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He is gone 
 

 

You can shed tears that he is gone 

Or you can smile because he lived, 

You can close your eyes and pray that he will come back 

Or you can open your eyes and see all that he has left. 

Your heart can be empty because you cannot see him 

Or you can be full of the love that he shared, 

You can turn your back on tomorrow and live yesterday, 

Or you can be happy for tomorrow because of yesterday. 

You can remember him and only that he is gone 

Or you can cherish his memory and let it live on, 

You can cry and close your mind, be empty and turn your back, 

Or you can do what he would want: smile, open your eyes, 

Love and go on. 

David Hawkins, written in 1981 

Figure 1: Time with Joe at Tullybeg, Northern Ireland 
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Introduction 
 

Philip was a member of a small group at 

Wellington church who, along with the 

respective ministers, led the evening service at 

the Church. Evening services at Wellington 

were informal and were not held in the main 

sanctuary but in a more relaxed setting in an 

adjacent hall….. 

After Philip passed away, I discovered his 

Reflections among his papers, some of which 

were handwritten. I decided that his work was 

worthy of being recorded in a more permanent 

way for friends and family. Philip was deeply 

religious and very committed to his Church and 

his faith. He was also very well read. A much 

more apt appreciation of what he had achieved 

in his lifetime is recorded at the end of this 

publication written by Norman Shanks. I know 

very well in the preparation of the ‘Reflections’ 

Philip, at times, agonised over the content. I 

was always aware of his great sense of relief 

and satisfaction when each one was finally concluded. With great dedication he gave the best 

he could to whatever the subject demanded. While all the Reflections belong to Philip they did 

require editing and where it may seem they are incomplete part of the service was often led by 

another member of the group. I sincerely hope I have been able to express through any changes 

I have made what he wished to convey. 

 Philip loved music and particularly classical music. Throughout the Reflections there are 

several references to specific pieces of music which he often played as part of the evening 

worship.  

You may not always agree with the content but I hope you will enjoy reading his work which 

he so thoughtfully and sincerely expressed. 

 

Ruth Beattie. 

  

Figure 3: At the Cape of Good Hope, South Africa, 2014… 
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Reflections 
7th March 1999: ‘Is the door open or shut?’ 

 

The title of this evening’s service is ‘Preventing the Kingdom’ and is based on two passages 

of Matthew’s gospel chapter 23. The particular verse I want to focus on is the one in which 

Jesus accuses the Pharisees of locking the door of the Kingdom of heaven to others and not 

going in themselves (verse14) 

 

These words are addressed to the Pharisees, so what do they have to do with us? Well, we are 

in many ways like them. We tend to associate ourselves more with a poor sinner beating his/her 

breast, but we are probably all a mixture of both, good and bad. This powerful image of a door 

slamming shut in people’s faces is an action which locks ourselves out at the same time and it 

is in stark contrast to the picture of Jesus himself standing at the door of our lives knocking. 

This image of closed door applies to us today as it did in the time of Jesus. There are a number 

of ways in which we keep others from entering the Kingdom, and thereby exclude ourselves 

(one is a consequence of the other. Locking or shutting the door seems to suggest action on our 

part, but in fact the door also often closes silently and gradually because we do not act when 

we should. 

 

This is the case when we fail to witness to Christ in our speech, our conversation, our everyday 

discussion with others. We Presbyterians are notoriously reluctant to talk with others about the 

substance of faith, to defend it when under attack though we are happy to talk about Church 

and all its ramifications. We prefer to let actions do the talking, and we try sincerely to follow 

Christ’s example in action. This is fine but the trouble is there are countless people also live in 

this way, who owe no allegiance to Christian faith, but who have inherited basic goodness. 

Christians need to engage in dialogue, argument and debate about faith, and justify claims we 

make implicitly by our commitment to church life and doing good. 

 

Here are two stories to illustrate this. Recently, Ruth and I attended a ‘presentation’, not as in 

gifts for long service, but a hard sell in connection with a time-share holiday. We went along, 

enticed by usual ‘freebee’ carrot, but determined to resist. The chief presenter had no idea of 

the miracle to be performed in our case. However, he was a very shrewd operator. The zeal and 

commitment he brought to the task was very apparent. He engaged the audience in a persuasive 

question and answer session, gradually and logically drawing us nearer to decision time. This 

was a big mistake. It was not until the of the presentation, which lasted two hours, ended that 

the extent of the commitment required by us was made clear, after which we had only five 

minutes to make up our minds. I will not take the analogy too far. The presenter had undoubted 

gifts of communication. He knew his subject and he dealt with it enthusiastically. And may I 

say, cynically, his job was possibly on the line if he did not persuade at least some of us to sign 

up. He could probably use his powers of persuasion as a salesman to sell us tickets to the moon. 

But, do we know our subject as Christians? And do we make clear by our words as well as by 

our actions the commitment involved? 
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Here is the second story. It concerns an Islamic/Christian dialogue of two weeks ago. If you 

were present, you will agree it was a remarkable evening and an unforgettable experience. I 

digress for moment. The event had quite profound effect on me which was mostly positive but 

to begin with I had mixed feelings. I did not know whether I was host or guest in my own 

church, especially when I discovered that the Wellington Sanctuary was, in effect, turned into 

a Mosque for evening. This feeling was reinforced when I tried to settle down upstairs, to be 

told firmly but courteously of gender segregation. I reacted badly to the request to remove 

myself and felt guilty for rest of week! I had been offended! I thought the least they could do 

in context of a Muslim/Christian dialogue in our Christian church was to meet us halfway and 

relax this traditional way of doing things. Then I began to reflect. I had always been told that 

offence should be avoided in inter-faith matters: here was I, offended! It made me think that 

perhaps in many cases, due to lack of a spirit of understanding and reconciliation, offence can 

be given, and taken, unnecessarily and needlessly on both sides. 

 

This unusual evening was a marvellous experience and I hope very much it can be repeated. 

The real point to make about it was the extraordinary depth of knowledge of scriptures by the 

Muslim speaker not to mention the great intellect of the Christian defender Christianity, I have 

to say was on the defensive for most of evening. We think of Jesus as Prophet or God leads us 

to fall back on need to accept the mystery of Christ’s humanity and divinity. To declare ‘I 

understand, you don’t, and that’s the end of it’ is obviously not good enough We need to strive 

constantly to satisfy the intellectual and spiritual needs of others who question our faith, from 

whichever standpoint they come. Few can do this at the level of the two speakers in that 

dialogue: But we can, by our willingness to speak with conviction about our faith, keep the 

door of the Kingdom of heaven open to non-believers and to ourselves. 

 

To finish this part of reflections here are two questions: 

 

1. To whom did Jesus pray? 

2. How do we offer hospitality? 

 

Compare this to the current dialogue in Wellington which raises the question of whether we 

want to open our building to all or is there any limit? 

 

Prayer of Adoration and Confession 

 

God of glory, your light fills the world, your truth guides your people, your love shelters and 

supports us all. 

May your light shine on us now, your truth inspire our words, and your love reach out through 

our service to others. 

Tonight, we ask forgiveness for locking the door of the kingdom to others and ourselves in 

many ways. 

We confess the feebleness of our witness to our faith. 

We confess that we do so often say one thing and do another. 

We confess that we are not always open in our fellowship. 
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We confess our disunity as a Christian church. 

We confess our complacency and our overriding desire to be thought well of. 

We confess that the observance and practice of our religion sometimes excludes others from 

our fellowship. 

God of goodness, the truth of your love remains constant. Our lives have been untrue, to you, 

to others, and ourselves. 

Our thoughts, words, and deeds have lacked faith, hope and love; and we are troubled by the 

memory of things left unsaid and undone. 

God of grace, ready and waiting to forgive and restore: may your spirit of love in Christ 

crucified and risen so fill us with light and hope, that our lives may be lived to your praise and 

glory. Through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

 

 

  

Figure 4: On Safari in South Africa, 2014 
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26th April 1999: ‘Love forgives’ (1) 

 

 
Figure 5: The best Christmas present ever from Sam, Kenilworth 2013 

 

Love forgives. It is such a very big subject I sat down to brainstorm and came up with many 

points and questions. How do I put these into some sort of order? This is more like a random 

collection of thoughts, but perhaps with a certain amount of coherence. There are two ways to 

reflect. There is God and Us and Us and Others, though even these themes are difficult to 

separate. In the Lord's Prayer we pray for forgiveness and in the same way we are to forgive 

those who sin against us. Forgiveness is bound up with so many other great issues. There are 

those of personal freedom, guilt, reconciliation, acceptance, repentance, regret, remorse, pain 

of past wrongs and so on. It is offered and accepted, and both offering and accepting are equally 

important. It goes to the very core of Christian faith, because Christ's death on the Cross is, in 

effect, our divine forgiveness for all time, if we just accept it. 

 

Forgiveness is a recurring theme of the gospel narrative. For example, the Woman of Samaria, 

Zacchaeus, and the Prodigal Son are parables about forgiveness. And, of course, Jesus taught 

us to pray for pardon and to go on and on forgiving. But there are sins that are unforgivable. 
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Two major figures in the life of Christ committed what might be described as unpardonable 

sins against their Lord. They were Peter and Judas, two of his closest disciples and friends. 

Peter was impetuous yet devoted to the last. He followed Jesus to the High Priest's courtyard, 

near to where Jesus was being tried. When the challenge came, sudden and swift, he lost his 

nerve and blurted out that Jesus meant nothing to him at all. This story stands for generations 

of Christians to ponder. The human heart is the same now as it was then. Our disloyalties, 

apathy and denials are, perhaps, not so blatant, but just as transparent. Yet Jesus could say to 

Peter later 'Feed my sheep'. What made Peter the great apostle and rock of the church change 

his mind was the discovery that Jesus had forgiven him for that hour of shame in the courtyard. 

Jesus was willing to trust him again. To freely pardon is not to condone sin; to know oneself 

forgiven at so great a cost is perhaps the mainspring of a dedicated life. 

 

The other disciple, Judas was a fascinating personality. Like the other disciples he left home to 

follow Jesus who saw in him a man of great promise and boundless possibilities. He was a man 

of great passion, with faults like everyone else. The trouble was Judas became less and less 

comfortable as it became clear that Jesus was not seeking earthly kingdom. Why did he betray? 

Was it love of money? This is unlikely. He could have named his price. Was it jealousy? 

Perhaps so, he was the only Judaean amongst the disciples. Was it fear? Perhaps he felt that 

when the crunch came Jesus would bring them all down with him. This would force Jesus' hand 

and compel him to act and prove one way or the other who he was and what his purpose was? 

Or perhaps the real reason was his bitter, vengeful spirit as he felt deceived and that years had 

been wasted. We cannot be certain, but treachery soon became a fixed idea. 

 

There is no record of Jesus' feelings towards Judas after the resurrection, but can we doubt that 

he received the forgiveness of God? There are fanciful stories of the agony and final redemption 

of Judas which are very reminiscent of the Prodigal Son. They sum up what is meant by divine 

forgiveness. All we have to do is to accept it. 
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26th April 1999: ‘Love forgives’ (2) 

  

Jesus calls us to his table  

rooted firm in time and space 

where the church in earth and heave 

finds a common meeting place 

Share the bread and wine, his body; 

share the love of which we sing; 

share the feast for saints and sinners 

hosted by our Lord and King. 

 

Love forgives so what about our human situation? What about forgiveness between two people 

or between peoples? 1 Corinthians 13 verse 6 defines to some extent what to aim at. 

 

It is interesting to hear some of translations of this verse. For example, 'Love does not keep a 

record of wrongs': 'Love keeps no score of wrongs': ' Rejoiceth not in iniquity': 'Love is never 

resentful'. 

 

Forgiveness from one person to another can never be mere utterance or a form of words. It 

implies acceptance, reconciliation, resumption of trust, resolution of conflict, abandonment of 

resentment. 

 

As a consequence, many questions arise: Can one nation forgive another? Can we, for example, 

forgive Japan for evils committed against our POW's over 50 years ago? Can a Kosovar 

Albanian ever forgive President Milosevic and the Serb army for atrocities of ethnic cleansing? 

Are some acts indeed unpardonable? If so, where is the dividing line between forgiveness and 

lack of forgiveness? 

 

There is no real answer to these questions just some observations. 

Forgiveness and reconciliation can take place between peoples, but it may take many years of 

rebuilding of broken relationships. Gestures made by powerful governments, paraded loudly 

by our media-obsessed society, can have a good effect but they may also serve to reopen old 

wounds. 

 

Therefore, I am driven to the conclusion that true lasting forgiveness can only be offered on an 

individual level, between two people or between small groups. These seeds of reconciliation 

can then grow and become contagious. And forgiving does not necessarily depend on verbal 

affirmation compared with readings of earlier days. In each case the element of forgiveness is 

obvious but did Jesus say 'You are forgiven' to Peter? He said, 'Feed my sheep'. He invited 

himself to Zacchaeus' house. A lost son was received back into his father's open arms. 

Forgiveness is therefore an attitude of mind which sees merit in a fresh start, the healing of 

wounds and disputes settled amicably. 
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There are further points to make. It occurs to me that we, as society these days, are very 

unforgiving. Tabloid headlines lead the way with vindictive, censorious, scathing judgements 

which are often knee-jerk pronouncements. I am sure they have an effect on those who read 

them. Politicians are almost by definition in this cynical age unforgivable. Public figures 

generally, if they fall from grace, are roundly condemned for their misdemeanours, hounded to 

resignation, driven to admissions of guilt, and then gleefully discarded in the public psyche. 

 

There was a recent spectacle on television of Mrs. Chipperfield and her husband, coming out 

of court, having been convicted of cruelty to a chimp she was training to be greeted by a rent-

a-mob of animal rights protestors howling their slogans, giving full vent to their anger, 

revealing faces full of hatred. Now I, too, was sickened by what she did to that defenceless 

creature but they, it seems to me are not ever going to forgive her. She is unredeemable in their 

eyes. 

 

Corporate lack of forgiveness is a dangerous, corrosive element. Love forgives and hatred 

withholds pardon. 

 

Finally, we need to forgive, but also need to be forgiven and feel forgiven by God. This I would 

connect to the idea that we need to forgive ourselves. This is perhaps one of the hardest things 

to do. There is a certain strain in the Presbyterian religion which makes us feel we are just poor 

sinners. We must realise that we are no good, useless individuals. We have to be repenting all 

the time. We are not faithful followers of Christ unless we feel guilty all the time. 

 

This is just not good enough. It is the road to paralysis. it makes the JOY of Christian living all 

but unattainable and is not much of an advert for proclaiming our Lord and Saviour. If we feel 

forgiven and forgive ourselves, we can begin to experience that joy which liberates us and 

makes us effective witnesses to the Gospel. 

 

Bless my heart Lord that it may reflect Your love 

bless my neighbour’s heart that it may reflect Your love 

that in all our neighbourly doings 

we may be of one heart-Yours 

and your face may be glimpsed upon the earth. 
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27th June 1999: A Touching Place (1) 

 

Preparation for this evening has been difficult and there are reasons for that. Services on seeing, 

tasting and smelling are a hard act to follow. Firstly, touching is peculiarly sensitive subject, a 

sense which we use in very personal and intimate way. So let us consider it. 

 

Don't touch! We have probably heard more often than 'do touch'. It shows dangers and risks 

attached to use of this sense. Children get burnt, accidents happen, things get broken, people 

get hurt. So in our first reflections we are going to listen to some of the healing miracles of 

Jesus. Just reflect on the power he transmitted on countless occasions. We 

 shall hear four short passages and after each one I will say a few words to help us focus our 

thoughts. 

 

First of all let us look at the story of healing of leper in Mark 1 verses 40-42. 

 

‘A leper came to him begging him and kneeling he said to him, ‘If you choose, you can make 

me clean’. Moved with pity Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him, and said to him, ‘I 

do choose. Be made clean!’ Immediately the leprosy left him, and he was made clean.’ 

 

Reflect on the compassion of Jesus towards this man, his pity for his condition, the man's faith 

in healing power of Christ and God's tender touch bringing healing and wholeness.  

 

Then there is the story of the blind man of Bethsaida. Jesus restores one of the key senses to a 

man whose friends brought him in faith and hope. Mark 8 verses 22-25. 

 

‘They came to Bethsaida. Some people brought a blind man to him and begged him to touch 

him. He took the blind man by the hand and led him out of the village; and when he put saliva 

on his eyes and laid his hands on him, he asked him,’ Can you see anything?’ And the man 

looked up and said, ‘I can see people, but they look like trees, walking’ 

Then Jesus laid his hands on his eyes again: and he looked intently and his sight was restored 

and he saw everything clearly.’ 

 

This is a remarkable story. The man appears to gain his sight gradually rather than 

instantaneously. Reflect on the loving care Jesus brings to the cure of this affliction. That 

wonderful moment when the man could say he could see everything clearly. God’s tender touch 

brings healing and wholeness. 

 

Then there was the healing of Simon Peter’s mother-in-law. Mark 1 verse 30 

 

‘Now Simon’s mother-in-law was in bed with a fever, and they told him about her once. He 

came and took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left her, and she began to serve 

them.’ 
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And there was the story of the woman with the issue of blood. She, of course, touched Jesus 

and not the other way round. Reflect on this and the woman’s faith in the power of Jesus and 

how she overcame her hesitation. Note how Jesus sensed a loss of power by being touched and 

the woman’s delight at being cured. God’s tender touch brings healing and wholeness. 

 

A touching place 

 

Christ’s is the world in which we move; 

Christ’s are the folk we’re summoned to love; 

Christ’s is the voice that calls us to care, 

and Christ is the one who meets us here. 

 

To the lost Christ shows his face,  

to the unloved he gives his embrace, 

to those who cry in pain or disgrace, 

Christ makes, with his friends, a touching place. 

 

But we are all different. We must not feel lesser Christians because we feel unable to express 

our love in this way. Touch is one important aspect of body language but there are other non-

verbal ways of expressing human love such as positive facial expressions and gestures which 

do not involve touching. 

 

Finally, touching has also a powerful figurative meaning. We say things like ‘that touches a 

raw nerve or ‘I was touched by what you said’ and so on. We touch the lives of others by the 

many things we say and do. Jesus touched the lives of all he encountered. So do we transmit a 

warmth in our dealings with others? Do we adapt to the needs of others? Do we allow our space 

to be invaded/Jesus touch transmitted power and healing to those to whom he administered. 

Some have quite genuinely this gift of healing: others use the gift of touch to bring relief to 

tired aching bodies: most of us use touch to give physical expression of our emotions. All these 

gradations are in their own way life-giving actions which lift the spirit as well as the body.  
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27th June 1999: A Touching Place (2) 

 

Touching is a natural human activity. We pat, we stroke, we poke, embrace everybody, kiss, 

hold hands, slap, smack, take people by the arm and so on. All these gestures send messages 

to another person. They convey to him or her what kind of individual we are. These touching 

gestures transmit compassion, encouragement, affection, friendliness or perhaps intimidation, 

hostility, domination and dislike. 

Touching is all very sensitive. Some people like to touch, to embrace to be touched, to be 

embraced. Demonstrative temperament is often associated with an extrovert, outgoing type of 

personality. Others like to have their own space and tend to recoil at physical contact. We Scots 

are inclined to be more reserved. The further south you go, the more demonstrative people get. 

My father and I have never embraced but nowadays there is a definite shift in conventional 

greetings. My son and my brother and I always embrace on meeting and on parting. 

It is all very sensitive. Touch has always been used in evil ways, for example, for self-

gratification in sexual abuse or in anger or blind rage in physical abuse. Touch can be used to 

transmit false feelings of friendliness, trust by the con-man or the amiable drunk. 

It is all very sensitive. Because of apparent proliferation of cases concerning assaults by adults 

on children, we have now entered a period where touching, even in a genuinely non-threatening 

way, can be misconstrued, with result that people with real altruistic, Christian motives may 

feel unable to be themselves in certain situations. 

It's all very sensitive. Everywhere is so crowded these days that we need our space. Can you 

imagine being stuck in a tent with 15 others somewhere on the Kosovar/Macedonian border? 

We feel embarrassed if we invade another’s space, even momentarily. Perhaps we bump into 

or elbow someone by mistake. It is as if we need to walk round all the time surrounded by a 

'cordon sanitaire'. People get upset if personal space is invaded. 

So in the metaphorical minefield that is the modern world how is the Christian to behave? 

Sense of touch, like all other senses, is a God-given thing. God intended us to use them all as 

part of our equipment for Christian living. It is really impossible to divorce touching from our 

emotions. Our touching may transmit compassion, healing, forgiveness, understanding, 

reconciliation, with or without the words to go with it. A handshake, a pat on the shoulder, an 

embrace, can all 'say' something profound and meaningful. 
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5th September 1999: Psalm 139 

 

We’ve prayed it, we’ve sung it, later we shall read part of it but now we shall reflect on it for 

a few minutes. The whole psalm is an amazing attempt to express the inexpressible and to put 

into words a God beyond understanding. 

I think it is true to say that the great truths of Bible are expressed in the context of personal 

experience. God is not proposed as the subject of intellectual or speculative enquiry, but as a 

centre point of obedience, worship and devotion. Truth is not fully ‘known’ until it controls the 

life of learner. Psalm 139 is classic case of this. 

What does the psalm teach us? Well, there are many big words. God’s omniscience, his 

omnipresence, sovereignty, holiness, four great abstractions, but expressed in terms of the 

psalmist’s own life. Omnipresence emphasises God’s complete knowledge of me. This is 

perhaps a little scary, yet this is God who above all understands: omnipresence – yes, God is 

with me wherever I am. The I/thou relationship is basic. This on face of it is scary too, and yet 

it is also very comforting. After all we do love to sing ‘Behold he that keeps Israel, he slumbers 

not nor sleeps. In other words God is never out of the game. 

So we read verse 7 which states ‘where can I go to escape from your spirit? Or where can I flee 

from your presence. Is the psalmist a refugee from God? Is he motivated by fear of his plight 

as a sinner? He is definitely not? Far from being anxious to go where God is not, he delights in 

God who offers the permanence if divine companionship. There is, indeed, no escape from 

God but neither is there regret, only joy in the knowledge of this all-embracing presence. 

How do we interpret the third section in verses 13-16 referring to God’s creative power? This 

even goes to the extent of stating the creation of the psalmist in his mother’s womb. Though 

perhaps what is more problematic is the fact that it includes the pre-planning of all his days. 

Verse 16 states ‘in your book were written all the days that were formed for me when none of 

them as yet existed. This sounds a bit like predestination? This is hard to understand and accept, 

but I think God works in the context of eternity, and in this dimension he already has the whole 

of finite time mapped out before him. 

So how do we feel about an all-knowing, all-present God? I hope that we, as Christians, do feel 

the presence of God with us at all times though perhaps we are more aware of His presence at 

certain high points in life especially in moments of great emotion. Our son Kenneth, who lives 

in Stuttgart, wrote to us recently of his experience of the eclipse. He is not a religious person 

but his words were ‘we were overawed by the majesty of it’. We, too, were privileged to see it 

in totality, together with several hundred astronomers and hangers-on, on Alderney along with 

our daughter Judith, her husband and tiny baby Joe. So was this a moment when God’s presence 

was ‘extra-real’? 

We ask what prompted the psalmist to write. There is a definite progression towards prayer 

against enemies suggesting pressure from godless foes. Is this one of the great imprecatory 

psalms? The message of first three quarters of the psalm bridges the years. There is a restful 
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confidence in God allied to energetic moral commitment. The remainder of the psalm raises 

different questions. 

Jimmie Reid was an eminent trade unionist in Scotland. He fought successfully for the rights 

of Clydeside workers to have a job when redundancy was threatened. He was also a non-

believer. He was capable of denigrating the Christian faith in vitriolic manner. But maybe he 

had a point. 

 I refer to verses 19-22 of the psalm. I quote; 

O that you would kill the wicked O God, 

and that the bloodthirsty would depart from me- 

those who speak of you maliciously, and lift themselves up against you for evil! 

Do I not hate those who hate you, O Lord? 

And do I not loathe those who rise up against you? 

 I hate them with perfect hatred; 

I count them my enemies. 

 

I do have a problem with this and the following verses. No doubt the psalmist was motivated 

by hatred of the moral and spiritual values embodied in enemies: a trusty commentary makes 

out that the writer was really fulminating against the sins of the wicked not the wicked 

themselves. 

But this is hard to see. The phrase ‘perfect hatred’ is really scary. It is often said ’love the sinner 

hate the sin.’ This sounds easy but, in fact, it is incredibly difficult. Because we are human 

beings, continuously battling against feelings of jealousy, resentment, self-righteousness and 

so on against others the dividing line between the sinner and the sin is somewhat blurred in our 

minds. We can possibly achieve this state in an intellectual sense and satisfy ourselves in a 

certain way, but when the sinner is closer in a more personal way the love/ hate relationship is 

more difficult to sort out. We tend, perhaps, to deceive ourselves.  

Atrocities of the past committed by zealous Christians who were fatally incapable of separating 

sinners, as they saw them, from their sins were quoted by Jimmie Reid ‘let burning coals fall 

upon them, let them be cast into the fore, into deep pits that they rise not up again.’ 

Intolerance of sin so easily becomes intolerance of the sinner. 

‘Search me, O God, and know my heart 

test me and know my thoughts. 

See if there is any wicked way in me, 

And lead me in the way everlasting.’  

 

Our ‘perfect hatred’ of the sin must be combined with our ‘perfect love’ of the sinner, and 

always tempered by the knowledge that we too are far from being perfect in the eyes of god. 
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6th, December 2000: Some random thoughts (1) 

 

As a member of the Sanhedrin Nicodemus comes to Jesus with a serious purpose.’ Teacher 

come from God’. Nicodemus seems to recognise the sign of divine authority in Jesus while 

John all the time seems to know that Jesus is some special divine being. He continuously puts 

this ‘gloss’ on things 

Born again, born anew, born from above. The need for spiritual re-birth apparent. Nicodemus 

does not understand this. He has no concept of spiritual regeneration, or was his Pharisaic mind 

incapable of going beyond the observances of his religion? Was he being serious or in genuine 

difficulty. Yes, that is possible. The transformation of people of mature age and fixed habits is 

hard to achieve. 

Being born again, being born from above, any concept of spiritual was very hard for Nicodemus 

to grasp. Nicodemus for whom preservation of the status quo, for whom keeping the law was 

paramount was hampered by his religion. A present-day example was the action of fuel workers 

at Stornoway airport last Sunday. These workers, allegedly, refused to refuel a plane which 

had been delayed and which was needing to leave Stornoway with passengers, one of whom, 

at least, was requiring urgent medical attention. How is that that for being hampered by your 

religion? Blair has mentioned two ways to faith, a radical turnabout in a person's life and the 

'getting to know opera' route. These two ways to faith can take extreme forms, one is the 

comfortable feeling of institutionalised religion within a well-tried framework: Christians for 

whom the framework is essentially a social haven, probably not very outward looking, and not 

very profound, probably just slipping into it. And then the other extreme, individuals who have 

had some kind of dramatic 'conversion' experience, which they believe everybody should have, 

like Paul on road to Damascus and one about which they take great delight in recalling 

everyone at every opportunity! 

Both the self-satisfaction and apathy of the first group, and the insensitive zeal of the second, 

are off-putting and can damage the cause of the gospel. 

