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Pulpit Piece – Arma Isles 

 

Jesus was born a Jew. One of the God’s chosen people. Yet among the first to greet him 

were some Magi, from Persia, who were definitely not Jewish. They were astrologers, 

who foretold the future by studying the stars. Their religion was very different from 

the Jewish belief in a single benign Providence whom they call Almighty God. Yet all the 

studies of the wise men led them to Bethlehem, where they laid at the feet of a baby, 

their gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh. 

 

These foreigners had been led by their foreign faith to be the first to recognise, long 

before his own people realized it, that this child was a King, a God and a Sacrifice. 

The Jews dismissed all foreigners as Gentiles, whom God had not choses to admit to his 

kingdom. But among the intensely nationalistic writings of the Old Testament, there are a 

few verses which indicate that God isn’t only interested in the Jewish people. God 

promised that Abraham’s descendants would become a great and mighty nation, and, all 

the nations of the earth would be blessed in him. 

 

Isaiah promised that the Messiah would be a light to the nations, and that God had said 

to him, “it is too light a thing that you should be my servant, to raise up the tribe of 

Jacob and to restore the survivors of Israel I will give you as a light to the nations that 

my salvation may reach to the end of the earth,” and that “Nations shall come to your 

light, and bring to the brightness of your dawn.”! 

 

The last prophecy was seen by Christians as a direct prediction of the Gentile Magi 

following Christs star and led to the false assumption that they were kings. 

 

Although Jesus recognised that there was no time to take his message to foreign lands in 

his lifetime, nevertheless he welcomed the Syrian woman and healed her daughter- the 

Roman centurion and healed his boy saying “in no one in Israel have I found such faith! I 

tell you that many will come from east and west and eat with Abraham, and Isaac and 

Jacob in the kingdom of heaven.” Which is a great relief for us, since we too are 

Gentiles, and are included in the offer of salvation. 

 

The word apostle means a person who is sent to bring the good news of victory- what we 

should call a missionary. It was Paul who was the first to put Christ’s teaching into 

practice when he became a missionary to the Gentiles. 



“This grace was given to me wrote St Paul to bring to the Gentiles the news the 

boundless riches of Christ.” 

 

So, in Epiphanytide we think of the worldwide mission of the Church. 

The early missionaries were colonists who travelled abroad to trade. These colonists 

suppressed inter-tribal wars so that trade could continue but at the same time the 

missionaries tried to teach them the way of love, and local people wanted to learn the 

white man’s religion, because it brings prosperity. The missionaries also brought 

education and medicine. 

 

So, through the work of Christian missionaries, people of all nations have brought their 

unique gifts, wisdom, their culture, their insight, and found in Jesus the goal of that 

journey. 

 

Arma Isles 

 

 

 

 
 

Epiphany for today - Canon Paul Hardingham 

 

This month we celebrate Epiphany, when we remember the Magi from the East who 

followed a star to find the baby Jesus: ‘Where is the one who has been born king of the 

Jews?’ (Matthew 2:1).  

 

At the start of a New Year, amid the uncertainty of the pandemic, are we asking the 

same question? The gifts they offered show us how we can find Him in the uncertainty of 

the coming year: ‘they bowed down and worshipped Him…and presented Him with gifts of 

gold, frankincense and myrrh.’ (2:11). 



 

The gift of gold reflects that the Magi saw in the baby a king, destined to rule over us 

all. In this coming year we need to remember that Jesus is on the throne, the seat of 

power and authority in the whole universe. Will we crown Him king of our lives and 

dedicate all that we are and do to Him? 

 

The gift of frankincense reflects that the visitors saw not just an earthly king, but God 

in human flesh. Incense symbolises the prayers of God’s people and so this gift reminds 

us that God is worthy of our worship and prayer. Will we offer our praise and prayer, as 

we seek God to guide us through the uncertainties of this time? 

 

The gift of myrrh reflects that these astrologers saw beyond the baby’s birth and life, 

to His death which would secure life for all. Jesus was offered myrrh on the cross and 

was a spice used in His tomb. As we face the sufferings of this New Year, we can be 

confident that Jesus knows and understands our experience. Are we ready to trust Him? 

 

‘Glorious now behold Him arise, King and God and Sacrifice! Heav’n sings Hallelujah: 

Hallelujah the earth replies.’ (‘We Three Kings’). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Update on St Ternan’s Church and the Pandemic 

Unfortunately following the latest Government restrictions, we have stopped the weekly 

church services for the time being until we go from the present level 4 to a lower level. 

