archaeological remains. But one often wonders what one might see if a camera 
crew had been there on the day. You can ask this about the event that Matthew describes 
in our NT reading, the event that is usually called the Transfiguration. Suppose a television 
camera crew had been up that mountain with Peter and James and John. What would 
they have recorded? What would we have been able to see on the videotape? 
Would they have recorded anything out of the ordinary? Were there really six men not four 
up that mountain? Was it ordinary visible light that Jesus shone with? Would the camera 
crew have needed their lighting? Or was what the disciples saw all in their minds? And if so, 
how was it that they all saw—and heard—the same thing? 
These questions are really unanswerable. We can’t know what really happened; just as we 
can’t know what Moses saw in the thick cloud on the top of Mount Sinai. In that case the 
text quite firmly hides the mystery from us. Moses went up on his own and the cloud hid 
him from sight. The bible text isn’t set up to enable us to answer questions like that, ‘what 
really happened’ questions. What it is meant to do is to tell us what we need to know to 
serve God and to follow Jesus. How do these passages do that? 
Both of our readings are good examples of why it is difficult understanding the Bible if we 
only read it in bite-sized chunks, as in church. Each of these readings only makes sense if we 
look at what goes before and what comes after them, and then reading them carefully. 
In this passage of Exodus, Moses goes up the mountain to be given the tablets of stone with 
God’s commandments on them. I know I’m speaking here to a reasonably well instructed 
congregation, who will know what these commandments were. But to find them in the Bible 
text, we have to look right back to chapter 20. But then if we read on forward into chapter 
25, we find that the tablets are not mentioned. They are first mentioned again in chapter 
32, and what God speaks to Moses about right down to the end of chapter 31, is the 
building of a dwelling place for God in the middle of the Israelites’ camp, the so-called 



Tabernacle, a shrine in the form of a tent. God says to Moses about this, five chapters on: ‘I 
will meet the Israelites there, and it will be sanctified by my glory… I will dwell among the 
Israelites, and I will be their God’ (29.43, 45). 
So Moses goes up to commune with God in the depth of the cloud, hidden from the sight of 
everyone. But what he is told there is a way of making God not distant, but present among 
his people, right there among them where they live. Of course, the arrangements of the 
Tabernacle are symbolic. The Bible often tells us of God speaking to people just where they 
are. But it helps most people to have a place which reminds them that God is present. We 
know that God doesn’t live in this church: but we may possibly meet with him here in a way 
we find difficult among the distractions of daily life. 
To turn to our Gospel passage, it starts with the words ‘Six days later’, and you may have 
asked yourself, ‘Six days later than what?’ For the answer we of course have to look back at 
chapter 16, where we find that it is six days after the scene between Jesus and his disciples 
at Caesarea Philippi, when he asked them ‘Who do you say that I am?’ and the answer was 
revealed to Peter, ‘You are the Christ, the son of the living God.’ We’ll come back to that, 
because I think it is the key to understanding the meaning of this story. Notes of time 
intervals are rare in the Gospels, so we have to take it seriously when we get one. 
In the way this story is told we are obviously meant to remember the story of Moses on Mt 
Sinai. Both stories tell us of the leader of God’s people going up a mountain and in some 
way coming close to God; in both stories God speaks from a cloud, and later on in Exodus 
(34.28-35), Moses’ face, like Jesus’s, is transformed and becomes radiant with light, when 
the people see him after coming down from the mountain. But whereas Moses goes up 
alone into the cloud and is hidden, what happens here is in the full view of his disciples. But 
even so, they can’t understand it. Jesus might as well have been enveloped in a cloud, 
because the disciples, to judge from Peter, who is the only one to speak, haven’t the least 
idea what is going on. 
Jesus’s appearance is changed: his face and his clothes are blazing with light. This is why the 
event is called the Transfiguration, the ‘change of appearance’. The light of God blazes from 
Jesus’ face and clothes. This doesn’t necessarily make Jesus totally different from anyone 
else. Moses’ face had shone like that, according to Exodus 34. There was a Russian saint in 
the 18th or 19th century called Seraphim of Sarov, of whom a follower reports that on one 
occasion when he was deeply meditating on God, his face shone like the sun. And Paul, in 
the verse I read at the beginning of the service, says that we Christians, ‘reflecting the glory 
of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image, from one degree of glory into 
another’ (2 Cor. 3.18, NRSV modified: scholars do not agree whether the Greek means 
‘seeing as in a mirror’, or ‘reflecting like a mirror’, but I prefer ‘reflecting’). This is not natural 
visible light that could be recorded by a television camera: but it is real all the same, the 
transcendent loveliness of God himself. 
Jesus is accompanied by Moses and Elijah, who are the only two persons in all of the Old 
Testament who speak with God on the holy mountain. Thy also represent the Law, given 
through Moses, and the Prophets, the whole of the scriptures and tradition of the Jewish 
people. Christianity doesn’t mark a break with the past, but a continuation, a ‘fulfilment’ of 
the revelation of God to Israel. 
Peter has a suggestion, to build tents or shelters for Jesus, Moses and Elijah. No one pays 
any attention to this. Mark in his version of the story says that he didn’t know what he was 
saying. But why does he say it? Perhaps because building shelters to live in was and still is a 
Jewish custom at the Feast of Tabernacles, the climax of the Jewish autumn festival season, 



the High Holy Days, and the presence of these three great leaders seems to Peter to be an 
occasion to be celebrated as a festival. But this moment is not going to last, as Peter soon 
finds out. The occasion is not one for celebration but for learning. What will Peter and 
James and John learn? 
The voice thunders out of the cloud, in exactly the same words, according to Matthew, as it 
had at Jesus’s baptism, ‘This is my beloved son, in whom I am well pleased’. This not only 
confirms what Jesus and perhaps the bystanders had heard at his baptism, but also the 
revelation that Peter had had six days before: ‘You are the Christ, the son of the living God.’ 
But this time God says a little more two more words in the Greek: ‘Listen to him’. Here I 
think we reach the heart of the episode. This vision of Jesus as a supernaturally glorious 
being is not a special spiritual experience for the three disciples or some kind of honour or 
reward: it is a sign to them that Jesus’ teaching has to be taken seriously. 
What teaching? Of course, potentially all of it. But Matthew would not have been so careful 
to mark the event as being shortly after the exchange at Caesarea Philippi if he hadn’t 
wanted us to think first of all of what had happened there, the teaching that Jesus had given 
there, and especially the teaching that Peter had not wanted to listen to: 
  
Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and undergo great suffering 
at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be 
raised. And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying “God forbid it, Lord! This 
must never happen to you.” 
  
(Matt. 16.21-22) 
Peter thought Jesus was effectively making nonsense of his great realization that Jesus was 
the Messiah, the glorious and triumphant leader of his people. No glory, no triumph, at least 
not until he has been rejected by the actual leaders of the people, and handed over to 
Gentiles to be humiliated, tortured and executed. This is what it means for Jesus to be 
glorified, transformed and blazing with light. The glory comes from his readiness to confront 
the powers of evil and be humiliated and destroyed by them—only in and through this 
suffering can he be glorified. 
And the same may have to happen to his followers, as he had gone on to say. ‘If any people 
want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow 
me’ (Matt. 16.24). If we want to follow Jesus, if we want to share in his glory, we have to 
take the same road as he took, and this is the only way in which we can reflect his glory as 
Paul promises. We won’t be taking his road if we are comfortably ensconced in the 
establishment. We will only take his road if like him, we confront the evil of the world where 
it is enthroned in earthly power, and are prepared to be laughed at, humiliated, brushed 
aside,  and if necessary ruined and destroyed. But if we do take his road, we are promised 
that we shall be changed into his image by reflecting his transfigured glory, and share in his 
resurrection glory. 
 
Epiphany 7  
Service Date:  
23 February, 2014 
The Rev. Robert Beard led our reflections on the divisions in our world where wordly 
kingships and authority seem to have failed, and also acknowledged the ultimate Kingship 
of God. 



Readings:  Leviticus 19: 1-2, 9 - 18. Psalm 119: 33-40. 1 Corinthians 3:10-11, 16 - 
23.  Matthew 5: 38 - 48. 
Hymns:  
R&S 34: Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God Almighty 
R&S 76:  The Lord is King 
R&S 294:  Come down, O Love divine 
R&S 42:  For the fruits of all creation 
Sermon:  
Instead of a conventional sermon, The Rev. Beard introduced the themes of the 
Lent discussion groups which he will be leading. The overall theme is 'Being the Body of 
Christ in the 21st. century.' 
1. Creation and Destruction. How should our understanding of the Creation inform our 
relationship with the planet on which we live? 
2. Incarnation and Division. How should our understanding of Jesus Christ inform our 
approach to notions of 'sacred'and 'secular' times, places, objects and activities? 
3. Love and Hate. How should our understanding of divine love inform our approach to 
persons who are different from us, or of whom we disapprove becauseof their beliefs, 
lifestyles or behaviour? 
4. Generosity and Greed. How should our understanding of miracle stories inform our 
approach to people in need of food and other necessities of life? 
5. Peace and War.  How should our understanding of God's judgement and vengeance on 
the one hand, and God's mercy and self-sacrifice on the other, inform our approach to 
conflict resolution in the world to-day? 
6. Consummation and Oblivion.  How should our understanding of human destiny inform 
our approach to man-made disasters and forces, includng those that threaten our race's 
very survival?  
 
