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Church Link                                No. 10
23rd May 2020                        

Please note: Due to annual leave,
there will be no Church Link next week. 

The next edition will be published on Saturday 6th June. All links
for worship will be updated and Sunday Worship and the Isolation

Station Reflection will be available as usual on our website.

Lord,
Let me be still and at peace,
Just for a few moments, in the busy-ness of my day.
Let me be attentive to where I have been and where I am headed.
And let me see where you have been present in my life today.
Amen

Ignition Examen
 

This week's Church Link is issued in the ten days between Ascension and
Pentecost; a vibrant and dynamic time for prayer and worship. There is,
therefore, plenty of material to read and digest over the next week. We have
details of worship for the Sunday after Ascension and the Isolation Station
broadcast, also an explanation of the Feast of the Ascension to enhance your
understanding of this Sunday's reading and reflection. This week the Diocese
of Bath and Wells has asked us to join in the global prayer movement 'Thy
Kingdom Come' which takes place each year between the festivals of
Ascension and Pentecost. Details, including links to a prayer journal, are
available below, together with Alex's latest instalment on 'A Home Sanctuary'
and an extract from the blog by Pete Greig, founder of the 24-7 Prayer
movement.

If you see or read something that you think should be included in the next
Church Link, please be in touch.

Yours in Fellowship,
Revd. Simon Lewis
Laura Williams

If you would prefer not to receive electronic communications from us, please unsubscribe here.

Sunday Worship and Daily Prayer
24th May 2020

Tomorrow's Sunday worship, led by Simon will be available
via a vimeo link on our website.

Please click below tomorrow at 10am to join our Church service.
 

Thy Kingdom Come is a global wave of prayer calling all Christians to pray
between Ascension and Pentecost for more people to come to know the love
and peace of Jesus Christ.

The national church has launched a Prayer Journal with reflections, Bible
verses and actions, to encourage us to show God's love towards others and
pray for five friends each day. It can be downloaded by clicking on the image
below.

Living by the Seasons
An Introduction to Ascension Day

Historical Background

Ascension Day celebrates the apotheosis (the highest point in the
development, the culmination, the climax) of Jesus, the Christ.  It is an event
recorded by the common author of the third Gospel and of Acts, who is called
Luke.  Originally an integral part of the celebration of Pentecost, in the latter
half of the fourth century it was detached and made a major festival in its own
right.  It falls always on the fortieth day of Eastertide, the Thursday after Easter
6 - last Sunday.  

Ascension is a major feast of the Christian year, affirming the exaltation (the
state of extreme happiness) of Christ into the heavenly realm, the completion
and culmination of all that he came to do and to be.  The notion of ascension
or exaltation has its roots in the Judaic tradition, both scriptural, for example
the assumption (what is accepted as true or as certain to happen, without
proof) of Elijah (2 Kings 2.11), and legendary, for example the assumption of
Moses.  It is also a popular theme in Christian Scripture:

Therefore it is said, 
‘Then he ascended on high he made captivity itself a captive: 
he gave gifts to his people.’ 

[Ephesians 4.8)] 

Cultural Context

Today there is less joy expressed at the notion of ascension.  Because it
commemorates a rather nebulous event recorded in only one of the Gospels,
and because it perpetuates a pre-Enlightenment understanding of physical
relationship between earth and heaven, Ascension Day is something of an
embarrassment to many Christians today.  Some preachers, even find
themselves having to do some heavy explain away - and sadly give up and not
bother.

The ascension as historical event demands a simplistic view of heaven as a
place ‘up there’, a destination reached by Jesus travelling on a cloud [Acts
1.9].  

The main value of the feast, once we get beyond the crude modelling of the
heavenly sphere, lies in the sense of completion, vindication and
glorification.  The stories that Jesus himself told about sons or servants and
loving fathers or just masters can now be applied to himself: ‘Well done, good
and trustworthy slave’ (Matthew 25.21).

