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MINISTRY IN LOCKDOWN
Navigating new ways in the wilderness (cf. Isaiah 43:19)
Over the past few months the COVID-19 pandemic has raised all sorts of emotions and
questions. It has been devastating in terms of the death toll, even with all the precautions
taken, which will be subject to much review and discussion over the coming months. We
pray for all those who have been affected, in whatever way. Life has changed forever.
What has emerged is fascinating. We see the best and the worst behaviours, people
sharing and giving generously on the one hand, while others buy and hoard. There are
many blessings coming out of this new way of living as well as the downsides of
isolation. Plenty on which to reflect and more than I will attempt here.
From a practical point of view, it has certainly been a really steep learning curve in terms
of how we are ‘church’. We are all called to minister with people, ‘with’ being the
important word. How does that work when you cannot be physically present with
someone? By telephone, by email, snail mail, a friendly wave when someone drops off
the shopping or the now ubiquitous Zoom, which seemed to appear out of nowhere?
Through prayer and worship too.
Between Robert and I, we have come, over the weeks, to a place of offering a daily
service of worship, with a Eucharist on Sunday and Wednesday and Morning Prayer on
other days. This pattern emerged gradually as first the gathering of people together in
church ceased and then the churches themselves were closed. Alongside our offerings,
the Diocese has been making online services available and now we have the Daily Hope
phone line, for those who do not have access to the internet. People are ‘visiting’ other
churches, making choices about how and where they worship as never before.
Over the coming weeks and months, the lockdown will hopefully be eased and things
will change, but will probably never go back to how they were before. That throws up
some opportunities to think about what we value about our particular worship in this
benefice. We are reaching people for whom attendance at church has not been possible,
through illness or frailty for example. But we cannot offer everything we do now as well
as everything we had before and choices will need to be made. We will be praying about
this and would appreciate your thoughts too, before the lockdown restrictions are eased.
We can’t predict the future but we can consider our options.
If God is making new ways in the wilderness and new rivers in the desert, where will
they flow and how do we navigate them? Let us know what you think.
Reverend Sarah
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Robert’s Easter Sermon
Today, as we celebrate Easter morning, resurrection means so much more to us than it
did before. For we have been living in darkness, confined to a kind of tomblike
existence. Life as we have known it has stopped. Many don’t go out to work. Many
don’t go out to play. We hide our faces; we guard our lungs. We walk zombie-like
through our homes and streets, frightened, and covered in our own kind of “funerary”
cloths, so that the cold breath of death might pass us by, that invisible breath-stealing
virus that threatens us and keeps us locked away, for a time.
But only for a time.
Life in waiting is merely that, a time of waiting. And yet it is also a time of expectation.
For we know that no matter what, the virus has no power over us. God’s resurrection
breath will raise us up. A new day will dawn, soon. Very soon.
I was sent a poem the other day about closing schools down at this difficult time and
wanted to share this poem with you today, as I believe that it does also show us all that
life can be different. The poem is written by an American Head Teacher, and is called
‘What if???’
What if they cancel the rest of the school year, students would miss 2.5 months of
education. Many people are concerned about students falling behind because of this.
Yes, they may fall behind when it comes to classroom education...
But what if...
What if instead of falling “behind", this group of kids are
ADVANCED because of this? Hear me out...
What if they have more empathy, they enjoy family connection,
they can be more creative and entertain themselves,
they love to read,
they love to express themselves in writing.
What if they enjoy the simple things,
like their own backyard and sitting near a window in the quiet.
What if they notice the birds and the dates the different flowers emerge,
and the calming renewal of a gentle rain shower?
What if this generation are the ones to learn to cook,
organize their space,
do their laundry, and keep a well run home?
What if they learn to stretch a dollar and to live with less?
What if they learn to plan shopping trips and meals at home.
What if they learn the value of eating together as a family
and finding the good to share in the small delights of the everyday?
What if they are the ones to place great value on our teachers and educational
professionals, librarians, public servants and the previously invisible essential support
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workers, like truck drivers, grocers, cashiers, custodians, logistics, and health care
workers and their supporting staff,
just to name a few of the millions taking care of us right now while we are sheltered in
place.
What if among these children,
a great leader emerges who had the benefit of a slower pace
and a simpler life to truly learn what really matters in this life?
What if they are AHEAD?
Powerful words.
Waiting is part of the Easter Morning narrative. Mary’s faith kept her expectant and
waiting, watching for something new to change, something miraculous to happen. She
may not have known when or exactly how, but on that third day, she came
nevertheless, in the darkness, hoping that God would come through, that light would
somehow break through.
Mary initially thought that the authorities had taken his body and disposed of it, and it
took Jesus appearing before the disciples several times to shake them into knowing,
understanding the resurrection.
So it didn't come all at once.
That's where we find ourselves.
Wary.
Uncertain.
Do I go out wrapped in garments, or with a face mask and gloves on?
Do I risk my presence among people again?
I can tell you that when Mary and the disciples realized what had happened; that Life
had been restored, that God's promise had been fulfilled,
that resurrection was here, they found the courage to open the doors and walk out into
the light.
And yet, life had changed.
Never again would Jesus walk the earth as He did before. Never again would they sit on
the hillsides drawing crowds of people. That time had passed. That was before.
A new life and a new time had dawned, and with it, a new kind of spirit, and a new kind
of people.
We too are resurrection people.
Watch and wait people of God.
Be expectant.
Dawn is coming.
And when it comes, your face cloths will be removed, and you will breathe again. The
spring you see around you will manifest in all kinds of ways, and life will start again.
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You’ll again feel the bustle of people and cars, know the joy of relationships and friends.
You’ll eat together again, sing together, worship together, and love together.
In a word: Resurrection.
It will all be new.
Never again will life be quite the same.
For our experiences of death and darkness changes us.
We emerge not the same but renewed and restored.
We become wiser and more understanding about the world and God’s amazing
miracles.
We become more joyful about life, and more appreciative of everything in it. We
become Resurrection People.
Resurrection is coming.
The signs are all around you.
Watch.
Wait.
Listen.
Long for the change.
Celebrate the Lord who gives Life and restores Life, now and always.
Amen