Epiphany 6  
Service Date:  
16 February, 2014 
Moses gave his people rules to live by. If we are to follow Jesus we must choose good over 
evil, seeking reconcilliation and working for peace, justice and fairness for all people. 
The service was led by The Rev. Margaret Herbert.  Lectionary readings were Deuteronomy 
30: 15 - 20; Matthew 5: 21 - 37; and Psalm 119. 
Hymns:  
R&S 563  How pleased and blessed was I 
R&S 613  Lord speak to me that I may speak 
R&S 561  Christ from whom all blessings flow 
R&S 471  Bless and keep us Lord 
Sermon:  
  
 Choose life that so you and your descendants may live loving the Lord your God, obeying 
him, and holding fast to him: for that means that life to you and length of days, so that you 
may live and the land that the Lord your God swore to give to your ancestors, to Abraham, 
to Isaac, and to Jacob. 
  
Deuteronomy 5:19b- 20 



Moses had led the children of Israel out of Egypt – changed them from a rabble of ill 
disciplined folk and finally was in sight of the Promised Land. Had given them rules to live by 
– the Ten Commandments. I remember a large painting hanging in the assembly hall of my 
junior school depicting these commandments we had to learn them by heart and recite 
them every day in morning assembly. Whether you were a Jew or a Christian – and there 
was a German Jew – Alan Kay- in my class – and woe betide you if you got the recitation 
wrong! 
Moses issues a challenge – stand and choose which side you are on – choose between living 
your old ways or following the Lord your God. Clearly, this challenge is to choose between 
life and prosperity / death and adversity – in order to receive a reward – there is a catch – 
they must also obey, hold fast to, and love the Lord their God. THEIR REWARD WILL BE TO 
LIVE THE LAND THAT THE LORD SWORE TO GIVE TO THEIR ANCESTORS – ABRAHAM, ISAAC 
AND JACOB. 
Matthew tells us that Jesus takes the commandments of the Old Testament and looks at 
these issues in an entirely new way. 
“You have heard what was said – But I say to you” is his typical introduction. The sense of 
authority in Jesus’ words is rather different. JESUS DOES NOT LOOK ON MURDER AS A 
RARE AND UNIQUE WRONG, A SIN LIKE NO OTHER. It is an extreme case of a much more 
common failing: When we nurse and cherish resentment and anger , when we speak with 
contempt and scorn of a neighbour, when we think of another person as a mere low-life, 
undeserving of common courtesy, when we do not respect someone  – this , says Jesus is 
the stuff of which murder is made. 
Sadly this kind of attitude can lead to the taking of life. Without self-control and respect for 
others, we run into trouble. Remember what happened to Alan Greaves the organist who 
was going to church on Christmas Eve in the High Green in Sheffield who was attacked for 
no apparent reason and later died in the Northern General hospital? Some people refer to 
those who attacked him as yobs – but they were probably brought up by parents who had 
not taught them right from wrong – whose only desire was for self-indulgence. Perhaps they 
are more to be pitied than blamed – they were forgiven by his wife but rightly felt the heavy 
hand of the civil law. A year later In 2013 Maureen Greaves and the Vicar of High Green 
Church encouraged folk to go to the Church for a memorial service – the vicar said “We do 
not believe that darkness should have the last word.”  It is not just about choosing between 
right and wrong, good and evil but also about choosing between the light of God and the 
darkness of evil and despair! 
Jesus speaks about the importance of settling quarrels. If we are nursing grudges or 
contributing to disputes, we will not be ready for meeting with God. If we learn to settle 
disagreements sooner rather than later we limit the damage that they cause. Vows that are 
made to God are important and should be kept. We are his – for richer for poorer, in 
sickness and in health – as we have promised. He says “Let your ‘yes be your ‘yes’ – and 
your ‘no’ be your ‘no’. It’s as simple as that! 
Jesus is shifting the ancient law – when he speaks of murder he goes inside the law to the 
motives and attitude that shape our actions. When he speaks about truth he uses the 
ancient commandment as a signpost that points beyond truthful oaths to a simple habit of 
always telling the truth in love – we need help to do this – and should pray  “God of love and 
truth, give me a healing heart and a truthful tongue. Teach me the habit of honesty and the 
art of reconciliation.” 



God has given us the opportunity to choose – to choose life – but for what purpose? So that 
we like the Israelites of old – can live in comfort and safety – disregarding other folk? 
We have chosen to follow Jesus – we have been given his blessing and the power of the 
Holy Spirit to guide us and lead us, comfort and protect us – to work for the coming of God’s 
kingdom in the life of the nation and the people. 
Fortunately, for us we live in comparative security – most of us have enough food, clothing, 
shelter and medicine to meet our needs. We do not fear the footsteps in the night, expect 
to be arrested, dragged from our homes, imprisoned, tortured, and possibly be put to 
death. We sleep easy in our beds. In these days of mass communication, it is not easy to 
turn a blind eye or ignore the troubles of others throughout the world; we learn their plight 
through the television – in newspapers and on the radio. People all round the word 
especially in the Middle East – the Lebanon and in Palestine and Israel, in Syria – in Egypt - - 
in Iraq and Iran – in Afghanistan and in Somalia – suffering through terrorism and war 
despite the pleas of the Western Countries and the guidance of the United Nations.   Unless, 
of course we choose to put our heads in a bucket of sand! 
We are compelled by our calling to do something about it! To be a light to the others – 
keeping the spirit of the law rather than the letter of the law. We have the power of the 
Holy Spirit – the spirit of love – who will also open other people’s hearts and lead them on 
to a greater righteousness. No longer stuck in the past with those tablets of stone hanging 
like millstones around their necks – but driving them on to a future shared with God. 
The law of Jesus’ liberation does not present a checklist that one fine day we may tick off – 
saying “My – haven’t I been a good girl/boy – well done me!” Jesus said his folk should be 
more righteous not more self-righteous than their ancestors and the Scribes and The 
Pharisees. What enabled them to be unique, what enables you – little flock to be the same? 
We feel limited in what we may choose – we feel overwhelmed by our lack of power – we 
are bogged down by apathy and fear – by the weight of tradition and the letter of the law. 
Perhaps we feel too old and too tired to do anything at all. 
We have the opportunity to shine in the darkness of a dismal world – we have the mind of 
Christ – keep on reading your bibles – keep on praying together and in the quiet of your 
room at home. Keep on supporting one another. 
Our generous God has placed before us real opportunities to live the life for which he 
created us. God gives us much more than choice between life and death. He urges us to be 
creative – to choose ways that will give him delight and that will give joy to others. We 
thank him for the chance to choose, as others cannot – for the responsibilities that freedom 
gives us and for the possibility of seeing goodness in others. 
We do have the power to choose life – to seek peace actively – to choose to be reconciled – 
to change our attitude – to let go – to be free. To live with integrity, speaking with honour – 
and to have our intentions rooted in our faith.  We have the power of the Holy Spirit to take 
small steps – to do what we can – in the way that we can – where we can - to plant and 
water love with gratitude; and to be enabled to speak the words of love to a weary world 
aching for peace. 
  