Both ways, however, without the extreme forms, are equally valid. The 'opera goers' have come 

to a quiet, sincere belief through the example of parents, grandparents, other older believers: 

and many have experienced a sudden change in their lives, which is dramatic and totally 

genuine. They know exactly when and where. 

Most of us in this hall, I suspect, have inherited our faith. We do not have a great pulsating tale 

to tell. What we all need to attend to is the continuous nature of our renewal, for in a very real 

sense we must be born from above every day of our lives and this renewal will only happen if 

we nurture our faith by our prayers, our reading of the scriptures, our coming together for 

worship, and our fellowship together. Let us always be aware of the wind of the spirit blowing 

through our lives refreshing us, challenging us, comforting us and leading us out to 

communicate the good news of the gospel. 
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26th February 2000: Some random thoughts (2) 

 

John chapter 3 verse17 reads: - 'It was not to judge the world that God sent his son into the 

world, but that through him the world might be saved'. Not just some of us, but all of us. So 

what we have to offer is a quality of inclusiveness. Jesus has to be the saviour of all. Our saving 

does not depend on brain power, on intellectual capacity, innate goodness, the size of our bank 

balance or our standing in society. how could we be certain that we qualify? We are all sinners 

and our sin is not measured by God in quality or quantity and 'chalked up' against us. 

 

There has been recently much debate about Section 28, an unbelievable amount of column 

inches in the press, and I am sure the Scottish Executive must have been more than a little 

surprised at the strong reaction the repeal of this legislation has invoked on both sides of the 

argument. Although it is essentially a political matter, indeed the politicians seemed to believe 

at the outset that this adjustment to the law would pass almost unnoticed, it is also having a 

profound effect on the churches and is revealing very deep divisions within the Christian 

community. I do not want to go into any detail here, but it seems to me that the issues raised 

present a real challenge to our claims as a Christian church and Christian fellowship to be all-

inclusive. The scriptures here can be a terrible handicap. I do not want to rehearse the 

arguments but simply quote from a recent article by my favourite journalist and minister, Roy 

Ferguson. 

 

'As I grew in awareness about sexual difference, and, as our culture became more and more 

sexualised, I simply accepted the traditional church position that homosexuality was 

unambiguously wrong. Worse than wrong, evil. For me it was not a thought-out view, it was 

simply inhaled. The culture, both Christian and non-Christian, provided some pretty harsh 

language to back this up ... I simply did not know that there were deeply lonely people out there 

trying to come to terms with a difficult, unchosen genetic or nurtured inheritance, trying to 

cope with rejection by family and community. They felt condemned and unloved simply for 

what they were, even by a church which talked about unconditional love.' I would like to quote 

from the rest of the article but time does not allow. 

 

As Christians we offer an all-inclusive fellowship or we offer nothing but a club for like-

minded people. 

 

Verse 19 reads:- 'Here lies the test: the light has come into the world, but man preferred 

darkness to light because their deeds were evil.' We offer to those we wish to bring into our 

fellowship a love of the light. When we become Christians, we see things in a new and different 

light, the light of God shines in our lives, giving us freedom. Like Nicodemus, so often we are 

seeking after truth, but we become hampered by our 'religion'. We think of it too much in terms 

of do's and don'ts. For example, a moral system which is oppressive, rather than liberating. 

Christians are therefore often perceived as kill-joys, unable to seek beyond the moral code. But 

we must bring the light of the gospel into people's lives, by accentuating the positive, liberating 

nature of our relationship to Jesus. 



 

 20 

JOHN 3:1-21 

 

Narrator: 

 

 

Nicodemus: 

 

 

Jesus: 

 

 

Nicodemus: 

 

 

Jesus: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nicodemus: 

 

Jesus: 

 

John: 

Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews. He came 

to Jesus by night and said to him, 

 

Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one 

can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of god. 

 

Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born 

from above. 

 

How can anyone be born after having grown old? Can one enter a second 

time into the mother's womb and be born? 

 

Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being 

born of water and Spirit. What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born 

of the Spirit is spirit. Do not be astonished that I said to you, 'You must be 

born from above.' The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound 

of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with 

everyone who is born of the Spirit. 

 

How can these things be? 

 

Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand these things? 

 

Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what we know and testify to what we have 

seen; yet you do not receive our testimony. If I have told you about earthly 

things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you about 

heavenly things? No one has ascended into heaven except the one who 

descended from heaven, the Son of Man. And just as Moses lifted up the 

serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever 

believes in him may have eternal life. For 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. Indeed, God did not send his Son into the world to 

condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. 

Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who do not believe 

are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name of the 

only Son of God. And this is the judgement, that the light has come into the 

world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were 

evil. For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that 

their deeds may not be exposed. But those who do what is true come to the 

light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God. 

 



 

 21 

25th June 2000: What is a home (1) 

 

What is a home? For most of us it means four walls, a kitchen, a bathroom, a bedroom, a sitting 

room, a dining room and so on. It is a substantial item of bricks, mortar, wood and glass. It is 

a substantial investment involving thousands of pounds, long-term commitment to a mortgage. 

It is for most of us a safe, secure environment, in which we can relax and be ourselves. If 

anything goes wrong, we have instant access to assistance by telephone. Home is a place we 

can organise to our own liking, a place to be proud of. 

But it is more than just a building. It is the people who live in it. In the space of two months, 

Ruth and I have lived in three different homes, and we have felt the need to belong. Sometimes 

I have not been too sure just where I do belong, and this gives rise to feelings of insecurity. Not 

belonging anywhere must be a wretched state. A temporary flat we occupied for six weeks 

belonged to a couple well known to many of you who are now both dead, and it bears the 

hallmarks of their life together. There was elegant furniture, comforts which they and we regard 

as standard, the antiques which had obviously been transferred from house to house, the 

substantial security surrounding the property. Now that we are in a permanent home once again 

it was comforting to see the familiar goods and chattels coming off the van and to see various 

rooms in house taking shape gradually. House, like a place of work, or church, is associated in 

our minds with people who live in it. And our modern consumer society has created enormous 

resources, affordable to the majority, with which we can beautify and render comfortable our 

homes. Homes are indeed temples to a modern god of consumerism. 

Home is also the place where we can be private. Privacy is something we prize greatly. We 

come home after a hard day and close the door behind us. We build walls, we grow hedges, 

put up lace curtains in order to keep ourselves to ourselves. 

Home is a place of hospitality. A place where we welcome, mostly, people we like best. Our 

family, friends, neighbours. Hospitality is a very vital part of living: it is to do with sharing, 

with making welcome, with giving of ourselves. We take pride in the hospitality we offer. 

I have taken time to reflect on 'what is a home?' It is all pretty obvious really because while we 

enjoy the benefits of modern housing and furnishing, homeless people are completely deprived 

of these things. A recent report told of family whose little boy had been successfully treated in 

an Aberdeen hospital returned to Kosovo and found his extended family living in cowshed of 

farm, because house destroyed during war. Millions of people all over world are living in stark 

conditions, in tents in shells of ruined houses in the open air or in make-shift hostel 

accommodation. 

So, in our second half of our reflections let us think of the plight of the homeless, especially 

the plight of those on our own doorstep.  
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25th June 2000: What is a home (2) 

 

I have thought hard about how to present this part of my reflections. I could mesmerise you 

with statistics and there will be some, but I have concluded that the best way is to let stories 

speak for themselves. Statistics can be tedious. They disguise the human misery behind them. 

We are dealing here with individuals who have slipped through the safety net of our largely 

well-ordered state. 

So why do people become homeless? There are many reasons. It can be due to drugs, alcohol, 

failed marriage, disputes at home, business failure, repossession of a house, eviction from 

rented property; it may be consequence of leaving an institution, for example prison, hospital 

or a children's home. Most are single persons, only 1 in 8 is a woman. 

What is homelessness? Being without home is pretty obvious but in the context of first 

reflections, it can cover a wide range of situations. Only a small number of people actually 

sleep rough. As far as we know approximately 500-1000 sleep on park benches, in graveyards 

or below bridges on any one night. That is still too many! Many others are in a situation where 

they do not have home. As many as 75,000 families and single people in hostels, Bed and 

Breakfast accommodation, or in crowded conditions with other families. There are also the 

'hidden homeless', people who are sleeping on couches, floors of friends’ outhouses and so on. 

The vast majority are in this position through no fault of their own.  

What can be done about homelessness in this age of material prosperity for most of us? This is 

big subject. I would just like to share some thoughts. It is big problem in Scotland but not 

inevitable or insoluble, given the right combination of housing and other types of help for 

homeless people. Shelter states that 13,000 homes need to be built every year for next few 

years including renovation of empty property. These homes must be affordable by people, no 

matter how low their income is. Housing benefit seems at present inadequate in many cases. 

More independent advice centres needed and careers and social education in schools could do 

a lot to prepare young people for realities of leaving home. One thing is clear it is the need to 

spend more of the country's wealth on tackling homelessness. 

These of course are long term initiatives, depending on central government funding. We who 

show concern in a Christian community can also play a part in on-going and immediate way, 

by prayers, by giving our money, by supporting organisations such as the lodging House 

Mission or the Wayside Club by showing compassion and understanding to those we encounter 

daily in public places. 

There is a thread running through all these services about how we value those who live on the 

margins. They are all, like us, equal in the sight of God and when we encounter them the old 

man trailing along with poly bags, the youngster crouched in the doorway, the cheerful and 

grateful faces eating their soup and sandwich on a Monday evening in the Wayside Club. We 

do indeed encounter Christ. 
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22nd September 2000: Where are you God? (1) 

 

I have called the service 'Where are you, God?' It is a follow-up to Muriel's reflections of three 

weeks ago. We thought of things that get us down and things that lift us up. Tonight, I return 

to reflect further on lows and highs of our Christian life with the help of psalms, music, and 

some thoughts from some of you. So, whether low or high, or somewhere in between, join in 

and enjoy worship. Despite the title there is nothing controversial or irreverent.  

 

The title ' Where are you God' is not chosen lightly nor is it intended to cause any offence. 

Might it be construed as insolent, even blasphemous? But, not first time this question has been 

asked. It occurs frequently in psalms, and Jesus himself felt so abandoned on the Cross that he 

called out 'My God, why hast thou forsaken me?' Being aware of God's presence does not 

always come easily to most of us, and the turmoil of life can so quickly deprive us of the feeling 

that he is there with us. One of most common stumbling blocks is feeling that we are far too 

insignificant for God to be interested in us. Another is the notion that God is up there in heaven, 

and therefore too far away to be present with us. 

 

 The Prophet Elijah, it seems, went very rapidly from triumph to deep depression after his 

defeat of prophets of Baal. In 1 Kings verse 19 Ahab told Jezebel all that Elijah had done and 

how he had killed all the prophets with the sword. Then Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah, 

saying, 'So may the gods do to me and more also, if I do not make your life like the life of one 

of them by this time tomorrow.' Then he was afraid, he got up and fled for his life, and came 

to Beersheba, which belongs to Judah; he left his servant there. But he himself went on a day's 

journey into the wilderness and came and sat down under a solitary broom tree. He asked that 

he might die: 'It is enough; now, O Lord, take away my life for I am no better than my 

ancestors.' Then he lay down under the broom tree and fell asleep. That, of course, is not the 

end of story. We shall return! Elijah, like the psalmists and many great men of faith have 

characteristically been afflicted with dark feelings about the absence of God, dark moments of 

the soul when doubt and guilt and depression take over. And it can happen to us too! And like 

most people we try to conceal it from others, because we think it is sinful to be like this, and 

we feel humiliated and unable to act. 

 

 In the past few weeks there have been several reminders of major catastrophes which raise the 

question, Where are you, God? There has been the fifth anniversary of the death of 

Princess Diana, the first anniversary of 9/11, and recently, the high-profile and infinitely sad 

murders of Soham's Holly and Jessica. There is much to reflect on and for next few minutes 

hear the cries of psalmists who asked this question. We are going to read a few verses to the 

accompaniment of solemn background music.  
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22nd September 2000: Where are you God? (2) 

 

The turning point in the service 

 

O God you are my God alone  

whom eagerly I seek 

though longing fills my soul with thirst 

 and leaves my body weak. 

Just like a dry and barren land 

Awaits a freshening shower 

I long within your house to see 

your glory and your power. 

 

Throughout the night I lie in bed 

 And call you, Lord, to mind 

In darkest hours I meditate 

how God, my strength, is kind. 

Beneath the shadow of your wing, 

I live and feel secure 

and daily as I follow close, 

your right hand keeps me sure.  

 

We start the second reflection by listening to two short movements of Vivaldi Gloria. Listen 

and reflect and on ways in which our soul is uplifted. 

 

What makes the soul sing? The service is in two halves. Now turn to 'God answers back!' He 

does this in so many different ways. The presence of God is a very personal thing and we all 

have our own experiences. There are the wonders of nature, words of encouragement from a 

friend, favourite pieces of music, a poem, a work of art and many more. 

 

Now let us listen to more music and the Highs as expressed by psalmists. 

 

I give you thanks, O lord, with my whole heart 

before the gods I sing your praise 

I bow down towards your holy temple 

and give thanks to your name for 

your steadfast love and your faithfulness; 

for you have exalted your name and your word 

 above everything 

On the day I called, you answered me, 

you increased my strength of soul. 
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Let us return to story of Elijah. His crisis solved in a dramatic way after the amazing events 

with the prophets of Baal - listen! 'At the mountain of God, Horeb, Elijah came to a cave, where 

he took shelter. But the word of the Lord came to him, "Go outside and stand on the mountain 

before the Lord; the Lord will be passing by." A strong and heavy wind was rending the 

mountain and crushing rocks before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind. After the wind 

there was an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake there 

was a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire. After the fire there was a tiny whispering sound. 

When he heard this, Elijah hid his face in his cloak and went and stood in the entrance to the 

cave. A voice said to him, "Elijah, why are you here?" He replied, "I have been most zealous 

for the Lord, the God of hosts. But the children of Israel have forsaken your covenant, torn 

down your altars, and put your prophets to the sword. The Lord said to him, "Go, take the road 

back to Damascus." The rest of the story need not concern us, but message is clear. Elijah had 

come out of the cave of his separation from God and was back on the path of faith and action. 

 

God, of course, is always with us even when we feel alienated. Barriers to his presence are 

often caused by unresolved 

negative emotions like 

resentment, anger, hurt, grief 

and guilt. These emotions are 

very often exacerbated by 

neglect of our spiritual lives. 

We starve our souls and God 

seems far away. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So, what makes the soul sing?  

 

‘Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. 

When they saw him, they worshipped him; but some doubted. And Jesus came and said to 

them, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make 

disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the father of the Son and of the Holy 

Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am 

with you always, to the end of the age.’ 

  

Figure 6: Philip with Kenneth and Janice in Bexhill 
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15th October 2000: Gratitude – the Giving of Thanks 

 

Gratitude is a word with slightly old-fashioned ring. The dictionary definition is 'Being 

thankful, appreciation of and inclination to return kindness'. It sounds like a good starting point! 

Gratitude, you will agree is an essential ingredient of our spiritual lives as Christians. Whether 

it's a virtue or gift is a matter for discussion later. What is clear is that we need to cultivate it 

in our dealings with our God and with our fellow human beings. Christian gratitude I would 

define as part of a state of spiritual well-being, which is not dependent on the ups and downs 

of daily life. We all say prayers of thanksgiving, both publicly and privately. We mostly have 

good reason every day to thank people for acts of kindness, great and small, and we in return 

receive thanks for similar acts. We like to be thanked. We enjoy the gratitude of others. It is an 

ingredient of living which oils the wheels of our social fabric. It is only instinctive, therefore, 

that the God in whose image we are made should receive and enjoy our expressions of 

gratitude. 

However, there are problems about this. It is relatively easy for us, brought up in comfort and 

security, free from direct contact with war and natural disasters, easy for us to be thankful, and 

we have much to be thankful for, despite the inevitable setbacks which bring temporary 

disappointments. Christian gratitude must go deeper than this. What about people who have 

very little, on the face of it, to be thankful for? What about a family in Bangladesh who have 

lost everything in the floods: a child born into world of deprivation and abuse: an otherwise 

healthy individual struck down by clinical depression: a young family deprived of a father in a 

tragic car accident. All these situations leave scars which take the joy out of living for years. 

The giving of gratitude to our God opens up questions which accentuate the mysteries of life 

and of our faith. We thank God in our prayers but what if we have had a bad day and do not 

really have much to thank him for? Has God let us down? If he is the source of the good things 

that happen to us, who is responsible when things go wrong? It is not God's will that we should 

suffer, but we have been given hearts and minds to respond to him, no matter the circumstances. 

What is certain is that ingratitude leads to bitterness and cynicism, which leads to inertia. That 

is not good! A spirit full of gratitude is creative and positive. It breeds confidence, hope, joy, 

cheerfulness and purposefulness. 

Can we really echo the words of the Psalmist? 'I will give you thanks as long as I live; I will 

raise my hands to you in prayer. My soul will feast and be satisfied, and I will sing glad songs 

of praise to you.' And what about Paul and Silas in prison? 'After a severe beating, they were 

thrown into jail, and the jailer was ordered to lock them up tight. Upon receiving this order, the 

jailer threw them into the inner cell and fastened their feet with heavy blocks of wood. About 

midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God and the other prisoners were 

listening to them'. It does not sound as if these were prayers of complaint or pleas for mercy 

There are people in this sad world who become so disillusioned with life that in their 

desperation they protest that they did not ask to be born. They are greatly to be pitied. This I 



 

 27 

suppose is the bottom line, and it is such people above all who need to be reassured that we all 

belong to a God who loves us, and who wants us to be at peace with ourselves and the world. 

Several weeks ago, Songs of Praise came from Lake District. One of the interviewees was a 

dry-stone dyker. He was extolling the beauties of Borrowdale where he was born and still lives. 

There was a feeling of gratitude in everything he said especially in his closing remark. He said 

of all places in the world to choose to be born Borrowdale had given him everything. Gratitude 

indeed! 

At the end of his life, Dietrich Bonhoeffer had very little reason, on the face of it, to be thankful: 

yet it is amazing how often gratitude comes shining through in his letters from Prison. 

31/12/43 To his parents ... Christmas is over. It has brought me a few peaceful hours and 

revived many memories of the past. I feel gratitude for your preservation and that of the whole 

family in the heavy air-raids. My confidence in seeing you all again in the not too distant future 

was greater than all my troubles. I lit the candles you sent me and read the Christmas story and 

a few beautiful carols and hummed them over to myself. This helped me to think of you all and 

to hope that you all might enjoy an hour or two of quietness after all the turbulence of the past 

weeks. 

10/8/44 To a friend ... I can well understand it when you say you are getting tired of living on 

memory. But gratitude is a force which constantly rekindles memory. It is just at such times as 

these that one should make a special point of thanksgiving in one's prayers. Above all, we 

should avoid getting absorbed in the present moment, and foster that peace of mind which 

springs from noble thoughts, measuring all other things by them. Alas, there are so few who 

are capable of it, and that is what makes it so hard to put up with our fellow human beings. It 

is weakness rather than wickedness that degrades a man, and it needs profound sympathy to 

put up with that. But all the time God reigns in heaven! 

23/8/44 To a friend ... Please do not get anxious or worried about me, but do not forget to pray 

for me. I am sure you do not! I am so sure of God's guiding hand, and I hope I shall never lose 

that certainty. You must never doubt that I am travelling my appointed road with gratitude and 

cheerfulness. My past life is replete with God's goodness, and my sins are covered by the 

forgiving love of Christ crucified. I am thankful for all those who have crossed my path, and 

all I wish is never to cause them sorrow, and that they like me may always be thankful for the 

forgiveness and mercy of God and sure of it. Please do not for a moment get upset by all this, 

but let it rejoice your heart. 

This, it seems to me, is the depth of gratitude we should be aiming for. Gratitude that brings a 

serenity, a liberation in our lives which transcends all the stresses and strains and tragedies 

which may befall us. In the second half of reflections, we will explore the ultimate and deep-

seated reasons why we as Christians should be grateful. 

We hear the words of St Paul in Ephesians Chapter 1 verses 3-14.  
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30th September 2001: Good and Bad News (1) 

 

Will you let the blinded see if I but call your name? 

Will you set the prisoners free and never be the same? 

Will you kiss the leper clean and do such as this unseen, 

And admit to what I mean in you and you in me? 

 

This third verse of the song of the month is a call to engagement with other people, a call to us 

as Christians to do good works so the Bible tells us. You could say we are justified by faith 

alone so why go any further? What is the motivation? Well, I suppose people of many other 

faiths and none feel the urge as human beings to help one another and if this was not the case, 

the world would be in a worse mess than it is. We Christians have unique reason for this 

imperative to serve others. That is GRATITUDE. Gratitude to a God who has saved us from 

sinful selves by his sacrifice for us and who continues to do so every day of our lives. 

So, I want us to take part in a short meditation in which we consider the gratitude we owe to 

God with help of sung response: 

O Lord of heaven and earth and sea, to thee all praise and glory be; 

How shall we show our love to thee, who givest all? 

The golden sunshine, vernal air, Sweet flower and fruits thy love declare; 

Where harvests ripen thou art there, who givest all.  

For peaceful homes and healthful days, for all the blessings earth displays; 

We owe thee thankfulness and praise, who givest all.  

Thou didst not spare thine only son, but gav'st him for a world undone; 

And freely with that blessed one, thou givest all.  

For souls redeemed, for sins forgiven, For means of grace and hopes of heaven; 

Father all praise to thee be given, who givest all.  

 

Psalm 138 is a wonderful example of the heart overflowing with gratitude. To me it is entirely 

fitting for us. There is only the slightest hint of about God dealing punishment to enemies. This 

psalm shows that gratitude is one of the absolutely fundamental things about our relationship 

with God. Note verse 8 'you will do everything you have promised, Lord. your love is eternal, 

complete the work that you have begun.' The leper, only one from ten came back to thank Jesus 

for his healing, and in so doing was made whole in more ways than just the physical sense. 

Gratitude is natural human emotion. It oils the wheels of social contact and generates the 'feel-

good factor' on both sides. It indicates a certain attitude to life which is positive. It is infectious 

and a force for good in our relationships with one another. It naturally leads to good works and 

it is way of giving unexpected pleasure to others in so many small ways such as a note of thanks 

for a shared meal, a box of chocolates for a good turn, a hand raised by passing motorist. 
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These are all very important for our day to day living, but what the psalmist is saying is 

something much more fundamental. It is a spiritual attitude of mind which can withstand the 

misfortunes and disasters of life and still be grateful to our God for his goodness. It is something 

which we need very much in these days of uncertainty and catastrophe which we have recently 

experienced. So let us further express our gratitude to God: 

For the beauty of the earth 

For the beauty of the skies 

For the love which from our birth 

Over and around us lies 

 

Christ, our God, to you we raise 

This our sacrifice of praise. 

 

  

Figure 7: With Kenneth in America 
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30th September 2001: Good and Bad News (2) 

 

Will you let the blinded see 

If I but call your name? 

Will you set the prisoners free 

And never be the same? 

Will you kiss the leper clean 

And do such as this unseen 

And admit to what I mean 

In you and you in me. 

 

Will you let the blinded see, will you set the prisoner free, will you kiss the leper clean? This 

verse is an invitation to engage with other people less fortunate than ourselves in acts of 

goodness and compassion. In the last two to three weeks, we have all felt somewhat vulnerable 

and more aware of uncertainty of our lives. One act of lunacy and the world is in turmoil and 

eye for eye, vengeful feelings have come very much to surface. This catastrophe has once again 

thrown into stark relief the age-old conflicts between great religions of world although it is 

extremists on both sides who stoke the fires of resentment. The charge remains amongst the 

non-believers that religion has a lot to answer for. 

So, I hope you will allow me to take a somewhat oblique look at implications of verse 3, after 

all it is so obvious, is it not? Because we are redeemed and because we are grateful, we must 

go and devote our lives to unselfish acts of compassion and kindness to our fellows. It would 

be nice if we could look back on 2000 years of Christianity and say that is what it has been like 

but sadly the unbelievers have countless examples of the opposite to accuse us with. It all seems 

so simple. There is the Christian gospel with countries steeped in values of the bible, enshrined 

in churches, laws, governments for centuries. Surely this is a winning formula, a blueprint for 

civilisation which is spiritually minded, humanitarian, unselfish by nature. 

We all know that this is not how it worked out. I have just been reading a book which was 

depressing and yet challenging: It dealt chapter by chapter with various ways our country and 

to certain extent the western world has corrupted the Christian message to suit its own ends. 

Merging of the church and the state has diluted the message providing, in many instances, 

justification for appalling acts of inhumanity on the pretext that heathens must be converted at 

all costs. 

So, the bad news is that George Bush shortly after disaster in New York, made an unfortunate 

reference to a 'fighting crusade' against terrorism. Historical crusades are an example of how 

not to let the blinded see. For 900 years this has been a blot on the history of the Christian 

church, one of main conflicts over the centuries between three great monotheistic faiths. 

Christianity is often judged by these and other acts of lunacy. This has been repeated right up 

to present day in fundamentalist movements such as the Gulf war, tensions in Israel, Bosnia, 

Kosovo, Macedonia, Chechnya, Algeria, Nigeria and so on. The Crusades from 1096-1250 

took place to regain Jerusalem for Christian pilgrims. The belief was that it was God's will. A 
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popular slogan was 'we shall slay for God's love'. Every crusader who died would go to heaven. 

Many were murdered and plundered up the Rhine and down the Danube targeting Jewish 

communities. Thousands were massacred in German towns. In 1099 they reached Jerusalem 

Thirty thousand Muslims and six thousand Jews were slaughtered. Why? At this time the 

emphasis on pilgrimage and religious worship was very strong and there was a need to keep 

routes to Jerusalem open. This all sounds absolutely shocking to us now, but unfortunately the 

notion that force can be used to preserve religion is still very much alive and well. 

 Let us now move forward to the present day. Northern Ireland, a part of the world which is 

interesting to us as our family currently live there, has a long history of bloodshed, intimidation, 

injustice and antagonism. In the last thirty years it has been riven with conflict and terrorism, 

thousands of deaths, bombings and shootings with mostly innocent victims. Many thousands 

have been forced to move house from one area to another. The Good Friday agreement has still 

to be implemented. It is all about sectarianism, of course, and the complex mingling of religion 

with other factors. This characterises the deep-seated feelings of the people of Northern Ireland. 

There is no time to go into the historical reasons. We all know that the outrages have as their 

basis the underlying antagonism between Catholic and Protestant Christians! Over years there 

have been many attempts at reconciliation but fear, hatred, feud, have all persisted. 

Clinging to past has all but paralysed the vital need to heal wounds. The latest manifestation 

of this paralysis in the Northern Ireland society are the appalling events in the Ardoyne district 

of Belfast. Little Catholic girls walking to school were subjected to verbal abuse and 

intimidation. You know the story. I wondered if the book I have been reading has been too 

enthusiastic in pleading for the church, in its many forms to apologise and ask forgiveness for 

the sins of its forefathers. The Pope has apologised for the Catholic church's attitude and 

treatment of Jews in World War 2 and in these days of world-wide communication, it has surely 

done some good. 