Vestry have decided that we would attempt to hold a weekly Zoom service at 10.30am on 

a Sunday morning. Details will be sent out weekly on how to join the service.  

 

Irene Butler 
 



Where do we go from here? - Lester Amann 

                                      

Perhaps this was a question the Wise Men asked after seeing the infant Jesus. They had 

come from a distant land to Jerusalem. They had followed a star and expected to see a 

royal child. Now in Bethlehem, they saw things differently. No doubt, Mary and Joseph 

shared with these men their recent experiences and knew God was with them. Now the 

Magi had to have eyes of faith to recognise that this child was God in the flesh. 

 

On 6th January many churches will celebrate Epiphany. On this day we remember the 

Eastern Men bringing their gifts to Jesus. The word ‘epiphany’ describes their ‘revelation’ 

or ‘insight’ that this was no ordinary baby. Who could they tell? Not King Herod. They 

had a dream warning them to return home a different way. 

 

Their return to familiar surroundings was going to be different. They couldn’t be silent 

about what they had experienced. Their lives were now changed. On returning home they 

faced new circumstances and challenges. 

 

Doesn’t this sound a bit familiar to us today? The Covid-19 pandemic has affected all of 

us in one way or another. Where do we go from here? We have celebrated our Lord’s 

birth, but now we are returning to our previous activities. The festive break is over, and 

we are returning to changed, very difficult circumstances.  

 

We go into a New Year that is so different from this time last year. While we might be 

downcast with all the upsets around us, there is one thing that has not changed. 

 

It is almighty God! He is our rock. We can look to Him in this world of confusion and 

uncertainty. Perhaps, from now on, we shall be worshipping and serving Him in different 

ways. So, with the challenges that lie ahead, let’s continually seek His guidance. 

 

Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding….and He will 

make your paths straight. (Proverbs 3:5-6)      

 

 

Never be afraid to trust an unknown future to a known God. - Corrie ten Boom 



Notes from J.C.G Zoom Meeting- 10th December 2020 

• Profiles from both churches completed and Elliot (the Bishop’s P.A.) will draw 

them together into one document. 

• Joint Congregational Meeting via Zoom on Saturday 9th January 2021 from 

10.00am. The Bishop and the Dean will be present together with the folk from the 

Place of Hope. 

• The matter of finance from the Diocese has been informally talked about at 

Diocesan Council and will be formally put to them at their next meeting on 

February 4th 2021 

• There will be a meeting between the Bishop, Alan Duffus (Diocesan Treasurer) and 

Carol on Risk assessment for our church with regards to finance 

• The question of housing was discussed. The Bishop stated that there is a sum of 

money in the Diocese which possibly could be used to help in the purchase of a 

property together with a loan from the Province. We were asked to look at the 

price of 4- bedroom property in each area and to report back to the next meeting. 

• There had been a fairly positive response to the advert for Carnoustie/Monifieth 

vacancy 

• The next J.C.G will be on January 7th  

 

This report was presented to Vestry at their Zoom meeting held on 14th December 2020 

and at that meeting our new member spoke about his experience at St Mary’s Cove where 
they had monies, but no congregation or Minster so all their monies went to the Diocese 

when they closed. Perhaps a lesson for St Ternan’s. 

 

Other matters from Vestry Meeting 14th December 2020 

 

Treasurers Report 

The income for the month of October was £2446.93. The amount for the gift aid 

envelopes was collections or paid direct into bank £887.00. The deeds of covenant £265. 

Expenditure for October was £1065.20. 

 

Surplus for October was £1381.73 and total funds at end of October £39,904.00 

The income for the month of November was £1759.20.  The amount for the gift aid 

envelopes was collections or paid direct into bank £644.20 and deeds of covenant £265. 

Expenditure for November was £2,197.06 

 

Deficit for November was £437.86 and total funds at end of November £39,466.14. 

 

Notes: 

• Following the AGM Carol have submitted the approved accounts and financial 

statement to the Diocesan treasurer. 



• Carol have also completed the report to OSCR online and submitted the accounts.   

This has been acknowledged and approved. 

• Carol also submitted the accounts and financial statement to the bishop. 

• Carol have successfully applied for exemption from water rates for a further 

year. 

• Carol have sent a letter of thanks to Michael Price for auditing the accounts     

• I have sent off the donation to Poppy Scotland per vestry instructions    

• Broadband contract is expiring – to be renewed. 