There are so many ways of helping. For example by joining Amnesty International that was 
founded in London in 1961. Amnesty draws attention to human rights abuses and 
campaigns for compliance with international laws and standards. It works to mobilize public 
opinion to put pressure on governments that let abuse take place. It has been awarded both 



the Nobel Peace Prize for it’s campaign against torture and the United Nations Prize in the 
Field of Human Rights. 
Every Monday evening in the Abbey Church on the island of Iona, they meet to remember 
the injustices of the world and to pray for concerns that reflect the Justice and Peace 
commitment of the Iona Community. We would do well to do the same. Prayer leads to the 
support of the Holy Spirit – such help leads to action. We are all members of the family of 
Christ. Let us pray that, through our endeavours and the unity of the folk of faith that all 
may be freed from fear of wars and terrorism, enjoying sufficient education, medical 
attention, housing and food to meet their needs.  Amen. 
[Preacher: Rev Margaret Herbert] 
 
Who do you think you are?  
Service Date:  
9 February, 2014 
Leading us in worship, the Revd Simon Copley reflected on readings from 1 Corinthians 
2:1-12, Isaiah 58:1-12, and Matthew 5:13-20; asking the question "Who do you think you 
are..?" 
One of my favourite films is Lawrence of Arabia. Set in the First World War, Lawrence is sent 
to Arabia to stir up the Arab tribes against their Ottoman Turk rulers. He pulls off an 
amazing strategic coup by capturing the port of Aqaba. After this, Lawrence makes his way 
across the Sinai desert back to Cairo, to report his success to the British High Command. 
Exhausted by his journey, he arrives on the east bank of the Suez Canal and ponders how to 
cross. A despatch rider on a motorcycle appears on the far side of the canal and calls across 
to Lawrence: “Who are you? Who are you?” while the camera shows a close-up of Lawrence 
in deep thought. 
Film-world tradition has it that the part of the despatch rider was actually played by the 
director of the film, David Lean. Commentators think that this was Lean’s way of underlining 
what the film was really all about: asking the question “Who WAS Lawrence?” Lawrence 
was certainly an enigma and, if you watch the film carefully all the way through, you'll 
notice many references, by all the characters, asking that very question and centring on the 
enigma of Lawrence’s identity. At the end of the film, after the fighting is over, Lawrence 
starts on his journey home. As he travels along a dusty road the sight of some of his former 
Arab comrades triggers snatches of Arabic music in his head but, at the same time, he also 
hears British Tommies singing a marching song as they pass by in a truck. It is a brilliant way 
of showing Lawrence torn between his identity as a friend of the Arabs and his identity as a 
British officer. 
After the war, and in his later life, Lawrence was very troubled by the whole question of 
who he was. He could never settle into British peacetime society, tormented by the fact that 
he had made friends and been accepted by the Arabs, encouraged them to throw off 
Turkish rule with the promise of liberation, and then been powerless to stop them being 
betrayed as their lands were handed over to the British and French empires. We still live 
with the legacy of that betrayal today. 
Today I want us to think about the whole question of identity and ask “Who are you?” 
Hymns:  
Rejoice and Sing 623   Eternal ruler of the ceaseless round 
Rejoice and Sing 48  Praise and thanksgiving Father we offer 
Rejoice and Sing 625  God of freedom, God of justice 

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=1+Corinthians+2:1-16&version=nrsv
http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=1+Corinthians+2:1-16&version=nrsv
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http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=83087087


Rejoice and Sing  638  Thy Kingdom come, O God 
Sermon:  
Who do you think you are? 
(1 Corinthians 2:1-12, Isaiah 58:1-12, Matthew 5:13-20.) 
We have seen in recent years the upsurge in interest in genealogy with people spending 
many, many hours researching their family tree and personal family histories. A program 
that has become very popular on television is called Who do you think you are? With 
celebrities tracing their ancestry back into the past. The commemoration of the hundred 
years of the outbreak of World War I is also causing many people to think about stories of 
their fathers, grandfathers and great-grandfathers and the personal legacy of those 
stories.  
I remember my own grandfather telling me of an incident which saved his life when he was 
serving in the trenches: he and his three companions took turns to leave the trench to have 
a smoke. One day, when my grandfather was in the reserve trench taking his turn, a shell 
landed in the frontline and killed all three of his comrades. He never gave up smoking from 
that day forward. He died of lung cancer at the age of 70 but I wouldn’t be here today if he 
had not survived the war. 
It seems that everywhere in society today people are asking “What does it mean to be 
human?” People are struggling against the dehumanising effect of the systems under which 
we live whether political, economic and social. Art and literature ask the question constantly 
such as in the paintings of American artist Edwin Hopper, portraying lonely people in 
oppressive urban landscapes, or in popular culture: only this week, in the popular soap 
opera, Eastenders, one of the characters, Taxi driver, Mahmoud, is found sitting in the 
gutter asking himself “What am I?” 
We can see this questioning in great social upheavals of our time: the Arab Spring, Ukraine, 
Brazil and in the occupation of the seats of government of many of the major cities in 
America. We can see it in small ways when we ring up your gas board or electricity board 
and you have to press six numbers before you are put on hold and then eventually you get 
to talk to a human being. I was very pleasantly surprised the other day to ring Yorkshire 
water, very taken aback because I managed to get through to a real person with my first 
press of the button! We must be so careful that we don't make the church into simply 
another system that oppresses people with burdens of tasks to perform and rules to follow. 
We are, at heart, a family not a business. The Kingdom of God is about setting people free 
from systems. I think this is what Jesus meant when he speaks said at the beginning of his 
ministry “The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is upon me because he has anointed me to set the 
captives at liberty.” 
In the passage we read from Corinthians, Paul holds up the crucified Christ in opposition to 
the wisdom of this world. True worldliness is not about eating and drinking and dancing and 
going to the theatre but about whether we support and uphold systems that oppress rather 
than under the rule of the Kingdom in which we come into relationship with God through 
the cross. Paul thus speaks of the wisdom of the cross in opposition to the powers of the 
current age.  These systems are all around us in the false wisdoms of the world telling us 
that we must think and behave in certain ways: we must make ourselves materially 
comfortable and consume, we must build fences against others, we must compete! Is that 
what life is all about? Competition? Can we actually hear ourselves? Only this week Mr 
Gove, the Education Secretary outlined more of his vision for education: more exams, more 
discipline, more hours. Why? Because we are told constantly that we must compete in this 
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world or fall behind. It seems like utter madness! I went to public school and the working 
day was from 9 till 3:30 and even then we had an afternoon of sport, other time in the 
curriculum for physical education, art and drama. Education was enjoyable. The by-product 
of joy was achievement - My school had the highest numbers of pupils entering into Oxford 
and Cambridge. 
Paul also talks about the wisdom of God being deep and mysterious and spiritual. He talks 
about people as spiritual beings “For who knows a person’s thoughts except their own spirit 
within them? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of 
God.  What we have received is not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, 
so that we may understand what God has freely given us.” This is our identity: to be Spiritual 
beings knowing God deeply, not just a reduction to the material processes of life. 
This is revolutionary stuff and it's no wonder that the church through the ages has tried to 
suppress the translation of the Bible because this is going beyond the need for priests and 
leaders, and telling us that we can have a direct relationship with God through the Holy 
Spirit.  Just as we are told that we must cherish our votes because of the sacrifices of 
protesters and suffragettes to win us that right, likewise, is it not incumbent upon us to read 
what the Bible, particularly the New Testament, says about our identity? After all, the great 
Reformers and Bible translators were martyred so that we could have this knowledge of 
who we are in Christ. So the human spirits speaks out against the systems of this world even 
the religious systems. 
Simply to ask the question “Who am I?” is in itself revolutionary. So much of culture tries to 
dehumanise us. Science and atheism tells us we are simply products of evolutionary 
processes, a conglomeration of chemical reactions with no centre or meaning and yet 
something in our inner being and all our emotional life experiences cry out against it. At a 
very basic level we find ourselves to be self-conscious. We find ourselves having an identity. 
We find ourselves looking at the vast universe around us and asking “Who am I? Why am I 
here? How did I come to be?” René Descartes, the great philosopher started the whole 
debate in the modern era: “I think therefore I am”. This is actually the beginning of modern 
philosophy, and our search for meaning and the question of identity and being is right there 
in the mix. 
I am an unashamed fan of Paul. Paul has been characterised particularly by liberal 
theologians as the man who took a simple gospel of Jesus and made it complicated but if 
you actually read his epistles you will find tremendous resonance between Paul’s theology 
and the teaching of Jesus and it is natural his writings will be different because he was 
writing from a very different standpoint. He was writing in hindsight of the crucifixion and 
resurrection of Christ and he was trying to tease out the implications of those events. One 
way to understand Paul is to realise that most of his letters divide into two parts: in the first 
he explores the identity we have in Christ. In the second half he explores what that means 
for daily life. So if you read Paul you see that one of his themes, in fact the major theme of 
all he wrote was about the substance and implications of our identity in Christ. 
In his great Epistle to the Romans Paul writes that the “whole of creation is in bondage to 
decay waiting in hope…” but what is creation waiting for? It is waiting “for the sons of God 
(or the children of God) to be revealed…” in other words creation is waiting and hoping that 
people will appear who are conscious of their identity, living in the fullness of their 
relationship with God, people who know their true identity and live it out. Perhaps here in 
Broomhall, this part of the community (creation), albeit a rather downtrodden and deprived 
part of Britain during recession, is also looking with hopefulness for a group of people who 