It has been Interesting in the aftermath of Ardoyne to read my favourite Herald columnist, Ron 

Ferguson. On September 6th he wrote: 'Yes, yes, the churches appeal for calm. Church leaders 

always do. It's their kind of thing, isn't it? The received wisdom is that this kind of prejudice 

and hatred has nothing to do with religion and that the churches are not to blame. This kind of 

self-serving stuff doesn't bear close scrutiny. Behind the struggles in Ireland like the sins of the 

churches, like open wounds. Historically, western Christianity has been extremely 

quarrelsome. The churches in the west formed a highly ideological and exclusivist form of 

faith, and Christians have spent a good deal of time anathematising one another. The story of 

Ireland is a particularly extreme acting out of the tragedy, with divided communities telling 

and retelling only their own versions of history, often full of venomous hatred. The churches 

cannot be healing forces until they revisit their history with painful honest.' 

Ruth Wishart, too, in her own inimitable style wrote on the same subject on the same day: 

'(feels) sick at heart for the manner in which adult members of that fatally flawed community 

feel able to visit their own hideous tribal divisions on the most innocent members of it. 

Incredulous at the unthinking ease with which they feel able to poison the future by force-

feeding tomorrow's citizens the venom of the province's past ... Protestant mothers intone that 
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this latest manifestation of godlessness in the name of religion was the result of other 

provocations of their own children, grannies, and assorted victims of discrimination. Catholic 

parents excuse the exposure of their children to ritual abuse by insisting that they cannot be 

seen to give in to such overt intimidation, for the sake of their children's later dignity. It is all 

self -serving garbage. It makes you want to scoop up every child in that benighted country and 

set them down in a world where their happiness is not contingent on which street in which 

neighbourhood they spend during what should be those precious years. Years where there 

should be nothing to do but grow and learn and play and make friendships predicated on 

nothing more complex than the natural chemistry of inter-personal relationships. These adults 

in Belfast, these hate-filled, regressive so-called grown-ups are stealing these years of 

innocence from their children, and truly that is larceny on a grand and inglorious scale.' 

Christians can reaffirm their faith, week by week, in stirring and meaningful acts of worship 

within the walls of thousands of churches but if the corporate and public acts, in the name of 

Christianity, belie the faith we profess, then the world will rightly reject it. 

This is all gloomy and depressing! Of course, there is another side in Christian Britain, men 

and women of faith, education system, parliamentary democracy, a missionary nation. There 

are many great Christians who have lived wonderful lives and created great reforms. So, there 

is good news! Two examples of great Christians who have, from small beginnings, created 

great movements and changes for good. They are both women who dedicated their lives to 

reform. Reflect on the verse we have sung. 

Will you set the prisoners free? Prison reform was the great life's work of Elizabeth Fry at the 

end of 18th and beginning of 19th century. It is an example of humanitarian reform started by 

one individual and eventually taken over by state. Prisons at the time were in appalling state. 

Elizabeth Fry brought this scandal to the attention of the public. She was Quaker by upbringing 

and very much driven by compulsion to good works. She married a London merchant – who 

was well to-do. She opened a school, set up a soup kitchen and became a lay preacher. Then 

her attention was drawn to the plight of inmates of Newgate prison. They were men and 

women, with children who were hopelessly overcrowded. She started a school for children, 

taught women to knit and sew to give them self-respect and set up a prison shop. She was by 

all accounts a powerful speaker and was eventually asked to give evidence to the Commons 

select committee about the state of prisons. She received invitations to tour the continent. She 

was involved with transportation of women to Australia and persuaded authorities to improve 

conditions on ships and when they arrived. And so on ... Philanthropic efforts continued to end 

of her life, driven by faith she professed so powerfully. 

Will you kiss the lepers clean? Have you heard of Dr Ida Scudder? She lived from 1870 until 

1960 and was the founder of the Vellore Medical College, S India. She was the daughter of 

missionary doctor parents in S India. She speaks of a crisis which was start of her life's work: 

three local men came to her. They had teenage wives in labour. She said she would get her 

father to help. All three refused- 'It is better that my wife should die than that another man 

should look on her'. All three died. Ida Scudder went to America to study medicine in order to 

help women of India. At the end of 19th century there was a great mistrust of women doctors 
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in India, but with help of father and church mission board, she founded a hospital for women 

in Vellore. Religious taboos made the treatment of women by men very difficult. Dr. Scudder 

persevered. She overcame barriers. Women came and were treated for tuberculosis, typhoid, 

cancer, leprosy, cholera, malaria. This was all against a background of deprivation, 

superstition, quack remedies and general ignorance. The hospital opened in 1902 and 

treated12,000 patients in the first year alone. Then came nursing school to train local women 

followed by medical school and then today's complex with 1,300 beds, a research building, an 

international reputation, and widely renowned for her leprosy rehabilitation programme. Will 

you kiss the leper clean? 

Let us pause to think. Here are two stories which speak for themselves. Just thank God that he 

has worked in wonderful ways through these two women who were unerringly faithful and 

who did so much good for unfortunate people they encountered. Thank God, too, who enables 

us, in perhaps less far-reaching ways, to serve Him and help Him to bring his kingdom on earth. 

 

Figure 8: With Jean Pearson and a friend at Inellan on a Wellington summer outing 
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12th December 2001: The Upside-Down Kingdom 

 

Let us begin by listening to a short extract from one of the best-known recordings of Bach’s 

‘Magnificat’. There are three minutes of exhilarating chorus. ‘Fecit potentiam in bracchio suo, 

superbos, mente cordis sui’. It is wonderful, strong, flowing music – not for the faint-hearted! 

I have called the service ‘The upside-down kingdom’. This refers to the last verses of the 

Magnificat. The Magnificat reflects not just a hymn about a humble grateful mother filled with 

amazing grace. It is a kind of blueprint for revolution. Shortly let us hear Fred Kaan’s song 

‘Sing we a song of high revolt’ which is a modern version of the Magnificat and sounds almost 

like a political manifesto! Perhaps it is strange to use that word political to describe this well-

loved song of praise of 2000 years ago and yet Mary seems to bring a certain political 

awareness to her approaching motherhood. 

This is very much a song of its time. Mary, a Jewess, looking back in remembrance of time 

when God has shown his power and mercy, confounding those who have used their power to 

further their own ends and to oppress the poor. It is very much a reflection of the Song of 

Hannah in 1 Samuel 2 verses 1-10. Here it is. This part of the Magnificat is a description of 

God’s messianic deliverance. It is the same language as in Hannah’s song. It is a refrain for 

redemption prophesied in time of great national upheaval. It does not in any way contradict 

Hannah’s outpourings but transfers them to the age to come, for all people, and for all time, 

including the end of time. 

So it is prophecy. The use of the past tense has been a source of puzzlement to me, but these 

acts of the almighty are very much viewed as if already accomplished and also these are what 

God is already doing. Listen to this powerful interpretation of the Magnificat from Namibia. 

As on the day of the Exodus, he is stretching out his mighty arm to scatter the 

oppressors 

With all their evil plans. 

He has brought down mighty kings 

From their throne 

And he will lift up the despised; 

And so he will do today. 

He has filled the exploited with good things 

And sent the exploiters away with empty hands; 

And so he will do today. 

His promise to our mothers and fathers remains new and fresh  

To this day. 

Therefore, the hope for liberation 

Which is burning in me 

Will not be extinguished. 

He will remember me here, now and beyond the grave. 
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So, if the Magnificat can be thought of as past and what God has already done. In the present 

what he is already doing and what will he certainly continue to do in this upside-down kingdom 

in the future and what evidence is there? How has God showed strength with his arm? Has He 

scattered? Has He Brought down the powerful, lifted up the lowly, filled the hungry, sent the 

rich away empty-handed? What about all the dark events of history where this does not seem 

to have happened? Or is this a prophecy for a time when God will finally triumph over a wicked 

world? Let us sing and then try to find the answers. 

From Namibia 

As on the day of the exodus, he is stretching out his mighty arm to scatter the 

oppressors 

With all their evil plans 

He has brought down mighty kings 

From their thrones 

And he has lifted up the despised; 

And so he will do today. 

He has filled the exploited with good things 

And sent the exploiters away with empty hands; 

And so he will do today. 

His promise to our mothers and fathers remains new and fresh 

To this day. 

Therefore the hope of liberation 

Which is burning in me 

Will not be extinguished 

He will remember me, here now and beyond the grave. 
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20th February 2005: Discipline 

 

Reflection 1 

 

Prayer: 'The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? The Lord is the stronghold 

of my life; of whom shall I be afraid? 

 

Lord, we like these words of confidence, and the note of trust that runs through the whole 

psalm. Joyful trust! Confidence! The absence of fear! 

 

God, help us to live a spirituality of dignity and quiet strength, mature in reaction to the things 

that test us daily. You are our stronghold, we do not need to be afraid. You heal our wounds 

and help us to be brave and strong time and time again. Amen. 

 

Discipline- freedom or enslavement? 

 

Discipline is not a fashionable idea. It is, perhaps, teaching yourself and others not to do things 

you really want to do and subduing natural inclinations. Dictionary definitions are rather quaint 

and old-fashioned. It is defined a 'mental and moral training: trained condition: order 

maintained among schoolboys, soldiers and prisoners: control exercised over members of the 

church. It all sounds inhibiting and daunting and doesn't suit modern 21st century man, with 

his emphasis on giving in to emotion and feeling and tendency to reckless living. There is no 

thought for the future and a certain pride in ignorance. 

 

The growth in liberal attitudes in the last thirty years or so has a good and bad side. For 

example, the decline in formal religious observance and traditional Christian belief and the rise 

in materialism with an improved standard of living has altered attitudes, coupled with a decline 

in good behaviour in schools. The recent stampede in Ikea is a good example. People are living 

to excess, going out in order to get drunk, borrowing recklessly to fund a lifestyle they cannot 

afford, experimenting with dangerous drugs and so on. On the good side, there are more liberal 

attitudes and a better understanding and compassion for those on the margins of society, 

mentally and physically disabled, the gay community, the mentally ill, prisoners to name just 

a few. 

 

Now there are bad examples not likely to tempt us perhaps! We don't need too much discipline 

to prevent us from going to these excesses. I do not intend to sound smug. We all know, 

however, that our Christian lives need to be ordered to maintain spiritual health. This may not 

be easy. So, this evening let us reflect on aspects of spiritual discipline, especially as it relates 

to what we say and how we pray. I hope to show that this reining in of ourselves and our selfish 

desires can lead, not to bitter feelings of envy and resentment of others who seem to enjoy life 

devoid of God and discipline, but to liberation of the spirit in the service of God and our fellow 

men. This is the governing of our soul. This is as true now as it has been since the dawn of our 

faith. 
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Reflection 2: Speech control 

  

Reading: James 3 verses 1-12 

 

This reading is strong stuff. We can all relate to admonitions of these verses. The writer is in 

no doubt about the perils of unguarded speech. In these days of media hype, we love to hear 

the gaffes uttered by public figures. It has become a kind of fiendish game to latch on to, just 

slips of the tongue. It is a wonder that politicians and other people in public eye dare to open 

their mouths at all! And yet they do! 

 

From Proverbs 12 verse 18 'Thoughtless words can wound as deeply as any sword, but wisely 

spoken words can heal' 

 

 I am more concerned this evening with our own much more low-profile lives. We do not often 

get into the public eye! What we say is a mouthpiece for what we think deep down. It reveals 

attitudes and prejudices. We can all can think of occasions when we have regretted saying 

something, regretted the sentiment, regretted the tone, regretted the turn of phrase. We cannot 

always know the effect. Something said in jocular fashion may be taken seriously by the hearer, 

because we have forgotten how to be sensitive. For people in certain professions, people in 

frontline jobs like receptionists, telephonists, shop assistants, first impressions are all 

important. Some people tend to speak before their brain is in gear. They have a harder cross to 

bear and cannot resist the cutting remark, the ill-considered expression of opinion. Politicians 

know their every word may be dissected, one error alone can destroy a career. We all know 

how hurtful one word out of place can be. 

 

We need to cultivate freedom of pure speech, adapting what we say to the hearer, finding the 

right words for the right moment, saying them with compassion and sincerity and 

thoughtfulness. In these days of instant communication, it is even more important to speak in 

this way. I hope this does not sound like pious and moralistic lesson! I am saying all this to 

myself as well! 

 

I finish with a story told by Fergal Keane, an Irish journalist and BBC foreign correspondent. 

Writing full of sensitivity and compassion he was much involved in reporting genocide in 

Rwanda ten years ago. In 1999 he returned to try to find some people he had met at that time. 

He interviewed a little boy in a church where parents and hundreds of others had been 

massacred. He discovered that the boy had been nicknamed 'Grenade'. He had had a grenade 

thrown at him which badly marked his legs. Fergal Keane was led to believe that he liked the 

name and laughed when it was mentioned. Kean goes on and I quote: 

 

‘I understand you have a nickname,’ I said. For the first time in the interview he looked directly 

at me. ’Is it true that your nickname is Grenade?’ I asked’ Placide’s eyes began to fill with 

tears, in a few seconds he was crying uncontrollably. A soldier who had been helping us to 

interpret stood up and took him by the hand and led him outside. I knew within an instant that 
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my question had deeply hurt the child. Perhaps in front of his friends he had to pretend to like 

the nickname, but it was clear now that he felt ashamed, marked out and different because of 

his wounds. Grenade. The name singled him out and I, for the sake of one thoughtless question, 

had summoned up all the pain it caused him.’  

 He sums up his feelings in the last two paragraphs of the last chapter. He is a lapsed Catholic, 

but I believe these words reveal a profoundly Christian attitude to control of the tongue. 

 

‘It has caused me to ask if the need to bear witness is worth the pain it can cause to others. For 

when we ask,’ how do you feel?’ is it not a question calculated to probe and bring into the 

public domain the deepest emotions, and does the asking of such questions not impose on us 

some responsibility for the emotional well-being of the person we are interviewing? 

 It is not the first time that I have asked this question, but never before has it been so acutely 

defined for me in that Rwandan church. For I move on as other reporters elsewhere move on. 

But the people whose grief we disinter are left to their lives and memories. In my case, the 

reporting of genocide and man’s inhumanity to man has brought me professional praise and 

awards and many letters of thanks from listeners and viewers. But you must forgive me if I say 

that in the Rwandan church, I felt ashamed of myself and the hurt which my question had 

caused. Of course, the world in which I work is full of difficult questions, questions which 

often demand an answer. But let me say only that Placide has reminded me to think carefully 

before opening my mouth; he has reminded me that humanity must come before everything 

else’  

 

Let us pray: 

  

When we stop to think of the power of speech, it troubles us, Lord. Off-the-cuff remarks, 

tongues dripping with honey, judgemental silence, grudged words of faint praise, smug put-

downs, these can come from the same mouth, and sometimes that mouth is ours. 

 

God, help us to be as thoughtful with our speech as Jesus was with his, and, like him, to use 

our voices for those people and causes about which others are silent. 

 

Be present, Lord, to those who even today hurt from cruel criticisms made years ago. Be present 

to those who know that ending their silence would help make someone else happy. Be present 

today to those who are expected to say a word which may alter the course of one human's 

history. In solidarity and bringing strength and sensitivity, be present Lord. 

 

(St Ambrose)  

O God, who cleansed the lips of Isaiah with burning coal, cleanse our heart and our lips. Be 

sure to cleanse us out of mercy, that we may be able worthily to proclaim your Gospel, through 

Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen 
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17th April 2005: Uncertainty 

 

Life is full of uncertainties and many are comparatively trivial. We wonder about the weather, 

the car, will purchase be available, will there be room on this flight. And there are the not so 

trivial. There is our health and that of our families, redundancy, will the house sell and doubt 

about a relationship. We get up in the morning and cannot be sure what will happen. Will 

'events' overtake us? As Christians we have our 'faith' the things we believe in with no 100% 

certainty. 

 

Certainties are not always desirable, nor do they produce good results. Crusades and 

inquisitions were to some extent the result of a culture of certainties which would not tolerate 

any kind of opposition or rival religion. 

 

On a personal level and I refer to all Christian or non -Christians alike we can feel degrees of 

uncertainty about our hold on life. It comes in degrees with varying mood-swings. We are all 

affected by unexplainable natural disasters or inhuman acts. They emphasise our tenuous hold 

on life and the uncertainties of our existence. There are times even when God seems near 

enough and when God seems far away. 

 

Readings about ‘uncertainties’ 

 

Psalm 146 verse 3 

Do not put trust in your princes, 

In mortals, in whom there is no help. 

 

Proverbs 23 verse 5 

When your eyes light upon it, 

it is gone; 

for suddenly it takes wings to itself, 

flying like an eagle towards heaven. 

  

Proverbs 27 verse 1 

Do not boast about tomorrow 

For you do not know what a day may bring. 

 

John 16 verse 32 

The hour is coming, indeed it has come, when you will be scattered,  

Each one to his home, and you will leave me alone 

Yet I am not alone for the Father is with me. 

 

James 4 verse 14 

Yet you do not even know what tomorrow will bring. 

What is your life? For you are a mist that appears 
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For a little while and then vanishes. 

 

1 Peter 1 verse 24 

For all flesh is like grass 

And all its glory like the flower of grass. 

The grass withers and the flower falls. 

 

Readings about ‘certainties’ 

 

Matthew 10 verse 42 

And whoever gives even a cup of water to one  

Of these little ones in the name of a disciple 

-truly I tell you, none of these will lose their reward 

  

John 6 verse 37 

Everything that the Father gives me will come to me, 

and anyone who comes to me 

I will never drive away.  

 

Romans 8 verse 38-39  

For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers 

nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor 

depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us 

from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

 

2 Corinthians 5 verse 1 

For we know that the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, 

we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal  

in the heavens. 

 

Hebrews 6 verse 19 

We have this hope, a sure and steadfast anchor of the soul, a hope 

That enters the inner shrine behind the curtain. 

 

Readings about ‘Sobering Certainties’ 

 

1Timothy 6 verse 7 

For we brought nothing into the world so that we can take nothing  

Out of it 

 

Ecclesiastes 8 verse 8  

No one has power over the wind to restrain the wind or power over 

the day of death 

Matthew 25 verse 31-32  
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When the Son of Man comes in his glory 

All the nations will be gathered before him 

And he will separate people the one from the another 

As a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.  

 

We worry about the future. Will society crack up under burden of apparent tidal waves of 

crime, breakdown of morality, dishonesty, violence, promiscuity, apathy. There is uncertainty 

about what kind of world we are leaving to our children and grandchildren. 

 

The bible expresses uncertainty: Moses is full of doubt. There are excuses when called by the 

angel of the Lord. 'Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh? But suppose the people do not believe 

me or listen to me? My Lord I have never been eloquent. I am slow of speech and slow of 

tongue'. We thanked God in our prayer that we are not alone in our uncertainty. Moses was 

consumed by it at the outset.  

 

Psalm 146: This psalm speaks of the uncertainty of earthly powers - 'Do not put your trust in 

princes, in mortals, in whom there is no help'. 

 

Proverbs: There is the uncertainty of riches, 'Do not wear yourself out to get rich: be wise 

enough to desist. When your eyes light upon it, it is gone; for suddenly it takes wings to itself 

flying like an eagle towards heaven’. 

 

Proverbs: The future is uncertain 'Do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a 

day may bring'. 

 

James 4: The uncertainty of life itself, 'You do not even know what tomorrow will bring. What 

is your life? For you are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.’ 

 

1 Peter 1: The transitory nature of our existence. All flesh is like grass and all its glory like the 

flowers of grass 'All flesh is like grass ... the grass withers and the flower falls...' 

 

All these set against two sobering certainties: 

 

1 Timothy 6 verse: 'For we brought nothing into this world, so that we can take nothing out 

of it' 

 

Ecclesiastes 8 verse 8: 'No one has power over the day of death ...' 

 

Matthew. 25: Judgement - 'He will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates 

the sheep from the goats'. 

 

These heavily selected quotes give rather bleak picture, but it is built into life. In our time we 

have Billy. Graham and David Frost 'I've never had doubts since my earliest days, from about 

1950 on up, I've never doubted one time that the gospel is true, the Bible is true, and that what 
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I am preaching is true'. Yet later he confesses that he does not have all the answers. Frost talks 

of Billy Graham as having what he calls an 'impossible certitude' in other words questions with 

no answer. That he finds reassuring and we don't feel so threatened by our doubts either. 

 

Also, there is a kind of certainty which breeds arrogance and even hatred which gives 

Christianity a bad name. It has been an element in the need for Christianity to dominate the 

world. It has bred intolerance leading to such dark episodes in history as the Crusades and the 

Inquisitions. 

 

In our own time, certainty has given rise to an American-style pressure group with 'Christian 

Voice' which aims to save the British from eternal damnation; its director, Stephen Green, 

believes that ever since we legalised homosexuality and Sunday trading, we have been under 

God's judgement. His chief bug-bear is J Springer in the Opera which he imagines endorses 

the depravity it satirises. His certainty has caused him to block... a cancer charity into turning 

down a donation from its ticket sales. This is a certainty which makes a mockery of what Jesus 

stands for. 

 

There are many things to admire in evangelical Christianity but there are times when we have 

to question a certainty which leads to intolerance and lack of compassion. P.Y. writes in 'Soul 

Survivor' of Frederick Buecher, preacher and writer, in these words: 'Such Christianity evolve 

confidently about matters Buecher thought veiled in mystery, and their certitude both 

fascinated and alarmed him. Although he has learned to appreciate the fervour of evangelists, 

Buecher speaks of his own faith in more muted tones. He deeply believes that God is present 

and alive in the world, yet it surprises him not at all that God gives us only 'momentary glimpses 

into a mystery of such depth, power and beauty that if we were to see it head on, in any way 

other than in glimpses, I suspect we would be annihilated!'  

 

Reflection 2 - For I am convinced… 

 

What an antidote to uncertainty is the passage from Romans! Paul must have had periods of 

soul-searching and doubt, but these words give full reassurance of God’s love. Let us reflect 

on other words of certainty in New Testament and then listen to short piece of music and then 

finish with few minutes of meditative prayer based on the thoughts of B Askew. First there are 

scriptural certainties and a recent funeral of John Paul II have reminded us of these: 

 

1.  The sure reward in heaven to a faithful follower of Christ. In Mathew 10 verse 42 we 

read 'whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones in the name of 

a disciple truly I tell you, none of these will lose their reward'. 

2. Assurance of acceptance by God is stated in John 6 verse 37. 'Everything that the Father 

gives me will come to me, and anyone who comes to me I will never drive away'. 

3. Assurance of immortality in 1 Corinthians 5 verse 1 - 'For we know that if the earthly 

tent we live in is destroyed we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, 

eternal in the heavens.' 
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4. Assurance of an anchorage of the soul in Hebrew 6 v 19-20 'We have this love, a sure 

and steadfast anchor of the soul, and love that enters the inner shrine behind the curtain 

where Jesus, a forerunner on our behalf, has entered ...' 

 

Let us spend a few minutes reflecting on these verses. Think about what in our best moments, 

we are certain of on our spiritual journey. Listen to second movement of J Rutter's marvellous 

Gloria. The Latin words are ' Dominus Deus, Rex celestis. Qui tollis peccata mundi, miserere 

nobis' 

 

 

18th September 2005: God's delight in us and in his creation 

 

Reflection 1  

Figure 9: With Kenneth in Stuttgart 
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What is God like? He made us in his own image, so must be like us but without sin which 

afflicts us as a consequence of the freewill given to us. So, he is origin of all virtues and 

emotions we feel in ourselves. I have chosen the emotion of delight this evening. Firstly, his 

delight in us and secondly, our delight in him. And there is special reference to his delight in 

creation and Jesus' delight at the wedding at Cana. Christian faith today is believed and acted 

out according to a wide spectrum of vision and interpretation. Some Christians are all too ready 

to call down the wrath of God on sinful people. This to me is a destructive, sour religion which 

is joyless and repellent. Yes, there is the mystery of judgement which will come to us all but 

to call the two great disasters of the past year, the tsunami and the hurricane Katrina the wrath 

of God on sinful people is twisted beyond belief. 

 

For the purpose of reflection, delight and joy are synonymous. One might argue about semantic 

differences, but the emotion is essentially same. It is one of extreme pleasure. God is a source 

of delight because he shows his extreme pleasure. It might be said he doesn't have much to be 

delighted about in the modern world, yet despite all suffering and destruction he does delight 

in all countless acts of goodness, unselfishness and self-sacrifice based on Christian love which 

we witness every day in world.  

 

So, God delighted in his creation. Haydn's great work captures his great joy and contentment 

achieved in his glorious work. 

 

 This is how you meant it to be Lord: Adam and Eve, living together in the garden of your 

delight, caring for the earth and its creatures, talking and walking with you among the trees in 

the cool of the day. It's not a religious image, but a natural one: all things enfolded in your 

peace, all things working together without tension or strain. Lord, this is not where we are now: 

our world shakes and totters, everything is out of balance, we scream at one another in the cool 

of the day, and the earth and her creatures fear the sound of our footsteps. We have grasped at 

life and found death. No, we are not in Eden, and we cannot find our way back. But in Christ, 

you would lead us out of the wilderness back to the garden: to a world washed clean, a world 

filled with the glory of the Lord as the waters cover the sea. Lord, continue your new world in 

us. Amen 

 

Earlier I read story of the wedding at Cana. There is no doubt that Jesus expressed all the 

emotions that we feel including delight. The parable of the prodigal son ends with his father's 

delight at the return of his lost son. At the wedding he was no peripheral guest. He showed 

great pleasure at a happy occasion and made sure the proceedings were not marred by a 

temporary shortage of wine. 

 

 Let us finish with more words expressing Jesus' delight and encouraging us to joyful 

expression of our faith. Lord, I picture you dancing at the wedding, no dour onlooker, frowning 

in self-righteous judgement, no hide-bound kill-joy, disapproving of such frivolity, rather you 

were in your element, revelling in the celebration. But then, joy is your natural element, this is 

who you are, the wellspring and source of all joy bringing the swirling colours of your kingdom 
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dance into the grey funereal shabbiness of our respectable religion. You come to change, to 

transform and to transfigure, that what we are might give way to what you would have us 

become. Today we think of all for whom the life of faith is grey and shabby, bland, watery and 

joyless. May they know you present as the one who dances at weddings. Amen 

 

Prayer 

 

Loving God, we come to you this evening, delighting in your presence with us, and knowing 

that you delight in us and in your world, despite the pain, the destruction and the suffering 

which permeates our lives. We know delight in the wonderful happenings in our lives, the 

arrival of a child, the deepening of a friendship, the success of a business or church project, of 

a team, the joy of a wedding, the delight in good fellowship, in unexpected good news and the 

delight and joy which love brings beyond pain. So, Lord, you also delight in all these things as 

you delight in the service which we offer, in the striving of our souls towards a fuller knowledge 

of your will for us. You delight in the world you created, with all its mystery and grandeur. We 

ask your forgiveness for all we have done to spoil the earth, forgiveness for our utter 

complacency in the face of our comfortable living. 

 

Challenge us and hasten us and may our delight at as a catalyst to our better living. May our 

knowledge of you increase in our lives here on earth: may our love for you grow more and 

more: and may our joy and delight be great, for we know that you are a God of truth and 

wisdom. 
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30th October 2005: Persistence for justice  

 

This evening we have had a talk about persistence in prayer and now we talk about persistence 

in justice. These are the messages of the parable of the unjust judge. Persistence is a word 

aligned with doggedness, perseverance, keeping going, etc. It is not always a welcome 

characteristic. People with an inflated sense of their own importance use persistence to get their 

own way and are often seen as nuisance. For example, double-glazing salesmen, call centre 

employees for telephone companies, gas, electricity and regretfully some charities these days. 

