NORCLIFFE CHAPEL Worship Service - Sunday 26 April 2020

Rev Alex Bradley


Opening Words Our opening words are from an unknown writer:
When you are lonely, I wish you love.

When you are down, I wish you joy.

When you are troubled, I wish you peace.

When things are complicated, I wish you simple beauty.

When things are chaotic, I wish you inner peace.

When things look empty, I wish you HOPE.
May the flame that we light at the beginning of our worship remind us of the love we give and the love we receive, and may it inspire us to walk in the ways of loving-kindness, justice and peace.
HYMN Our hymn contains words of love and encouragement which may help in a time such as this. May ours be always, truly, a “fellowship of love”.
Walk in the light, so shalt thou know

That fellowship of love

His Spirit only can bestow,
Who reigns in light above.

Walk in the light, and thou shalt find

Thy heart made truly his,

Who dwells in cloudless light enshrined,

In whom no darkness is.

Walk in the light, and thou shalt own

Thy darkness passed away,

Because that light hath on thee shone

In which is perfect day.

Walk in the light, and thine shall be 

A path, though thorny, bright;

For God, by grace, shall dwell in thee,

And God himself is light.  B Barton. Hymns of Faith and Freedom no 334
Prayer - God of light, we pray for all those who are struggling in these dark times, we ask that they may find hope and strength to carry on.
Be with those who feel lost, because of their isolation, be it physical or emotional or both, may they feel comfort from the knowledge that others care for them.

Help us to live by the example of Jesus, whose taught us to love our neighbours and fellow human beings as if they were ourselves.
Grant us new hope in the beauty of the spring and may we celebrate the potential for good in all people, and for renewal. 

We give thanks for all the those who are working courageously, often at risk to themselves to keep our essential services going and serving people unable to help themselves.
Let us have a few moments for our own thoughts and prayers, both for ourselves, for those we love, and for all who share this world with us. Amen

And I invite you to join me in the saying the prayer that Jesus taught us, 

The Lord’s Prayer.

Our loving thoughts and prayers and healing wishes go to all those who have contracted the coronavirus and their families: those suffering from other illnesses and diseases: all those who are struggling or lonely or isolated, or cut off from family and friends. May all who suffer and their families and loved ones find comfort and strength at this time.
On a practical note, please let me know of anyone who might appreciate a phone call from me. Thank you, and take care and stay safe and well.

READING – Our Reading is from Rev. Robert Fulghum’s whimsical yet serious and deeply thoughtful reflections on life from his book: ‘All I really need to know I learned in Kindergarten: Uncommon thoughts on common things’. Robert Fulghum is an American who had a very varied career, part of which he served as a Unitarian minister for 25 years.  In this reading, he tells of his feelings on finding out that the barber who has cut his hair and shaved him over the last 16 years has left to go to a new job.
I called to make my usual appointment and found that my barber had left to go into building maintenance. What? How could he do this? It felt like a death in the family. There was so much more to our relationship than sartorial statistics.

   We started out as categories to each other: “barber” and “customer”. Then we became “redneck ignorant barber” and “pinko egghead minister”. Once a month, we reviewed the world and our lives and explored our positions. We sparred over civil rights and Vietnam and a lot of elections. We became mirrors, confidants, confessors, therapists, and companions in an odd sort of way. We went through being thirty years old and then forty…

  I found out that his dad was a country policeman, that he grew up poor in a tiny town and had prejudices… He found out that I had the same small-town roots and grew up with prejudices… Our kids were the same ages, and we suffered through the same stages of parenthood together. We shared wife stories and children stories and car troubles and lawn problems. I found out he gave his day off to giving free haircuts to old men in nursing homes. He found out a good few things about me too, I suppose.

  I never saw him outside the barber shop, never met his wife or children, never sat in his home or ate a meal with him. Yet he became a terribly important fixture in my life. Perhaps a lot more important than if we had been next-door neighbours….