will live and express the life of God, who will live as if they are indeed the family, the 
children of God. And when the community see that people there will be hope, there will be 
joy and there will be life. 
Identity is very important because who we think we are has a tremendous effect on how we 
live our lives.  There is a verse in the Bible which says “As a man thinks, so he is…” The great 
civil rights leader Martin Luther King also put this thought into perhaps more accessible yet 
dramatic words when he led the blacks of the southern states of America in protest: he 
remarked: “If you say to a man for long enough that he is inferior we will begin to act as if 
he is inferior.” By contradicting this he gave a new sense of equality and dignity back to his 
people that enabled them to take their rightful place as citizens of the USA. 
The New Testament is full of instances where we are exhorted to live our lives in the light of 
our identity. This dynamic is to be found everywhere in the New Testament. For example we 
are told that we must “forgive others just as we have been forgiven” and that is what we 
pray every time we say the Lord's Prayer. We are told that we must be compassionate 
because God is compassionate. One of the most famous instances is where Jesus speaks 
about the most important commands: to love our neighbour as we love ourselves. If you 
think about it, it is very difficult to love people when you have a very low opinion of 
yourself. True love springs from being accepted. Love overflows from loved hearts. 
Selfishness and self-love are NOT the same thing but are very different. We are able to love 
ourselves because God himself accepts us. 
This is something that is true on the corporate as well as the individual level. Is it any 
wonder that fascism, with all its dehumanising social and political systems, with all its 
divisive rage against aliens and outsiders, took root in countries that had suffered an 
identity crisis on a national scale? Italy, Spain Germany? And now it seems to be taking 
route again in Russia and even our own country is flirting with the extreme right. 
The people of Israel had forgotten who they were. The religious observance became empty 
and that's why Isaiah waded in against their fasting which was just an outward show 
without reality or moral transformation. Likewise, Jesus, in the passage from the Sermon on 
the Mount tells his disciples that their righteousness must surpass that of the scribes and 
Pharisees, who had become addicted to outward observance. These men were considered 
to be the most righteous of all, the men who spent lifetimes teasing out the meaning of the 
Commandments and how to fulfil them, who codified with hundreds of rules how a man 
could live a godly life. 
Yet this religion was empty; they were completely missing the point. They believed that if 
you lived in a certain way then you would be acceptable to God. This was completely the 
reverse of what God intended and Jesus’ message brings about a much-needed corrective. 
Whereas the Pharisees would say “you must keep the commandments in order to be 
acceptable to God” Jesus said “No! It is only by being accepted by God that you will have the 
power and motivation to keep the commandments.” Jesus did not say “if you obey my 
commandments I will love you”, he said “If you love me, you will obey my commandments”. 
Identity as God’s people, as God’s children comes first and a right life follows. As you think, 
so you will be. I think therefore I am. 
That is why the Christian’s morality will surpass that of the Pharisees because it will go to 
the heart of things, springing from a restored relationship with God. That is the whole 
message of the New Testament, in fact of the whole Bible, that God has come to restore our 
relationship with Him and it is when this relationship is restored that new life can begin. In 
Isaiah, once the people of God have learnt how to fast in a truly righteous way they find 



their true identity again, they will be called Repairers of broken Walls, Restorers of 
dwellings. 
Jesus gives a tremendous challenge to his followers saying your righteousness must surpass 
that of the Pharisees but we must see that challenge in context because the passage begins 
with an affirmation from Jesus of who we are. “You are the salt of the earth…you are the 
light of the world!” Jesus doesn't say “You should be the salt of the earth”. He doesn't say 
“Try to be the salt… Oh! I wish you could be the salt of the earth!” He says “You are the salt 
of the earth.” I remember when I was young, hearing this phrase “salt of the earth”. I came 
to realise that it referred to people who are good, useful, people who have a finger on the 
pulse of life, people that you would be happy to have alongside you in a crisis, people who 
are down to earth. The implication seems to be that these were people who were not really 
like typical Christians, not religious, but cutting through all the hypocrisy and all the outward 
forms and all the cant, they got to the heart of the matter. They were above all people who 
are fun and yes! What Jesus is saying here is that we are those people! We are the people 
who make the world go round. 
I believe in this day and age we are recovering our confidence in the church about who we 
are and what we can contribute to society. A leading Labour politician recently said “we 
should listen to these Christians because they are the people making things happen”. I 
remember going to fundraising exhibition a couple of years ago and a talk was given by the 
leader of a church in Hattersley, in Manchester, the estate where the two policewomen 
were killed by a gunman. The churches on the estate are working together to meet the 
needs of that estate. The pastor made it quite clear that if the church activity ceased then 
chaos and anarchy would ensue. I think what we see happening more and more is that 
public agencies, with all their procedures and processes and systems, are failing, but the 
church with the human face of Christ is succeeding in showing people humanity and a sense 
of friendship and belonging. Christians are salt, preserving all that is good. 
And when you think of Jesus said to his followers “You are the light of the world” Well, Jesus 
himself said He was the light of the world. Yes this world is very dark is very dismal there are 
many, many problems. Christianity is extremely realistic it does not deny the darkness but it 
says there is a light shining in the darkness and that light is Jesus, the “world’s one true 
light”, as he is described in John And yet in these verses Jesus says we are like him. Isn't that 
an amazing affirmation of our identity as Christians? We are elevated we are lifted up to be 
co-workers with Christ to be the light along with Christ. 
Jesus, in this passage uses a bit of Jewish humour when he says if you have salt you would 
be mad to waste it. If you had a light you wouldn't hide it away. To the Jewish mind people 
doing this would be figures of fun, somebody to be laughed at. Jesus is using humour here 
to underline the fact that is ridiculous, nay impossible, for anyone to act contrary to their 
nature, to their identity. Their identity will determine their behaviour, so if you have salt you 
will go and make the ground salty with all the benefits that that would bring; if you have a 
light you put it in a place where it will give light to the whole house. 
I remember when I was 25, I was still living with my parents. I was growing up but I did 
something that really upset my mother and my dad was really annoyed with me. He sat me 
down for a talking to and used that famous tactic that parents always use: I've used it,  I'm 
sure you've used it, I'm sure you've had it used on you. He said “How old are you?” I said: 
“I'm 25, dad” and he said: “Well act like it!” 
It is the same principle. If we are indeed Christians, if we are indeed salt and light as we are, 
then we will act like it. Yes, God is angry about sin because of the hurt that it causes but He 



is also grieved by sin because it is contrary to our standing as children of God, alien to our 
identity in Christ. Did not Jesus say in the very same Sermon on the Mount: “Be perfect as 
your Heavenly Father is perfect”? That dynamic of identity reinforcing behaviour yet again. 
When Jesus says you are the salt of the earth and the light of the world, he is giving us the 
platform on which we can surpass the righteousness of the Pharisees and scribes and enter 
the kingdom of heaven. This is this is how Jesus fulfils the law and the prophets. Our 
relationship with God, through Christ and by the Holy Spirit, gives us a new identity from 
which a very different kind of life can begin. May we know our identity in Christ more 
deeply and grasp it more firmly, that we may share it more widely. 
 
Epiphany 4 and Service of Holy Communion  
Service Date:  
2 February, 2014 
The service was led by The Rev. Dr. David Stec, a member of our congregation. He focused 
on the meaning of the first Beatitude: What does 'poor in spirit' mean? 
Readings: Micah 6:1-8; 1 Cor 1:18-31; Matthew 5:1-12. 
Hymns:  
R&S 67  Immortal, invisible God only wise 
R&S 231  Your words to me are life and health 
R&S 451  Lamb of God unblemished 
R&S 623 Eternal Ruler of the ceaseless round 
Sermon:  
Matt. 5:3:  “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” 
Readings: Micah 6:1-8; 1 Cor 1:18-31; Matthew 5:1-12. 
In St Matthew’s Gospel we find five large blocks of teaching given by Jesus.  And it is 
possible that Matthew structured his Gospel in this way because he wished to present the 
teaching of Jesus as corresponding to the five books of Moses in the OT, and as being the 
ultimate fulfilment of the Law of Moses.  The first of these large blocks of teaching is the 
Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5–7. 
Matthew’s account of Jesus’ ministry before the Sermon on the Mount is brief and cursory. 
He gives an account of Jesus’ baptism and temptations, and tells us that after hearing that 
John the Baptist had been arrested, Jesus withdrew to Galilee and began to preach the 
message of: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” He then called the 12 apostles 
and went throughout Galilee preaching and healing the sick, and attracted a great following. 
Then Matthew tells us: 
  
Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when he sat down his disciples came to 
him. And he opened his mouth and taught them. 
  