• Fund Raising ideas need to be reviewed in the New year 

Property Convenors Report                                                                                                                             

 

Rectory 

• Painting completed in South-West bedroom of Rectory. New carpet laid. 

• Cost £350.84 

• Rectory Gutters cleaned 

Church and extension 

• Slate replaced on Porch Roof                                                             

• Gutters and down pipes checked and cleared where necessary. 

Outstanding  

• Bill Stanley left his Yamaha organ to St Ternan’s in his will. As Property Convener 

I contacted John Usher, one of Bill’s executers requesting a letter to be sent to 

the Vestry (Church Trustees) confirming that the organ was left to St Ternan’s in 

Bill’s will, value make etc. I am requesting the Vestry to give permission to have 

this structure painted the same colour as the organ. This would be at St Ternan’s 

cost. I also suggested a nameplate is attached to the organ recording Bill’s 

generosity in donating the organ to St Ternan’s.  The platform has raised the 

height of the keyboard making it difficult for the pianist to sit comfortably at 

the keyboard. We would need to purchase suitable stool/chair to enable the 

organist to sit safely (post Vestry meeting Ken Tonge has purchased a suitable 

stool and donated it to St Ternan’s for which we are very grateful) 

• Grounds                                                                                                                                                                  

Gardener keeping grounds in good order. This is probably the last bill until the 

Spring 

• Trimmed back branches on the tree that were fouling the telephone line 

• Thanks to Ian Butler for clearing leaves. 

Heating System 

• Engineer carried out the annual boiler service Cost £350.84 included fitting non-

return valve in supply line to Community room  

• Thanks, were expressed to Ian Butler for fitting an electric meter to record 

electricity used by Rectory heating pump. 

Irene Butler    



12th Jan: St Antony Pucci: poor, plain and tongue-tied 

 

If you have nothing much going for you, Antony Pucci (1819-92) should be your patron 

saint. He came from nowhere – a peasant family in Tuscany. He went nowhere – he spent 

his life as a parish priest in the Tuscan city of Viareggio. He was unattractive to look at.  

He wasn’t good with words – people found him awkward and shy. 

 

So why do people still remember him today? Because Antony Pucci used the one gift he 

did have in the service of others. He was an excellent organiser, and he served his people 

brilliantly. His care for the sick in the epidemics of 1854 and 1866 was outstanding. He 

even set up the first seaside nursing homes for poorly children. 

 

Antony Pucci used to say that organisation is the servant of charity, not its substitute. 

But he used his gift for organisation as a way of showing his charity, and for that he was 

loved. 

 

So – if your family is nothing to shout about, if you wince when you look in the mirror in 

the morning, if you stand tongue-tied in most social situations, don’t despair. Ask God to 

show you what gift He HAS given you, and use it in the service of others. And in giving to 

them, you will receive! It is when we lose our lives for His sake, in His service, that we 

truly find them. 
 

A Tale of Two Christmases- Steven Coull 

It sometimes seems that I have two separate Christmases. The first is my church 

Christmas with my church family, the second is my secular Christmas with my regular 

family. 

The church Christmas is the more traditional event, the lighting of the advent candles, 

the readings, singing Christmas hymns (though perhaps not this year). A focus on the 

birth of hope, of coming out of the darkness into the light, of love and peace. It’s a 

wonderful and special time of year. During my time at St Mary’s, we held a Carol service 

on Christmas Eve. I would typically be last one out of the building as I counted the 

collection money, switched off and locked up. I always took a moment on my own, sitting 

in the quiet of an empty church, to gather my thoughts and be thankful for everything I 

had been blessed with that year. Then it was off home to commence the celebration of a 

more secular Christmas with my family. Lots of love and laughter, playing games, eating 

together. Intense and wonderful. Both celebrations are special to me, but there is always 

a sense of two separate things, delineated by that moment alone in the empty church.  

As I look forward to celebrating my first Christmas at St Ternan’s, it got me to thinking 

about the duality of my Christmas. It seems that the Christmas story has become very 



much part of the background of most people’s celebrations these days.  A decoration like 

the star on top of the tree. Pretty to look at but lost in meaning for most.  Coca-Cola 

Santa and Colin the Carrot are far more prevalent images than that stable in Bethlehem. 

It can sometimes feel quite disheartening. 

So, what does that mean for us Christians? Are we the last vestiges of a dying tradition? 

