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AN ODD CHRISTMAS

Dear All,

With the Covid-19 Pandemic 2020 has been a year like no other and, as we approach the end of the year, we are perhaps approaching a Christmas like no other.

The Government has, however, reduced restrictions for Christmas, people will be allowed to gather in three household groups of any size at Christmas. In those united households social distancing will not be required. This will take place from 23rd until 27th December and during this time people will be able to travel freely. It all ends on 28th December when all areas will return to whatever tier they were in before Christmas.

This seems all very exciting, but please also remember the warning of the scientists to be careful and keep safe. The virus does not take time off for Christmas.

This Christmas may seem to be an odd Christmas, but despite the pandemic the meaning of Christmas remains the same. It is about the Incarnation it is about God coming among us as one of us.

Matthew’s Gospel quotes the prophet Isaiah (7;14):

“Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son,

And they shall name him Emmanuel”

Which means, “God is with us” (Matthew 1:23)

That is at the heart of Christmas, the message that “God is with us”. Both Matthew and Luke, in their own way, tell stories of the birth of a child to Mary. In the child of Mary lives none other than the Almighty God.

John’s Gospel tells of the Word that comes in the beginning and the Word was God. This is the true light that lightens everyone, coming into the world (John 1:1-6) and John goes on: ‘And the word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth’ (John 1:14).

This is the message of Christmas, every year including this one. God comes among us in Jesus Christ, the baby of Bethlehem, the man who was crucified, the one who was raised to life. Jesus is the Word made flesh Jesus is the light of the world.

In 1930 Dietrich Bonhoeffer preached a sermon in the German speaking Church in Havana, Cuba:

‘Where is the divinity, where is the might of the child? In the divine love in which he became like us. His poverty in the manger is his might. In the might of his love he overcomes the chasm between God and humankind, he overcomes sin and death, he forgives sin and awakens from the dead’ (God is in the Manger, p.58).

Elsewhere Bonhoeffer writes:

‘If Jesus Christ is to be described as God, then we do not speak of omnipotence or omniscience, but of his cradle and his cross’ (God is in the Manger, p.62).

During 2020 we have gone through difficult times, there have been times when we have felt very much alone. There have been times when we have been unable to mix with family and friends. We have seen people we love suffer ill-health. There have been many who have died of Covid-19 and many others who have suffered other issues of health. At the same time there have been many heroes like Captain Tom Moore, those who work for the National Health Service and those who made sure we have received the food we need.

In the times of darkness Christmas reminds us that God is with us in Christ, a light shining in the darkness. Christ comes alongside us suffering with us and providing us comfort.

At this odd Christmas time, Lesley and I still wish you a happy Christmas and pray for hope as we move into a new year.

I wrote a prayer for Roker URC’s Christmas letter:

Gracious God,

We approach Advent,

We approach Christmas.

At Advent we think of the adventure of the promised coming of Christ.

We find ourselves caught up in this pandemic

And pray for each other,

The young and the elderly,

The strong and the weak.

We pray for those who are suffering from Covid-19.

And for those involved in providing treatment.

We pray for those who feel alone,

And for those who are fearful.

Christ comes to us in our deepest concerns and fears.

At Christmas we think of the Christ child among us.

Jesus comes to those on the fringe,

Born as one who is without a home.

We pray for all who find themselves without work,

We pray for those who fear for the future of their businesses.

We give thanks for those who provide food for the hungry,

And support for the lonely.

Gracious God,

We thank you for Christ,

We thank you that you encourage us through your Holy Spirit.

All praise to you God of Advent,

All praise to you God of Christmas.

May the light of your presence shine in the darkness.

Amen.

David Whiting

Lectionary Readings
Advent Sunday: Isaiah 64.1-9; Psalm 80.1-7,17-19; 1 Corinthians 1.3-9; Mark 13.24-37
6 - 12 December - What happens in the wilderness…
Advent 2: Isaiah 40.1-11; Psalm 85.1-2,8-13; 2 Peter 3.8-15a; Mark 1.1-8
13 - 19 December - Mystery of the Messiah
Advent 3: Isaiah 61.1-4,8-11; Psalm 126; Luke 1.46b-55 (Magnificat); 1 Thessalonians 5.16-24; John 1.6-8,19-28
20 - 24 December -God’s ridiculous plan
Advent 4: 2 Samuel 7.1-11,16; Luke 1.46b-55 (Magnificat); Psalm 89.1-4,19-26; Romans 16.25-27; Luke 1.26-38
25 December -The peace of the manger
Christmas Day: Isaiah 9.2-7; Psalm 96; Titus 2.11-14; Luke 2.1-20

27 December 2020 – 2 January 2021 - Family of faith Christmas 1: Isaiah 61.10-62.3; Psalm 148; Galatians 4.4-7; Luke 2.22
Update from Elders
The Elders of St Bede and Stockton Road have had their first meeting since the two congregations united.

Alterations. The contractors are now in the building completing the snagging list. They are also putting new flooring in the Elders Room and Venture Room; the rear corridor will be decorated to the same standard as the Lower Hall and altered areas. These items are expected to be finished by Christmas. The Vestibule and Tower staircase (re-plastered earlier in the year) are also to be decorated and should be completed by mid-January.