Just as Moses received the Law from God on Mount Sinai in the OT, so Jesus now gives his 
teaching to his disciples on a mountain. Straightaway in this sermon he begins to teach 
about the values that pertain to the Kingdom of God (or the Kingdom of Heaven, as 
Matthew calls it throughout his Gospel). 
And these are the very opposite of this world’s values. 
The state of those in God’s kingdom is described as “blessed” or “happy” — the Greek word 
can have both meanings, and in the OT it is used to translate a Hebrew word meaning 
“blessedness” or “happiness”.  For example, the Book of Psalms opens with the words, 
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“Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked …”, or more literally, “Oh 
the happiness of the man who walks not …!” Thus the beatitudes have a force of meaning 
something like, “Oh the happiness of the poor in spirit! For theirs is the kingdom of heaven”. 
When Jesus spoke of the Kingdom of God, he sometimes thought of it as a present reality, 
referring to the rule of God in the hearts of humans. And sometimes he thought of it as a 
future reality, referring to the ultimate establishment of God’s rule upon the earth. In the 
beatitudes the Kingdom of God might be understood in both senses, though I think that it is 
being thought of particularly as something that may be grasped in the here and now. 
A slightly different version of the beatitudes is given by Luke in chapter 6 of his Gospel, in 
what is sometimes called The Sermon on the Plain. So what exactly does Jesus mean by the 
words “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven,” or in St Luke’s 
version: “Blessed are you poor, for yours is the kingdom of God”? 
One thing that I am sure of is that Jesus was not idealising real physical poverty, which 
might seem to be the case if one follows St Luke’s version, and which some think is the 
more original. Matthew was keen to avoid any such possible inference, and so he speaks not 
of “the poor”, but the “poor in spirit”. This may represent Matthew’s interpretation of what 
Jesus said, but if so, it is surely a correct interpretation. Jesus could not have had real 
material poverty or destitution in mind, because it would be pointless to suggest that the 
very poor are happy. No one living (through force of circumstance) in extreme poverty can 
be said to be happy — and that would have been the case in Jesus’ day just as much as it is 
in our own day. 
It is true that in the beatitudes Jesus is speaking in terms of paradox, but the paradox is not 
one of contrast between present material deprivation and future reward. The paradox is 
rather a spiritual one, and lies in the contrast between the things that are valued in the 
world of human affairs, and the things that really matter, as far as God’s kingdom is 
concerned. 
So how exactly is the phrase “poor in spirit” to be understood? 
1. One possibility is that “spirit” here refers to the inner wisdom of a person. In the OT God’s 
spirit was often associated with the possession of wisdom by humans. “Poor in spirit” may 
mean “lacking in wisdom”. 
If so, the meaning of the phrase will be something like the point being made by St Paul in 1 
Corinthians 1, namely that God has chosen the foolish things of this world to confound the 
wise. He points out that at the very centre of the Christian faith is the supreme paradox that 
“the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is 
the power of God.” He adds, “God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, God 
chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong, God chose what is low and despised in 
the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human 
being might boast in the presence of God.” (1:27ff) 
By the time of Jesus “the wise” had become a term used to refer to the professional 
representatives of piety, most notably the leaders of the Pharisees. In this case, the first 
beatitude will mean: “Blessed are those who lack the legal wisdom of the Pharisees and 
their rabbinic schools.” It is worth remembering that Jesus gave this teaching in Galilee, and 
that the Galileans were rather despised by some of the Pharisees for their ignorance and lax 
observance of the Jewish Law. 
Thus in this beatitude Jesus would have meant that it was to people such as these despised 
Galileans, rather than to the learned rabbis, to whom God’s kingdom belonged. 



2. Another interpretation of Jesus’ saying is based upon the meaning of one of the words 
used to denote the “poor” in the OT. The root meaning of this word (‘ani) is “to be 
afflicted”.  It is sometimes used to mean “poor” in the sense of “needy”, but it rarely refers 
to those who are deprived of life’s essentials. More often it describes the poor and weak 
who are oppressed by the rich and powerful. Sometimes it is used of Israel as afflicted by 
the foreign nations. 
Used in this way, the word came to denote the pious who suffered at the hand of the 
wicked. This may be the concept behind the first beatitude. The “poor in spirit” may refer to 
the persecuted and down-trodden people of God, the faithful who suffer at the hand of the 
strong and powerful. 
If this is the correct understanding of the beatitude, Jesus would have been giving 
encouragement to the early church. It was made up largely of the poorer and weaker 
members of the community — the outcasts of society, the poorly educated, the slaves, etc. 
Jesus is saying that to such belongs the kingdom of God. In worldly terms they have very 
little; in spiritual terms they have everything. 
3.  A third and slightly different interpretation of the beatitude is that “poor in spirit” 
describes an attitude of mind. 
The word “spirit” in the OT sometimes refers to a person’s spiritual disposition. For 
example, Prov 16:18 says, “Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall.” 
This clearly refers to an attitude of mind, and “poor in spirit” would be the very opposite of 
this. 
“Poor in spirit” would be an attitude of mind in which: 

• One does not think too highly of one’s self, but has a genuine humility. 
• One does not let oneself become ruled by feelings of greed and covetousness. 
• One does not allow oneself to become anxious about one’s needs, but quietly trusts 

in God. 
All these traits are characteristic of someone who is “poor in spirit”.  Such a person realises 
that there is more than a purely physical or material dimension to life … and that a fulfilled 
and meaningful life involves seeking to serve God in all that one does, and allowing God to 
rule in one’s heart. The person who realises such things may be rich or poor or somewhere 
in between, as far as the things of this world are concerned, but inwardly he will be “poor in 
spirit”. This is the paradox of the beatitudes. 
The same kind of paradox was realised many centuries earlier by the prophet Micah when 
he asked: 
  
“With what shall I come before the LORD, and bow myself before God on high? Shall I come 
before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? Will the LORD be pleased with 
thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil? Shall I give my first-born for my 
transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? 
  
And he was given the answer: “He has showed you, O man, what is good; and what does the 
LORD require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your 
God?” (6:6-8) 
This expresses really well what it means to be poor in spirit. 
And to the poor in spirit God’s kingdom really does belong. 
[Preacher: Rev. Dr. David Stec] 
 



Homelessness Sunday  
Service Date:  
26 January, 2014 
The service was led by The Rev. Robert Beard. 
The theme was homelessness and poverty - the scandal of the number of families 
becoming homeless and relying on food banks. It is right and vital to support by donating 
food, money, but more important, and more difficult, to challenge the social structures 
and Government policies which lead to such situations. As Christians we are duty bound 
to do so. 
Hymns:  
R&S 447  I come with joy to meet my Lord 
R&S 561  Christ from whom all blessings flow 
R&S 492  Dear Lord and Father of mankind 
R&S 200  The kingdom of God is justice and joy 
Sermon:  
Homelessness 
Isaiah 9:1-4; Psalm 27:1, 4-9; 1 Corinthians 1:10-18; Matthew 4:12-23 
Every fifteen minutes, on average, a British family becomes homeless. This is the headline 
message from the housing charity Shelter. Since I arrived in church this morning, two 
more families have lost their homes. By the time this service is over and we’ve all enjoyed 
our coffee and biccies, four more families will be on the streets. 
By the end of last September, the most recent quarter for which official figures are available 
from the Department for Communities and Local Government and the Office for National 
Statistics, 57,350 households were in temporary accommodation, an increase of eight per 
cent compared with the same date in 2012. 
According to the same official figures, in the decade to 2010, the number of households 
recognised as homeless by local authorities fell by more than two-thirds from nearly 35,000 
to under 10,000. By the end of September 2013, the figure had risen to over 13,000. 
Those are the official figures. Many homeless people, however, do not show up in official 
statistics. These include ordinary people who simply do not meet the strict eligibility criteria 
for statutory assistance, those who cannot apply for reasons of physical or mental 
incapacity, and those such as asylum seekers who have had their applications turned down 
but who are so frightened of being deported to their countries of origin that they would 
rather just ‘disappear’, with all the vulnerabilities and risks that that entails. 
What is homelessness?  The homelessness charity Crisis says, 
  
At worst, homelessness can mean sleeping rough on the streets. However the problem of 
homelessness is much bigger than that of rough sleeping. 
Homelessness is about more than rooflessness. A home is not just a physical space, it also 
has a legal and social dimension. A home provides roots, identity, a sense of belonging and a 
place of emotional wellbeing. Homelessness is about the loss of these. 
After years of declining trends, all forms of homelessness are rising due to a combination of 
the economic downturn, the shortage of housing and the government’s welfare reforms. 
This is just the tip of the iceberg, and we expect to see homelessness increase further still. 
  
Why do people become homeless? Crisis again: 
  



People become and stay homeless for a whole range of complex and overlapping reasons 
and solving homelessness is about much more than putting a roof over people's heads. 
Anyone can become homeless but there are certain individual factors which make it more 
likely: 

• For men – it is often relationship breakdown, substance misuse, and leaving an 
institution (prison, care, hospital etc.) 