WEEKLY PRAYER GROUP
The Tuesday Prayer Group us unable to meet at the
moment, but if you would like someone held in prayer
please contact
Brenda Wright (01491 573266)
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FELLOWSHIP LUNCH

Fellowship lunches will return once we are out of Lockdown!

SPONSORSHIP OF THE SANCTUARY
CANDLE

The book for sponsoring the sanctuary candle for 2020 is
at the back of the church. Please see Pat Needham for
payment.
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Another Recent Sermon from Robert
One of the first ways that we have of communicating is through tears. Is there
anything that gets a baby more attention than tears? Is there anything that can
command complete, immediate devotion more than a torrent of tears. Is there
anything that can makes adults feel more dismal, daunted, desperate than the
wailing of an infant?
Our baby’s tears can bring us to tears as well.
In earlier cultures the tears of mourners were gathered into something called a
lachrymatory, or “tear-catcher,” a specially created container for human tears of
grief or sometimes of joy. In fact, a company is now bringing them back and
selling them online.
And there is a church overlooking Jerusalem called the church of Dominus Flevit –
which means Jesus Wept. The church is built where Jesus is supposed to have wept
over the city, and on each corner of the church is a tear-catcher, and I had the
privilege of visiting this church in 1986.
You see mourning tears were believed to have extreme powers – powers of solace,
sustenance, spiritual healing. There were beautiful, delicate tear bottles for women
and more masculine cigar-shaped tear bottles for men. Traditionally all were
designed with an evaporation chamber. When the last of the gathered tears finally
evaporated, the official mourning period was over.
In Roman times women were paid to cry into tear bottles, so that as many filled
bottles as possible could accompany the extensive mourning processions that
befitted any important, powerful figure. In typical Roman fashion, more was
always better—-whether one was dead or alive.
Even the most humble burial ceremony involved the presence of paid mourners. In
Jewish culture the bare minimum required two flute players and professional
wailing woman. Anything less was an insult to the family name. The grief industry
in the first century – just like that of the twenty-first century - was big business.
Have you noticed that as the economy has fallen, the number of ads for life
insurance are on the rise? In the face of an uncertain economic climate, unstable
global relationships, catastrophic environmental scenarios, there is always one thing
that remains certain . . . death. You can always bank on death showing up. The
grief industry never has a down turn.
When Jesus finally arrived at Bethany the first-century grief industry was already
well represented. “The Jews” who came down from Jerusalem to “console Martha
and Mary” undoubtedly included many professional mourners, musicians, and
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trained tear-producers. The family had purchased a costly cave-tomb to lay
Lazarus in. His body had been carefully wrapped with burial linens, and anointed
with the oils and spices commonly used to hold the odor of death at bay as much as
possible.
Although both Martha and Mary confessed a conviction that had Jesus been
present at Lazarus’ sickbed he would not have died, both sisters had now resigned
themselves to their brother’s death. They had given themselves over to grief. They
had abandoned all hope.
They were prepared for tears.
They were prepared for separation from their beloved brother. They were prepared
for the finality of death.
They were not prepared for what Jesus was bringing to them.
They were not prepared for a miracle.
They were not prepared for hope.
They were not prepared for resurrection.
They were not prepared for new life.