The timing of Christmas, just a couple of days after the Winter Solstice is a powerful 

image. When things are at their darkest, you must believe that the light is just around 

the corner. For every winter there is always a summer. The message of the birth of 

Christ is one of hope and we must remember that hope, given to us by God, when we look 

to the future we can build for our church.  

 

 

 

 

In His love He clothes us, enfolds us and embraces us; that tender love completely 

surrounds us, never to leave us.  As I saw He is everything that is good. - Julian of 

Norwich 

 

 

25th Jan: St Paul, the first Christian intellectual 

 

This month, on 25th January, the Church celebrates probably the most famous conversion 

of all. At least, what happened to a young man called Saul on the road to Damascus has 

become a byword for all instant conversions - what is known as a ‘damascene’ moment. 

Saul was a devout Jew, a Pharisee, a student of Gamaliel and a fierce critic of the 

followers of Jesus, then a very new sect on the religious scene.  

 

On his way to Damascus to start a purge of Christians in that city, he was blinded by a 

bright light and heard a voice saying, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?’ He asked 

the identity of the voice, and was told: ‘Jesus, whom you are persecuting’. Stunned by the 



experience, he followed further instructions which led him to a Christian man in 

Damascus, who prayed with him. As he did, Saul’s sight was restored. 

 

The experience convinced Paul that Jesus - crucified in Jerusalem four or five years 

earlier - was in fact the Messiah and had risen from the dead. After a period of 

instruction, Saul was baptised and took the name Paul. At first, some Christians were 

wary about the reality of his conversion, but over a period of time he was accepted and 

indeed eventually recognised as an ’apostle’, a ‘special messenger’ of Jesus Christ. 

 

His intellectual stature and leadership gifts quickly marked him out, and within a few 

years he became a leading figure in the emerging Christian Church, preaching and 

founding churches all over the Middle East, largely of Gentile converts. He was eventually 

martyred in Rome, probably in 65AD. 

 

Paul was the first intellectual of the Christian Church, the man who was able to set the 

events of the life and teaching of Jesus, and especially His death and resurrection, into a 

coherent theology, with its roots very clearly in the Jewish faith of his own upbringing.  

 

Many people think of Paul as a rather negative, narrow 

misogynist, but even a quick reading of his letters actually 

reveals a person of great warmth, who evoked enormous 

affection and devotion from others. ‘You would have 

plucked out your eyes and given them to me!’ he writes to 

the Christians at Galatia. As for the charge hat Paul 

disliked women, even a quick read of his letters will reveal 

how large a role women played in his churches. In terms of 

the first century, St Paul was a dangerous liberal!  So, all 

in all, the amazing Paul of Tarsus deserves a bit of 

celebrating on 25th January. 

 

 

The Parable of the Talents – some more thoughts by Ken Tonge 

The Bishop’s sermon on November 15th used the Gospel of the day as the text. Matthew 

25:14-30     is one of a series of Jesus’ parables. In brief the story is of a rich man who 

leaves home for a spell. He puts three servants in charge of his finances. But he does not 

give them each the same responsibility – one is given a large amount to look after, one 

gets a medium amount and the third gets a relatively small amount. When the rich man 

returns from his trip, he finds that the first two have invested and made more money 

but the third hid the money and returned it complete but with no added interest. The 

first two are praised for their good use of the money. But the timid, risk-averse servant 

is castigated as a failure. He is stripped of his assets and cast out from the household. 



The standard explanation of this text is that we must use our God-given talents wisely. 

And that was the line taken by the bishop. 

 

However, this seems to be an over-simplification of a story which contains details, 

glossed over in this interpretation. A fuller analysis raises a number of questions. Each 

reader may have his or her own answers to these questions.   

1. This is a parable, i.e., a fictional story in allegorical form and using metaphors. We 

must try to identify who the characters represent and where the action takes 

place. Given that the opening line says that “the Kingdom of God will be like this” 

it seems obvious that the rich man is God and we are the servants. Do you have 

any alternative suggestions?  

2. What is the significance of the rich man leaving his servants to fend for 

themselves in his absence?  Will God abandon us? Or is it simply a case of us 

having free will? 

3.  What is represented by the money given to the servants? In many translations 

the money is given as so many “talents”. Is this a legitimate play on words? Are our 

“talents” God-given or do we possess them partly by nature and partly through 

nurture? 