• For women – it is often physical or mental health problems or escaping a violent 
relationship. 

For thousands of people, homelessness leads not only to physical destitution, but to 
emotional and spiritual destitution too. In a materially aspirant society, homelessness 
equates with failure. Even if statutory housing or bed-and-breakfast accommodation can be 
found for you – and much more so if it can’t – to lose your home frequently brings with it 
the sense that you have lost your place in society, even your purpose for living. The threads 
that bind us to family, friends, communities, pubs, clubs and societies, and even places of 
worship, can prove vanishingly fragile and are easily broken. Society, led by politicians and 
urged on by many parts of our news media, increasingly blames people for being homeless, 
just as it blames people for being poor, unemployed or even disabled. Homelessness is 
shameful, especially for the parents of children. Homelessness often evokes in others, not 
compassion, but contempt. Homelessness often evokes in oneself hopelessness, dispair and 
death, either from hunger or disease, or by one’s own hands. 
Homelessness often feels like, and can actually be, the end of everything. 
Today’s Bible readings – no, let’s use the traditional word and call them ‘lessons’, because 
it’s vitally important that we learn from them... Today’s lessons, then, stand in stark 
contrast, even in opposition, to the experience of homelessness that blights the lives of 
increasing numbers of our sisters and brothers today. 
Each of them is set in the context of threat, brokenness and failure: If the widely-held 
scholarly consensus is right and our lesson from Isaiah was written in Jerusalem in the 8th 
century BC, the prophet’s people are under occupation, or imminent threat of occupation, 
by the seemingly unstoppable advance of hostile Assyrian forces; St Paul was writing to the 
members of a Corinthian Church who, rather than uniting in love and service, were tearing 
themselves apart with factions; and in the gospel, St Matthew records the arrest of John the 
Baptist for his outspoken condemnation of corruption at the centre of political and 
economic power. 
The advance of hostile forces, factions in the Church, the gagging of campaigners for social 
justice... Does any of that have echoes in our own time? Think on’t! 
Despite their frightening and deplorable contexts, however, each of the lessons is about, 
not the end of everything, but a new beginning: Isaiah proclaims the coming of a great light 
to shine on people whose lives are full of darkness; St Paul demands renewed unity among 
Christ’s followers; and St Matthew, citing Isaiah’s prophecy, describes how Jesus responded 
to his cousin’s imprisonment by starting to gather about him a new, inclusive community of 
love, of whom we here in church this morning are a current manifestation. 
Each lesson, therefore, re-emphasises our calling – in fact, our mandate – both to renew our 
own hope in the face of hostility, discrimination and threats, and to bring that hope to 
people who fall into material, psychological or spiritual destitution. 
For some of us here today, it may be relatively easy to collect donations for Shelter, Crisis, 
the Salvation Army or any of the other agencies who work with homeless people; and it may 



require only moderate effort to gather food for a local foodbank. This is excellent work, and 
vitally important to meet people’s immediate needs. 
But such needs are only the symptoms of wretched state of our society and our political 
economy. In 2012, the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank ranked the United 
Kingdom twenty-first among the richest nations in the world, out of 190-odd countries. And 
yet we are seeng levels of poverty in our country that led the Red Cross to launch an appeal 
last September for food to help destitute people, not in a drought-stricken or war-torn 
foreign country, but in Britain, for the first time since the height of World War II. 
The Brazilian Archbishop Dom Helder Camara famously observed that 
  
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. 
  
It is good to feed the hungry, give water to the thirsty, clothe the naked, house the 
homeless, and visit the sick and imprisoned – of course it is – but the examples of John the 
Baptist, Helder Camara and Jesus himself, to name but a few, give us a mandate to do far 
more than that: a mandate to address the causes of poverty and destitution, by 
disseminating reliable information in the face of political propaganda and media lies, and by 
campaigning for justice in a world where, as we heard just last week, just 85 people own 
half the wealth of the whole world. 
Homelessness Sunday reminds us again that the Church is mandated, not merely to preach 
good news to the poor, but really to be good news for the poor. 
  
Preacher: Revd Robert Beard B.D. 
 
Second Sunday after Epiphany  
Service Date:  
19 January, 2014 
In the week of Prayer for Christian Unity, the service was led by Mrs. Jenny Carpenter and 
theme of the sermon was 'Moving on.' 
Lectionary readings were Psalm 40: 1 - 11; Isaiah 49: 1 - 7; John 1: 29 - 42. 
Hymns:  
Come let us join our cheerful songs 
The Servant King 
Ye servants of God 
Crown Him with many crowns 
Sermon:  
MOVING ON 
The composer, John Taverner, dies suddenly towards the end of November. Sincve then I 
have kept hearing John Taverner's setting of William Blake's Little Lamb who made 
thee? Its strange spare dissonance is extraordinarily moving. 
It is a poem for a child to recite: 
  
 Little lamb, who made thee? 
 Dost thou know who made thee 
 Gave thee life and bade thee feed 
By the stream and o'er the mead? 



Gave thee clothing of delight 
Softest clothing, woolly, bright 
Gave thee such a tender voice 
Making all the vales rejoice? 
Little lamb, who made thee? 
Dost thou know who made thee? 
Little lamb, I'll tell thee. 
Little lamb, I'll tell thee. 
Thou art called by his name 
For he calls himself a lamb. 
I a child, and thou a lamb 
We are called by his name. 
Little lamb, God bless thee. 
Little lamb, God bless thee. 
We have been celebrating Jesus' birth as a vulnerable baby and we have now moved on in 
the Christian Year to the beginning of his ministry at roughly the age of 30, which will lead 
inexorably to his death on a cross. 
In our Gospel reading, John the Baptist names Jesus as "The Lamb of God who takes away 
the sin of the world".  This is just one of the titles attributed to Jesus, but it is one that has 
resonated within the Christian tradition, deriving as it does from the Jewish sacrificial 
system. We can go right back to the story of Cain and Abel, when Abel's  sacrifice was a 
lamb and Cain's was a grain offering. Abel's was acceptable to God  and Cain's was not but 
the reason for that lay in their reszpective attitudes. Nonetheless, in Jewish eyes a lamb, the 
first of the season and a perfect specimen, was considered the appropriate animal sacrifice. 
There's a powerful truth here : God expects us to offer him the very best we have. 
The most powerful story of sacrifice is that of Abraham and Isaac. Abraham is convinced 
that God ius calling him to offer his dearly loved son, on whom God's own promises depend. 
In the event, that sacrifice is not required, but it was the willingness on Abraham's part that 
was all-important. I was struck by mosaics in those amazing C5th and C6th century churches 
in Ravenna to see the offering of  Abraham's  beloved Son set alongside God's sacrifice of his 
beloved Son, Jesus, depicted in scenes of the crucifixion. 
A modified sacrificial system still operated at the Temple in Jerusalem in Jesus' time, 
although the use of the synagogue for routine worship had been developed during the years 
of exile in Babylon, when Solomon's Temple had been destroyed. Psalmists and prophets 
had pointed out the need for individual penitence and obedience. "To obey is better than 
sacrifice". "A broken and contrite heart thou wilt not despise." But the lamb was still the 
most powerful sacrificial symbol of atonement for sin. 
In John's gospel, John the Baptist testifies that Jesus is not only the Lamb of God but the Son 
of God. Now, convinced that Jesus is the Messiah for whom his own ministry has been 
preparing, he encourages his own disciples to move on. It is clear that John had a substantial 
following, in the tradition of  wandering teachers. Later, when he was in prison, he sent a 
couple of them to check Jesus out, to seek reassurance that he was truly the Messiah. The 
Baptist is the herald of thge Messiah – the warm-up act, if you like, he himself was in no 
doubt of that. We are told that he said of Jesus "He must increase, and I must decrease." 
When he points Jesus out, two of his band tail  Jesus as he walks away – not quite daring to 
introduce themselves.Jesus turns, realises that they are stalking him and asks "What are you 
looking for? " They, somewhat embarrassed respond "Rabbi, where are yoiu staying?" 