Today however, the emphasis on Pentecost, the fiftieth day of Easter, which we
The Church celebrate next week, as the true completion of the Easter story
makes inevitable to some degree the relegation of Ascension to the fortieth
milepost along the Easter way.  In this process, one casualty is the character of
the ten-day period between Ascension and Pentecost as a period of
deprivation and waiting (Jesus gone and the Spirit not yet come).  This was a
useful insight in terms of pastoral theology as the Church prepared for
Pentecost, but its loss can be seen as a trade-off for a greater sense of unity
and cohesion throughout the whole 50-day Easter season which we now
enjoy.

The Choreography

Liturgically, back in the day, it was on The Ascension, that the Easter Candle is
extinguished with great drama immediately following the Gospel reading.  The
smoke from the extinguished candle drifting lazily up into the rafters giving the
worshiper their very own version of the ascension, right before their eyes. 
Now, however, the Easter Candle remains lit until Pentecost.  Perhaps it’s a
liturgical case of ‘from those who have nothing, even what they have will be
taken away’ [Matthew 13.12].  

[Extract, with adaptations, from Times and Seasons, by Revd. Richard Giles]

Sunday Reflection
24th May 2020 - The Ascension of Jesus

The story of the Ascension is a story for disciples.  This is Jesus’ final briefing
to those in whom he is entrusting the future of all that he has worked for.  The
significance of what he says cannot be minimised.

Introduction

Visiting the village of al-Tur, can be a perplexing experience.  It feels, from the
perspective of a Westerner, a rather down-at-heel Palestinian community that
is unkempt, poor and anonymous.  Yet, the arrival of such a Westerner can
instantly produces a gaggle of entrepreneurial young children, who vigorously
pursue their target with bunches of flowers, cheap postcards and countless
other trinkets, accompanied by the repeated question: ‘You buy sir/madam?’ 
The issues in this community are obvious: they are stark, immediate and very
uncomfortably in your face.

Walk down a particular dusty road and you come to the place of pilgrimage. 
One of the oldest Christian sites in the world.  It has been a place of worship
since the first church was built by a pious Roman woman, Poimenia, in 390CE
(AD for traditionalists).  For some, that history of worship in itself makes this an
awesome place.  The church is relatively small and has remained in Muslim
hands since the 12C.  Yet it is the iconic footprint of Christ, imposed in the
rock of the hillside that is problematic for some: the rationalistic scepticism of
the Westerner is revulsed by the thought that something so bizarre and beyond
belief could be an icon of Christian devotion.  

 The story of Jesus’ Ascension is the gospel story many people - priests to -
struggle with most.  Abiding pictures can haunt the mind of a Jesus, levitating
four feet off the ground with his hands outstretched in blessing.  Can this be
an article of faith, no, I think not.  And so the Ascension story is often avoided
as a consequence.  

Very sadly, this is to miss key themes of discipleship that are significant, not
only in an historical sense because they are the prelude to the Pentecost event
(which we celebrate next Sunday), but also for the enabling and sustaining of
the forthcoming Christian mission that Jesus sends his Disciples on.  The story
of the Ascension is a story for disciples - for you and me.  This is Jesus’ final
briefing to those in whom he is entrusting the future of all that he has worked
for.  The significance of what he says cannot be minimised.

Gospel Reading - Luke 24:44-end

Then he said to them, ‘These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still
with you - that everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets,
and the psalms must be fulfilled.’  Then he opened their minds to understand
the scriptures, and he said to them, ‘Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to
suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day, and that repentance and
forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning
from Jerusalem.  You are witnesses of these things.  And see, I am sending
upon you what my Father promised; so stay here in the city until you have been
clothed with power from on high.’

The Ascension of Jesus

Then he led them out as far as Bethany, and, lifting up his hands, he blessed
them.  While he was blessing them, he withdrew from them and was carried up
into heaven.  And they worshipped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great
joy; and they were continually in the temple blessing God.