They are all trained to persist as they catch you off guard. I have never been visited by Jehovah 

Witnesses, but they are renowned for sticking to their task! 

 

Persistence can bring results. There have been recent examples in the news. Baby Charlotte's 

parents have shown remarkable resilience in the face of medical opinion but changed doctors' 

minds about keeping her alive. Rose Gentle courageously pursuing the government over the 

death of her son in Iraq. Persistence allied to courage and patience can achieve much. 

 

'No freedom without justice' is one of key statements of Wiesenthal who died recently aged 96. 

After World War 2 he set off in pursuit of Nazi war criminals. He had every reason for this 

passionate desire to hunt them down and bring them to justice. He lost 89 family members in 

the Holocaust. From 1941-45 he was himself imprisoned in a number of concentration camps. 

I quote 'When history looks back, I want people to know the Nazis weren't able to kill millions 

of people and get away with it'. He was best known for hunting down Eichmann the SS leader 

who was one of key men in extermination of Jews. He tracked him down in Argentina and 

brought him to justice. Wiesenthal was active right to the end of his life. In later years he fought 

against all kinds of prejudice and oppression, for example the atrocities the Serbs against ethnic 

Albanians in Kosovo. 'I'm doing this because I have to.' He said there was no motive for 

revenge but that it was important not to forget lest it happened again. 

 

There is a dilemma for Christians here. His basic principle must be admired. There is no 

freedom without justice but there is also not much room for forgiveness here. It is tempting to 

make a comparison with truth and reconciliation in the situation in South Africa in which 

persistence was based on justice with forgiveness and reconciliation. It is so relevant to present 

day as we watch trial of ex-President of Iraq. What is justice going to be in this case? 

 

This is the end of One World week. We reflect that we are all called to be persistent in pursuit 

of justice. For most of us this is not in grand spectacular ways mentioned in this reflection, but 

we are called to play our part in national and international movements fighting for justice. 

Persistence requires patience for it brings set-backs and problems. We are called to be persistent 

in prayer and then we discover that God is persistent with us! The Bible is full of examples of 

this. God persisted with Moses, Jonah, Paul and Zacchaeus. But our persistence must be allied 

to compassion and understanding, and a selfless desire for goodness and well-being of others 

in the world. 
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Prayer 

 

Loving God, this evening we thank you for all those who by their persistence and perseverance 

have helped to bring justice to the world. We thank you for the way in which they have 

tirelessly sought to overcome obstacle after obstacle, often ignoring their own comfort and 

well-being in the process. For those willing to speak out in situations which put them in danger, 

and which expose them to censure or ridicule, we thank you God. And we pray for our readiness 

to follow their example to persist in doing which is right, irrespective of the tide of popular 

opinion if necessary, to be prepared to take risks for the kingdom of God. 

 

Dear God, we ask, too, that allied to all this may be our persistence in prayer. And that it is not 

an ever-increasing shopping list of requests for you to answer for you know all the desires of 

our hearts before we even utter them but rather a persistent spirit which ever seeks to know 

your will for us, a spirit which seeks to be in harmony with you, our Maker. 

 

We pray tonight for the many needs of the world, in particular for all the victims of the natural 

disasters of recent times and ongoing tragedies of famine in Darfur, Niger, Malawi and other 

parts of Africa. Help us Lord to be persistent in our generosity to help in the relief of all this 

suffering. 

 

Finally, a short Christian Aid prayer: 

 

Living God, take our hands, take our lives, 

Ordinary as wheat or corn meal, daily as bread  

Our stumbling generosity, our simple actions, 

And find them good enough 

To help prepare the feast for all your people. Amen 
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4th December 2005: The power of the powerless 

 

I am indebted to Jurgen Moltmann for much of this reflection. Isaiah, like all prophets was not 

someone who could predict future but someone speaking for God, showing amazing insight 

into things likely to happen. He was definitely not into predicting lottery numbers! He lived at 

one of darkest moments in Israel's history when the country was under Assyrian dictatorship. 

Out of this came one of the most beautiful promises in all scripture, words as comforting to us 

now as they were then. Isaiah did not comprehend the idea of church, but he knew that the 

Messiah was to come and restore the earth. Even Gentiles were part of this plan of salvation. 

And he even knew that the Messiah would have to suffer before achieving aims. Some 

wonderful words have been immortalised in Handel’s ‘Messiah’. We shall listen to some of 

this later. 

 

'The people that walked in darkness ...' These words are familiar throughout the 'Messiah'. The 

prophet has vision of the sky becoming light over people in darkness, a time when prisoners 

are freed and task-masters vanquished. Every boot of tramping warriors is thrust on the bonfire 

of peace. Isaiah is so certain. He uses the past tense to describe the vision almost come to pass. 

How does it happen? Who makes it happen? Where does it begin? To whom does it apply? All 

points to the unique event summed up in words 'Unto us a child is born'. Was this a realistic 

vision? Who knows, but prophecy is fulfilled in the coming of Jesus. Who are the people in 

darkness? Israel under Assyrian rule yes, but to Isaiah this is just representative of all power 

hostile to God. The specific plight of the people is symbolic of people in misery everywhere 

and anytime. Today there are still people in darkness, imprisoned, deported, exiled, tortured 

and silenced. The world is still full of evil. Just in the last week or two there have been 

revelations of a teenager abducted from Eastern Europe and forced to work in the sex trade as 

a slave. A police woman was gunned down in Bradford in the course of duty. Peace activists 

in Iraq were kidnapped and held under threat of execution. The list is endless. Yet the promise 

is that light will shine on all who live in misery. These verses are not just Christmas poetry, but 

a proclamation of God's new creation. It is as if a light shining on the chaos of world's creation 

is shining anew on the chaos of history. 

 

The peace of the coming of the Messiah cannot be compared to the joy of a plentiful harvest 

or the delirious feeling of victors after a long battle. But what kind of peace? Not peace at the 

cost of ignoring evil; not just the absence of war, allowing a build- up to the next conflict but 

a state of complete confidence in which justice, mercy and grace reign supreme. So, 2,500 

years later we will celebrate birth of the baby Jesus, hear again these words and listen to them 

sung. We hear all about the nature and character of this child when he becomes mature in Isaiah 

chapter 9 verse 6. 

  

For a child has been born for us 

A son given to us; 

Authority rests upon his shoulders 

And he is named 
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Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God 

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 

 

The verse depicts an ideal combination of personal and powerful qualities: counsellor to us in 

our daily lives and Jesus mighty in power, promising us eternal life and peace which will be 

based on security, contentment, prosperity and a final end to all war. The mystery is how this 

defenceless child is in effect the threshold of the Kingdom. A strange powerlessness opens up 

for us the possibility of salvation. 

 

Isaiah has given his people and us this unforgettable dream. We are called to remain true to it 

but he could only see shadowy outline of the divine child. The New Testament proclaims the 

person himself Jesus, child in a manger, preacher on the mount, tormented on cross yet a 

liberator. He is among us today. Now listen to Handel's music. ‘For unto us a child is born’ and 

reflect on a powerless child coming into world to become all of these things- a wonderful 

counsellor, liberator and much more. 

 

Prayer 

 

Heavenly Father, we come to you with bound hands and ask you for the joy of liberty. We 

stand before you entangled in our guilt and ask for the right of grace. We are wandering, lost 

in darkness. Each of us wants to have our own way. Lead us into the light of your presence and 

show us the common way of peace. You sent your son into a confused world. To us the child 

of peace has been born. In life and death hold us fast in his fellowship. 

 

Valley Of Dry Bones 

 

Spirit of God, when all seems brittle and dead, you come with breath and life to move across 

the dry bones of our lives and help us find the spring of new life. 

 

Each new day you come to us, and as the sleep falls from our eyes once more, again, we start 

afresh to laugh and work and live and be ourselves the new creation from above. 

 

Into the brittle, breaking world breathe life. 

Into the clamorous, edgy world breathe peace. 

Into the dull and dreamless world breathe vision. 

Into our world, which is your world breathe the faith here and love that makes all life worth 

living. 

Come Holy Spirit, come. 
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March, 2006 Apathy – who cares? 

 

To start I give you the Apathy Party, as for the General Election. Their slogan is 'If you're 

thinking what we're thinking, but can't be bothered to do anything about it, join the Apathy 

Party'  

 

The Manifesto states 'It's got a purple cover and it's sort of A4 size and full of pages. Someday 

we intend to write something in it.' 

 

Pledges: If we get into power 

1. We will do something or other about education. 

2. We will encourage policemen and women to increase the number of police. 

3. We won't invade any other country, not even slightly. 

4. We will be very surprised. 

 

In our election campaign we state 'We won't be appearing up and down the country canvassing 

votes and opinions, so join us by stopping at home, finding a sofa of your own, and imagining 

you are in power. So, it is not so much a party, more a state of mind.’ 

 

Let us take the state of mind. There is insensitivity to suffering, passionless existence, laziness 

of mind, indifference. These all help to sum it up. Nobody can be interested in everything and 

we can all can think of things we are not interested in. For example, golf, pop music, celebrity 

culture, financial advisers and so on. Christians all the time have to make decisions about 

support for charities and decide what not to be interested in. 

 

What is the cause of apathy and the reasons behind it? No doubt one of the main factors is the 

feeling of powerlessness brought about by poverty and deprivation. There was a recent article 

in The Herald entitled ‘Society’ by John Matthews. It paints a bleak picture of life in Ruchill, 

a very deprived area in Glasgow. Matthews states 'The people feel unable to do anything about 

their situation; that no-one understands their living conditions; that no-one cares. 

Powerlessness characterises these forgotten places best described as communities of the left-

behind. Those who had skills and could find employment left long ago, but those who see 

themselves as having nothing to offer remain behind providing a culture in which a growing 

criminal fraternity can and does flourish. Ruchill is undergoing huge re-generational change. 

Many of the old landmarks and traditions are being swept away, but a crude piecemeal 

approach to development leaves a population whose feelings have been ignored, unrepresented, 

and a development that has huge implications for "community" with the displacement and 

dislocation it brings.' These are stark and depressing descriptions of life not a million miles 

from here. But, paradoxically, I believe apathy is also bred in many, including ourselves by a 

feeling of self-sufficiency encouraged by material prosperity. Things can go well for people 

then complacency can set in and whenever our relative affluence is threatened in any way we 

retreat into our little world and pretend it isn't happening. 
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The state of mind of the community can be expressed in three key areas: 

1.  The democratic process is the position when voters adopt the view that their vote won't 

make difference and a certain climate is created. In this situation it is widely believed that 

politicians are on the make and not living in the real world. Whoever is elected the 

outcome is the same. 

2.  In relation to the environment we are all perhaps guilty of carelessness for the future of 

the planet and tend to rationalise. For example, the use of cars, flying off to foreign lands 

on holiday, acceptance of overuse of packaging and wastage of precious water. There is 

apathy about the need to balance our energy and lifestyle choices against the desperate 

needs of developing nations so that poverty becomes history. 'The earth is the Lord'. We 

often forget this bible text and its implications. 

3.  There is also apathy with regard to religious belief. Whilst there is evidence of spiritual 

longing in many people and so many faith systems that there is a tendency to adopt a 

'pick and mix' attitude to search for the meaning of life. Recent surveys seem to suggest, 

however, an absence of hostility to the Christian faith but also wholesale indifference. 

 

So, two readings From Revelation and Luke are significant and are directed at us who don't 

care nearly enough about spreading the gospel. In the letter to the church in Laodicea it is 

interesting to note that a city noted for its wealth, built on banking, clothing and carpet 

manufacture had medical school. The church is not accused of immorality, idolatry, 

abandonment of faith. Condemnation is due to pride and self-satisfaction of elements within 

church. It had become devoid of fellowship with Christ. This state is repeated often in the 

history of the Christian church. The story of a heavenly banquet in Luke urges us all to accept 

the invitation into Christ's presence in case, due to indifference, our places are taken by the 

poor and needy. So, is apathy a sin? Certainly, it is a sinful attitude expressed in lack of feeling 

for others, an unhealthy view of the world and an attitude that we must for ourselves. Whatever 

we are concerned about, let's set about it and with passion! And at this moment reflect on 

behaviour and, situations you are indifferent to. Is there something you might want to change 

in your life? 

 

Reflection 2 - Passion - Yes but with compassion 

 

We are plagued by junk mail. Recently I received a communication from Volvo UK which 

made me smile. ‘Dear Mr. Beattie, You know, driving a car is a lot like having kids. There's a 

time and place where you've just have to put your foot down ... So, we've been doing our 

homework. And because we know you share our passion for the SC90, we'd like you to be 

amongst the first to see the results: the brilliant new 185 Volvo XC90 D5. Tempted? Then put 

your foot down to your nearest Volvo dealer and we'll arrange a test drive. And there is one 

last thing if this new model is as popular as your current SC90 we would recommend getting 

your name on the order book sooner rather than later.’ I do not own a Volvo of any kind and it 

costs £32K. I apparently share passion. 

 

Passion, is it the opposite of apathy? It is not always a good thing as I hope to demonstrate. So 

as an introduction I give you Louisa Nunn a’ Purveyor of Passion’ There are web pages such 
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as 'Make your organisation more passionate'- 'Create a passionate personal brand' - 'Find a 

passionate business idea.' She goes on: 'Passion is a bit like pornography. Everyone knows 

what it is when they see it, but few can describe exactly what it is. When we meet someone 

who is passionate about something we can see it in their eyes, hear it in their voice, and feel 

energy they exude. Everyone loves to be around passionate people. Passion is contagious. Put 

simply, passion is the physical expression of high-level engagement with another person or 

thing.' 

 

I probably agree with this even though I am not concerned with its application in the sphere of 

business. In this context it is about strong emotion, an enthusiasm for something associated 

with extrovert behaviour, making waves, pressurising people and so on. However, I think itis 

possible to be quietly passionate as well! Louisa Nunn wants her business clients to make an 

immediate impression and win people over to their point of view. 

 

There are perils in passion which are not always a good thing. Dictators are passionate people, 

zealots may be described as cranks. Then there are old firm supporters. These are all examples 

of what can happen when passion gets out of hand. Passion is contagious but passion must be 

allied to compassion. We Presbyterians tend not exhibit much passion but that does not mean 

we are not passionate about certain things. We do not need to be reminded of the perils of 

religious passion. In eyes of the world tends passion seems to be associated with extreme views 

which are given prominence by the media. Passion is expressed in very negative ways and 

gives a negative picture of the faith we profess. What is getting the headlines at the present 

time? There is protest about the Jerry Springer Show, also about creationism and a possible 

split in the Anglican Communion over gay priests. There are very rigid views as to what 

constitutes a family and there are many other examples. Passion with an accent on 

righteousness can lead to intolerance and a rigid interpretation of the bible. Christian passion 

is not based rigidly on doctrine, but openly and flexibly on inclusive and compassionate sayings 

of Jesus. 

 

I chose to read the Parable of Prodigal Son to illustrate God's passion for the safe return of his 

lost son to his home. His passion is based on unconditional love and ruled by his compassion. 

The second reading calls disciples to go out and spread good news of gospel. This cannot be 

done without passion and conviction but must be allied to concern and understanding for 

others. 

 

This brings me to a footnote of the reflection. This is Lent, a prelude to arrest, trial, conviction 

and crucifixion of Jesus. We often call this period The Passion of Christ, for example, the Mel 

Gibson film. Passion in this context involves suffering from the Latin patior, to suffer. We shall 

be reading the Passion of Christ in Mark's gospel as a climax to the Lenten series on Palm 

Sunday. We, too, are called to be prepared to suffer as consequence of our passionate belief, 

not in masochistic way, but for the sake of others. 
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So, for a few moments reflect on this and write down what you are passionate about and what 

can you about it? Is it a healthy passion? Does it go hand in hand with compassion? 

 

  

Figure 10: Christmas on La Palma on the Canary Islands with Judith and Don 
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29th January 2006: Promises 

 

A promise is an assurance given to a person that you will or will not do something. I have 

chosen a reading from Ruth. It describes one of the great promises of the old testament and 

shows the power of love within a family, leading to commitment of loyalty and compassion, 

by a daughter-in-law to a mother-in-law. It is a promise kept and this little book is one of really 

heart-warming tales of the Old Testament. 

 

Promises range from very large to very small. Every time we say we'll do something affecting 

someone else and do it we are making and keeping a promise. The promises we in society make 

to each other and keep are the glue which keeps that society from falling apart. They involve 

commitment and trust which go beyond mere law-making and legal transactions such as 

contracts. The biggest promise of my life, apart from joining the church and making a promise 

to God, was my promise to my wife and hers to me on our wedding day. Looking back, it was 

something not to be taken lightly and still is though many couples nowadays prefer not to make 

a solemn commitment of this kind, perhaps because a promise like this seems so difficult to 

keep. A life-long commitment based on mutual love, continuous give and take and mutual 

support in good and bad times is indeed a solemn and life-changing decision. I do not have the 

time to go into all this! Everyday living is riddled with promises. Salesmen, tradesmen, 

business men (and women) all depend on saying they will do something and doing it. 

Politicians make promises which help to get them elected. It is perhaps cynical to say that they 

then persuade us they are keeping them when they are not. 

 

I began this reflection by keying into a search engine 'The promises we make'. It came up with 

some interesting results and I want to share them with you in small groups. There are a wide 

range of promises all of which we will have had experience of. Let us have a short period of 

discussion and raise questions which are only to stimulate thought. 

 

Are the promises sincere? Which of these would you describe as being fulfilled, sustainable, 

self-interested, based on genuine compassion, having a spiritual dimension? 

 

Opening Prayer 

 

 In imitation of our saviour, this night we commit into your hands, O God. Our deepest hope, 

our greatest fear. Our fondest friend, our farthest adversary. Our health, our conversation. Our 

wealth, our imagination, our life, our love, our spirit. 

 

Do not cradle us gently, as if we were not meant for this world: rather hold us firmly, that we 

may be faithful in our commitment to you and to all your people. 

 

We are no longer our own, but yours. Put us to what you will, rank us with whom you will. Put 

us to doing, put us to suffering. Let us be employed for you or laid aside for you. Exalted for 
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you or brought low for you. Let us be full, let us be empty. Let us have all things, let us have 

nothing. We freely and wholeheartedly yield all things to your disposal. 

 

A prayer by Reinhold Niebuhr. 

 

O Lord, you who have taught us that to gain the whole world and to lose our own soul is great 

folly, grant us the grace to lose ourselves anew in the life of grace, and so to forget ourselves 

that we may be remembered in your kingdom. Amen. 
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6th June 2010: Baggage and Longing 

 

Introduction 

 

 I have chosen two themes from the Church of Scotland prayer book and from other prayers. 

The themes are in a way separate yet linked. Think about baggage and looking back to the past 

at what we in church and individually have discarded as encumbrances to faithful living and 

think about the present. If we are honest, there is still much that hinders the work of Christ in 

the world. There is a longing that takes us into future, a natural human emotion which 

ultimately focuses on meaning of life and the goal of our living, for however long that may be. 

 

Meditative Prayer 

 

I shall not want. Yet we cling fast to what is ours, Lord. We are too good at zipping up the past, 

padlocking the present, and storing it within tomorrow's hopes. I shall not want. Yet here we 

are with our excess baggage, Lord, weighty from fears and failings, grudges and gripes, 

insecurities and uncertainties, and little space to squeeze you in. More than once, Lord, you sat 

on grassy banks, and gave, in simple stories and blessings, the only food we need. More than 

once, you stilled stormy seas with mere words, and steered your people to a leaner, better place. 

More than once, you called us on a journey and equipped us for the road ahead with nothing 

but promises. More than once, your uncomplicated touch calmed the chaos at the core of 

restless souls. May we not want, may we not need, may we not ask, Lord, for any more than to 

be led by you. And may in your leading be our leaving behind. Amen. 

 

Reflection 1 - Baggage 

 

Baggage/luggage that is what we take with us on journeys. It is usually more than we need 

though in days of budget airlines we tend to try to travel light. But we have excess baggage 

what we are reluctant to jettison but it weighs us down unnecessarily. This evening I shall 

describe three kinds of baggage which affect Christian living. One is to do with the church and 

its history and two relate to our personal lives. Two or three years ago I read quite a depressing 

book by an American theologian 'The dark side of Christian history'. It is an attempt to describe 

the ways in which the church over two thousand years imposed itself on people and nations. I 

quote - 'At a time when the so-called religious right asserts that Christian values will change 

society from its rampant sins, the ordinary citizen should know exactly how the Christian 

church has attempted to 'save' societies in the past. It is a grim lesson'. Titles of chapters give 

the flavour. Chapter 2 describes political manoeuvring, making Christianity palatable to the 

Romans: Chapter 3 refers to AD 300-500 and Church control and force: Chapter 6 is about 

controlling the human spirit: the inquisition and slavery. And there are more examples. Here is 

a brief quote from the introduction 'The Christian church has left a legacy, a world view that 

permeates every aspect of western society, both secular and religious. It is a legacy that fosters 

sexism, racism, the intolerance of difference, and the desecration of the natural environment. 

The church throughout its history has demonstrated a disregard for human freedom, dignity 
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and self-determination. It has attempted to control, contain and confine spirituality, the 

relationship between an individual and God. Christianity has helped to create a society in which 

people are alienated not only from each other but also from the divine. Now we have come a 

long way since these events but there is still a long way to go for the church of today, to truly 

reflect the compassion and inclusiveness of Christ's message in the gospels. There is still 

baggage to be left behind. 

 

However, perhaps we are more concerned this evening about our own individual baggage. I 

mention two kinds, inner and outer baggage. I believe that within ourselves and with the help 

of prayer and our support from those nearest to us we need to constantly lay down burdens 

from the past for we often pick them up again and again! These are our doubts and fears, our 

failings from the past which cripple our outlook on the future, our resentments which cloud old 

relationships and make new ones more difficult; the weight of our theology, I do not mean we 

are all theologians, but attitudes we have grown up with in the church may in the light of 

progressive thinking become a burden. Modern life is complicated enough. It throws up many 

moral dilemmas which require much sensitive and prayerful thought. Just recently there is the 

example of American women who set up Christian foundation which offers drug addicts money 

for long-term contraception or to be sterilised. Human rights of the addict and any the babies 

born to them with the addiction provide much food for thought! Modern life demands modern 

Christian thinking! 

 

The outer baggage refers to our dependence on maintaining our standard of living. In a society 

which encourages the accumulation of wealth and worldly goods, there is baggage to ditch 

which prevents us from living simply. Recently in a documentary on TV 'How to live a simple 

life' the English vicar, Peter Owen Jones, embarks on a two-week road trip relying on strangers 

for food and shelter in the hope of fulfilling ambition of living a simple life, based on life of 

St. Francis of Assisi. Cynics might suppose this to be next to impossible in 21st century Britain. 

The presence of a cameraman must have skewed the whole thing in his favour. What did he do 

when Peter was receiving free hospitality? This raises the question that this is just begging? 

That doing this depends on the goodwill of everybody else and the structure of a society in 

which others who are the majority, are in a position to offer hospitality, food, shelter, and other 

necessities of living. This extreme form of simple living giving up everything is probably not 

for us. But it is easy to rationalise our maintenance of a standard of living which two thirds of 

the world's population can only dream of. 

 

Meditative Prayer - Longing 

 

Dear God, what is life about? We do our best, we work hard, well most of the time, at 

relationships, at trying to contribute in work, at home, in church and in the community. We 

care for family and friends. Sure, we slip up sometimes, everyone does, but we pick ourselves 

up and try to do better next time. 

Dear God, what is life about? Sometimes there seems to be no purpose to it at all, a never-

ending treadmill and we are the hamster. It's the same routine and that's just fine, but 

sometimes, sometimes it's just not enough. Is there more? 
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Dear God, we don't know what is missing, we're not sure what we need, what we really desire. 

So, show us God, come close and ease that empty ache which gnaws away inside us, that 

longing for the fullness and fulfilment in life, that deep need to belong and to be loved just as 

we are. Amen 

 

Reflection 2: Longing 

 

Longing is yearning. It's wishing fervently for something, it's an extreme kind of hoping for 

something. So, what do we long for in our lives? It can of course be a short-term thing, such as 

longing for a journey to end, longing for somebody to stop talking, longing for a headache to 

pass, longing for a parking place and so on Real longing gets to the heart of what life is all 

about, longing for fullness but often without knowing what it is! I suppose we all have our 

personal longings which will lead us to fulfilled lives and inner contentment. It can be 

happiness in family life, success at work, deep and lasting friendships, good health and so on. 

But restlessness about the human spirit takes us ever onward to new horizons as stated in the 

hymn 'my heart is pained, nor can it be at rest, till it find rest in thee'. 

 

We have every right to long for all these things. It is all part of loving ourselves in a healthy 

way and fulfilling our full potential. But in the hymn book Common Ground there is a hymn 

about longing, a longing for a better world in context of our Christian faith. In its verses the 

hymn expresses clearly the longing for light the longing for the truth of the gospel to shine out 

through the mist and fog of history and prejudice, like the baggage already mentioned. It 

expresses peace and hope and the longing for peoples of world to come to trust each other in 

harmony. It mentions food and water and a longing for everyone to have enough and to spare. 

It highlights shelter and warmth and a longing for all to be housed and clothed to the standard 

we take for granted. All this yearning has a place in bringing in God's kingdom. 

 

Here is a question for us all. Do we long for all these things for our world? And do we long 

enough to try to make them happen in own small way? Perhaps the greatest longing is 

expressed by the psalmist, who longs for God 'as a deer longs for flowing streams'. I think we'd 

probably say our yearning for God is subsumed into our desire to create his kingdom by the 

good we try to do. 

 

Here is a final thought about the feeling of incompleteness referred to earlier. It could be 

depressing but remember the human emotion of yearning is shared by the God we worship. 

God longs for all people to be reconciled to Himself to be at one with him. Isaiah very poetically 

says 'as the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God rejoice over you'. And there 

is the parable of the prodigal son. A father longs for his son's safe return and rejoices when he 

finally comes back. 

Prayer 

 

God of all life, in you is novelty and everlastingness, lavishness and simplicity. In us, aware of 

the needs of humanity and of the limitations of the earth there is confusion over what to buy, 
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what to preserve, what to destroy, and how to be a good steward of your resources. Because 

good works alone do not lead to salvation, make us open to the prompting of your Holy Spirit. 

Then may we live wisely and well. 

 

Save us Lord, from the temptation to buy more than we need; from confusing what we need 

from what we want; from wasting what we do not own; from owning what we will never use; 

from idealising the past as a golden age; from bequeathing to our children a sorry inheritance. 

Strengthen the arm of all those who, for the good of the world challenge our greed and inform 

us about appropriate living. May their words gain a good hearing so that the world may have a 

good future. 

 

In imitation of our Saviour, this day we commit into your hands O God: our deepest hopes, our 

greatest fears, our health, our conversation, our wealth, our imagination, our lives, our love, 

our spirit. Do not cradle us gently, as if we were not meant for this world; rather hold us firmly 

that we may be faithful in our commitment to you and to all your people. 

 

And finally, a prayer for spiritual wisdom from an old Scottish psalter, based on psalm 100. 