"Come and see" says Jesus. I find it fascinating that we have in John's gospel a very different 
story of how Jesus began to build up his own band of disciples.  Here, John the Baptist 
points Jesus out--two of his followers literally follow Jesus-- Jesus invites them to spend the 
rest of the day with him.  This is enough for Andrew, for he is one of them, to make a point 
of going straight to find his brother, Simon, claiming "We have found the Messiah". In the 
synoptic gospels it is Simon (nicknamed Peter by Jesus) who comes to this conclusion as to 
Jesus' identity much later on at Caesarea Philippi. Andrew is rightly celebrated as the first 
Christian missionary as he brings his brother to Jesus as they both become key members of 
the burgeoning Jesus movement. 
I think it must have been quite a shock to transfer your allegiance from the Baptist to Jesus. 
Their lifestyles were so utterly different. John was an ascetic, a teetoller and existed on a 
very bassic diet. Jesus delighted in sharing food with a wide array of friends. John operated 
almost entirely in the desert areas. Most of Jesus' ministry was in the more benign country 
of Galilee, and he welcomed offers of hospitality and worshipped in the synagogues. John 
preached a stark message of repentance. Jesus preached the dawn of the Kingdom of God 
and demonstrated how inclusive it was. 
Do we tend to hang on to attitudes and perceptions that we should have moved on from 
long ago? It can be tempting to stick with the routines we know, especially if they have 
served us well in the past. But the Christian life is all about changing and growing. How 
many of Jesus' parables, parables about growth? 
We are in the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity when we celebrate the degree of unity 
already achieved, but recognise that divisions still remain and we are far from exhibiting the 
unity that is between Jesus and the Father. 
Pope Francis this week announced that he is to create some new cardinals. The term 
"cardinal" derives from the Latin "cardo", ' a hinge'. They are to be the people on whom the 
Pope can rely to inform and advise him, and they also have the responsibility of electing the 
next pope. In line with his disregard for pomp and ceremony, he has urged them not to 
make this an occasion on which to bring loads of supporters to Rome or go to town on their 
own home patch. Not so long ago, a newly made cardinal arranged a procession in his 
diocese in a mock Popemobile with a specially constructed canopy 
like a Cardinal's hat complete with tassels! No – what Pope Francis is calling on his cardinals 
to do is to broaden their vision and deepen their love. That, surely, is what all Christian 
disciples are called to do. As we read the gospels we see those challenges being put to the 
twelve disciples repeatedly. It is not enough to make an initial commitment, we need to 
pray and work for a broader vision and a deeper love. 
[Preacher: Mrs Jenny Carpenter] 
 
First Sunday after Epiphany  
Service Date:  
12 January, 2014 
Rev. Simon Copley challenges us to consider the question 'Does Britian need Christian 
values?' After playing devil's advocate the preacher's conclusion was that yes, we do, but 
that is not enough. Individuals and society need to change radically so that they live out 
these values. The gift of the Holy Spirit enables this. 
Hymns:  
On Jordan's bank the Baptist's cry 
Songs of thankfulness and praise 



O Thou who camest from above 
The Church's one foundation 
Sermon:  
Lord, it’s Goodbye! (Do we need Christian values?) 
Matthew 3:13-17, Acts 10, Isaiah 42:1-9. 
After a long time in a quiet rural parish, a vicar was called to a tough inner city estate. The 
night before his family moved, the Vicar’s young son knelt by the side of his bed and 
prayed: “Well Lord, it’s GOODBYE from me. We are moving to the inner city tomorrow!” 
Like that young boy, it’s tempting to feel that large swathes of our society lack any kind of 
Christian values, or even humanitarian values. There are major aspects of our personal and 
public life which seem like no-go areas for God’s Kingdom and the Holy Spirit. We see 
widespread corruption in politics, with the former MP of Rotherham jailed for fraud before 
Christmas (and he wasn’t the worst offender), the fact that London is now has more male 
prostitutes than any city in the world, the re-emergence of slavery and human trafficking on 
a large scale, an ever increasing gap between the richest and the poor, the explosion of a 
low-wage economy, a 33% increase in young people calling child-line to discuss depression 
and suicide, unfettered greed and tax evasion becoming a routine modus operandi of large 
corporations, energy companies and banks, the fact that The Trussell Trust, the UK’s largest 
network of food banks, now opens new food banks in Britain every week, with half a million 
people receiving emergency food just from Trussell food banks in the last 9 months of 2013, 
more than those helped in whole of 2012… 
If someone were to ask: “Does Britain need Christian values?” in the light of these facts, 
surely we would say “yes”! But in the face of these startling developments I would say “No, 
our society doesn’t need Christian values.” I’m sure you disagree but I am being provocative 
in order to ask a deeper and more important question which is: “How do individuals and 
society change so that they actually live out these Christian values?” We have had Christian 
values for a long time throughout our history and lots of people have had these Christian 
values thrust down their throat by a dominant church with the net effect of a wholesale 
rejection of Christian faith. 
But having rejected the Christian message our society, with its newly dominant liberal-
humanist world view seems to be unable to cope with a tidal wave of injustice and social 
breakdown that is impacting large swathes of our communities. Liberal Humanism has yet 
to deliver real change. 
Latterly we have pinned our hopes on a number of things to engender change, notably 
Education and Legislation. Tony Blair’s mantra was “education, education, education” with 
its optimistic assumption that the accumulation of knowledge would produce a more 
ordered society. Yet, although more people are better educated than ever before, certain 
problems are not diminishing. “Legislation, legislation, legislation” might have been a more 
appropriate mantra for successive governments this century with a new law every three-
and-a-quarter hours, since 1997, a 22 per cent rise on the previous decade and a record 
number of new laws in 2010. Again, more laws don’t actually contribute to law-abiding, if 
anything they make it impossible as your chances of breaking a law increase! 
A new weapon in the fight against falling standards seems to be Inspection. In the wake of 
the Staffordshire Hospital scandal, after enshrining in writing the notion that care of 
patients should be adopted as a value in the NHS – a brilliant example of stating the 
obvious, if ever I saw one, the Government responded by promising an ever-tougher 
inspection regime. They seemed to overlook the fact that existing mechanisms for 
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inspection are actually adequate. They failed to ask whether inspection, of itself, can 
actually engender change or does it happen by other means? 
Don’t misunderstand me, I believe education, legislation and accountability all have an 
important place in any society but there is a deeper question: can they bring about personal 
or social transformation? And, indeed, can we in fact legislate against the choice people 
sometimes make, to be immoral or just plain evil? 
Another factor that we seem to think will bring change is economic prosperity but this an 
attainable goal for only a few when assessed on a global scale. The difference between 
Christianity and any materialistic philosophy was once summed up by a preacher in this 
way: “Materialism tries to put a new suit on every man, Christianity tries to put a new man 
in every suit”! 
We don’t need Christian values in the sense that simply preaching Christian values or trying 
to impose them in an external way doesn’t actually change anything either. No one is 
listening. Where the church is trying simply to uphold a middle class respectability it is 
dying. Something much more radical is needed to face the challenges of these times. 
Fortunately, God is in the business of being radical. We often view God as essentially 
conservative and unchanging. This belief may stem from the fact that we see Him as Holy, 
pure and constant, with an unwavering righteousness. This is true. But God is also radical, in 
the true sense of the word: radical coming from the Latin “radix” meaning ‘root.’ Radical 
pertains to the fundamental nature of something. God is radical in the sense that His 
concern is in addressing the root-causes of  our very departure from his holiness and 
righteousness - the well springs of motivation that cause such a departure. He took a radical 
step in taking on human form in a vulnerable baby at Bethlehem. He took a radical step in 
surrendering himself to crucifixion for our sakes.  
But if no one is listening to God’s radical message of love and transformation, it may be that 
the church has become part of the problem, in that we have forgotten how to share this 
good news! In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus told his disciples that the “The harvest is plentiful but the 
labourers are few.” (Luke 10:2). The problem lays with the workers not the harvest! We 
need people with skill, discernment and wisdom to reap the harvest. Likewise, in our story 
from Acts, Cornelius and his family were eager to hear the Gospel but Peter needed a lot of 
persuasion to preach it! 
There is a parallel between the story of Peter in Acts and the account of Jesus coming to be 
baptized in the Jordan. Peter was not keen to go and preach to Gentiles although they were 
ready to hear. Jesus was ready to undergo Baptism at John’s hand to mark the departure-
point for his ministry but “John would have prevented him…” 
We can understand John the Baptist’s hesitation: his Baptism was for repentance from sin 
but John the Gospel writer describes in detail his namesake’s thought processes at this time. 
John the Baptist had perceived that this man from Nazareth was “… the lamb of God who 
takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). He had not come to add to the world’s 
problems with his own selfishness and failure. He had not come to add sin but to take it 
away. Not just a few people’s but that of the whole world. John perceived that the man 
standing before him in the waters of the Jordan was one in whom God had chosen to have 
all his fulness dwell. How then could this Jesus be baptised when he had no sin to turn 
from? Jesus answers with a curious phrase: “Let it be so for by doing this we fulfil all 
righteousness.”  
I would suggest that, by this phrase, Jesus is saying that his interest is in a complete form 
righteousness, not half measures. He highlights that Baptism signifies something more than 