A Reflection 

The conflicting accounts of the Ascension of Christ should not strike you as
any stranger than the conflicting accounts of his birth.  Beginnings are not
easy and in all sorts of ways we are discovering that endings can be even
more often difficult.  What I have to say on our local radio station – Isolation
Station – this Sunday will be a vigorous defence of The Ascension.  The
Gospel of St Luke offers the opportunity for a different thought. Jesus tells his
Disciples that ‘they are to be witnesses to it all’.  Yes, from the very beginning
the knowledge of Christ spread through the testimony of those who met him. 
Peter came to know Christ through his brother Andrew, Nathanael through his
friend Philip.  The twelve disciples were with Christ in order to ‘speak plainly of
that they had seen and heard’.

To be an Apostle, was to have been Christ’s companion from the first – St Paul
claimed he was an Apostle after his meeting Jesus on the Damascus Road
well after the events of Ascension Day.  His claim would raise an argument
today, but you would be very wary of taking on St Paul in an argument! 
Another qualification was faith in Christ, and the courage born of faith. 
Courage is needed to face the hostility of any whose vested interests or way of
life is threatened by Christian witness – your witness.  You see, mission, is all
about your witness.  

Next week you will discover you are not alone.  The Holy Spirit will speak in
unison with you.  In the Acts of the Apostles, whose author is the same person
who gives us St Luke’s Gospel, it was while Stephen spoke of Christ – and
died for him – the Holy Spirit spoke to the conscience of the young Saul of
Tarsus and prepared him for his conversion on the road to Damascus.  (For
those who don’t know, Saul of Tarsus became St Paul.)

Today, as much as he ever did, Christ relies on the witness of his disciples -
that is you and me - to speak his word of love, reconciliation and peace into
our world today.  It seems we came to a state of mind that said humankind
was able to be in control of everything; humankind has the answer to all the
questions raised by creation itself.  Climate Change and now the dread
COVID-19 virus, has confronted women and men the world over, with a sharp
reminder that humankind is not in control; thoughtful people might listen to the
witnesses to Christ’s power to heal and his promises of the world to come.

A Prayer for Sunday

Almighty God, our Creator,
I believe, along with all Christians,
that your only-begotten Son, our Lord Jesus Christ,
ascended into the heavens;
grant to us all, 
in heart and mind, 
that we may also ascend
and continually dwell with him;
who is alive and reigns with you,
in the unity of the Holy Spirit,
one God, now and for ever.

Amen.

Ringers' Radio
Isolation Station

Simon's Sunday morning broadcast 'This Other World...' can be heard on the
Isolation Station by clicking here. You can hear the sound of church bells from
10:45am with Simon's reflection beginning at 11am. You can also listen on our
website via this link.

A Home Sanctuary: Part Three
Revd. Alex Holmes

Hello again! In the previous two articles in this series we thought about creating
a home sanctuary and different ways of entering into a dedicated time of
prayer. So, you might have thought that this next article would be on a way or
ways to pray contemplatively. But no! Instead of looking at the middle of the
prayer time, we’re jumping ahead to look at how to end a time of contemplative
prayer. I figured that if we spent the next couple of months looking at different
ways to pray contemplatively then it would be a long time before we got to think
about ending our time of prayer – and ending well is important (as in so many
areas of life!). 

Contemplative prayer seeks to deepen our relationship with God and that will
have an effect on us. It is important not to rush back to daily life without either
giving time to consider what effects prayer might/should have on us or without
allowing what we have experienced to settle deeper within us. Also, sometimes
contemplative prayer can be intense and take you to some deep places so it is
good to gently transition out of prayer before getting back to doing other things.

Just as there are different ways of entering into prayer so are there different
ways of ending a prayer time, but it is good practice to always include an
element of thanks to God for the time spent together. Here are a few
suggestions, some of which can be combined, that you might like to try. Some
methods of contemplative prayer include some elements of these ideas but
others don’t.