This October marks the 25th anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall.
The wall was the most hated symbol of repression, the most revered symbol of
communist power, and it came down after decades of being one of the most feared
symbols in the world. It came down not in a hail of bullets and butchery. It came
down through the unstoppable power of hope. Who can forget images of East
Germans, mostly young people, standing on top of the wall, waving flags, hammers
and screwdrivers and tearing wall down with their bare hands. And when The
Wall came down, and the communist regime in East Germany came down, the
domino effect seemed to take effect, and the Soviet Union came down and the
communist regimes in Eastern Europe came down.
And I think, personally, that the thing that has stuck in my mind over the years is
that instead of an underground army of freedom fighters launching guerilla attacks
on that concrete barrier, the force that finally toppled the Berlin Wall was made up
of nothing more than candles and prayers. --- Candles and prayers.
This Autumn churches in what was once East Germany are celebrating the peaceful
revolution, now known as the “Protestant Revolution.” On 09 November 1989, the
first plink of hammers could be heard at Checkpoint Charlie, the icon of the Cold
War.
The high point of the 25th celebration will be in the autumn during the weekend of 9
November. A special light installation will be set up along the former course of the
Wall as a "symbol of hope for a world without walls”. Made of thousands of
illuminated, helium-filled balloons, a border made of light will run for twelve
kilometres across the city centre for the entire weekend.
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When the wall was still up it had been easy for the East Berlin army to shoot or
capture anyone who tried to sneak out to freedom in the West. But candlelight
processions and all-night/all-day prayer vigils at the wall weren’t so easy to deal
with.
Candles and prayers undermined the powerful.
Candles and prayer unnerved the armed forces.
Candles and prayer unravelled the blanket of fear.
The eastern bloc had prepared for riots. The East Germans had prepared for
economic boycotts. East Germany had prepared for violence.
But they were not prepared for candles and prayers.
By the time the first person finally took the first swing of a pickaxe at that Berlin
Wall…
By the time the first piece of concrete crumbled into the crowd . . .
By that time the barrier had already been broken.
The prayers and candles on both sides of the Berlin Wall had reduced it to
insignificance, to a non-entity, long before the bulldozers finally cleared away the
last of the rubble.
The miracle of the resurrected Christ undermines, unnerves, and unravels the
powers of doubt, despair, and death that once defined the human condition.
And we are never fully prepared for the power of the presence of Christ when it
breaks into our lives.
The Philistines were prepared for everything . . . . . . . but not a small boy, stones
and a sling.
Pharaoh’s army was prepared for everything . . . . . . but not a wave of water.
Jericho was prepared for everything. . . but not a marching band and a trumpet.
Martha was prepared for everything . . . but not a brother brought back to life.
Martha would have had Jesus hold his nose to block the stench of death;
instead Jesus had Martha open her arms to receive back her brother in life.
How many of us are like Martha . . . preparing for everything, but not the power of
candles and prayer?
Can you let candles and prayers into your life?
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Note from the Editor

I thought I would share with you some photographs taken in and around
the parish on my daily walks. The first three were taken in the woods
above Woodlands Road. The swan was snapped on my walk to Tesco!
Remember, if there’s any shopping you need, or errands run, I’m happy to
help. – Sue Wright
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