4. The rich man gives to each servant according to his ability.  Why are the servants 

not treated equally? Is there favouritism on display here? Or is it a case of God 

accepting that some of us are naturally more talented than others?  

5. The results confirm the rich man’s expectations. The servants he trusted most 

have come up trumps. The one he trusted least has failed to capitalise on his 

opportunity. Why is the rich man so upset by the failure? Why can’t he accept 

that his prejudices have been confirmed? 

6. As each servant gets his rewards, the treatment of the least able servant appears 

shocking to Christian ideas of justice. The rich man is reputed to take what he 

wants without permission. He appears to be a tyrant and the weak servant was 

frightened of him. What kind of God does the rich man represent? 

7. The tyrannical nature of the rich man is demonstrated by his final action. He 

strips the poor servant of what little he has and gives it to the most well-off, 

most successful servant. And to top it all the poor servant is cast out. Is this 

what we would regard as Christian behaviour?  A caring Christian would surely 

send the timid, fearful servant on some kind of training course to help overcome 

his timidity. Where is the forgiving God in this? 



8. Is Jesus simply presenting to his listeners a vision of a God and a reward system 

which would be understood and accepted by his contemporaries?  Did the forgiving 

God that we believe in only come into existence after Jesus’ sacrificial death? 

 The problems with the parable arise because, in order to put the story into a human 

context, God is equated to a human being. Unsurprisingly, Jesus being immersed in a 

patriarchal society, that human being is a man.  An interesting exercise would be to 

rewrite the parable with the characters given as a mother with three children. Might we 

arrive at a different outcome? 

 

It might be noted that the parables in Matthew have much in common with those in Mark 

and may have been largely plagiarised from there or possibly both were taken from some 

other source, since lost.  Since neither book was written before about 80 AD can one 

guarantee that the parable is exactly as Jesus told it? 

 

 
 

 

If biblical events were being covered by today's media... 

 

On Red Sea crossing: 

WETLANDS TRAMPLED IN LABOUR STRIKE 

Enforcement Officials Killed While Pursuing Unruly Mob 

 

On the prophet Elijah on Mt Carmel: 

FIRE SENDS RELIGIOUS ACTIVIST INTO FRENZY 

400 Killed In Unprovoked Attack 

 

On the birth of Christ: 

HOTELS FULL, ANIMALS EJECTED FROM SHELTER 

Animal Rights Advocates Enraged by Insensitive Couple 

 

On feeding the 5,000: 

LAY PREACHER STEALS CHILD'S LUNCH 

Disciples Mystified Over Behaviour 

 



On healing the 10 lepers: 

QUACK PREYS ON TERMINALLY ILL 

Authorities Investigating Use of Non-traditional Medical Procedure 

 

On raising Lazarus from the dead: 

ITINERANT PREACHER RAISES STINK 

Will Now Being Contested by Lawyers of Heirs 

 

 

A Scientist’s Letter to the UK Church: Power, love and self-control- Dr Ruth M 

Bancewicz 

 

I want to share a message of hope that Christians in the sciences around the world can 

bring to the church. Dr Francis Collins, who leads medical research in the US, spoke 

earlier in the pandemic about his faith and his hope in God to help us through this time. 

He expressed the grief that so many are experiencing, described an intensity of 

scientific work he has never experienced before, and shared his conviction that he is in 

exactly the right place just now - serving God with science. He is holding on tight to the 

words of Paul in 2 Timothy 1:7, ‘for God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and love 

and self-control.’  

 

Power  

In 2 Timothy the apostle Paul encourages his friend to ‘fan into flame the gift of God’ 

that is in him. I am thankful that scientists like Francis are using their own particular 

talents to understand this virus, and to help prevent or treat infection. The things they 

discover are not just useful, but at times they can also display the beauty and wonder of 

God’s creation. 

 

Love 

A scientist shows their love for God, for people and for the rest of creation through 

their work in the lab. One scientist described his experiences to me: “I study God’s 

fingerprints in His creation to learn more of Him and the world He placed us in and to 

learn how we should take care of it and each other…I pray for inspiration and insight into 

how His creation works…and that He provides the opportunities to give the glory to Him.” 

 

Self-Control 

It is largely our own and others’ selfish actions that can turn one animal’s friendly virus 

into our own species’ personal nightmare. Thankfully Jesus’ suffering, death and 

resurrection are the solution to evil. Our ultimate and certain hope is that one day all 

Creation will be renewed. We can also have hope for today, that God is with us in our 

suffering. When we respond in positive ways to painful events, that is evidence that 

Jesus is alive and working in our lives.  