 

O Lord, the plentiful heap of all happiness, since it has pleased you of your free mercy and 

goodness to choose us for your own and to govern us, spiritually entertain us under your wings 

until the end; and grant that we may daily grow in the knowledge of your goodness, truth and 

mercy, which you have manifested to us through our Redeemer and Saviours, Jesus Christ, 

Amen. 
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3rd October 2010: Relationships 

 

We all need relationships. It is hard to avoid them. It is the nature of humanity, and because we 

live in communities, we naturally cultivate them or are driven into them. Some people do prefer 

to avoid them and live as a recluse. We have professional ones with our doctor, dentist, lawyer, 

for example. There are work based relationships, family relationships, church-based 

relationships, social ones. We meet people in the in pub, at sports' club, at choir, at literary 

society and so on. Some are superficial, some deep, some long lasting, some brief. Some are 

unhappy and acrimonious, some are fulfilling, rewarding and wonderful. There is trend, which 

might be described as disturbing, towards short- term relationships, a product of a more mobile 

society and people changing jobs frequently. Celebrity culture has produced a way of living. It 

seems to put a limit on personal relationships. ‘I am starting a relationship with so and so', or, 

'So and so and I have ended our relationship'. It is time to move on to someone else and never 

mind the hurt and complications left behind. Many people sadly find it very difficult, for 

reasons of disability or temperament, to form meaningful and lasting relationships which lead 

to loving friendships, and in our Christian lives it is incumbent on us to be prepared to show 

love and compassion for them. 

 

I am sure we can all point to rewarding, fulfilling, happy relationships but we can also 

encounter risky, challenging, powerful and unconditional ones. These are the themes for this 

evening. There are four examples, two from the New Testament and two rather grisly stories 

from the Old Testament. I am deliberately avoiding use of word 'friendship' as this is definitely 

not the case with old Testament ones. Relationships often lead to friendship, but I am more 

concerned here with how we relate to others and to God. There are four short sections including 

a bible reading, a reflection and a reflective prayer. I hope we can reflect on our own 

relationships with others and with God, the most important relationship of all! 

 

Opening prayer 

 

Loving God, we thank you for all our relationships, for the rich texture and the network which 

make up our lives together, some challenging, some risky, many rewarding and fulfilling. Help 

us to maintain and deepen those we find fulfilling and may we foster and develop those we 

find difficult in any way. 

 

And now here is a prayer written by a prisoner in Ravensbruck concentration camp. Oh Lord, 

remember not only the men and women of good will, but those of ill will. But do not remember 

the suffering they have inflicted on us: remember the fruits we have bought thanks to this 

suffering, our comradeship, our loyalty, our generosity, the greatness of heart which has grown 

out of all of this, and when they come to judgement, let all the fruits that we have borne be 

their forgiveness. 

 

And a prayer by a Christian called Cecil Hunt: O Lord, give me strength to refrain from the 

unkind silence that is born of hardness of heart, the unkind silence that clouds the serenity of 
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understanding and is the enemy of peace. Give me strength to be the first to tender the healing 

word and the renewal of friendship, that the bonds of amity and the flow of charity may be 

strengthened for the good of the brethren and the furthering of your eternal purpose. Amen. 

 

Reflection 1: Challenging 

 

Jesus and the rich young man represent a challenging relationship. We encounter from time to 

time people who challenge us. It may be someone in dire need, someone with a high level of 

social conscience. We may feel uncomfortable at such an encounter which force us to confront 

our prejudices, challenge us to change and redefine our understanding of God. It may involve 

listening to uncomfortable words which take us out of comfort our zone. Abraham, challenged 

by God set off into the unknown. Joseph faced constant challenge as the favourite in the family. 

A rich young man faced the challenge of possibly giving up all his wealth in order to give faith 

true meaning. If we, living in a wealthy state by comparison with most others on this planet, 

are to be God's presence in world then we are called to be agents of change. 

 

I quote from a recent sermon: 'Karl Barth famously remarked that, for their devotional life, 

Christians should have the bible in one hand and the daily newspaper in the other, for it is in 

the clash and dialogue between the claims of the gospel and the life of the world that true 

discipleship is hewn out and formed. Some cynics have said that today the daily newspaper has 

been particularised down to the financial pages, and that for most western Christians, their 

discipleship represents an uneasy compromise between following Jesus and following the stock 

market. Seldom, if ever, have Christians had to work out their obedience in a society so 

obsessed with wealth creation, individual and collective. All this goes to make the story of the 

encounter of Jesus with the rich young man an 'Ouch' story. It does and should profoundly 

disturb our comfort levels.' 

 

 And here is a final thought: we sometimes conversely need the courage to challenge others 

through our conversations, encounters and exchanges so that we may help each other to live 

out the life of Christ in the world. 

 

Reflection 2: Risky Relationships - Moses And Pharaoh 

 

Stories such as this in Old Testament seem so far removed from our experience of daily living. 

Moses risked his life to make these demands of Pharaoh on behalf of his people. Elsewhere in 

Old Testament Esther similarly risked her life and in the New Testament, the Siro-Phoenician 

woman risked social condemnation for her association with Jesus. Like these stories however 

all relationships bring an element of risk and complexity. We have to balance up the known 

and the unknown and establish the right amount of trust mixed with openness. Relationships 

do not stand still - they either develop or wither away for lack of opportunity, apathy, or lack 

of commitment. We often do not know where things will lead. This is crucial factor. Risk taking 

involves commitment. Moses risked taking on an enemy power much greater than himself. We 

may not be called upon to do what Moses did but risks leading to commitment may lead to 

self-sacrifice and invoking Christian compassion towards people who are not very attractive to 
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us, but in great need of our friendship and understanding. And here is a final thought in this 

section. Is our relationship with God perhaps the biggest risk of all? To choose life in the 

Christian sense means losing ourselves in the acceptance of his grace. 

 

Reflection 3: Power - Ahab, Jezebel and Naboth 

 

And now something we find it hard to pray about it. Some people exert some sort of power in 

our lives, some as control-freaks, some by sheer charisma and attraction of personality, others 

just by being good human beings. Some unfortunately become hungry for power and seek to 

dominate those associated with them. Ahab and Jezebel are in position of absolute power in 

the land. Ahab is basically weak, but with Jezebel's evil scheming was able to seize Naboth's 

vineyard. In the Bible there are many examples of flawed people in positions of power. How 

do we approach power in our relationships? There is a kind of power in ambition and an 

aggression and control which needs to be kept firmly in check. And there is a moral power in 

openness, acceptance of others, and friendship which transcends all these negative aspects. 

 

Whether we renounce or grasp power, we are caught up in its currents all the time. Through 

our words and actions, being in the world, it is there to be used, abused or resisted. As we are 

moved by it, so we exert power ourselves. In the gospels, Jesus' relationships with others are a 

guide. Power and powerlessness are combined in the mystery of the incarnation. 

 

Reflection 4: Unconditional Love - Prodigal Son and Father 

 

 The stories of the Prodigal son, Ruth and Naomi, Joseph and family are great stories of 

unconditional love in the bible. A father looks and longs for his son, even when he has left, 

headstrong and selfish to spend his inheritance. Daughter-in-law Ruth stays by Naomi's side 

even though she was not duty bound to do so and this life choice will bring her nothing: and a 

brother, plotted against, sold into slavery by jealous siblings forgives the whole family. These 

are stories of a love which asks nothing in return but loves anyway. We find that kind of love 

so difficult to put into practice but when we can give and receive it everything seems to make 

sense. Christ is present, faith is strong, life is worth living. 'Prodigal' is a negative term 

suggesting wasteful and careless and it describes people off the straight and narrow who are 

misguided. Let us think of the positive slant as well to describe the father who was lavish and 

extravagant: think of the father as lavish and extravagant in his love for his son. Let us think 

of prodigal aspects of our lives, in both senses, and bring them before God for a few moments 

of reflection. 
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Prayer: Challenging relationships  

 

When we make poor choices, when we get caught up in unhealthy patterns, 

When we yearn and pine for all that glitters, God, help us to see why this is vain. 

When we feel sure we are right, when we are self-sufficient and self-righteous, 

When we are confident in health and wealth, help us to know that we are not God. 

 

God inspire in us today with faith beyond pat answers, motivation beyond self-promotion, 

Love beyond words. Give us today the courage to move beyond our backgrounds and 

conditioning our sadness and our unwillingness to find costly, but rich adventures with you. 

 

Prayer: Risk taking relationships 

 

In this reflective prayer the name of Pharaoh is used as a symbol for the world. 

 

O that we could face all dangers, able to call down a miracle from heaven with calm certainty 

in your faithful protection, keeping us unscathed from the laughter of Pharaoh. 

 

Yet may we risk believing in justice, even when we cannot call down angel armies but find 

ourselves alone before Pharaoh's throne, daring to risk everything in the proclaiming of your 

realm. 

 

May we risk believing in truth, even when the world twists and abuses it and we find ourselves 

unprotected before Pharaoh's throne, daring to risk everything in the confidence of your 

enfolding love. 

 

May we risk believing in love, even when we can find no reason to do so, but find ourselves 

fragile before your throne, daring to risk everything in the chance of the cross being right. 

 

May we risk believing in you, even when the world laughs at our foolishness and we find 

ourselves naked before Pharaoh's throne, daring to risk everything, because you have risked 

everything for us. 

 

Prayer: Relationship of power 

 

I want, Lord, don't we all? And what I want often is what I don't have. Having does not kill the 

butterfly desire. It flits from what I have just got, to light on what I don't have yet. Desire is, I 

know, insatiable, it empowers me just as it empowers, charges, drives this world of conspicuous 

consumption and the consumer is king. 

 

My desire is not outrageous or brutal, Lord. Surely my desire kills no one. It would be satisfied 

with very little more than I already have. I could say 'enough' any time I wanted to. But I hear 

the seductive whisper, why settle for less? You're worth it! But in my heart, I know that these 
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things are no measure of who and what I am, yet still the voices whisper, 'Are you not a 

consumer? Is the consumer not king?' 

 

Is it my fault if the world works this way? If consumer society empowers the consumer and I 

happen to be a consumer ... Power is exercised in my name, Lord God, and I am complicit 

because I am silent, and because I continue to consume. Teach me how to decline, with proper 

revulsion. Teach me what enough is. 

 

 Let us have a few moments for private reflection. Take the phrase, 'I couldn't live without it', 

and dwell on it for a moment or two. What springs to mind? What couldn't you live without? 

Now, imagine choosing to live without it or having to. How would that be? What would that 

mean to you?  

 

Let us so live that what we want is what we need. Let us pray that what we seek is what you 

want for us. 

 

Prayer: Unconditional relationships 

 

Father God, for giving me more than my share, for allowing me to go my own way, for letting 

me be my own person, thank you. Yet in independence, when my world has chaos all around, 

when I have made bad choices, and have nothing and no one to turn to, thank you for waiting 

for me, even when I think I know best, and lose myself. 

 

Thank you, that though I feel far from home, you are never distant. Though I close off and 

focus on other things, you are always open and unconditional in your embrace. Though I am 

'prodigal' you are unyieldingly loving. 

  

 In a few moments of private reflection let us think of the word 'prodigal' in both its negative 

and positive senses. Long lost or misguided one way and lavish and extravagant the other.  
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9th May 2011: Creating 

 

Introduction: 1 Peter 4 

‘Like good stewards of the manifold grace of God, serve one another with whatever gift each 

of you has received.’ 

 

I begin with a quote: 'To unleash the latent potential of our people requires that we give them 

responsibility. The untapped resources of the North Sea are nothing compared to the untapped 

resources of our people. I am convinced that the great mass of our people go through life 

without even a glimmer of what they could have contributed to their fellow human beings. This 

is a personal tragedy. It is a social crime. The flowering of each individual's personality and 

talents is the precondition for everyone's development.' Who? Jimmie Reid is not a Christian 

but no doubt he had deep feelings about the potential in all of us. His recent speech is more 

about political and social awareness and development perhaps than creativity, but his plea 

about potential in all of us is very accurate. 

 

Sure, we have all made, produced, invented or written something. Those with children and 

grandchildren know that they show us all the time, pictures drawn, letters in writing which puts 

mine to shame, tunes played on the piano, trumpet, violin, recorder, games invented out of 

nothing in the garden with detailed rules which favour the inventor! In Wellington we have a 

talented lady, Hannah Frew Paterson, who has designed wonderful pulpit falls which adorn our 

sanctuary and many others besides. Leith Fisher was a fruitful writer of modern hymns, many 

of which we sing frequently. The Coffee House has several pupils who show us their teenage 

poetry, full of imagination, sometimes too deep for me! Human creativity enhances and 

complements God's creation of the natural world. For a few minutes think of an object or poem 

or any created thing, small or large, created by you or someone you know or someone famous 

perhaps a picture, a model, a book, a building or a garden which has had an effect on you and 

has spiritual dimension for you. 

 

Our first reflection celebrates the exceptional gifts of two people who are using their talents to 

spread love and compassion in the world. 

 

Reflection 1 

 

Last November I read copy of the Coracle on a train to London. There were two articles which 

gave me inspiration for this evening. They show in a wonderful way how people with special 

creative gifts can influence and transform lives. The first is Ruth Mould an artist, who set up 

an exhibition in Wellington in November. To my great regret I did not view it in detail but 

what I saw was very moving. In an earlier article she speaks of painting pictures as descriptions 

of all that was going on in her life and how they helped her. Her pictures tend to involve 

portraiture, people whose faces are like maps of their experience. There was a close friend who 

was badly injured in an accident. This urged her to show her work to others and she did this in 

guided retreats and meditations. She feels that God gave us art and music to express ourselves 
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and to enjoy life. Society has tended to turn it into a way of making money, but this is much 

less important. She talks of a woman who experienced terrible personal tragedy. The painting 

'Pushing the boat out' illustrated that she was a little woman who couldn't get into a boat, but 

needed to get in, in order to get on with her life. Looking at the picture helped her to move on. 

She writes about working in drop-in centre. It started by just drinking coffee and chatting and 

then came the idea of drawing people's faces. There was one particular man with bipolar 

disorder and when she finished the portrait he looked and said 'Yes, that's me'. This helped him 

to come to terms with the dark place he was in. Sitting with him, giving him her whole attention 

was the beginning of a close relationship. She reminds us of a quote by Brother Roger of Taize 

'There is nothing more beautiful than a human face that has been transfigured by a life of 

struggle'. 

 

Perhaps the most moving episode was a story about a nursing home and a suggestion that she 

might persuade dementia sufferers to paint. But getting folk round a table with poster paints 

did not work. The residents were all in their own little world. She felt so distressed sand 

overwhelmed she could not do it. Then she realised she was there to draw them. She began 

with a lady called Christine after much soul searching and discussion with the manager. I quote 

'And as I was drawing Christine, I still had this feeling of being overwhelmed by all the distress 

there was there, but as I drew her, and I made eye contact with her, I saw her face light up so 

that I could see right into her. And it was almost as if she was becoming transparent as I drew 

her, and then I got this feeling, I thought: this is great, this is wonderful, I can really see this 

person and by the end of it, she liked the drawing, and I liked the drawing, and the staff liked 

the drawing. And people came round and looked. And then I had a conversation with the staff, 

and I said I had been overwhelmed by all the pain, and then I saw Christine and thought how 

wonderful her face was. And they said, yes, we noticed it too'. This to me is the Holy Spirit in 

action. 

 

The shawl ministry has origins in USA. It was taken up with great dedication by Anna Briggs, 

a lay preacher and wife of a United Reform Church minister. There were small beginnings. 

There was a 'Knit and Natter' group which speaks for itself. Briggs gave a shawl to one of the 

members in hospital who had had a serious angina attack. She passed it on to a nurse whose 

daughter had breast cancer. Shawls were given away to people in all kinds of difficulty be it 

bereavement, shocks, trauma, as well as joyful occasions like marriage and birth When she 

moved from Cambridge to Liverpool, she initiated three groups and women came from all 

around to take part. There was a continuous supply of knitted and crocheted shawls in a variety 

of shapes and colours which were given to victims of road accidents and families of murder 

victims. There were fluffy shawls for children whose mothers had died suddenly. A lady having 

chemotherapy said she had put crocheted shawl under her pillow –and wrapped her fingers 

around it and through it when she was feeling frightened. 

 

Shawls acted as prayers and good wishes. Briggs says 'What moves me most of all is when one 

of the groups says something like ‘my neighbour had a fall and broke her hip, so I sat up for 

two nights and crocheted her a shawl. She was thrilled! As a minister, my husband is always 

amazed how shawl ministry keeps on working and how it helps his job as well. I've lost count 
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of the number of times he has come back from visiting a widow and has told me she was 

wearing your shawl!’ One of Briggs hymns states ‘We lay our broken world in sorrow at your 

feet and ‘we bring our broken loves, friends parted, families torn; then in your life and death 

we see that love must be reborn.’ 

 

Prayer 1 

Creator God, How precious are the moments when your glory is revealed: in the blush of the 

dawn of a new day, in the song of the birds, as they praise you in their dawn chorus, in the 

rainbow and the rain in the clouds, one minute drifting, the next scurrying across the sky. 

 

Praise be to you in the quiet places, by the burn, on the mountain top, in the forest, in our own 

homes, by the fireside, or some other special trysting place. 

 

Thank you for precious moments, when your presence is real, and we are left in wonder and 

praise, in the gift of a new life, newly born, so complete; in the laughter and tears shared, in 

the light after darkness, the in the joy after pain. Thanks be to you O God. 

 

Loving God, this evening we thank you especially for those who are teachers and enablers, 

those who play an important part in shaping the people we are today and will be tomorrow. We 

thank you for all whose patience and tireless efforts help us to learn new things. As Christ 

inspired and healed, people found they were capable of things they never dreamed of: so we 

thank you today for those who enable, for their ability to see something in us which they are 

able to shape and hone into a special gift. May we be aware of our gifts and enable us to use 

them for your glory. Amen. 

 

Prayer 2 

Though someone in my childhood may have told me I had no voice, still let me sing for you. 

Though someone in my past may have told me I could not draw, still let me make for you or 

bake for you or mend, arrange, design or paint something beautiful. You are the great artist, 

who sang the world into being and you did not make me in your image to be feckless and dumb. 

 

Thank God for poets and painters, drummers and bagpipe makers, seamstresses and 

silversmiths, Celtic harpists and home bakers, potters and flower arrangers, sculptors and 

landscape gardeners. Thank God for all whose skill and imagination bring beauty out of silence 

and shapelessness. Thank God for all artistry as it strives after perfection and so imitates our 

one Maker. 

 

And a Welsh prayer from the ninth century: ‘Almighty Creator, maker of all things, the world 

could not express your glory, even were the grass and trees to sing, you have wrought such a 

multitude of wonders that they cannot be equalled. No language can express them, no letter 

can contain them. Yet it is not too great a toil to praise the Trinity; it is not too great a toil to 

praise the Son of Mary. Amen. 
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13th November 2011: Passing on the faith 

 

 
Figure 11: Cutting the lawn with Joe at Tullybeg, Northern Ireland 

 

Passing on our faith to the next generation is achieved by example, but also by teaching and 

enabling. This prayer is for teachers and enablers. 

 

Lord God, where would we be if there were no teachers or enablers, those who play an 

important part in shaping the people we are today and will be tomorrow? As Christ lived and 

taught, people realised and recognised God among them, so today we thank you for all whose 

patience and tireless efforts help us to learn new things in a way that is easy for us to understand. 

As Christ inspired and healed, people found they were capable of things they never dreamed 

of, so today we thank you for those who enable, for their ability to see something in us which 

they are able to help us to shape and hone into a special gift. Lord, it is no easy task to teach or 

to be an enabler for others and we give you thanks for this wonderful gift and for the many 

people in our world who are blessed with it. May they be aware of their gift and use it to inspire 

all the people you lead them to for your glory.  

 

Loving God, may we all be examples of your gospel in action and enablers in the task of passing 

on our faith to the next generation. Where along the way we have lost the enthusiasm, the 

insight, the courage to break new ground help us to hear from one another and to hear your 

word, so that we recover the gospel which is new every morning and feel the presence of Christ 

with us as vividly as they did on the first Easter Day. Amen. 
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Introduction 

 

In the last year or two our choir sang an award-winning hymn by Greg Scheer called 'People 

of the Lord.’ It has a beautiful tune and words which have had a lasting impression. It is all 

about the need for each generation to pass on the faith which has sustained us in our lives. I 

quote from some of the verses. ‘People of the Lord, listen to my voice, hear the ancient words, 

once again rejoice! Tell of God's great deeds, teach his loving law, that faith's precious seed in 

each heart may grow! Tell the news till each generation knows: they in turn will teach those 

yet to be born.’ And the chorus ‘What we have heard, what we have known, let our tongues 

tell our sons and daughters of the wonders of our living God that they may join us in the 

chorus!’ This reflection is going to share thoughts of others and try to see some indicators for 

ourselves. Here is a quote to get us going: 'He used to say children have a right to be taken 

seriously. The unknown person inside each of them is our hope for the future. He believed that 

in each child there burned a moral spark which if nurtured could defeat the darkness at the core 

of human nature. When the time came for the children in his care to leave, he used to say to 

them: I cannot give you God for you must find him in quiet contemplation in your own soul. I 

cannot give you love of man, for there is no love without forgiveness, and forgiving is 

something everyone must learn to do on his own. I can give you one thing only: a longing for 

a better, a life of truth and justice. Even if it may not exist now, it may come tomorrow if you 

long for it enough'. The Polish doctor, Janusz Korczak, founded Jewish and Catholic 

orphanages around the time of World War 1. He believed in trusting children and giving them 

responsibility. The writer of the book was Jonathon Sacks, Chief Rabbi. 

 

Reflection 

 

This reflection does not to try to give lots of answers but perhaps some insights into how the 

younger generation can be inspired to 'Join the chorus'. During summer there were various bits 

of news I want to share. Some are good, some are bad. All of them are quite thought provoking. 

Unfortunately, Christianity gets mostly bad press. In August a headline read, 'Christian 

midwife sues over the order to wear trousers'. A lady was suing the local NHS Trust because 

she was forced to wear trousers in the operating theatre. Why? It says in Deuteronomy 22 verse 

5 'A woman shall not wear a man's apparel, nor shall a man put on woman's garment; for 

whoever does such things is abhorrent to the Lord your God' (What about kilts?) Later there 

was a report of a free Church minister who resigned because the Free Church has now decided 

to allow hymns in church services. Through in Edinburgh during the Festival when Ruth and I 

were enjoying the atmosphere in the High Street we were offered all kinds of flyers for various 

shows and performances. One, which I opened later from the Bible Truth Depot stated and I 

quote, 'Those who die without believing in the Lord Jesus Christ, die without hope, and go into 

a lost eternity'. I quote from Psalm 9 verse 17 'The wicked shall be turned into hell, and all the 

nations that forget God'. Jesus said 'If ye believe that I am he, ye shall die in your sins, whither 

I go ye cannot come' They will be raised again to be judged at the Great White Throne as 

recorded in Revelation 20 verses 11-15'. A Pastor in a local paper finished with these words - 

'Gamble on the fact that there is no God, or we can disregard what he says, and you risk being 
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in the place the Lord Jesus Christ described thus "And the smoke of their torment ascendeth up 

for ever and ever: and they have no rest day nor night - Revelation 14 verse 11. These are not 

the words of any fanatical man or cultish sect, but the word of God itself.' 

 

Phew! Not exactly good news is it? This kind of joyless Christianity is getting an airing far too 

much and is rightly what makes us all seem utterly judgemental and lacking in joy. Since then 

there is controversy over gay marriage, and of course very recently the issue in Glasgow of the 

St Paul's and George Square and Kelvingrove protesters. Could this perhaps turn into a golden 

opportunity for Christians like us to proclaim some good news? So here are some 

pronouncements which help to portray the faith we profess as dynamic, inclusive and joyful. 

There was a report in the summer that Pope Benedict urged 1.5 million Catholics at a Sunday 

Mass in Madrid to spread the gospel to others seeking better values than modern society offers. 

'We cannot encounter Christ and not want to make him known to others. So, do not keep Christ 

to yourselves. Share with others the joy of your faith'. This he said in a sermon as part of the 

Roman Catholic Church's Youth Day. He told pilgrims from around 190 countries that they 

have been given the extraordinary task of being missionaries for Christ in countries filled with 

young people looking for better values. 

 

At the beginning of August, our minister gave a talk on the Welsh Railway Preservation Society 

and the dangers of the church in relation to how it is regarded by those inside and outside. It 

was not about preservation at all but about transformation. There is of course much we rightly 

want to preserve, but all this has to be preserved for something, not from something. Referring 

to the story of Elijah in his cave I quote 'Is there a sense in which the church, in our place at 

our time, sits inside our well-constructed religious cave, waiting for a clear sign of God's 

presence before we will venture out? And might it just be that the deafening silence we hear 

from the world around us might in fact be the presence of God, summoning us to speak a new 

word to a deafened world?' And finally, 'It may well be that only transformation can preserve 

us in the doing of God's will, for the sake of God's world.' 
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26th February 2012: What is Freedom? 

 

Prayer 

 

Loving God, we pray for all peoples today who live under restrictions, as minorities in their 

own land, or exiled in refugee camps, as conquered peoples with only their memories of a 

nation that was once great, or people fighting their own oppressive government from within 

and risking civil war in the process. We pray for people who are the victims of circumstance: 

asylum seekers in our land perhaps tied to a gang master; nannies from abroad who are taken 

advantage of; sex workers lured under false pretences; sweat shop labourers choosing slavery 

or starvation when to speak out is to find oneself on the next flight. 

 

Is there something Lord, of the slave mentality in us, like Moses' followers wishing themselves 

back again the security of not having to take responsibility? And are we not in thrall to the 

sinful impulses that drive us, security tagged so that we cannot escape ourselves? And was this 

not why Christ came, throwing wide the gates and inviting us to live with him, travelling 

together to the promised land? 

 

Lord God, through history the powers of this world have been set against your authority. We 

ask for discernment that we may not collude with wrong but live with integrity before you. 

Show your mercy Lord. 

 

The tensions are within us too, between power and humility, ambition and being, constraints 

and freedom so we need your help in the balance. If we start to control others, remind us that 

your truth sets us free, not to control but to serve and that freeing truth is to all alike.  

 

So, may we love and serve within your kingdom on earth until that time when you take your 

power and reign. Amen. 

 

Reflection - What is Freedom? 

 

I have an easy task. Ask the questions, gather in some answers and leave it at that. In the next 

reflection my colleague, Alison, on the other hand, has to tease out the big question of what it 

means for a Christian to be free. This is a vast subject. When we begin, we soon realise that 

people are often talking about different things. There are many freedoms we enjoy which are 

not granted to citizens in other parts of the world. Some of the freedoms we enjoy are basically 

rather trivial and go with living in an essentially liberal country where tolerance of difference 

is regarded as fundamental. A Coptic Christian in Egypt or Christian in northern Nigeria may 

simply want to be free to worship in peace and security. In Syria at present Christians are in a 

tragic dilemma where the oppressive regime which everyone wishes to cast out, may be the 

only way of preserving their freedom to be faithful: depose Assad and who knows what will 

be waiting for them round the corner? Against this awful situation, the freedom or not to wear 

a crucifix to work does seem rather unimportant. Recently an Indian Government Official 

opined that Indian people cannot have freedom from poverty and hunger and freedom of 

speech. This stated in the context of harming Muslim sensibilities. Struggles for freedom are 

ongoing in Egypt. Also, in Iran and Bahrain there are ideological and religious struggles 

involving deep divisions concerning basic freedoms. 

 

Here are a few definitions. The power to act, speak or think as one wants without hindrance or 

restraint. The state of not being imprisoned or enslaved. The state of being physically 
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unrestricted and able to move easily. The power of self-determination attributed to the will. 

