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KEEPING IN TOUCH

Dear All,

We are living in strange and difficult times. We are all having to stay in our homes except to shop for food or medicines, to exercise once a day or to go to work. For the past two weeks, even our churches have been closed. One of the things that many of us are trying to do is to keep in touch with each other. Many of us are using the new technologies of smart phone and social media, but old-fashioned technologies such as the telephone and even letters remain useful.

Although our church buildings are not in use at this present time, we are still the church in our own homes and we are reminded that the church not only exists on Sunday but the church is the church on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday and the rest of the week as well. In George Herbert’s hymn ‘King of glory, King of peace’ we find the third verse beginning with the line ‘Seven whole days, not one in seven, I will praise thee’.

The Coronavirus pandemic reminds us that we are connected together globally for good or bad, but it leaves us the responsibility to care for each other, even though at the moment we are not able to meet, we are still to do what we can for each other.

The Apostle Paul, in his first letter to the Corinthians tells us that we are to have the same care for each other ‘If one member suffers, all suffer together with it, if one member is honoured, all rejoice together with it’ ( 1Corinthians 12:26). Paul is writing about the church, but I do not think it is wrong to extend his thinking to our neighbourhoods, to the United Kingdom and to our whole world.

The situation is tough for all of us, but it is the vulnerable in our society who are most at risk, and we need to look for all sorts of ways to connect with each other.

During this month we will celebrate Easter, but we will celebrate it like we have never celebrated it before. However, the hope that underlies the first Easter remains with us. It speaks of the power of death being overcome. In Christ we have a God who is both with us and for us. Jesus is with us in our troubles, and his power raises us from the depths of despair.

I share a prayer from Rev. John Proctor, the General Secretary of the United Reformed Church:

Lord Jesus,

In the midst of a storm,

You said, ‘Peace be still.’

Bid our anxious fears subside,

Sustain your church in faith, hope and love,

Bring our nation through this tumult,

Grant wisdom to those with heavy responsibilities,

And healing and hope to those who are infected.

Amen.

Take care, may God be with you all.

David Whiting
27 March 2020

A message to all who are the 

United Reformed Church

from Derek Estill and Nigel Uden

Moderators of the General Assembly

Amid this Covid-19 shaped world, we greet you in the name of God – 

by whose grace we were created,

by whose mercy and love we are sustained,

by whose love we will be held forever. 

Even as we are moderators of the General Assembly, so we are immersed in local churches, and it is as your companions on the Way that we wished to write to you this weekend. Our experiences mirror yours – we, too, are distancing ourselves physically from others, we too are feeling uncertain, sometimes even fearful. 

Coronavirus Covid-19 has been creeping up on us. We watched its effect upon other countries and washed our hands as we sang ‘Happy birthday’. Now it is affecting us, and last Sunday Nicola Sturgeon, Scotland’s First Minister, punctured any complacency there may have been, saying, "life should not feel normal", and if it does, you should ask "if you are doing the right things". It’s a new world, and we don’t always feel so brave.
How should we react? There have been essential things to do. Far from having less on our agenda, many of us have been burning the candle at both ends. And there was no alternative; stuff was happening, and we needed to deal with it. But it seems Covid-19 will shape our lives for some time to come. In the coming weeks it will be good if we can regain a balance between activity and reflection, for few of us can thrive on the freneticism and angst that has suddenly overtaken us. It has been said that a person best deals with a new situation not by hitting the ground running, but by hitting the ground kneeling. The place of prayer in this coronavirus situation, we would suggest, is vital. Prayer can maintain our own equilibrium, as it opens us to the peace and grace of God. We will also surely want to intercede in prayer, holding before God people who are unwell or bereaved, people who are giving their all to bring us through the pandemic, and people whose all has been taken from them through the death of a loved one, the loss of a job, of a business or of mental health. And then there is the need for prayer with those in countries that have neither the finances nor the health service of ours. The call to pray last Sunday evening at 7.00pm, placing a candle in a street-facing window, was moving. May we commend that to you as a weekly observance? Even when we are feeling frustrated that we cannot do much to help, we can all pray, and there is something strengthening when we do so together, simultaneously.
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Part of what is carrying us through is the devoted and tireless leadership of many people. We are more grateful than we can say for our General Secretariat and all their colleagues at Church House, for the Officers of the Assembly, for our committees, for our Synod Moderators and all who work with them in those thirteen councils of the church. And we are mindful of all those who are leading the responses of local churches. We hear of ministers and elders, members and friends who have strained every sinew to arrange pastoral care, to make it possible for us to worship in our homes, and to be part of our neighbourhoods’ reaching out to people in need. Other than mixing ‘from’ and ‘form’, one of Nigel’s most frequent typos is to press the w and the e at the same time when starting the word elders. Yet how right that is; welding joins two pieces of metal so that they become one, and so that they withstand the forces to which they may be subjected. Many people are welders in every sphere of the church, as well as in every layer of government, and in society at large. For each sense in which are being held together, we give thanks for welders. 