   Without realizing it, we fill important places in each other’s lives. It’s that way with a minister and congregation. Or with the guy at the corner grocery, the mechanic at the local garage, the family doctor, teachers, neighbours, co-workers. Good people who are always “there”, who can be relied upon in small, important ways. People who teach us, bless us, encourage us, support us, uplift us in the dailiness of life. We never tell them. I don’t know why, but we don’t.
And of course, we fill that role ourselves. There are those who depend on us, watch us, learn from us, take from us. And we never know. Don’t sell yourself short. You may never have proof of your importance but you are more important than you think. (from pp 78-80)

Reflection When strangers become friends and neighbours.
There is a wonderful line in the Epistle to the Hebrews, “Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.” (Ch 13.v2)
Of course, that’s one thing we are not able to do in our present situation of lock down and self-isolation, to entertain or give hospitality to family, friend or strangers alike. But perhaps these words still have something important to say to us where we are now. The word ‘angel’ simply means a ‘messenger’ – and perhaps every person in that sense is a messenger, someone who has something to tell us, or from which we can learn.
Someone one said: ‘Strangers are friends you haven’t yet met.’

While walking with our dog, or going to our local convenience store about 10 minutes walk away, it has been notable how although people may cross the road or at least endeavour to keep as near to a a 6’ or 2m distance as possible, they have been smiling, saying ‘thank you’ and sometimes having brief conversations, from that safe distance away (fortunately I have good hearing, and also there is relatively little traffic or aircraft noise at present!) Walking with our dog a few days ago, I noticed a woman with her leg in some sort of orthopaedic boot struggling to walk with her dog, even though the dog was behaving itself very well and not pulling in any way. Calling from across the road, I offered to give the dog a walk once a day if it would help. She was very happy with that and so I have taken him out since, a lovely dog that is no trouble at all. By a happy coincidence, it turns out that my wife married this lady several years ago. Thus, a new connection was established.
Strangers are friends you haven’t yet met. Walking down another road, near where we live, I smiled and said hello to a lady sitting on a chair in her front garden in the Spring sunshine. We fell into conversation at a few yards distance and it turned out that she had been a carer to a much-loved friend of ours. Here was someone who lives just a matter of a few houses away who had a mutual connection, yet I had not even known her name, or her connection to our friend.

Strangers are friends you haven’t yet met. I have joined a local Covid-19 volunteer support group and the co-ordinator turns out to be someone who served on alongside my wife on a local committee. I only ‘meet’ her by phone and text but a connection has been made.

This crisis has made us more aware of the network of friendship that links various people to one another, some of whom will not be aware of other strands linking their friends to other people and so on. We want to know people at a greater depth, to know them and to make connection with them. In the lovely words of the King James Bible, “There were certain Greeks among them that came up to worship at the feast: The same came therefore to Philip, which was of Bethsaida of Galilee, and desired him, saying, Sir, we would see Jesus.” (John 12. 20-21) We want to connect with people, to ‘see’ them and to know them.
Strangers are friends you haven’t yet met. This crisis has brought great tragedy and loss to so many people: over 20, 000 people have now died in the four nations of the UK, and over two hundred thousand worldwide. Some of us have either been infected or are close to, or know, someone who has been infected. The crisis is by no means over yet and there is much to go through before we reach the other side but it has had a good effect in bringing people together into new and often unexpected connection. Strangers have become connected to one another.
Strangers are friends you haven’t yet met. There are different types of connection and various levels of friendship. Like the barber in Robert Fulghum’s life, some may be a significant part in one aspect of our life, while not touching other aspects, just as Robert Fulghum never met his barber’s wife or family. Equally, there will be some people who are nodding acquaintances, others who are valued and trusted colleagues at work but who are not part of our social life, and friends whom we may meet in one social context (say, a hobby group) but not know very well at all in the rest of their lives. Even in our families, there will be some we are very close to, and others who are more to being on the Christmas card list and phoning every few months or so. The important thing in all of these is connection: that no one is a stranger. In this our world where billions of people live, of whom we will only know, and be known by, an infinitesimal fraction of those people, we are unknown by name and face to each other, but it may be a helpful spiritual thought to think of them, not so much as strangers, but as friends we haven’t yet met. In the spirit of loving togetherness, let us think of ourselves, every human being, as being angels (messengers) who have something to give us, just as there is something we can give in our turn. We are all, in the words of the Bible, members one of another. We are not strangers, but friends who have not yet met. Amen.
And now, a benediction to conclude our worship:
May your love be 

As deep as the ocean

As expansive as space

As tender as sunrise

As passionate as the sunset

As whole as the circle

As wonderful as the mystery of life

And may it reflect the splendour of the Divine within you

And the Divine that is beyond all telling and dwells in all space.

Go in love and go in peace. Amen
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