Church Re-opening. Plans for re-opening continue to be discussed, but will depend on the Covid-19 situation. Arrangements are being made for the boilers to be thoroughly checked and serviced.
Roker URC open for private prayer in December

The Roker United Reformed Church Elders have agreed to open for individual prayer on Tuesdays from 1st December. 

If you want to spend some time in prayer between 11 am and 1pm contact Alison Dalton (07908 110121, crcw.alison.dalton@gmail.com). You can come for a half hour slot, but not more than two people at a time. Alison will ensure the Church is Covid-19 secure.
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Thinking Allowed!
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I am sure you are all aware Christmas is hurtling towards us, or are we hurtling towards Christmas? As I write we have worshipped together on Zoom to mark the beginning of the Christian year, marked by Advent Sunday, thank you David, and thank you to those who read for us.

I have begun my own personal Advent prayer life journey by colouring symbols whilst reflecting on relevant Bible passages and praying to eventually decorate a Christmas/ Jesse tree in the manse office.
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https://shop.northumbriacommunity.org/product/jesse-tree-pack/
This morning though I was gifted with the opportunity to open the doors on behalf of the Sunderland and Boldon United Reformed Church Partnership at Roker URC for private prayer where we utilised the Walking the Way material to help us focus. Perhaps you will join us one Tuesday through Advent, more information available elsewhere in the newsletter
https://urc.org.uk/images/WalkingtheWay/documents/WtWAdvent20.pdf
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As I write I find myself wanting to think about the word, gift.  After all, I’m sure that is a big part of the rushing around we will be doing over the next couple of weeks now that the 2nd lockdown has been raised, unless you are more organised than me!

The Collins online dictionary tells me the word gift has these uses and meanings:

1. A gift is something that you give someone as a present

2. If someone has a gift for doing something, they have a natural ability for doing it.

3. To gift something is the power or right to give or bestow 

4. Gifting - the act or process of giving

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/gift
I am sure the connection between the first two meanings of the word gift has been made to you before, probably at this time of year.  However, I would like to explore my thinking on this here if you would not mind indulging me please? I hope this process helps you to think too. 

For me, the idea that a gift, as in a skill or an ability, means that this is something God has placed within me, and so is something very personal, inherent within me.  Therefore, I have an obligation, as a Christian, as part of a community, to use those gifts for others, as Jesus showed us, hence why I am a Church Related Community Worker.

If you think about this, I am sure you may see the same motivation in your own life journeys as mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, education or health professional, or the many, many other occupations and professions this thought could encompass, too many to list.

Obviously though, we do not always see or value the gifts, the abilities that God has given us, but others often do!  However what one person thinks is a gift another will see as a flaw, just speak to Dave.  He bemoans my need to commit myself fully to anything I undertake, how passionate I can be about social justice issues. Whilst others have told me these are strengths and gifts within me. Personally, I do not consider myself creative, I need a pattern, instructions, or experience to enable me to make things, but others tell me I am creative.  I will leave you to judge for yourself on that one as we get to know each other over the next few years.

This leads my thinking to consider the 2nd meaning of the word gift.  I find myself wondering, even believing, that a gift that is to be given, such as a Christmas present would be more special if I use my gifts, my abilities to make it, which for me, means I am giving part of myself.

Of course, in our consumerist society today, especially for those who have least financially, peer pressure and life experiences can mean that handmade is seen as less, because mistakes can be made, time is taken so it cannot be received immediately, on a whim, as many of today’s purchases are. 

 Although the opposite can also be true, handmade things made by artists and artisans have a higher price tag and so are out of the reach of many even though they may be more aesthetically pleasing or better made. For me in this there is also a message about what we value as individuals, as a society, as people, as Christians.

For me, anything that is handmade has some of the creator poured into it, so there is a cost to the creator, be that time, effort, themselves, love. God has done that for me, for my family, for our church community, for our neighbourhood community, for our country, for our  world,  God made me, gave us the gift of his son in Jesus at great cost and, I believe God expects the same of me, that I share my gifts, whatever they are… with my family, with my church family, with the wider communities we serve, with the world, perhaps through support of social justice and environmental issues, even when there is a cost to us as individuals, meeting that cost whatever it is.

Or as the final paragraph of my Jesse tree worship undertaken on the 1st of December said:

I bow my head to You, Lord God

Who made the sun and all that lives 
You are the true light – 

a light which touches

every person born into the word 

Amen

Thank you, every blessing this Christmastide 
Alison

Church Related Community Worker, 

07908110121, 
crcw.alison.dalton@gmail.com
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                                                              Christmas Services
13 Dec
9.30am
Zoom Family Service



Helen Cramman


11.00am
Service at Roker

Roker Worship Group (Please let David Dick know if you wish to attend)

2.30pm
Zoom service




Revd Dr David Whiting

16 Dec
7.00pm
Zoom service of readings and




Carols (bring your own mince





pies and mulled wine!)
20 Dec
9.30am
Zoom service




Revd Dr David Whiting


11.00am
Service at Roker




Revd Dr David Whiting


6.00pm
Zoom Christingle Service




Alison Dalton (bring your own 




materials to make a Christingle




(details later) or just bring




yourselves if you prefer.
25 Dec
10.00am
Zoom service (30 minutes)
27 Dec
10.00am
Zoom Service 





Gordon Aitken
News Editor: Anne Anderson 

(rosina.anderson1503@ntlworld.com)
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