Who knows where this will lead us? Quite probably, not to exactly where it found us. Society will be different; we will each be different; and the church will be different. In 1949, R. W. Hugh-Jones was called to be the minister of Warwick Road Congregational Church in Coventry. The city remained devastated after the blitz of November 1940. It needed rebuilding, renewing. Something different was being asked of the church, too. Years later, Hugh-Jones recalled that he had been persuaded to accept the call when a deacon said to him, ‘there is nothing in this church that cannot be changed as long as the Gospel is preached, and the Kingdom of God extended.’ Even if we might use slightly different words, pondering what rebuilding and renewing the future will require, maybe what that deacon said could speak to us, even for us all.

And what of God? Sam Wells, Vicar of London’s St Martin-in-the-Fields, speaks of God being ‘for’, and being ‘with’. Wells under values neither, but observes that in the Jesus narratives, God’s work for is focussed on a brief moment in Jerusalem, 1% of his life, whereas Jesus is faithfully with us far more, 90% in Nazareth, 9% in Galilee. Is that not a central conviction of the Bible? Hebrew and Christian writings alike have God with us, a light to accompany us through the shadows. Given we appear to be in this crisis for the long haul, if we’re walking the way and living the life of Jesus today there will be things we can do for each other and be they great or small they will matter significantly. But we must never underestimate the value of being with each other. Consistently and reliably, thoughtfully and sensitively with each other, and with God because God is always with us.

In our prayers, unto God’s gracious mercy and protection we commit you.

Yours sincerely, in Christ,

Nigel Uden and Derek Estill

Breakfast Service 8th March (Lent 2)
JESUS AND NICODEMUS

Read John 3:1-21

Questions for Discussion
1. Why do you think Nicodemus approached Jesus at night?

2. There are several references to Nicodemus (John 7:45-52, John 19:38-42), do you think he ever emerges from the dark?

3. When Jesus talks about ‘being born from above’ (John 3:3), what do you think he might mean?

4. Jesus goes on to say: ‘no one can enter the Kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit’ (John 3:5). What might this mean?

5. John 3:16 is perhaps one of the best-known verses in the bible. In what way is this good news?

Words for Reflection

· To follow Jesus is, for John, to walk confidently in the light of his truth and the glory of his cross (Peter Brain, The Knowable God, Circle Books, Winchester, 2019, p.43).

· Nicodemus is one of those who – even under the cover of darkness – is coming to the light. He had perhaps come – as one theologian to another – for a quiet discussion about “heavenly things”. He left – and the reader is left – face to face with the final judgement, with the alternatives of life and death, of light and darkness, and the final reminder that it is only he who “does the truth” who comes to the light. Theology is after all serious business (Lesslie Newbigin, The Light has Come, Handsel Press, Edinburgh, 1982, p.44)

· "Self-sufficiency is the enemy of salvation. If you are self-sufficient, you have no need of God. If you have no need of God, you do not seek [God]. If you do not seek [God], you will not find [God]." (William Nicholson, Shadowlands: A Play)
David Whiting
Lectionary Readings April
5 - 11 April 2020 Turning point
Palm Sunday: Isaiah 50.4-9a; Psalm 118.1-2,19-29; Philippians 2.5-11; Matthew 21.1-11
12 - 18 April 2020 Delighting in God’s grace
Easter Day: Jeremiah 31.1-6; Matthew 28.1-10; Acts 10.34-43; Psalm 118.1-2,14-24

19 - 25 April 2020 Peace be with you
Easter 2: Acts 2.14a,22-32; Psalm 16; 1 Peter 1.3-9; John 20.19-31
26 April - 2 May 2020 Moments of revelation
Easter 3: Acts 2.14a,36-41; Psalm 116.1-4,12-19; 1 Peter 1.17-23; Luke 24.13-35
GRINDON MISSION PROJECT

 "a voice, a heart, a spirit, a place"
Appointment of Administrators

Grindon Church Community Project is grateful for the financial support it has received from Synod. The latest mission grant has financed the salary of a part time administrator for the project. In fact, two have been appointed on a job share basis. Rachel Lowe and Corinne Kilvington have been appointed.

Rachel has been a volunteer at Grindon for a few months and was a member of several user groups. She has experience of office and support activities in private, public and voluntary sectors.

Corinne has worked in Sunderland since University and established a successful business with links to many organisations. She has worked with GCCP in establishing the MARRAS drama group and has been a source of volunteer advice and support.

The Project is grateful to John Whiteoak and Claire Ritson of FIC for performing the interviews.

Aladdin

A pantomime was hosted by the Project at the end of November into the beginning of December involving several regular supporters of GCCP, adults and children alike. The production which was ‘Aladdin’ was very successful and drew good audiences. The pantomime raised £800 for MARRAS.

Grindon Painters and Impact North East

One of GCCP’s user groups is Grindon Painters. They are working with another community organisation ‘Impact North East’ who are involved with creative writing. The two groups are working together to produce a booklet of pictures and words to use in helping to reduce stress. The two groups will be contributing to an exhibition at Sunderland Deaf Centre. The project is funded by Sunderland Culture.