The quality of being independent of fate or necessity. 

 

On 6th January 1941 there was a famous declaration regarding four essential universal 

freedoms. These were the freedom of speech, the freedom to worship God, freedom from want 

and freedom from fear. 

 

So, I invite you to just say, if you wish, a sentence beginning I am free to ... or not free to … 

This could be serious or trivial. Examples could be: freedom to go out, to travel, to protest, to 

write letters, to wear any clothes, to eat junk food, to get drunk, to go to church, to rob other 

people and so on. 

 

Here are some quotes: 

• The English think they are free. They are free only during the election of members of 

parliament. (Rousseau) 

• There can be no freedom without the freedom to fail. (Eric Hoffer - American 

philosopher) 

• People demand freedom of speech to make up for the freedom of thought they avoid. 

(Kierkegaard) 

• The basic test of freedom is perhaps less in what we are free to do than in what we are 

free not to do. (Hoffer) 

• The negro needs the white man to free him from his fears. The white man needs the 

negro to free him from his guilt. (Martin Luther King) 

 

And a few which perhaps point forward to the Bonhoeffer position: 

• Freedom is only granted to us that obedience may be more perfect. (John Ruskin) 

• No man is free who is not master of himself. (Greek philosopher) 

• Free will is not the liberty to do whatever one likes, but the power of doing whatever 

one sees ought to be done, even in the face of otherwise overwhelming impulse. There 

lies freedom indeed. (Anon) 

• None can love freedom heartily but good men ... the rest have not freedom but licence. 

(J. Milton) 

• In the last analysis, our only freedom is the freedom to discipline ourselves. (American 

financier) 

 

So, bearing in mind all these quotes our own thoughts and the various scenarios on the world 

scene at the present time let us sing this traditional Zimbabwean song: 

 

If you believe and I believe 

And we together pray 

The Holy Spirit shall come down 

And set God’s people free, 

And set God’s people free 

And set God’s people free 

The Holy Spirt shall come down 

And set God’s people free.  
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29th April 2012: I hae ma doots 

 

Introduction 

 

This evening as part of a series our reflection is about post resurrection appearances of Jesus. 

This features appearances in the upper room to disciples and culminating in the famous role of 

Thomas and as he became known, doubting Thomas. We will be reading the passage from John 

and thinking about the role of doubt in our Christian lives. I am indebted to various people for 

the compilation of these reflections. They are Canon Alan Billings, Bishop John Pritchard in 

his book entitled 'God lost and found', Brian Mountford in his book entitled 'Christian Atheist', 

and two of our number who I have invited to share their thoughts on this subject.  

 

Reflection 1 

 

‘Through the night of doubt and sorrow ‘is an old hymn which has been rattling round in my 

brain for some time. It tends to give rather a bleak picture of Christian doubt though the rest of 

the hymn, to some extent, makes amends but we are not going to sing it! Doubt is a familiar, 

natural human condition in all aspects of our lives. ‘I hae ma doots’ a Scottish expression 

meaning I am not sure. We make a decision and at once doubt the wisdom of it. We can get up 

in the morning and can have doubts about whether we can get through the day. Doubt has 

natural allies in anxiety, scepticism, inaction and negative thinking. We have doubts about our 

faith, our relationships, our work, our health, our control of our lives. Here are some quotes: 1. 

Modest doubt is called the beacon of the wise (Shakespeare); 2. If doubt is challenging you 

and you do not act, doubts will grow: challenge the doubts and you will grow. 3. If a man will 

begin with certainties, he shall end in doubts; but if he will begin with doubts he shall end in 

certainties (Frances Bacon). 4. Doubt is father of wisdom (Galileo). 5. Doubt is the beginning 

and the end of wisdom. 6. There was a castle called Doubting Castle, the owner whereof was 

Giant Despair (Bunyan). 7. Doubt is not a pleasant condition, but certainty is absurd (Voltaire). 

Thomas is a kind of stereotype for many who are naturally sceptical in attitude. But his doubts 

were conquered when he finally met the risen Christ. He proclaimed, ‘my Lord and my God.’ 

The term doubting Thomas has earned a kind of negative connotation, but he is not lacking in 

courage and loyalty. It was Thomas who, when other disciples tried to get Jesus to stay away 

from going to Bethany to be with Lazarus because of the danger from those who had earlier 

tried to stone him, said ‘Let us go, that we may die with him!’ He, according to Christian 

tradition, became a passionate advocate for Christ by preaching in Babylon, travelling to Persia 

and then on to the west coast of India. It is said that when Portuguese landed in India in early 

1600s and found a group of Christians already there it had probably been founded by Thomas 

1500 years earlier. The one who proclaimed his unbelief carried a message of love and 

forgiveness to the ends of earth. There is a suggestion that his confession ‘my Lord and my 

God’ was the greatest confession of faith recorded anywhere in bible. 
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Reflection 2 

 

 On March 26th I woke up to put on Radio Scotland at 7.am then dosed till 25 minutes past. I 

listened to ‘Thought for the Day’ and then switched over to Radio 4. Again, I listened to 

‘Thought for the Day’ at 7.50 am. I was astonished that it was the same theme, that of doubt. I 

then went in the evening to a planning meeting. There was soul searching and silence about 

how to plan the post Easter services. Then the suggestion was made to focus on Jesus' 

appearances post resurrection. Canon Alan Billings was on Radio 4 with a group preparing for 

ordination. He asked the question’ What is the opposite of faith?’ The general answer seemed 

to be doubt. Alan Billings then suggested that the opposite of faith surely is certainty. If you 

have, in any context, certainty about something you don't need faith. Doubt on the other hand 

tags along with faith at all times. Many have faith strong enough to move mountains but there 

is always the possibility that your faith and trust is misplaced. Faith is always open to challenge 

and test. He goes on to mention some of these challenges. There are plenty world events at the 

moment. Afghan families were shot by an American soldier, children and teachers were killed 

in a Belgian bus crash. And there was killing, execution style, in Toulouse. How easy to forget! 

Faith is consolation, even when tested to breaking point. 

 

Here are some thoughts from Brian Mountford. He sees doubt as evidence of a protesting faith. 

As a minister he feels pressure to uphold the teachings of the church even when he questions 

them. Doubt is often seen as corrosive growing out of resentment and bitterness. It is life 

experience, the sheer ups and downs of it all, the 'why me?' attitude. But there is another side 

to doubt. It is one that is more positive and more creative. The cry of the father of an epileptic 

boy.’ Lord I believe, help thou my unbelief.’ St Paul emphasises that we are seeing through a 

glass darkly. The prime example of doubt is perhaps Jesus’ cry on the cross ‘My God, why 

have you forsaken me?’ In the Old Testament there is a tradition of protesting faith. Jacob 

wrestled with God and Job argued the toss with God, whilst remaining faithful. Similar doubts 

have been expressed throughout literature which are mentioned in the ‘Pilgrim's Progress’. We 

are not talking here about corrosive doubt, like rust eating away at our very souls, but a kind 

of loyal opposition to the Almighty which helps to build us up from within through experience. 

 

Here are some thoughts from John Pritchard. He writes of the great spectrum of doubt. Who is 

this? 'Along the way I have experienced the indoctrination of confirmation classes, the anti-

climax of the Eucharist, the futility of prayer, the contradiction between the promises made by 

an allegedly merciful, loving God and the reality of a suffering world, so I end up, so far at any 

rate, as a doubter.' And another view ' When I try to raise my thoughts to heaven there is such 

conflicting emptiness that those very thoughts return like sharp knives and hurt my very soul.’ 

And also, from Mother Teresa in a letter discovered after her death ‘I am told God loves me 

and yet the reality of darkness and coldness and emptiness is so great that nothing touches my 

soul. Did I make a mistake in surrendering so blindly to the call of the Sacred Heart?’ We all 

know of famous and seemingly great examples of Christian commitment who have suffered 

long periods of doubt. People such as Martin Luther in the past and Richard Holloway in the 

present who asks many questions about Christian faith and practice in the contemporary world. 
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He says 'I am troubled by the enigma of the universe and the possibility of God. I find myself 

encountered by a mysterious depth in life that religions call the sacred, the beyond or the other'. 

And John Pritchard expresses another spectrum of doubt. At one end there is cynicism and self-

serving doubt which is seeking to destroy, through to honest doubt which enquires into the 

mystery of life. He goes on to admitting mystery and then the doubt of the sincere believer 

which can be a healthy ingredient for living the Christian life. He speaks of his own passing 

disillusionment brought about by tragedy and the difficulty of living in a largely secular world 

as a Christian and a 'professional' at that. Yet, this experience of being betwixt and between 

provides spaces in which we can grow and can shake us from our comfort zones. Being 

displaced from our former certainties can open up discoveries which can be liberating. Ian 

Hislop once wrote of his past 'At the time I was not sure whether I could be classified as a 

Christian or not. I didn't believe but I didn't really not believe. I suppose I believed in belief. I 

feel much the same now. A life of doubt diversified by faith is roughly as far as I've got. I don't 

know which colour the chess board is, white or black. I don't know. I've sat in churches thinking 

this is all rubbish. And at other times I have felt that this is all there is, I don't know, I don't 

know.' This is honest and searching, not disparaging, desiring, nor ridiculing. 

 

Soon we sing ‘We have a gospel to proclaim.’ This is the problem! How can we do this with 

so many doubts? Surely, we need certainties? Well, no, but we need to share our doubts and 

fears with others without arrogance and with all humility. How else can we understand the deep 

mystery of it all? I conclude with a quote from Brian Mountford: 'Belief incorporates doubt 

into itself, as a kind of ongoing dialogue, a natural tension between the hope of glory and the 

harder realities of human experience. Although this is a potentially divisive civil war between 

doubt and belief it is bound together by faith's capacity for perseverance and adaptation: Jesus 

and the early church expected the imminent end of history; it didn't come, and the church 

adapted. Faith has been challenged by Galileo, Darwin and Einstein, but not defeated. It can 

withstand rigorous questioning because questioning is actually intrinsic to the phenomenon, 

even if creationists, bible bashers, and creed makers try to suggest otherwise. That's why I 

conclude that doubt is positive, not corrosive; in the right hands, a loyal opposition and an 

honourable protest against God'. 

 

Prayer 1 

 

The psalmist said: 'How long, O Lord, will you leave me forgotten, how long hide your face 

from me? How strangely comforting, Lord, that so many of your servants have doubted you. 

So, if we cannot always see the sense of your word, if we do not always feel confident about 

my faith, we are not the first. A great company of saints and martyrs has felt this way before 

me. Now, in your presence they see face to face, and know as they are known. Teach us, like 

them, not so much to fear doubt as to see it as a sign of the mystery of life, and a door to 

discovery. 

 

In a world where sometimes it seems that few follow Christ, and the fascination with exotic 

beliefs or with astrology impedes the church's witness, we pray for candles in the darkness. 

Raise up, O God, a visible presence of writers, poets, actors, broadcasters and debaters, who in 
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public life and in their own way will say a word for you. And may the measure of their witness 

and of ours be not how successful we seem, but how faithful we are to the one who never 

doubts us. 

 

Prayer 2 

 

Thomas answered him ‘my Lord and my God.’ Accept the Lord, when doubt and uncertainty 

fog our minds, and we cannot discern the way to go, or what to believe or whom to trust, 

emerge with your truth from the mists of doubt and show us your way. When faith is hard, and 

trust in what was once secure is shaken, or shattered, and we are left incoherent with fear, guilt 

or grief emerge with your truth from the mists of doubt and show us your way. When, of all 

your followers, we are most like Thomas, and we want to touch and hold and not believe till 

then, when our eyes are open, but our hearts and minds are closed, emerge with your truth from 

the mists of doubt, and show us your way. 

 

And here is a blessing from the Book of Common Order: 

  

May our Lord Jesus Christ himself, and God our Father, who has shown us such love, and in 

His grace has given us such unfailing encouragement and so sure a hope, still encourage and 

strengthen us in every good deed and word. Amen. 
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16th September 2012: How Can We Love God? 

 

God is love. God loves us. This evening in our Reflection we are going to turn the tables and 

ask the question how can we love God?  

 

 We love with our heart, our soul, our mind and our strength. I love my wife, my family, my 

home, my hobbies, my church and I love Glasgow. I can see, touch, experience all these in 

person. Last time we spoke about role of doubt in Christian life. Does doubt get in the way of 

our need to love God in this completely whole-hearted way? Alister McGrath in the preface to 

his book’ DOUBT’ asks the question’ Can I really trust in the gospel? Surely, it's too good to 

be true! Does God really love me? Can I be of any use to God?’ There are no answers. 

 

How can we love God? It is more than seeking, finding, knowing, serving, venerating, 

worshipping, it is loving. How can we l love the God of the Old Testament. He often seems 

out to get me? How can we love a spirit? We have a picture of a father figure up there 

somewhere, an old man with beard. Many people never had a father figure or suffered abuse 

from a natural father or a step- father. Others might be happier with a mother figure. At a recent 

service there was a film 'A day in the life' in which interviews with people about what they 

love were held. One man said all the usual things. He loved his wife, his family, his work and 

then he said, 'Above all I love my Lord'. What exactly did he mean? 

 

It is hard to love people we have never met. I cannot love an African in drought torn Sudan in 

same way that I can love someone I know personally, someone with whom I have direct 

contact. With God it is similar. He seems so remote, so all powerful, so all knowing, yet we 

are commanded to love him with our heart, our soul our all. We must love God in our mind but 

that is hard, because we have so many doubts. For some the intellectual effort 

of doing this has resulted in rejection! Maybe we shouldn't think too hard! Many after all have 

an insight which goes far beyond their intellectual capacity, people with natural, wonderful 

faith who are to be to be envied! 

 

Two weeks ago, we heard some wonderful personal reflections on the subject God is Love. 

This service is in a way a response to the wisdom shared about how we respond to His love for 

us. 

 

The book of James 3 states: 'Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers and sisters, 

for you know that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness. For all of us make many 

mistakes. Anyone who makes no mistakes in speaking is perfect, able to keep the whole body 

in check with a bridle!' 

 

God in Creation, God in Christ 

 

Without shame I am borrowing thoughts of two theologians for this reflection, Bishop John 

Pritchard and Paul Yankee. I will be quoting! Firstly, we can love God through creation. Some 
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believe literally in the creation story as told in Genesis. The scientific world has moved on to 

such an extent. The vastness of time and space in the world, the universe, the galaxies, we can 

scarcely comprehend. Psalmist in Psalm 19 states’ The heavens are telling the glory of God, 

and the firmament proclaims his handiwork. And in Psalm 104 ‘You stretch out the heavens 

like a tent, you set the beams of your chambers on the waters, you make your clouds your 

chariot’. These are wonderful poetic word pictures of a creator God. 

 

Bishop John writes in his book’ God lost and found’. It is a book written to try to rekindle faith 

in those who have lost it over many years. There is a chapter entitled 'Earth's crammed with 

heaven' which is a quote from Elizabeth Barrett Browning. It encourages us to think of the love 

of creation as a route to love of the creator. Dame Sybil Thorndike wrote this about seeing the 

Niagara Falls. Her words were 'I have seen it. The trouble is I have run out of adjectives. I have 

used up all the wonderfuls and the marvellous. So, take all the wonderfuls and marvellouses, 

multiply them a hundred times, sing them to the Halleluia Chorus, King of Kings, Lord of 

Lord, and you'll know something of what I'm feeling'. John Pritchard talks of the geography of 

God as discovered in a walk in the hills, or simply digging your garden and of the natural world 

as an antidote to the assault of too much institutional religion. He says we can tap into the non-

negotiable essence of each created thing which is what GK Chesterton describes for example 

as ‘the startling wetness of water, the fieriness of fire, the steeliness of steel and the unutterable 

muddiness of mud!’ 

 

We are to cultivate the grace of holy attentiveness and he sets out ways to exercise this virtue. 

1) Set out to enjoy creation, look for beauty as we often see in pictures in ‘The Herald’. 2) Get 

feet off the carpet and concrete. Civilisation has lost awareness of deeper currents of God's 

creation, one of results of urban living. 3) Engage with the detail of creation, develop the quality 

of wonder. On a recent visit to Culzean castle we walked in the walled garden and enjoyed the 

wonderful display of wild flowers. 4) Walk more slowly, walk, look, touch listen. 5) Spend 

more time by running water a stream, a fountain or shore-line. St. Augustine says 'Some people, 

in order to discover God, read books. But there is a great book; the very nature of created 

things. Look above you! Look below you! Note it. Read it. God, whom you want to discover, 

never wrote that book with ink. Instead he set before your eyes the things that he had made. 

Can you ask for a louder voice than that?’ Theologian Michael Paul Gallagher wrote ‘awaken 

the sleeping beauty of our wonder so that we can be more ready for the greater wonder that is 

Jesus Christ'. 

 

This leads me to second way in which we can love God with all our heart in the person of Justin 

Caylen, a family man in the film 'A Day in the life' said 'Above all I love my Lord'. The word 

Lord is ambiguous. I wonder what he would have said if asked the question what do you mean? 

The truth is probably in a mysterious way he means both God and Jesus. We love God through 

the person of Jesus. In the book’ Reaching for the Invisible God’ by Philip Yankee I came 

across a chapter entitled 'The Rosetta Stone'. He tries to see things from God's point of view, a 

God unbound by time and space. In the Old Testament he seemed to intervene through episodes 

like the burning bush but in Jesus there was something new. God actually became one of earth's 

creatures. In the incarnation, God's son, as it were handicapped himself deliberately 



 

 79 

'exchanging omniscience for a human brain, omnipresence for two legs, omnipotence for two 

arms strong enough to saw wood, but too weak for self-defence’. God was one of us. I quote 

'How do you know God personally? In Jesus' day the answer was shockingly simple: you know 

him the same way you know anybody. You introduce yourself, shake hands, strike up a 

conversation, inquire about his family. Because of Jesus, we need never question God's desire 

for intimacy. Does God really want close contact with us? Jesus gave up heaven for it. In person 

he re-established the original link between God and human beings, between seen and unseen 

worlds'.  

 

 There is a real sense in which the incarnation had meaning for God as well as for us. Because 

of Jesus God fully understands what it is to be human. We see for example how he responds to 

the sisters of Lazarus, the widow who has just lost her son, the leprosy victim banned outside 

the city gates. God chose for Jesus a particular situation. He was born into poverty and disgrace. 

In his infancy he was a refugee. He lived in a minority race under a harsh regime and died as a 

prisoner, unjustly accused. God's expression in Jesus - 2,000 years later the reverberations have 

not stopped. So much more can be said on the subject. I quote final lines of chapter 'The world 

cannot get over the huge gap between what we expect of God and what he offered in Jesus. 

Other religions respect Jesus as a wise teacher and admirable leader but not as God. New agers 

search for something more mystical, more personally satisfying. The best expression of God's 

essence draws forth as much rejection in our day as it did in his own'. 

 

God is love, and through Jesus we can love him with all heart, soul, mind and strength. 

 

Postscript; an explanation of the Rosetta Stone. Before discovery, Egyptologists could only 

guess at the meaning of hieroglyphics. This stone rendered some text in Greek, ordinary 

Egyptian script and previously undecipherable hieroglyphics. Comparing translations side by 

side – it was possible to see into the mystery of these writings which would open many doors 

into the past. In the same way, if we find God incomprehensible, unknowable, the best cure is 

to gaze steadily at Jesus, the Rosetta Stone of our faith. 
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16th September 2012: The tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of great 

exploits 

 

'Hold your tongue!' 'Just bite your tongue!' 'Don't let your tongue run away with you.' 'If you 

have nothing good to say, say nothing.' 'It was said in the heat of the moment.' 'I didn't know 

what I was saying.' 'The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them.' 'There was 

simply nothing to say, so I just kept on talking.' 'He was a good talker; he just didn't say very 

much.' 

 

We all know how our tongues can get us into trouble. We all know that there are times when, 

even as the words have left our mouths, even as they're flying through the air, even as they're 

hitting eardrums that are inconveniently close, we wish our tongues were better controlled. 

Giving someone a piece of our mind can leave us wondering if we actually had a piece to spare. 

The quick comment that was meant to sound funny and came out all wrong. The important bit 

of 'information', which we soon realise was more like a piece of gossip. The hasty expression 

of anger that can sour a relationship for ever. Words, they say, are cheap but sometimes they 

can prove to be very expensive indeed. 

 

Of course, these days certain people find themselves trying to defend or deny words they 

haven't yet spoken, words their tongues have not got round to articulating, but words that they 

might possibly have been thinking of saying, or words it was being suggested they might think 

of saying. One such recently was the Deputy Prime Minister, Nick Clegg. Here is what the 

BBC had to say about the story:  

 

Nick Clegg has become embroiled in a row over gay marriage after aides had to  remove 

comments in the draft version of a speech calling opponents "bigots". The  deputy PM was 

expected to launch an attack on those against the policy, which include some Tory MPs, in a 

speech at a reception in London. But the wording of initial extracts released to the media was 

changed. Mr. Clegg later insisted he never intended to use such language as it was "not the 

kind of word" he would use. Sources close to Mr. Clegg said the "bigot" claim was "a mistake" 

in an early draft of the speech which should not have been released to the press. 

 

But former Archbishop of Canterbury, Lord Carey, said the remarks were "very offensive". "If 

he persists in taking that view, I and others would be very offended," he said. "To be called a 

bigot is a very offensive statement and I would ask him to recall it because there are issues here 

that demand very serious debate." 

 

Gordon Brown, we have been reminded in the wake of this story, also got into trouble when a 

television company bugged a private conversation inside a car, when the same word 'bigot' was 

used. Now it seems to me that Lord Carey ought to be carrying around in his head, as ought 

we all, the words of Paul about not being quick to take offence. And, though the word 'bigot' 

is indeed likely to cause offence, bigotry is pretty offensive as well. 
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When the lady on the campaign trail asked Gordon Brown where all these Eastern Europeans 

came from perhaps the answer may well have been contained in the question. Was that bigotry? 

When the draft of Nick Clegg's speech said: "Continued trouble in the economy gives the bigots 

a stick to beat us with, as they demand we 'postpone' the equalities agenda in order to deal with 

'the things people really care about', "was that accurately describing a real phenomenon? Or 

was it better to say, as it later became, that, "trouble in the economy leads some people to 

demand we 'postpone' the equalities agenda"? 

 

The equalities agenda has, it is sometimes said, resulted in a curtailing of freedom of speech; 

it has effectively bridled tongues, prevented people saying what they really think. It has been 

given the intentionally pejorative title of 'political correctness'. Now, I have sometimes argued 

that 'political correctness' is actually just another phrase for 'good manners' or 'being polite'; it 

encourages us not to go out of our way to express ourselves in gratuitously offensive ways.  

 

But the equalities agenda has begun to be used, or at least there has been a growing attempt to 

use it, to argue that my opinion that excludes should have an equal status with your opinion 

that includes. And we in the church have a particular interest in this, since it has been used by 

those within the church to say that 'Christians' have a particular view of homosexual 

relationships, and it is against 'our' human rights to be forced to act in a way that implies another 

view. 

 

So, take the case currently before the European Court of Human Rights: Gary McFarlane, a 

Bristol relationship counsellor, was sacked by Relate after saying on a training course he might 

have had a conscientious objection to giving sex therapy advice to gay couples. Having been 

employed by the national counselling service in May 2003, the former church elder claimed 

his religious beliefs meant he could not promote gay sex. The 51-year-old was suspended in 

October 2007 and was eventually dismissed for gross misconduct in March 2008. 

 

The BBC tells us: 

‘The charity, Christian Concern, said Mr. McFarlane "never refused" to provide sex therapy to 

a "live" homosexual couple, but had told his managers if such a situation arose he would discuss 

it with them. His case was dismissed by both an internal appeal at Relate and an Employment 

Tribunal. In November 2009, the Employment Appeal Tribunal again refused to uphold Mr. 

McFarlane's claims of unfair dismissal. His  application to appeal the tribunal's decision was 

turned down twice by the Court of  Appeal in April 2010. Speaking after the ruling, Mr. 

McFarlane said: "There should be allowances taken into account whereby individuals like me 

can actually avoid having to contradict their very strongly-held Christian principles." 

 

And the trouble is that the work of the tongue can create a reality in the world. In any interview 

of Mr. McFarlane, in any comment by the media I have heard, what he has said has been 

presumed to be accurate, that his views are not only his own strongly-held principles which I 

have no doubt they are, but that they are also strongly held 'Christian' principles; and more, that 

they are principles Christians would all agree with. And I wonder if those of us Christians who 
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do not share his understanding, who do not think of his principles as universal Christian 

principles, do enough, or say enough, to offer another perspective. 

 

‘How great a forest is set ablaze by a small fire! And the tongue is a fire. The tongue is placed 

among our members as a world of iniquity; it stains the whole body. It sets it on fire.’ 

 

So says James. What people say with their tongues can create or distort reality; it can affect the 

air we breathe, the way we see, the things we feel able to hear. So, if Jesus came to us today 

and asked: ‘Who do people say that I am, how are they using their tongues to describe me? 

What would the answers be? If we listen to some who presume to speak for Christianity, the 

answers might surprise us, might shock us, might even, to use Lord Carey's word, offend us. 

 

That identity of Jesus might be understood as one who wants nothing to do with gay people, 

and who actually has some severe problems with women. Jesus could easily be seen as 

someone who can never quite come to terms with the way this good creation has given us for 

going forth and multiplying. He might be perceived as one who operates on a series of 

prohibitions, one who disapproves of all sorts of things, not just of injustice or poverty or hatred 

or domination, but of enjoyment or passion or creativity and one who wants a world where 

everything that is not compulsory is forbidden. Tongues create reality and the reality of Jesus, 

for many people today, comes from those who use the name of Christ to banish or exclude or 

abandon, in the name of 'their very-strongly-held Christian principles'. 

 

'But who do you say that I am?' Interestingly, in the past week I found myself posing the 

question in two different meetings. How tolerant can the tolerant be of intolerance? How 

important is it, for those whose mindset is one of inclusion, to hold their tongues or bite their 

tongues when those of a more excluding frame of mind let their tongues loose? 

 

Listen to this, from the BBC's Religious Correspondent, Robert Pigott, writing about four cases 

taken together to the European Court of Human Rights, by Christians arguing that they have 

been discriminated against: 

 

British courts have found overwhelmingly against Christians, occasionally comparing their 

beliefs unfavourably with secular principles. Now the issue has reached the top  of the legal 

process, and, by making this an oral hearing, the European Court is clearly troubled by it and 

taking it very seriously. Its findings will constitute a watershed moment in what has become a 

slow-acting, but profound, social change. Attention will focus especially on the ruling in the 

cases where Christians claim they faced discrimination by being forced to provide services to 

gay people despite their belief that homosexual practice was wrong. It seems likely that, 

whatever is decided in Strasbourg, the judgement on their beliefs about homosexuality will be 

far-reaching. 

 

Even here in this piece of writing it is stated: 'British courts have found overwhelmingly against 

Christians'. There is no suggestion that there might be Christians who would have been 

outraged if such cases had gone the other way. 'Who do you say that I am?' Let me put that 
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another way. When Jesus is being represented, whose words are being heard, whose tongue is 

being listened to? Is the voice of tolerance, openness, affirmation, simply too boring to be 

interesting, too humdrum to be worth reporting? So let me ask my question again. How tolerant 

can the tolerant be of intolerance? 