simply a turning away from wrongdoing. A baptism which signifies only repentance tells 
only half a story.  Now to explain this, I want to say three things about the meaning of 
Baptism 
Firstly, baptism is about leaving a life of sin. In his great letter to the Roman church Paul says 
“all of us who were baptised into Christ Jesus were baptised into his death? Our old self was 
crucified with him so that the body ruled by sin might be done away with We were 
therefore buried with him through baptism into death” (Romans 6, 3-4). Have you noticed 
how many stories in the Old Testament involve water? The stories of Noah’s Ark, the Red 
Sea, Jonah. In all these stories there is death. The death of an old rebellious creation, of 
oppression of the Egyptian army, of Jonah’s self-will. Likewise, in Baptism water represents 
the grave. There was a Roman catholic church in Santiago, Chile which underwent 
something of a renewal: people discovered afresh what their faith meant. The Holy Spirit 
began to do remarkable things. They wanted to mark this change in some sacramental way 
but they could not be baptised again because they had been christened as children. The 
Bishop came up with a brilliant solution: he asked a local undertaker to bring a coffin which 
was placed at the front of the church. All who wished to signify that they were going to 
seriously follow Christ and fulfil their baptismal vows came and lay down in the coffin. The 
lid was closed and the Priest announced that they had been buried with Christ, blessed 
them and the lid was opened and they got out. Not a baptism but in every way a baptism! 
Because they powerfully and symbolically re-enacted the fact that they had been “buried 
with Christ”. Now this burial in baptism signifies that the old ways of selfishness, self-
interest, greed etc no longer have power over us. Potentially we can leave a life of sin in the 
same way that a spouse whose partner has died can leave them and take on a new partner 
(cf. Romans 7:1-4).  The foundations for transformation have been laid through the cross of 
Christ. Now, the fully divine Jesus was blameless regarding sin but, being fully human he 
COULD have chosen to live life his own way. In fact he was tempted at every point to be 
subverted from God’s path of obedience (notably in the Garden of Gethsemane) and he 
could have succumbed, otherwise, what was the point of his temptation? He also had to 
submit to John’s baptism to tell the world that he was choosing to be obedient to God.  
Secondly, Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan was a prelude to some amazing activity. Jesus didn’t 
walk away from the river and go and live a quiet life but he began a ministry that is 
anticipated in the words of Isaiah that we read: “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my 
chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice 
to the nations…to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out from the prison those who sit in 
darkness.” This ministry is also the heart of what Peter later declared to Cornelius about 
Jesus: “beginning in Galilee after his baptism…God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy 
Spirit and with power…he went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by 
the devil, for God was with him.” We are not baptised simply to stop sinning. That is only 
half the story being told. Being a Christian is not a tortuous, individualistic struggle to keep 
out of trouble and to keep our noses clean. That is the path to inoffensive respectability but 
ineffective respectability. It is also the path back to rules – to legislation that fundamentally 
fails to change our behaviour. Jesus embarked on a life that was so much more than this: of 
helping others, of setting others free from all that bound and restricted them, of healing, of 
compassion and support. A life of “fulfilled righteousness”. Paul says again in Romans that 
“if we have been united with Jesus in a death like his, we will certainly also be united with 
him in a resurrection like his”, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of 
the Father, we too may live a new life.” (Romans 6:4-5). So Jesus calls us to join Him in that 



life, to become partners with him, just as he was a partner with his Father. In John’s gospel 
he talks about this a lot: he says things like: “I and the Father are one”, “I do the work that I 
see my Father doing”, “My Father works through me” (e.g. John 5:36, 10:30, 14:10 etc etc). 
The theologian John V Taylor said “Mission is finding out what God is doing and joining in…” 
So often we fail to join in with God just as Peter failed to appreciate that God’s love was 
reaching out to the Gentiles like Cornelius. But knowing this all-embracing love of the Father 
is part of what it means to be children of God. So, as Jesus undergoes baptism he hears the 
affirming voice of God saying: “This is my beloved Son in whom I am well-pleased” In the 
same way, Paul declares that God’s Spirit in our hearts enables us to cry out” Abba Father”, 
an Aramaic word that means “Daddy”, affirming that we are not just religious and 
respectable people but that we are so much more: children of our Heavenly Father (Romans 
8:15, Galatians 4:6). 
Thirdly, For Jesus water baptism is accompanied by, and is a symbolic pointer to, another 
kind of baptism: as he comes out of the water the Holy Spirit comes upon him and immerses 
him and so his ministry is able to begin. Jesus can only live this life of obedience and love 
because the life of the Father is flowing through him. The Spirit of the Father lives in Christ, 
they have the same Holy Spirit. As Isaiah foresees in a direct echo of the Baptism story (and 
a passage that probably informed the way the Gospel writers constructed their story of 
Jesus’ baptism) God declares: “Here is my servant… my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I 
have put my spirit upon him;” Jesus begins his ministry in Nazareth by using the same 
prophet’s words: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me, to proclaim 
good news to the poor, freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set 
the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour” (Isaiah 61, 1-2). Jesus 
promises the same Spirit to his disciples who comes at Pentecost to empower the church 
and enable a new phase of God’s mission to begin. John the Baptist foresees this process: at 
the time of his ministry he declares “I baptise you with water. But one who is more powerful 
than I will come, the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptise you 
with the Holy Spirit and fire.” (Matthew 3:11, Luke 3:16). Again, it is this kind of experience 
in his hearers that convinces Peter that they are entering God’s Kingdom as they are filled 
with the Holy Spirit only three minutes into his sermon! We can get hung up about the Holy 
Spirit and think it’s all just a weird Pentecostal thing. But the Spirit is described in many 
different ways in the Bible: as a gentle dove, a rushing wind, refreshing water, healing oil, 
consuming fire. He is so described precisely because, like the wind, he cannot be defined 
formulaically; he is a person within the Trinity, the very Spirit of the Father and of Jesus 
attuned sensitively to our personalities and acting and cooperating with us always with 
utter love. But the truth is, to be transformed and to be a church who share a message of 
transformation, we cannot do so without the presence of the Spirit. If Jesus needed to be 
filled and anointed to carry out his ministry, do we think we can do without Him? 
And so to return to the original question about Christian values: Oh Yes! We need these 
values desperately in our world. But we need the radical transforming love that enables 
these values to grow, as the fruit of lives that are rooted in the life of Christ. Peter found 
that the old religion of Judaism, with all it’s legislative majesty in which he had been so well 
educated, didn’t enable him to go out and reach people with God’s love. He needed to 
discern what God’s Spirit was saying and doing. Will we propagate a rule-bound morality 
from a by-gone age or will we be a dynamic, life-giving, love-giving family of God? It’s a 
frightening challenge and we may not think we’re not good enough and this is only for a 
special kind of Christian. We ask “Am I good enough to receive the Father’s gift of the Holy 



Spirit?” but instead we need to ask “Without my Father’s Spirit, will I ever do any good?” As 
Peter discovered, God does, indeed, show no favouritism to his children. He doesn’t care if 
we are a Pentecostal spirit-filled Christian, a Reformed spirit-filled Christian or an Anglican 
spirit-filled Christian. He cares if you have His Spirit. He doesn’t really care about the 
wrapping but wants us to have the gift. 
It’s natural to be sceptical, questioning and fearful but we need to remember that the Holy 
Spirit is the gift of a loving Father and so, I conclude with a thought about giving gifts that 
Jesus shared. This tells us that, just as we know how to give good gifts to those we love, so 
our loving Father will not sell us short or give us something suspect when we ask him for His 
Spirit: 
“Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to 
you.  For everyone who asks receives; the one who seeks finds; and to the one who knocks, 
the door will be opened. Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a 
snake instead? Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? If you then, though you are 
evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in 
heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” 
(Luke 11, 9-13). 
Let us seek the presence, strength, encouragement, comfort and guidance of the Holy Spirit 
in every part of our personal and church lives. And let us seek Him for our communities, 
society and world too. 
 
Second Sunday after Christmas. The Epiphany of Our Lord.  
Service Date:  
5 January, 2014 
The service was led by The Rev. Robert Beard.The fact that the three wise men were 
'outsiders' yet among the first to see the baby Jesus reminds us that He was born for all 
people. 
Lectionary readings were: Isaiah 60: 1 - 6; Psalm 72: 1 - 7, 10 - 14; Ephesians 3: 1 - 12; and 
Matthew 2, 1 - 12. 
[No sermon.] 
Hymns:  
Brightest and best of the sons of the morning 
In the bleak mid-winter 
Lord of creation 
As with gladness 
Sermon:  
Instead of a conventional sermon the Minister facilitated a discussion with the 
congregation. 
 
 