Prayer Service

In the last report to synod reference was made to the start of regular prayer service. This service started soon after the October Synod. The worship takes place on Thursday mornings at about 9.30 am.

Uniform Swap

Currently on an ongoing basis there is an opportunity at the centre for people to swap school uniforms when maybe the child has outgrown the uniform.

Taster Day

On 20th June, at a time still to be confirmed it is planned to hold an event where various activities that take place at the centre can be shared. This will involve the various user groups, and people from the Grindon area and others will be invited.

If you want to know more about GCCP you can visit the web site (www.gccp.org.uk) or go onto GCCP’s Facebook page.

The project is grateful for the work of volunteers and for the ongoing support of Synod.

David Whiting

(Chair of Management Committee)

Every Tuesday, from March to October, the Iona community organises a pilgrimage around Iona, in which everyone is invited to join. The pilgrimage visits places of historical and religious significance on the island. At each place there is a brief reflection and prayer, sometimes with silence or songs
IONA: ST COLUMBA’S BAY 
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On this pebble beach on the southern tip of the island, Columba is believed to have arrived from Ireland on the Day of Pentecost in 563. It is said that having clambered up the beach with their coracle, Columba and his twelve monks climbed a nearby hill to make sure that they could no longer see their much-loved home country. “The Hill of the Back to Ireland” stayed as a landmark for them as they made Iona their home.

We are told that in 560 a dispute arose over a copy Columba had made of St. Finnian's book of psalms. The result was Columba's instigation of a rebellion by the Clan Neill against the King of Ireland. This culminated in the Battle of Cooldrevny in 561, at which three thousand men were killed. Following the battle, Columba's confessor, St Molaise, set him the penance of leaving Ireland and preaching the Gospel in order to convert as many to Christianity as had been killed at Cooldrevny: and never again to look upon his native land.
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They pulled the boats up on the beach, left everything and followed Jesus.

Luke 5:11
Elisabeth Meikle
From Your Editor
Hi Folks, here we are at the end of our first week of ‘lockdown’ with not much prospect of it easing off any time soon.  We have seen pictures of people panic buying and going crazy in our supermarkets buying up everything in sight, and today I read on BBC News online that seagulls and rats are having a party feasting on food that’s been thrown out by those greedy shoppers because it had passed its sell by date!  
I’m glad to say I didn’t find that madness when I went shopping on Sunday afternoon, which I may say is the first time I’ve been shopping for almost a fortnight. Everything was calm, quiet and well organised at my local Sainsburys.  Staff were directing us to queue 2 metres apart and only letting in half a dozen or so people at one time.  There was plenty of food, admittedly some gaps particularly of fresh fruit and meat, but enough to still exercise some choice.  And, yes, there were loo rolls, but I didn’t need any!

Everyone was respectful keeping to social distancing measures, but I still felt relieved when I walked back out into the fresh air with enough ‘essential’ food for a couple more weeks.
My big problem is, like everyone else, I am missing my family. I last saw them on Sunday 15 March, my birthday.  We usually go out for afternoon tea or lunch, but this year I decided I wanted them all to come here for a meal instead, even though it meant cooking for a crowd and my four grandkids running around crazy. I wanted them safe, even at that stage things were becoming worrying.  
I made my own birthday cake too and they all sang ‘Happy Birthday’ which very soon after became the mantra children were singing as they washed their hands for 20 seconds.  We had a wonderful happy time that day, not knowing that it would be the last time we would be together for who knows how long.  
But, in the words of our PM Boris, due to the ‘wizardry of modern technology’ we are still able to meet up. I am enjoying daily video calls with all of my family here and in Scotland, so not only hearing but also seeing them all, keeping each other going during these difficult days.  Whatever is said negatively about smart phones, tablets and social media platforms they have truly become a ‘Godsend’, a blessing.
In these days of ‘lockdown’ we are told it is also very important to try keep some sort of structure to our days, including regular exercise.  So, every day you will find me exercising with ‘the Green Goddess’ and ‘Mr Motivator’ on TV.  A blast from the past that many of us will be familiar with, and it’s in the old familiar things that we find some comfort and pleasure at times like these. 
I am also very grateful to our minister, David, who set up a Sunderland & Boldon email group and is sending us Sunday Worship material so that we can still be church together although apart.  And every day at 11am it was suggested we all stop whatever we are doing and set aside that time to say The Lord’s Prayer.  It has become my regular prayer time and perhaps for you too.

And finally, I am no revolutionary, I don’t believe it’s necessary to get dressed up in Sunday best for church, believing God cares more about what’s going on inside than what I’m wearing on the outside, but I have a confession to make – I’ve taken things to a new level.  On Sunday I did David’s Sunday Worship in my pyjamas!!  
May God’s blessing be with you all.

Anne

News Editor and Distribution: Anne Anderson

Rosina.anderson1503@ntlworld.com
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