 

The tongue, James suggests, is the most dangerous part of the body. It can cause the greatest 

degree of havoc in human life, it can provoke violent reaction, create storms and fires that take 

a long time to die own. But are we asked never to use them? James does not say that. He tells 

us that our speaking must be consistent. Unity and division cannot be promoted by the same 

tongues; blessing and curse cannot come out of the same mouths. Maybe what we are being 

told is that you cannot seek to include a person in one sentence, and seek to exclude them with 

the next, that our faith cannot have it both ways. If that is so, then there are going to be times 

when remaining silent becomes not so much a case of 'holding our tongues', as of letting other 

tongues run away with us. 

 

Jesus said: 'Come to me all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest'. 

 

Jesus asks: 'Who do you say that I am? 

 

Some questions. 

• How do we speak out against intolerance, against the dangerous intolerance of extreme 

Islamism? 

• What are we intolerant of? Is it bigotry, extreme religion, injustice? 
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10th February 2013: Comfort and Challenge 

 

Prayer 1 

 

I begin with a prayer about comfort, how we receive it, how we can comfort others and how 

the church can offer comfort to all who come seeking it. 

 

Loving God, by the word of a neighbour you comfort us; through a letter from a friend you 

comfort us; in the kindness of a stranger, you comfort us; in many unexpected ways, you 

comfort us each day, and give us strength for the way ahead. 

 

Lord, help us to be a comfort to others, to listen and not always to speak, to understand more 

and judge less, to build up and not put down. May the church, in Jesus' name, offer healing and 

comfort, consolation and peace, and fresh hope for tomorrow to all who are lonely to those cut 

off from others because of their success to those isolated through rumours and gossip to those 

separated because of their high office to those disregarded because they have little to those who 

espouse an unpopular cause. May all find strength in your divine friendship. 

 

And Lord, we are such worriers! Sometimes our worries are real enough, weighing inside us 

like boulders. We worry about having enough money, we worry about our health. At other 

times we worry needlessly. We expend so much energy just being anxious! Yet when even our 

worst fears come true, help us to remember that you are always there. 

 

We pray for those who have good cause to worry: When landmarks have been removed and 

life doesn't make sense anymore, Lord bring a sign that all is well. When familiar faces no 

longer surround us and all seems strange and threatening, Lord, call such people by name. 

When some have lost confidence in themselves, Lord, be their rock. When powerful waters 

threaten to engulf, Lord, be a foothold and haven. 

 

Lord, make us in all things instruments of your peace, we pray, Amen. 

 

Reflection 1 

 

 What is the difference between a sermon and a reflection? A sermon should be a well-rounded, 

logical statement, progressing towards a definite conclusion with an introduction, followed by 

salient points and an ending. A reflection is much more flexible. It is a formless series of 

thoughts which do not come to any particular conclusion. Why do I say this? Because this is 

what you will be having this evening. But it is delivered in the hope that it will nevertheless be 

worth listening to and I trust it will be a fitting preparation for our celebration of communion 

later. What prompted these reflections initially? Recent services and various church statements 

for example 'We want you to be comforted, but not comfortable'. So here follow a few 

observations about how the Christian life and our church is a comfort to us, but also a challenge. 

How we balance the two opposites is very much a personal thing, depending on our 

circumstances, and those of the society we live in. 

 

Here are a few quotes. I recently received an email from the Barnabas Fund, a charity set up to 

support Christians abroad in dire circumstances. Here are some of the headlines of their prayer 

focus; ‘Syria, Plight of Christians intensifies; Nigeria, Christians targeted in bombing and riots; 

Uzbekistan, jailed pastor released and granted asylum in Sweden; Vietnam, Christians fear 
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surge in incidents of harassment following increased restrictions; Indonesia, Christians at risk 

from violence and sharia law; India, Poorest Christians still denied economic rights. Set against 

this scenario the 'persecution' of Christians as outlined by a former Archbishop of Canterbury 

banning them from wearing crucifixes, pales into insignificance. These Christians mentioned 

by Barnabas are already faced with huge challenges and probably need all the comfort they can 

get. A report by the think tank Civitas states 'It is generally accepted that many faith-based 

groups face discrimination of persecution to some degree. A far less widely grasped fact is that 

Christians are targeted more than any other body of believers. It is estimated that 200 million 

Christians or one in ten are socially disadvantaged, harassed or actively oppressed for their 

beliefs. 

 

 A recent article in a local newspaper by a local minister, touched on the subject of comfort 

and what can happen if we look for too much. I quote, 'What are the questions people are 

asking? There are people all around us trying to deal with the questions life asks about meaning 

and purpose. Those of us who go to church sometimes turn a deaf ear to the questions of the 

people who don't. We can become comfortable in our faith and inward looking, because we 

have our answers or some at any rate. As a result, our sense of mission has become diluted so 

that we concentrate on our church organisations. In some churches there is a culture of mutual 

admiration. The walls that separate us from those outside have been likened to sound resistant, 

one-way mirrored glass. The sounds from the outside are absorbed and muffled, so that we 

never quite hear the questions those outside are asking.' 

 

 I quote, too, from an editorial of a Sunday paper published just before Christmas. ‘It would 

not be Britain without the church’. This was written from an Anglican perspective. The article 

highlights the low level of hostility to Christians and refers to believers finding their faith side 

lined by an increasingly secular state. 'Culturally, Christianity is at the heart of our civilisation, 

as the cathedrals and parish churches demonstrate. They, along with the music, art and learning 

with which Christianity has imbued our culture for a millennium and a half, are our heritage. 

But the church is more than a collection of museums: what it has done to elevate the human 

spirit is its more important contribution. Christmas, amid the flickering candles, the holly and 

ivy, is the time to celebrate the heart-warming-significance of what the church proclaims: the 

birth of the Christ child and the tidings of comfort and joy.' 

 

We talk about coming out of our comfort zone. Years ago, the Kirk Session attempted a parish 

visitation. Before several meetings we went into closes, climbed hundreds of stairs, knocking 

on doors, asking people to complete a survey, whilst engaging them in conversation about 

church going. Our Kirk Session was bigger then but still couldn't hope to cover the entire area. 

We did what we could. The result in terms of church attendance and general interest was fairly 

minimal but the challenge to ourselves was unmistakable. The building we love and whose 

fellowship and spiritual nourishment we sought to promote was not of great interest to the 

majority: we were certainly operating outside our comfort zone. The days of just waiting for 

new members to flock in were well and truly over. Engagement with people in the community 

is always going to be a challenge. Most of what we do in this respect cannot be measured. Yet 

every now and again we are surprised and reminded that seeds sown in welcome hospitality or 

meaningful worship do bear fruit. People keep in touch and come back: strangers come in off 

the street seeking worship and fellowship and sometimes stay. Connecting with those outside 

must be done in oblique, imaginative ways. The challenge is always there. 

 

So, we pause to sing hymn which challenges us to follow Jesus into all aspects of living. Jesus 

Christ is waiting, waiting in the streets. 
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Jesus calls us here to meet him 

As, through word and song and prayer, 

We affirm God’s promised presence 

Where his people live and care. 

Praise the God who keeps his promise; 

Praise the Son who calls us friends; 

Praise the Spirit who, among us, 

To our hopes and fears attends. 

 

Reflection 2 

This is a short reflection on the comfort and challenge of worship. Mentioned earlier was the 

mission statement of a church near here. A Church near where I live has a poster stating 'Keep 

calm. Trust in God'. It reminds me a little of Corporal Jones in Dad's Army a favourite 

programme of mine! We know what it means! Worship has to be a place of solace, but also of 

challenge. We take comfort from coming to a place where we meet with like-minded, 

committed people, but this cannot go on for ever unless we face up to the challenge of emptying 

churches. Comfort equals security. We seek it in public life, private life, bereavement, illness, 

crisis in belief, political upheaval, persecution and so on. A continuous challenge is keeping up 

with a changing world, adapting our thinking, standing up for what we know to be right. 

 

So why do we come to church? Why do we want to worship? For many it is the natural thing 

to do. It is a central part of our Christian journey. Some come for comfort, perhaps in troubled 

times. Some come in hope of spiritual stimulation and challenge. A Minister or a Priest has to 

cater for both! I suppose mostly though we come out of deeply engrained habit. That is no bad 

thing! Sometimes we come out of a profound desire to maintain a worshipping, witnessing 

community in a particular building and to give one another mutual support and show tolerance 

and inclusiveness. Sometimes we want to encourage strangers who come through our doors, to 

stay and to be transformed, as we need to be transformed in all humility. There is a necessary 

balance to be struck between the need to be confirmed and comforted in our faith, and the need 

to be sent out into the world to face its problems and to help, in a small way, to further the 

Kingdom of God. Some preachers insist on telling their flock just how sinful they are. That is 

not very comforting! And then sending them out to do better, on pain of hell and damnation! 

Well, we do need to be aware of our wrong doing, but such negativity is to my mind 

demoralising and frightening! 

 

In a few minutes time we shall be celebrating the Lord's Supper. Over the past few years there 

has been a real change in our perception of this celebration. We have become much less 

insistent on a full understanding of this central act, for none of us really can comprehend the 

mystery of it all and more insistent on encouraging all, children included, to share in the 

breaking of bread and taking of wine to remember. This is, at the same time, a comfort and a 

challenge to us all this evening. So please feel invited to this sharing, and if you prefer not to 

take the elements, pass them from one side to the other and remain in fellowship with us. 
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5th May 2013: Christianity And Comedy – No Laughing Matter? 

 

Introduction 

 

Our preparation group thought for some time about the suitability of this topic for worship. We 

decided in the positive. Worship can be fun. There is a place for humour, wit and jokes We are 

good at laughing at ourselves. All religious groups have funny little ways, traditions which may 

seem to the outsider eccentric or quirky. I want to share with you a few anecdotes about our 

faith. Some involve children. A father who was listening to his young son's evening prayers 

was startled to hear him say 'God, if you can't make me a better boy, don't worry, I'm having a 

good time!' . Children’s theological questions are sometimes even more disturbing than their 

behaviour. Many parents and grandparents can recall exchanging half-pleading, terrified 

glances with their spouse, each hoping the other had some kind of meaningful answer to 

questions like is God a man or a woman? What clothes does God wear? How can God hear 

everything when so many are praying at the same time? Why did God create insects? How far 

away is heaven? How long has God been alive? Who made God?' And some stories about the 

weather. Again, I quote 'A Glasgow minister had the habit of including in every Sunday 

morning service a prayer of thanksgiving for the weather. One bitterly cold February Sunday, 

when the strong wind was driving the sleet almost horizontal, the few members who were 

present were sure he could not possibly give thanks that morning for the weather. But they 

were wrong. In his opening prayer he said, we thank you God that the weather is not always as 

bad as this!' And one more, 'One little boy, who was asked why he thought the priest in the 

story of the Good Samaritan passed by on the other side, said because the man lying by the 

roadside had already been robbed!' These comic anecdotes, especially with children, can make 

us think hard, and illustrate how difficult our faith can be to explain. There is a fine line between 

mockery and what is offensive. Some people are more easily offended than others. This is true 

of all personal reactions, whether in religious context or any other. So, this evening we shall 

explore for a short while where we are in this respect, and to what extent we may be offended 

by trends in world of entertainment and society as a whole with help of Anne Widdecombe, 

Marcus Brigstock, Frankie Boyle, and others 

 

Ecclesiastes 3 verse 4 For everything there is a season ‘A time to weep and a time to laugh’. 

Laughter is a component of human existence. 

 

There is a laughter that is harsh, dismissive, disempowering. There is laughter that strips away 

dignity that flays, then salts the wounds. We have heard such laughter and endured it and 

forgive us Lord, we have laughed at it too. That is not your laughter Lord, except that you did 

not disown it when they laughed at you as you stumbled under that huge beam. Nor did you 

disown those who laughed. For you, in love, would transform them and their laughter. 

Laughter, a mere constriction of the larynx by the epiglottis, anatomically speaking. Yet out of 

a small child, not yet taught how to mock, it bubbles, innocent and infectious, healing and 

purifying, it’s naive wonder pricking the eyes with tears of joy. That is your laughter, Lord, 
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and ours too when we are caught up in your joy, when we are filled with love and delight when 

we become like children, fit for the kingdom of heaven. Ours too when we get your jokes, even 

jokes at our expense. 'Clean the mote from your neighbour's eye, with a whacking great beam 

in your own?' 

And our pomp is burst, our adult bombast is dismantled, our defences turned, but our souls not 

overrun: we recognise the truth about ourselves and we laugh for the truth has set us free. 

Laughter without love is cold and cruel. Love's laughter delights in all things, endures all 

things, mocks pretension, signals complete acceptance. Let us laugh love's laughter Lord. Fill 

us with delight in all that you have made. 

Reflection 

 

Is the best TV always late at night? Sometime before Easter, Ruth and I found ourselves sitting 

late watching a programme introduced by Anne Widdecombe entitled ‘Christianity and 

Comedy - No laughing matter’ I became so absorbed that I played it again on the BBC website. 

Here is a summary. In Anne Widdicombe’s opinion comedy has gone too far in mocking 

religion and in particular the person of Jesus and the Eucharist. The programme contained 

sound bites and clips from various well-known people. Throughout she was accompanied by 

Marcus Brigstock. She asked if he had any qualms about attacking Christianity. He replied that 

if it could denigrate and vilify friends of his for their sexual orientation, then it would be all 

right for him. 

 

Up to quite recently we have seen a kind of gentle mocking of Christians and their customs. 

Remember ‘All Gas and Gaiters’, ‘The Vicar of Dibley’ and Dave Allan? Nowadays it is more 

than likely, with the secularisation of Britain, to be so called cutting edge, nasty comedy, a kind 

of humourless satire which aims to offend. Some Christian groups of course do not help. I cite 

Fundamentalists, Creationists who might be.  

 

This, perhaps, began with ‘The Life of Brian (1979) and the cast of Monty Python. It was an 

attempt to parody the Christian faith by portraying Brian, born in a stable near Jesus in 

Bethlehem. It ends up with Brian on a cross with about twenty others, singing 'Always look on 

the bright side of Life'. Please note, I have never seen the film! I have seen only various clips. 

At the time it was banned in certain parts of UK. Some people said to even watch it would be 

sinful! Comedy is so subjective! Some said it was one of the funniest films ever made! Anne 

Widdicombe thought it pointless, childish and in the final scene horrific. Lord Carey, former 

Archbishop of Canterbury, found some of it amusing, even funny. My own view is that it is 

totally unfunny. 

 

Jokes have become more personal and are aimed at our core beliefs. Cole Moreton stated 

comedy is serious business these days. We have to face the fact that previously you opted out 

of Christianity, now you opt in. There is a declining knowledge of our faith, quite a lot now 

goes over people's heads. You have to understand the context to appreciate the jokes. In the 
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case of ‘The Life of Brian’ the context would probably still be understood. So now everything 

is fair game. Marcus Brigstock chooses extreme examples. It is all right to mock prayer because 

some Christians believed that the floods in New Orleans were caused by God who disapproved 

of that sinful city and most people pray at some time in their lives. Is it all right to mock Jesus? 

Yes, he was interesting political figure, and all political figures are figures of ridicule. 

 

In 2002 during episode of ‘Goodness Gracious Me’ a sitcom involving Asian families, four 

actors became involved in the celebration of Anglican Eucharist. One actor proceeded to put 

honey on the wafer while another commented unfavourably on the quality of the wine. The 

producer said to Anne Widdicombe that it was an attempt to see this ritual from an Asian 

perspective. Furthermore, the joke was aimed at the participants, not at the ritual. What do you 

think? Marcus Brigstock thinks that it doesn't prevent you from being a Christian. Anne 

Widdicombe thought it sacrilegious and was challenged. 

 

 

Figure 12: Golden Wedding celebration at Peebles with Judith and Kenneth in 2012 
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13th October 2013: On Leaving Alexandria 

 

Introduction 

 

In the spring of this year our ‘Questions of Faith’ discussion group met to read and discuss 

Richard Holloway’s book ‘A Memoir of Faith and Doubt’. It is fair to say it contained many 

challenges and considerable questioning of traditional Christian thinking. It was reasonably 

easy to read and I, certainly, found it hard to put down. He often talked about the man himself, 

wondering about the persona and surmising that he was exaggerating his doubts (At the end he 

writes 'I don't any longer believe in religion, but I want it around: weakened, bruised and 

bemused, less sure of itself and purged of everything except the miracle of pity. I know that 

the people who will keep it going will have to believe in more than I do. Who could be 

persuaded by my whisper? Who could even hear it? Anyway, I no longer want to persuade 

anyone to believe anything except that cruelty, especially theological cruelty, has to be 

exposed, if necessary, to the death.' These are harsh, bitter words. It seems like the end of a 

journey and yet we hear that he continues to attend and indeed lead worship in retirement. He 

had an interesting faith journey. At the age 14 he was sent to an Anglo-Catholic college called 

Kelham in Nottingham county. It had a profound effect. National service followed then time 

in the Gorbals Group, then a year or so in Accra followed by an appointment to Old Saint 

Paul's, Church of the Advent in Boston and later he became Bishop of Edinburgh. Throughout 

his adult life he seems tortured by favourite saying of a Father Kelly, ‘nothing counts but 

lifetimes’ meaning those who really count are those who sacrifice themselves for life. He cites 

celibate priests who spend a lifetime in slum parishes, making vows for life and keeping them. 

He felt he could not sign up to this. 

 

 One is given the impression of a man who has tried to free himself of a vast amount of the 

baggage of religion. I cannot hope to give more than a flavour of the book tonight, but I will 

try to do so in the context of a service of reverential worship, ending with communion. I will 

touch on themes of sacrifice, confession, morality, certainty, compassion, authority of bible, 

and the Eucharist, and introducing brief quotes. Our hymns will reflect on faith rather than on 

doubt. 

 

Reflection 1 

 

Kelham had an early deep influence on his life. One of first themes already alluded to was a 

theme of sacrifice which he then equated to monasticism, surrender of self and self-deprivation. 

Richard Holloway felt he could not subscribe to this. For him the need to move on was too 

strong, not to mention the restrictions and dangers of celibacy. And for him in this context there 

is a powerful 'theology of disappointment' a constant nagging feeling that God is disappointed 

in us. Have we ever felt this? The notion of impurity was also a priority in the thinking in these 

days at Kelham. The Anglican Prayer Book has a section about this in terms of confession. It 

refers to the danger of 'harbouring' impure thoughts, like smugglers' vessels seeking 

somewhere to dock and land illicit goods and then 'entertaining' them, just to compound the 

sinful action. He feels a fraud and makes much of the effect of Christianity which can repress 

the sheer joy of living especially with sex. He wrote 'Sadly, Christianity has been more intent 

on repressing and misrepresenting sex than on helping people manage it wisely. It wouldn't 

have been so bad if the church had said to the people of the earth, we know you are going to 

be enthralled by the mystery of sexuality, which is hardly surprising since it is the energy of 

life itself. We know it will have the power to take you over for its own purposes, and we know 

you won't always be able to resist it. Try at least to think about its possible consequences. 
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Recognise that sex has the potential to hurt and devastate, as well as the capacity to thrill. 

Understand that it will get all tied up with your need for consolation and acceptance.' The tragic 

thing is that what they actually said was based on a wilful misreading of an ancient myth and 

a profound mistake about human origins. Bad enough in themselves and causing centuries of 

anguish for many human souls these mistakes also provide us with a classic example of 

religion's difficulty in admitting that it has ever been profoundly mistaken about anything.' 

 

And there is another theme which we have already spoken about in a previous service and in a 

different context is a theme of certainty. Richard Holloway is constantly troubled by the notion 

that the priest is a fully-fashioned moral individual of steadfast and immovable rectitude. He 

writes forcibly against the morality policing aspect of religion which is such a strong element 

of Scottish tradition, sadly still reflected in lurid newspaper headlines depicting the church 

either as killjoy or accused of hypocrisy. This leads on to the notion that Christianity can 

provide a 'promised land of certainty', whereas in reality there is only a 'wilderness of doubt'. 

He is moved by what he calls the 'romance of religion' as shown in the lives of Lilias Graham 

and Geoff Shaw in their work in the Gorbals group in the 1960s. For him something greater 

than themselves was pulling them but it was shown only in love and service. He writes about 

Christian history in terms of a shift from poetry to packaging 'The journey, from a movement 

that tried to follow the example of Jesus to an institution that hardened around a particular 

interpretation of his meaning, took hundreds of years to complete. The theological shorthand 

for the shift is called the evolution from the Jesus of history to the Christ of faith, the move 

from the man of Nazareth who challenged us to action against principalities and powers to the 

Godman of Christian orthodoxy who demands our belief. It is the reverse of the Schweitzer 

journey from word to act, from theology to service. In this doctrinal reversal word is 

paramount, the right word. Wrong words would have to be punished because they threaten to 

erode the citadel of belief into which we have escaped from the cold winds of an empty 

universe'. 

 

Finally, in this reflection there is the theme of the institution versus the individual. How to 

reconcile the demands of the institution with all its rules and regulations with the plight of the 

individual in need of love and compassion. He writes about the ecclesiastical wood seeking to 

win over against the individual trees. Speaking of some priests who are caught up continuously 

in dealing with broken and bewildered people with love and understanding, 'For instance, 

homosexuality is not a moral issue for them it is Jim and Harry, their confusion, frailty and 

search for love. The marriage of the divorced is not an ecclesiastical issue for them it is a 

succession of people they know, often stunned by failure and desperate to redeem it in a new 

future. Maybe even the ordination of women is not so much an issue as a person, quiet, pacific, 

unaggressively but surely aware of her vocation.' 

 

Christians are of course in many respects dealing with these issues. Some would say leading 

the way in modern world where social issues seem to move on and develop alarmingly fast. 

Others would contend that church is being dragged unwillingly along in the wake of such things 

as legislation promoting equality. It is time to pause and sing again! 

 

Reflection 2 

 

 There are three more themes to lead us into communion. Firstly, a passage from Mark suggests 

one, the arbitrariness of law making. In this regard he was greatly influenced by his father in 

early years. There were amusing tales of his father on Sundays. Nothing happened. Pubs closed 

but hotels opened for the consumption of alcohol to bona fide travellers. So, his father hired a 
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bus and took a party to Drymen, Kilsyth, Aberfoyle, Stirling, Callander and to other pubs in 

Scotland on pub crawls. He would arrive home happy to have taken advantage of the loophole 

in the law. Things are very different now of course but Jesus' claim that the Sabbath was made 

for man and not man for the Sabbath leads Richard Holloway to the subversive conclusion that 

all social and religious law is provisional and that all religious institutions need to be aware of 

this. 

 

Secondly, there is a theme of the authority of the bible. His view is that in context of scriptures, 

and in relation to such things as the creation story, attitudes to women, gays and so on, authority 

does not prove, it pronounces, it rules rather than reasons. There is a refusal to negotiate. I 

quote 'There's another thing: I don't mind you sticking to a 3,000-year-old myth of creation that 

says God made the universe in six days. It's eccentric, but I can live with it unless you try to 

impose your eccentricity on everyone else. But where women and gays are concerned it is not 

just an eccentric opinion, it is an active injustice, a sovereign cruelty. I have to understand that. 

Your opinion has solid consequences for the lives of men and women, some of them terrifying. 

Your opinion gives hate crimes respectability. Another sad thing is that, because of asserting 

your authority rather than debating the issue, you open the whole religious enterprise to 

derision, even from those who might otherwise be disposed to look upon it with some 

sympathy.' 

 

Finally, I come to the theme of the Eucharist. He is concerned, as we all are, with the notion 

that only the Catholic version, and to some extent the Episcopalian version, are the only valid 

expressions of the Lord's supper. This has led to difficulties in the sharing of this central act 

which perpetuate the divisions between denominations. Richard Holloway felt this keenly 

when in the Gorbals group when he could not take part in their communion celebrations nor 

they in his. This separation was, however, overturned. He states 'Religions are full of these 

separation strategies. Though the expressed rationale behind them varies enormously, fear is a 

strong factor; fear of ritual or racial pollution; fear of the anger of a jealous God: and the ancient 

clerical fear of letting their constituents be seduced by rival claimants'. His conclusion to all of 

this is in universalising Jesus' saying about the Sabbath and man in this way. His view was 'The 

state was made for man, not man for the state. The law was made for man, not man for the law. 

Traffic lights were made for man not man for traffic lights. Religion was made for man, not 

man for religion. Jesus' saying fixes the status of all institutional rules as useful, but never 

absolute.' 

 

So, ideas of this thought provoking ‘Memoir of faith and Doubt’ have brought us to this 

moment of sharing communion together. There is no priest or ordained minister in charge, no 

set ritual, no check on who is okay to participate, in short there is nothing between us and the 

remembrance of this simple act with bread and wine. 

 

So, if this were the only time, and this the only place, and we the only people, Jesus Christ will 

meet us. 

 

As if this were the only time, and this the only place, and we the only people, let us worship 

God. 

 

'Jesus calls us here to meet him' 

As, through word and song and prayer, 

We affirm God’s promised presence 

Where his people live and care. 
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Praise the God who keeps his promise 

Praise the son who calls us friends 

Praise the spirit who, among us, 

To our hopes and fears attends. 

 

And now a prayer about the baggage of the Christian life. I shall not want. Yet we cling fast to 

what is ours, Lord. We are too good at zipping up the past, padlocking the present, and storing 

it within tomorrow's hopes. I shall not want. Yet here we are with our excess baggage Lord, 

weighty from fears and failings, grudges and gripes, insecurities and uncertainties, and little 

space to squeeze you in. More than once you stilled stormy seas with your words and steered 

your people to a better place. You constantly call us on a journey and equip us for the road 

ahead and loving promises. And your uncomplicated touch calms the chaos at the core of our 

restless souls. May we not want, may we not need, may we not ask for any more than to be led 

by you. And in your leading, may we and may the church to which we belong find that the 

baggage of our spiritual lives falls away so that we can live in freedom to be our true selves. 

 

Prayer 2 

 

And a prayer about 

doubt and faith. The 

psalmist wrote - 'How 

long, O Lord, will you 

leave me forgotten, 

how long hide your 

face from me?' How 

strangely comforting 

Lord, that so many of 

your servants have 

harboured doubts 

about you. So, if we 

cannot always see the 

sense of your word, if 

we do not always feel 

confident about our 

faith; if we wonder 

where your love is in 

the face of pain and 

death, we are not the first. A great company of saints and martyrs has felt this way before us. 

Now in your presence they see you face to face and know as they are known. Teach us, like 

them, not so much to fear doubt as to see it as a sign of the mystery of life, and a door to 

discovery. 

 

In a world where sometimes it seems that few follow Christ, and the fascination with the 

world's material goods impedes the church's witness, we pray for candles in the darkness. May 

the Christian living of the faithful light up the dark places of our society and may the measure 

of their witness and of ours be not how successful we seem, but how faithful we are to the One 

who never doubts us. Amen. 

 

Figure 13: Relaxing at Glendaruel with Kirtsy 
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12th January 2014: Trusting Your Emotions 

 

Prayers 1 

 

I begin with a prayer which seeks to express the emotion of anger in the context of Jesus 

overturning the tables in the Temple.  