Science will not solve all our problems, but with God’s help and wisdom we can use the 

tools of science to serve him and love others. Let’s pray together for the strength to 

cope, and for an end to this pandemic.  

 

 

‘Quarantine’ - the 2020 word of the year 

 

The Cambridge Dictionary has named ‘quarantine’ as its 

‘word of the year’ for 2020.  Apparently, it was the 

word most looked up between January and October of 

last year. ‘Quarantine’ even beat ‘pandemic’ and ‘lockdown’. 

The Cambridge Dictionary has now added a new meaning to the word ‘quarantine’.  It runs: 

‘A general period of time in which people are not allowed to leave their homes or travel 

freely, so that they do not catch or spread a disease.’ 

The editors are also considering some possible new words for the dictionary. These 

include ‘Quaranteam’ (a group of people who go into quarantine together), Lockstalgia (a 

feeling of nostalgia for the lockdown period), and Coronnial (someone born around the 

time of the pandemic). 

 
 

Holocaust Memorial Day calls for ‘light in the darkness’ of today 

It was 25 years ago this month, on 27th January 1996, that the first Holocaust 

Remembrance Day was observed in Germany. It became International Holocaust Day in 

2005 when it was adopted by the United Nations. It marks the day (27th January 1945) 

when the Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration/death camp was liberated. 

The theme for Holocaust Memorial Day (HMD) in 2021 is ‘Be the light in the darkness’. 

The aim is to encourage people to “reflect on the depths humanity can sink to, but also 

the ways individuals and communities resisted that darkness to ‘be the light’ before, 

during and after genocide.” 

 

HMD is encouraging people to heed the ‘Be the light in the darkness’ theme as a call 

to action. “The utterly unprecedented times through which we are living currently are 

showing the very best of which humanity is capable but also - in some of the abuse and 

conspiracy theories being spread on social media - the much darker side of our world as 

well. 

“We can all stand in solidarity. We can choose to ‘be the light in the darkness’ in a 

variety of ways and places – at home, in public, and online.” 

More at: www.hmd.org.uk 

 

 

 

 

http://www.hmd.org.uk/


US presidents – young and old 

 

A look back over the last 60 years, at 20-year intervals, reveals the following snapshot 

of the ages of various residents in the White House: 

 

60 years ago, on 20th January 1961, John F Kennedy became the 35th President of the 

United States. The youngest to become president by election, Kennedy was only 43 years 

old at his inauguration.  

 

40 years ago, on 20th January 1981, Ronald Reagan became 40th President of the United 

States. At 69 years of age at the time of his first inauguration, Reagan was the oldest 

first-term US president, a distinction he held until 2017, when Donald Trump was 

inaugurated at age 70.  

 

20 years ago, on 20th January 2001, George W Bush 

was inaugurated as the 43rd President of the United 

States. He was 55 years old, almost the exact median 

age of US presidents on their inauguration day (which 

stands at 53 years and three months). 

 

This month, on 20th January 2021, Joe Biden will be 

inaugurated as the 46th President of the United 

States. He is 78, which makes him the oldest-ever 

person to become president. (He turned 78 on 20th 

November 2020.) 

 

 

Due to the renewed lock-down the address that I had been scheduled to give on 

Christmas morning could not be delivered. The notes I had prepared are given here 

with some explanatory footnotes. The notes were intended as a guide for oral 

presentation, not to be read as plain text. – Ken Tonge. 

53rd Address Christmas Morning 2020 

 

Well, it’s good to see so many of the usual suspects here again this Christmas. And it’s 

good to see some new faces too (1). And isn’t it great that we ARE here, IN CHURCH, on 

this Christmas morning - when most families will be at home ripping parcels open, AND 

SAYING ooh and aah as they pretend to be thrilled with whatever unexpected gifts they 

are faced with – and wondering if the charity shop will be able take it in the New Year. 

And now my regular customers will be thinking – here we go again – another Bah Humbug 

address – he’ll be rubbishing the star, the shepherds, the wise men, the stable and 

generally assigning the whole story to the bookshelf labelled Myths and Fables. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Donald_Trump


Well, I’m happy to say you won’t be disappointed.  

I DID think of dumping the Grumpy Old Man, the Persona which I have nurtured and 

cultivated over the years. But I have this uncontrollable urge to encourage you to adopt a 

healthy degree of scepticism and an enquiring spirit. Never stop saying Why, How and 

What If. It’s how children learn. It’s how we learn. It’s how Adam and Eve learned. 