 

Lord God, there are places where our anger breeds and our hearts fill with fury. There are times 

when we set out our stalls intent on conflict. There are moments when peace plays no part in 

our brokering. There are people with whom we are quick to anger and whom we are slow to 

forgive. That day in the temple, Lord, and those other days when the sick crowded you, when 

the religious taunted you, when the disciples failed to understand you, it was anger which 

turned your head, but love which burned in your heart: it was outrage which drove you, but 

justice which moved you: it was wrath you showed, but compassion you shared. Turn the tables 

on us, Lord, so that our resentment may scatter and shatter at your feet. Destroy those selfish 

displays of pettiness we lay out for all to see. Restore our sense of righteous indignation, that 

our anger may not be a weapon, but a way of bringing truth to a tainted world. And turn us 

once more, Lord, to your work of justice, that we might recognise forgiveness, and be ready to 

offer it. 

 

And I continue with a prayer for empathy.  

 

Loving God, sometimes we struggle to understand what it means to be human, and we ask the 

question 'why?' We just need to know that you care and understand and come alongside us. 

Empathetic God, bring healing to the broken, comfort to the sorrowful, healing to the sick, 

solace to the dying. Befriend the lonely, bring relief to the weary, freedom to the bound, speech 

to the voiceless, sight to the blind and courage to the fearful. Shield the joyous, protect the 

vulnerable. And as Jesus knew joy and sorrow, may we too follow his example, and stand 

alongside those who need to feel the tender compassion and comfort that empathy brings. 

 

Prayer 2 

 

A prayer for the grace to fight against our tendency to 'mess up'. 

 

Firstly, consider speech control as in Proverbs 12 'Thoughtless words can wound as deeply as 

any sword, but wisely spoken words can heal'. When we stop to think of the power of speech, 

it worries us, Lord. Off-the-cuff remarks, tongues dripping with honey, judgemental silence, 

grudged words of faint praise, smug put-downs. These can all come out of the same mouth, 

and sometimes that mouth is ours. God help us to be as thoughtful with our speech as Jesus 

was with his, and, like him, to use our voices for those people and causes about which others 

are silent. Be present Lord to those who even today hurt from cruel criticism made years ago. 

Be present to those who know that ending their silence would help someone else be happy. Be 

present to those who today are expected to say a word which may alter the course of human 

history. In solidarity and bringing strength and sensitivity, be present, Lord. 

 

 And in another verse from Proverbs 'Confess your sins and give them up; then God will show 

mercy to you'. Loving God, let it not be the things we always confess to make us feel good: 

rather let it be what is hard and hidden, deep and unacknowledged, not docile but festering, let 

it be these sins which now we face squarely and confess honestly. We give them to you Lord, 

with shame and with relief. May we know the blessing of your peace at the start of a new year. 
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Reflection: 1 

 

On the evening of the 29th November Ruth and I returned from a ceilidh at church. On turning 

on the television we heard that there had been a helicopter crash into Clutha Bar killing around 

10 people and injuring many others. It was national news and Glasgow was very much on the 

map. On Sunday, 1st December Glasgow Cathedral was filled with around 500, gathered to 

remember victims and offer prayers of support for those in hospital, and families and friends 

of the victims. This was a spontaneous reaction to terrible tragedy, as yet unexplained. It was 

a very emotional response, illustrating for me the theme of this service which is trusting your 

emotions: a way of trying to make sense of an event, just one event in a world which is 

punctuated by perplexing tragedies, this one happening very close to home. 

 

We are all to greater or lesser degree emotional beings. We all experience anger, joy, sorrow, 

resentment, compassion, fear, grief, jealousy, love, hatred, disappointment. Emotions come 

and go, depending on our mood, and our reaction to what's going on around us. Emotions over 

which we frequently have no control. The congregation in the Cathedral were reacting in a 

Christian context to a tragedy at Clutha Bar: there would be many different levels of faith 

within the 500 present, or none. All would feel helpless in the fact of the mystery of suffering 

and the mystery of a God who appears to allow this to happen. Many who have no faith would 

doubtless regard this a pointless exercise, offering some sort of cry of pain to a God, if there is 

one, who is basically callous. But to many others this was a deeply meaningful gathering which 

allowed them to express something deep down about a God who responds and cares 

passionately. 

 

 At a recent Questions of Faith meeting our group studied book by Francis Spufford the title of 

which was 'Unapologetic - Why despite everything Christianity can still make surprising 

emotional sense'. The writer is not a theologian but is talented enough to be elected in 2007 as 

fellow of Royal Society of Literature. One commentator wrote 'he ignores the hamster wheel 

of the Dawkins/anti-Dawkins arguments', calling the book 'a defence of Christian emotions, 

their intelligibility and grown up dignity'. Another writes 'the point is to show those on the 

fence that belief need not mean the abandonment of intelligence, wit or emotional honesty'. 

 

Francis Spufford does this in witty, racy fashion, using colourful and often poetic language - 

sometimes you might say offensive. In chapter 2, when dealing with our sinfulness he 

establishes a mantra ‘the human propensity to mess things up, reduced to HPtFtU, to be 

repeated many times over in subsequent chapters. It's frightening how close FS comes to 

proving the utter improbability of what we believe. In chapter 3 for example he describes the 

emotion of feeling God's presence in a cathedral but in next chapter ‘Hello Cruel World’ he 

asks how the God of everything can preside over all the random cruelties of life. In Chapter 5 

he attempts to retell the gospels with some commentary thrown in. Our second reading will be 

his narration of Prodigal Son. 

 

What is his book trying to say? If we can summon up enough faith through prayer, discussion, 

contemplation, interaction with other Christians and leave ourselves open to the tide of our 

emotions, we can begin to be content and accept the mystery of the God of everything, who 

lives among us. It does not mean the demise of theology, or the end of our personal search for 

the meaning of life. It is, perhaps, just the start! My second Reflection will include some short 

readings from the final chapter, with short commentaries. 

 

Reflection 2 
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 I begin with reading from chapter entitled 'Yeshua' which I describe as the author’s 'take' on 

the gospel narrative in modern idiom. He writes about the Prodigal Son making a comparison 

between two sons, one who is ‘a steady type, content to work away on the farm, and ‘a younger 

one who is all flash and leather trousers’. He goes on to write about a love, despite the 

behaviour of the renegade son, which does not protect itself, is not going to stop, does not come 

naturally in a world intend on material gain then he asks the question 'How can an unlimited 

love be applied in a world of limits?' 

 

And so, to the final chapter 'Consequences' which starts with comments on forgiveness. If we 

believe in the boundless forgiveness of God, where does this lead us? In this he addresses the 

doubter and the seeker. He writes about how in all aspects of faith if we take the risk to let the 

story of Christ move us to give even provisional assent. This can move us onward in our 

spiritual journey. If a believer can get this far God may still seem absent for a lot of the time. 

We may still be in a morass of doubt. 

 

Now let us move on to the practical question of how to love. It is hard to fix on a set of rules. 

What does Francis Spufford suggest? He writes’ Since Christianity isn’t one of the law 

religions, it doesn’t furnish you with a list of rules. It offers instead the impossible ideal of 

valuing other people as absolutely as you value yourself, which does not translate 

straightforwardly into a code of behaviour’. He goes on to say something about the Christian 

in politics, and how we deal with Christians who 'do Christianity differently' in their position 

of power. ’Again, there is no rule book telling you how you should go from the general, 

impossible command to love to love its embodiment in anything resembling actual politics. It’s 

a matter for judgement, argument opinion.’  

 

 With reference to the final words of book it would be nice if everyone could see things the 

same way and live in agreement and harmony. Spufford writes ‘It would be nice. But it isn’t 

necessary. Because the churches are open, doing their ancient and necessary business, and they 

will still be open tomorrow, and the day after that, onwards into far time, in some form or other. 

And it doesn’t really matter what form, much though we may live the form they have now.’ 

 

Let the words of the final page speak for themselves. So just to add that this is a colourful, 

upbeat, challenging book and a good read for anyone needing reassurance on the Christian 

journey and anyone perplexed by the seeming improbability of it all, perplexed by the sheer 

mystery of the God of everything who chose to come to earth to live among us. 
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18th May 2014: Call Yourself a Christian!? 

 

Introduction 

 

This title can be said in different ways according to the punctuation and emphasis. This evening 

I will try to tease out a little the reason for this question, statement, exclamation whatever you 

will. In 2011 there was a national census and there was a question asked about religious 

affiliation. I believe about 33 million opted for the Christian box in the United Kingdom. It 

would have been good but impractical to ask follow-up question as to why that box had been 

ticked. Call yourself a Christian is sometimes a retort, an accusation in relation to a perceived 

sin of commission, or omission, which betrays the faith we profess. So how do we faith we 

profess? What about the doctrine of the Virgin Birth? What about belief in miracles? What 

about belief in the Trinity? Or adherence to a set of rules for living which are heavily resonant 

of the times in which Jesus lived, or indeed the centuries prior to that and all the times in which 

the bible was written? 

 

Listen to these words. 'Well, basically I say the creed, it tells the Christian story, but I don't 

take communion and I don't say the post-communion prayers about giving thanks for being fed 

with the body and blood of Christ. Since I believe that the whole thing is constructed by man 

for man, why should I want to believe the mysteries? I've had to come to terms with the idea 

that we're here, we die and then we're not here. A bit sparse you might think, especially as the 

resurrection is kind of central to Christianity, isn't it? What I get from services is no different 

from what you might get from a beautiful mountain scene. I take spiritual comfort from 

aesthetic experience belonging to everything, but I don't think transcendent experiences require 

religion to explain them.' 

 

So, are you a believer or a non-believer? Or are there countless categories in between? What 

did Jesus mean when he said whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does not 

gather with me, scatters? The honest seeker after truth and faith has to be in there somewhere. 

There is surely a territory between faith and reason, between embedded religious culture and 

secularism which is all right to occupy territory, indeed, which perhaps most people occupy? 

 

 The late Irish comedian Dave Allen was brought up in the Catholic tradition. He tells of 

treatment at the hands of the Little Sisters of Mercy, Carmelite nuns. He used to say, 'I'm an 

atheist, thank God'. And later, 'I'm what you might call a practising atheist. But I'm quite happy 

to be an atheist, because I think that actually, God likes atheists better. We never ask him to do 

anything. We're not bothering him all the time saying,’ O God please help me. There are certain 

things, when I read the bible, and I do read the bible, that I find difficult to understand'. He then 

proceeds to lampoon the creation story. 

 

Our Questions of Faith group is at present reading a book called ‘Christian Atheist’: ‘Belonging 

without Believing,’ which seeks to explore this territory. I have just listened to a quote from a 

conversation between the author, Brian Mountford, and Nigel Hemway who fits the category 

of the subtitle of the book ‘Belonging without Believing’. In this reflection we will hear more 

quotes and comments. 

 

Reflection - the Bottom Line 

 

‘Christian Atheist’ is not a book which features hard-line atheism as do Dawkins and Hitchens. 

It sets out to explore this territory which lies between conviction and unbelief. If we could 
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question all those who ticked the Christian box many would be located in this area. It is 

interesting to note an article in a recent Life and Work survey of the 'Invisible Church' referring 

to lapsed members who don't attend church for example, in the Highlands and Islands. The 

survey found that 44% of the total population not engaged with a church congregation 

identified themselves as Christian. 

 

It is impossible to do justice to the book in a few minutes. I can only touch on several themes. 

It is hard to get your head round the oxymoron of a title. In the chapter, ‘The Moral Compass’, 

Brian Mountford has a conversation with Mary who brings two children to church but is 

ambivalent about what she believes 'You can't prove God either way, so it doesn't matter what 

you believe; it's how you behave that counts.' Brian Mountford comments ’I wonder how you 

can have a moral compass without some sort of moral imperatives, though. You’ve got to 

outline moral expectation and moral principles to have any sense of moral direction at all. In 

fact, your metaphors of ‘being at sea and moral compass are telling ones, because on the one 

hand you seem to be content to be at sea and on the other hand you want a moral shape to 

things, both for yourself and your children’. 

 

Christian atheists, it seems, get much guidance from the bible, but point out that the 

interpretation of it can be very diverse. In the chapter’ Christian Doubt, Protesting Faith’ 

contrast is drawn between those who peddle certainties, and those like the Christian atheists 

who wrestle endlessly with their doubts. James talks about his curiosity, openness, doubt and 

loyal opposition. ’I don’t feel certain about any of my beliefs. I entertain the possibility that 

God’s not there. But overall, I’m positive. It’s rather like my attitude to cancer research; I have 

a hunch that cancer can be beaten and I have a will and motivation to get there. Same with God, 

I have a hunch that God is there and I have a will and motivation to get there.’ 

 

In the chapter on’ Rationalism versus Religious Conviction’ thoughts are expressed on how 

the rational and irrational jostle for position in our minds as Christians. How do we define God? 

Nigel Hemway says this - 'I've been an atheist since the age of 15 at King's School, Canterbury, 

when I jacked out of the Archbishop of Canterbury's confirmation class, realising that I didn't 

really believe in God after all. I suspect that those who say they believe in God have all defined 

their own personal gods to meet their inner requirements, and that's fine by me.' And at the end 

of the chapter it is suggested that just because we are rational beings does not mean that our 

heart can't rule our head’. Having said that Christianity is a reasonable religion, and certainly 

not irrational, its reasonableness does not prove to be the strongest case of those who proclaim 

it. It is rarely the argument of reason that draws a person into faith or believing, but the 

exemplification of values in others, in individuals, communities, or the story of Jesus himself 

that causes the penny to drop, and the leap of faith to occur.' 

 

In the next chapter’ Loose Ends’ here are one or two thoughts. Christian atheists often find an 

attraction in genuine worship, in spite of their unbelief. Brian Mountford writes 'An 

acquaintance told me that she's not a believer but accompanies her partner to church out of a 

sense of friendship and commitment, and there she finds both liturgy and the company 

congenial. It seems therefore that worship can have a kind of legitimacy for some people quite 

apart from a belief in the divine.' And Paul rails against the unattractiveness of militant atheism, 

especially in the field of science. 'Nothing returns one to God quicker than the sight of a 

scientist with no imagination, no vocabulary, no sympathy, no comprehension of metaphor, 

and no wit, looking soulless and forlorn amid the wonder of nature.' 
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 And the final chapter ‘What should the church's attitude be to the Christian atheist?’ It is 

essential to show openness to what Brian Mountford describes as religious atheism. These are, 

after all, individuals who are striving and struggling to make sense of it all. Howard Jacobson, 

Jewish atheist novelist says this 'However you explain it, I like the idea, wherever I encounter 

it, of a God forever out of reach. Whoever tells me that my failure to reach him proves his non-

existence has merely closed his mind to my ongoing curiosity.' 

 

Brian Mountford refers in some detail to Philip Pullman's book 'The Good Man Jesus and the 

Scoundrel Christ'. Here Pullman imagines Jesus and Christ as two brothers. So, we turn to the 

final paragraph which is a plea to all of us to respect and take note of what the individual in his 

book has said which is so much better than the apathy which threatens to stifle and snuff out 

the spiritual life of society. I quote ‘Could it be that some of the atheists are writing the most 

seminal books of theology for our time because they raise questions that resonate. The Church 

must listen to its belonging-without-believing and believing- without- belonging fringe’. 

 

So, what is the bottom line? Here is a quote from Paul Pullman in the chapter ‘Doctrine’s 

Permeable Borders’: 'My childhood church was similar to yours and I don't doubt that in many 

respects you are right about the general life-enhancing things on offer centred around our 

churches, but throughout the Christian tradition some things other than surrounding activities 

have been central. Let me see, what are they? God, Christ, Revelation? Once those things go, 

that's the end of it; you have a paradigm shift and move on to something completely different.' 

That seems to be a good note to end on. God, Christ and revelation with deep love radiating 

between them and us and between us and our fellow beings. This is the bottom line. 

 

And as we prepare for communion let's reflect on all who are genuinely seeking, wherever they 

are, the spectrum of faith. 
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Addendum: Worship 

 

In my dictionary the meaning of the word worship as a noun is given as reverent homage or 

service paid to God. And as a verb it means to adore as divine, to idolise, to regard with 

adoration. This is what we come to church for: we are quite reticent about using that word. I 

do not usually say “I'm going to worship”. We say ‘I'm going to church”. But this is what it is 

about first and foremost - the adoration of the God we believe in. Hymn writer Graham 

Kendrick wrote: 'Worship is first and foremost for his benefit, not ours, though it is marvellous 

to discover that in giving him pleasure, we ourselves enter into what can become our richest 

and most wholesome experience in life'. And C S Lewis 'It is in the process of being worshipped 

that God communicates his presence to men' -and women! 

 

Throughout its long-life Wellington has maintained a fine tradition of public worship, always 

underpinned by strong preaching of the word. Some of you can go back further than I. I have 

known four ministers Stuart McWilliam, Maxwell Craig, Leith Fisher and the present 

incumbent David Sinclair. Preaching has always been central to our worship. The pulpit is 

central to the Church and visible from every part of the Church. However, in recent years, 

during Leith's ministry and now with David, we have experienced several important 

developments. I want to mention them now. Firstly, there is a real feeling that worship is much 

more than a sermon with hymns, prayers and readings attached. It is much more of an integrated 

whole, an entire experience in which each element points to a chosen theme or event. Secondly, 

there has been a very healthy movement to encourage us lay people to participate in leading 

worship. There is so much talent around! The last two Sundays are a case in point. Christine 

taking over at the last minute for a recent service and then last week we had a charming insight 

into the shepherd theme. Worship can be fun! The Sunday Group of young people is also 

enriching our Sunday mornings. We look forward to their time with the congregation next 

week. These endings to our services are truly meaningful and uplifting. 

 

Thirdly, we have in recent years been made much more aware of the Christian calendar from 

Advent, to Christmas, through Lent to Easter and Pentecost. Our quarterly celebrations of 

communion now fall on the first Sundays in Advent and Lent, and the first Sunday in 

September which is the start of the new session; and, of course, we have Easter and One World 

Week in October. Fourthly, for a number of years now we have seen the inclusion of children, 

where appropriate, in the celebration of communion. I am not at the moment going to rehearse 

the arguments for and against, but this development has highlighted the whole question of the 

meaning of church membership. The emphasis has shifted from believing first, to belonging 

first and our children undoubtedly feel a strong sense of belonging to the family of Wellington 

though they may not be able to put it into words. Also, in the domain of communion, as you 

know, we have recently introduced the common cup for those who wish to partake in this way. 

That has been implemented not without controversy, but it is to be hoped that the choice now 

on offer has been introduced with sensitivity and due regard for feelings on both sides.  
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 And now I am taking a few moments to mention the evening service. There is a strong feeling 

that there is still a place for evening worship in the West End. For some years there has been a 

strong partnership with Hillhead and Lansdowne to maintain an evening service either here or 

in Cresswell Street. The programme is largely lay-driven, and aims to provide an informal, 

reflective, thought- provoking worship which encourages participation and sharing of views. 

At present we are in middle of a series concentrating on post resurrection appearances of Jesus 

to his disciples. By and large the three ministers contribute only during Advent and the holiday 

period, July and August. 

 

The Education and Worship committee exists partly to give support to the minister and organist 

and to act as a conduit between them and the congregation. We all know how important is to 

have a good rapport between the two. We are greatly blessed to have a great partnership in this 

regard between David and Alan. As a choir member, I know just how much Alan puts into the 

choosing of introits and anthems which suit not only the theme of the service, but also the 

committed small group who leads worship Sunday by Sunday. And David is a consummate 

leader of worship. His recent publication of sermons on inclusion’ All are Welcome’ sold out 

very quickly and has been re-issued. 

 

 There have been recent developments. The writing of a faith statement which appears on every 

order of service reminds us of our belief in total inclusiveness in Wellington. 'We welcome 

into the life and worship of our congregation all people whatever their ethnic origin, gender, 

background, age, sexual orientation, mental or physical ability. We affirm our diversity and the 

dignity of each person'. This simple statement underlines who we are as a congregation. It is 

up to each one of us who worship here regularly to put it into practice. 

 

Also, this summer we had a reflection from Peter Millar with a letter to his grandson Fergus, 

aged two. 'As you grow up, I would love you slowly but surely to realise that your life is held 

in God's hands. This means many things. It means we are made in God's image and empowered 

by God's spirit blowing through the world. It means we affirm God's goodness at the heart of 

humanity, planted more deeply than all that is wrong. It means that each day we can celebrate 

the miracle and wonder of life, and the unfolding purposes of God forever at work in ourselves 

and the world. Try not to forget that we live in a global village in which millions of our sisters 

and brothers are the victims of poverty, war an increasing injustice. And in a world of many 

religions, if you do follow the Christian path, I hope you avoid a 'comfortable Christianity', and 

always believe in a God of surprises who can turn your life upside down. As you grow up, I 

don't expect you to believe the same things as I do, but I do hope you will be a person of love, 

of sensitivity and of awareness.’ 

 

So, what have I to say? It is the end of the summer holidays. The Holiday Club was successful. 

I visited to take in the atmosphere and enjoyed a quiz evening in a relaxed and fairly noisy 

fashion. I felt pretty much out of my depth and totally square! Then on Sunday we had a 

thought-provoking worship which suited the culture of the youngsters who prepared it. This all 

needs dedication and skill of people like Petra who are very much on the wave length of 

teenagers. What can the rest of us do? Well, we sang hymn 606 ‘Lord you sometimes speak in 
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wonders’ which was all about listening to God speaking in wonders, whispers, in silence, in 

scripture, and in Jesus and not in a narrow way like the lady who wouldn't wear trousers, or the 

writer of the tract who could not see beyond the judgement of God, or the minister who could 

not see anything more important than singing psalms. We must listen with open minds and 

hearts, seeking to include rather than exclude. A few weeks ago, there was a service which 

included a group discussion. One group was asked to tackle the question about where we go 

from here. Three words stuck in my mind- community, inclusiveness and acceptance. We can 

all help to further a church community which is welcoming, accepting and inclusive, and ready 

to change where necessary. And it is all about GOOD news which we proclaim by our openness 

and the way we live our lives, and yes, sometimes there is a time to speak as well.  

 

 
Figure 14: Family fun at Troon. A holiday was never a holiday without an icecream! 
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A Favourite Hymn of Philip’s 
 

A favourite hymn sung at our wedding and at Philip’s Thanksgiving Service sung to his 

favourite tune. 

 

Love divine, all loves excelling 

Joy of heaven, on earth come down 

Fix in us thy humble dwelling 

All thy faithful mercies crown.  

Jesus, thou art all compassion, 

Pure unbounded love thou art; 

Visit us with thy salvation, 

Enter every trembling heart. 

 

Come, almighty to deliver; 

Let us all thy love receive; 

Suddenly return and never, never more  

thy temples leave. 

Thee we would be always blessing,  

Serve thee as thy hosts above, 

Pray and praise thee without ceasing, 

Glory in thy perfect love. 

 

Finish then thy new creation; 

Pure and spotless let us be 

Let us see thy great salvation 

Perfectly restored in thee, 

Changed from glory into glory 

Till in heaven we take our place, 

Till we cast our crowns before thee, 

Lost in wonder love and praise. 

 

Charles Wesley: Tune Blaenwern. 
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Safely Home 
 

I am home in Heaven, dear ones 

Oh, so happy and so bright, 

There is perfect joy and beauty 

In this everlasting light. 

 

All the pain and grief is over,  

Every restless yearning passed, 

I am now at peace forever,  

Safely home in Heaven at last. 

 

Did you wonder I so calmly 

Trod the valley of the shade? 

Oh, but Jesus’ love illumined 

Every dark and fearful glade. 

 

And he came Himself to meet me 

In that way so hard to tread,  

And with Jesus arm to lean on 

Could I have one doubt or dread. 

 

Then you must not grieve so sorely 

For I love you dearly still 

Try to look beyond earth’s shadows, 

Pray to trust Our Father’s will. 

 

There is still work waiting for you, 

So you must not idly stand: 

Do it now while life remaineth 

You shall rest in Jesus Land. 

 

When that work is all completed, 

He will gently call you home, 

Oh, the rapture of that meeting, 

Oh, the joy to see you come. 
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Obituary: The Herald 
Philip Alexander Beattie 

Born 1 November 

1939;  

died 17 October 2014 

Teacher and 

community activist 

 

 

 

Philip Beattie, who has died aged 

74 very suddenly while on holiday in Turkey, was a teacher active in church and community 

and much loved and respected by all who knew him. 

The strong theme of his life was service, and the mainspring of his commitment was his 

Christian faith, expressed through his long-standing membership of Wellington church, 

Glasgow and his community involvement. 

Philip was born in Galashiels, where his grandfather was a minister, as an evacuee from 

London. After the war ended the family returned to Carshalton, Surrey and Philip went to 

Whitgift School in Croydon, where he was head boy and distinguished himself also on the 

sports field. 

He read modern languages at St. John’s College, Oxford where he met his wife Ruth through 

the Iona Society, associated with St. Columba’s Church. After their marriage in 1962 they 

moved to Glasgow where Mr. Beattie took up a teaching post at Glasgow Academy and played 

a leading part in extra-curricular activities. Subsequently he became principal teacher of 

modern language at Dalziel High School, Motherwell and then at Woodside School, Glasgow. 

 On retiring from teaching he taught part-time at Hutcheson’s Grammar School where he 

formed close friendships with colleagues with whom he enjoyed meeting regularly. 

His interests were many and wide-ranging and his considerable gift and enthusiasm for 

languages and music have been inherited by his family. As well the languages, he loved French 

and German culture and made many friends abroad, particularly in Hameln, the pied piper 

town, where he taught for a year. 

Figure 15: Near Fish Hoek, South Africa, 2014 
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He was a devoted family man and will be missed particularly by Ruth, his son Kenneth and 

daughter Judith, and her children Joe and Samantha. 

Philip, along with Ruth and the children, enjoyed legendary family camping holidays every 

summer to Europe where the children were not allowed to have an ice-cream unless they 

requested it in the appropriate language. 

There were also regular visits for significant family events and later on child-minding in 

Belfast, when Judith and her family lived there. 

Mr Beattie supported Ruth faithfully during her demanding term of office as Chairman of the 

Royal Scottish Country Dance Society, including several overseas visits, and they greatly 

enjoyed holidays abroad and their times together in the caravan at Glendaruel where they were 

staying a fortnight before he died. 

He was a keen armchair sports enthusiast, loved classical music and sang for many years with 

the Bearsden Burgh Choir and, as leading tenor, was a mainstay of Wellington Choir. His years 

of committed service as a lynch- pin of the Wellington congregation cannot be overvalued, as 

a conscientious elder( he was ordained at the unusually early age of 27), as one of the team 

leaders at the Crypt café for students, as organiser of the Friday lunch-time ‘CosyCafe’ at 

Hillhead High School and the Thursday evenings ‘Questions of Faith’ discussion group, and 

in undertaking numerous other tasks that keep the church going. 

He was active, too, in the community in other ways-for many years helping regularly at 

Glasgow City Mission’s Wayside Café, as a local volunteer on Milngavie community projects, 

and helping with leaflet distribution for the Liberal Democrats. 

But it is above all for what and who he was rather than what he did that he will be remembered-

his friendly, compassionate, courteous, unassuming personality; his gentle humour and 

wisdom; his dependability; and his impressive and inspiring but never obtrusive Christian 

witness. 

The very large attendance at the thanksgiving service at Wellington on 30th October is 

testament to how much he will be missed by all those who knew him and wished to honour his 

memory and express their love and support for Ruth, Kenneth, Judith and the wider family who 

survive him. 

Norman Shanks, 15th November 2014 
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