So, what makes me grumpy? Well, increasingly over the past few years, as you may have 

noticed (2), it’s the church. Our church has hardly changed since I was a kid. It’s like a 

museum. If it survives it will BE as a museum piece – very precious – to be rolled out on 

special occasions like Royal Weddings and Coronations. 

There’s a complacency in our church. Our church is being allowed to die. We SHOULD be 

asking questions like: Why are churches like ours unattractive to young people?  

What do the churches that are actively growing with young congregations have that we 

don’t have? 

Are the church services the problem? 

Are our church leaders to blame?  

Or is it us? Are WE to blame? 

I look at myself and my family. My children were baptised and all brought up as church-

goers. But neither of our two sons have become church-goers in adulthood. Our three 

grandchildren too have lapsed. Should I worry? Probably not – they are law-abiding, 

peace-loving citizens, pay their taxes, have friends from all over the world and do charity 

things like swimming and running and crawling through mud and having funny haircuts to 

raise funds. They are respectful of the church but it is an irrelevance to their lives (3). 

Why is that? 

Well, if you’ve been reading my articles in the magazine, you’ll know what I think is the 

problem – we need to think seriously about what we offer. What we SHOULD offer is 

guidance on how to love God and how to love our neighbour. Jesus’ two commandments. 

What DO we offer – well those Old Testament readings with that Old Testament God – 

you know – the one that gives Samson and his like a blessing to go on killing sprees. A God 

with human emotions. 

And then there’s the Creed – a list of assertions and strange metaphors and ancient 

philosophies which we are expected to say we believe. What I choose to believe should be 

MY choice not somebody else’s. Especially when it is not a moral choice. 

It is not a moral choice to believe or not believe, for example, that there was a virgin 

birth.  

But it IS a moral issue is if you decide to make it a condition of friendship that one 

MUST believe it. 

The Grumpy Old Man inside of me always wanted the Creed, which we will recite shortly, 

to begin with “Some people believe” rather than “I believe” or “We believe.”  

In fact, I would get rid of the Creed altogether because Creeds of any kind are 

authoritarian,  



dogmatic, undemocratic and divisive.  In the church they split Catholic Christians from 

Orthodox Christians. In Islam they split Sunni Moslems from Shi’ah Moslems. And we 

know how much suffering these divisions have caused. 

There are an awful lot of good people out there, not in church this morning, who just 

can’t believe some of those things that we recite. And I wonder should we be excluding 

those people by insisting on them subscribing to the Creed.  

A couple of weeks ago (4) we heard, in a reading and in a sermon, how John the Baptist 

urged the congregations of HIS day to Make smooth the road for the one who was 

coming. And that’s what WE should be doing – making smooth the road – not putting 

obstacles in the way of people coming to church. And if there ARE obstacles then we 

must clear them away no matter how cherished they are. 

This building was put here as a place to gather to worship God and that is still one of its 

prime functions. 

But - as those of us who come here every week know; this is also a place where people 

look after one another, care about one another because that is the other thing the 

church is for – loving your neighbour.  

And those who live round here and choose not to come and join us really don’t know what 

they are missing.  

Or maybe they do know what they are missing. 

The fact is that nothing that Jesus taught in the way of moral behaviour would alter one 

bit if it were proved that Mary was not a virgin and she didn’t give birth in a stable with a 

star and wise men in attendance. 

The important thing is that Jesus WAS actually born – I think most people would accept 

that THAT is true – that he was born. And it is also true that he died. Those are 

incontrovertible facts that will apply to all of us as much as to him.  Just exactly HOW 

he was born is infinitely less important than how he died.  

What Jesus did in the time between his birth and his death is mostly shrouded in 

mystery. But what we DO know is that, as an adult, he formulated a way of life that 

would guarantee peace on earth – and that is something we specifically come to church to 

pray for today, Christmas Day. Peace on earth, good will to all mankind. It is so simple; 

the recipe is simple – Treat other people the way you would want to be treated yourself. 

Love your neighbour. And Jesus showed us, by example, who our neighbour is – anybody in 

need irrespective of race, colour or creed. To do that is a MORAL choice.   

Let us pledge today to make the right MORAL choice – to love the world and to love our 

fellow inhabitants of this world. That is how to celebrate the birth of the man who made 

that principle HIS creed. And when we leave here and go home, we can do all that Merry 

Christmas Santa stuff and start the process of loving our neighbours throughout the 

world.  

And we’ll do it first of all by loving our families and friends as we celebrate this 

Christmas day in our homes. 

AMEN 

Notes 



1. The usual suspects would normally include visiting members of the families of our 

congregation. The new faces would possibly have been extended families from Cove. 

2. I had written a series of critical articles in the church magazine inspired by Dürer’s 

painting of the 12-year-old Jesus criticising the scribes in the Temple. 

3. My grandsons were once altar servers but now only attend church and participate 

on special occasions. It is unlikely that they will marry in church or have children 

baptised. To my knowledge no church minister has ever asked them why they have 

lapsed. Does the church do market research? 

4. 2nd Sunday of Advent in Mark 1:1-8 John the Baptist prepares the way for Jesus. 

 

Five things I’d like to see in 2021 - Revd Peter Crumpler 

 

I keep hearing people say that 2020 was a ‘year like no other.’ Friends have been writing 

a special journal recording the year, so they can pass it on to their grandchildren. Others 

just want to leave 2020 behind and look to a happier new year. 

Both reactions are completely understandable. But I’ve been looking ahead to 2021 and 

thinking about the five top things I’d like to see in the year ahead. I wonder if you’ll 

agree with them or not? Maybe you could put together your own list. 

 

Let’s make sure the vaccines are distributed fairly and speedily. Those who need the 

vaccine most urgently should receive it first, with a fair system for ensuring everyone 

else can be vaccinated quickly and efficiently. We need to ensure that everyone receives 

the vaccine wherever they live in the world – from the poorest to the richest. Especially, 

in those parts of the world where there is war, and people are living as refugees. 

 

Let’s learn the lessons of the pandemic – not just going back to how life was, as quickly 

as possible. Many of us learnt to appreciate our family so very much more – especially 

when we could not be with them for months on end. We learnt lessons about how 

important our neighbours and local businesses are, how precious our NHS, medical 

researchers, care providers and other frontline workers are. Let’s not forget them. 

 

Let’s value nature. Those of us with gardens, or with parks or fields nearby, have been 

massively blessed. I’ve learnt to pay attention to birdsong, to the changing colours of the 

trees, and how unexpected plants have taken root in our garden. Pets have played a major 

part in helping us endure the lockdowns, especially for people who live alone. May we all 

learn to value the natural world on our doorsteps in the year ahead and beyond. 

 

Let’s bless technology.  Without the use of the internet, meeting people ‘online’ or 

keeping in touch via email, Facetime or other technologies, 2020 would have been a whole 

lot tougher. Churches across the country moved their Sunday services online, and soon 

adapted to a different way of worshipping – not the same, but still helping us to worship 



together and see familiar faces. Let’s continue to give thanks for the science that made 

that contact possible in 2020. 

 

Let’s value our church family. Imperfect we may be, like any family. But the months 

without being physically able to worship with them, share communion with them, sing 

alongside them have been hard. I value so much how many churches have risen to the 

pandemic challenge and sought to serve their communities in all kinds of ways. May we 

take all this experience into 2021 and build upon it. 

 

Whatever 2021 holds for you and all those that you love, I pray that you may know the 

love of God in your life, and be able to pass it on to others. 

 

 

 



 

Prayer for New Year 2021 By Daphne Kitching 

 

Dear Father God, 

 

Here we are, nervously wobbling on the brink of this New Year. All our hopes, 

expectations, plans and possibilities for last year stolen by the relentless pandemic.  

The landscape of our lives has been shaken and changed, Lord. Nothing is the same. 

Normality has been redefined. 2020 was a year like no other. How dare we move into the 

uncertainty of 2021?  

 

Lord, we dare - because of the one, wonderful certainty we do have - that You have been 

with us through it all. Thank you that You sent Jesus to save us, to offer us that bigger 

reality of life for all eternity - if we put our trust in Him, Jesus, who never changes. 

You promise that You will never leave us or forsake us. We will be able to navigate the 

challenges lie ahead, if we keep our eyes on Jesus, our compass; if we trust His Holy 

Spirit to lead us, however strange and unfamiliar the days of 2021 may be.  

You are with us! You are with us! You are with us! 

 

Thank you, Lord of the years, that You know and love each one of us, and that we are 

safe in Your hands. We can go forward. 

 

In Jesus’ Name, 

Amen. 
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