Stillness As you finish your chosen way of prayer, simply take time to be silent
and end with a formal prayer such as the Lord’s Prayer. 

Examen  This is an Ignatian practice which is a review of either your prayer
time or of the day. At the end of your prayer you can look back and ask: Does it
have something to say to you? How does it make you feel? Imagine how God
might reply.

OR

When you come towards the end of your time of prayer, talk to God about what
has come up for you.

OR 

Lord,
let me be still and at peace,
just for a few moments, in the busy-ness of my day.
Let me be attentive to where I have been and where I am headed.
And let me see where you have been present in my life today. Amen

Journaling Writing can be a good way of processing your prayer time and it can
be interesting to keep a record of the journey that you and God have been on
over a period of time. You don’t have to write lots (although I often do!) – simple
notes can be sufficient. 

Music Relaxing, meditative music can be a good way of transitioning out of
prayer.

In the next few articles we will be thinking about different ways of praying
contemplatively but if you are desperate for resources before that, the following
link offers some useful introductions to contemplative forms of prayer:

https://www.pathwaystogod.org/resources/all

This week's Connect e-magazine from the Diocese contains links to Bishop
Ruth's Ascension Day service and Bishop Peter's reflection for Sunday 24th
May. During Mental Health awareness week, there are a range of resources,
including videos, helplines and advice services to support those suffering from
anxiety, isolation, bereavement or financial problems.
There is also more information about how the Diocese is marking Thy Kingdom
Come prayer movement during lockdown. This week's edition is available by
clicking on the banner above.

'Something spiritual is stirring in the UK'
 an extract from a blog by Pete Greig,
founder of the 24-7 Prayer movement

I’ve hesitated to write this post.  It's probably premature.  We're still bang-slap
in the middle of a vast crisis and no one really knows how it's all going to end. 
But here's the thing: over recent weeks, and particularly over this last week,
prayers that some of us have been praying for decades, suddenly seem to be
finding answers in the most unexpected ways.

For starters there’s the national blessing song, pulled together by my friend Tim
Hughes.  Released a week ago, it’s now been watched 2.1 million times which
is equivalent to 200 new people every single minute of every hour since last
Sunday.  Yesterday I was talking to a BBC journalist who commented on the
song’s extraordinary display of unity.  Stories just keep coming in from those
who don't consider themselves religious, saying that the track has moved them
unexpectedly to tears.  Is a worship song going viral everything we’re praying
for?  Of course not!  But is it something?  You’d better believe it!  Maybe
something is stirring?

Then there’s the research commissioned by Tearfund and released on the
same day (quite coincidentally) as the UK Blessing song.  This survey indicates
that some 3 million new people have turned to prayer in the UK since lockdown
began.  The online British bookstore Eden reports a 55% increase in sales of
bibles in April.  And demand for resources from 24-7 Prayer has been going
through the roof.  At Emmaus Rd our twice-daily prayer-meetings are suddenly
wonderfully well attended.  Now we know why ! Is a sudden surge of prayer
everything we need?  Of course not!  But is it something?  Could it be a start? 
You’d better believe it!  Something seems to be stirring in the UK.

Jesus once rebuked the Pharisees for failing to read the signs of the times
(Matthew 16:2-3).  These great religious leaders could, he said, forecast the
weather but they were oblivious to the presence and power of God right under
their noses.

The Tearfund survey also indicates that record numbers have begun attending
church online since the lockdown began. Generally we'd expect around 5-7% of
the nation to attend a Sunday service at least once a month.  But over the past
couple of months, this figure has jumped - in fact it has skyrocketed - to 24% of
the British population.  Almost one in four.  And 5% of these people wouldn’t
normally be at church in, well... a month of Sundays!  “I've never known a time
in my life,” says Nicky Gumbel, “when people are more open to [God’s word]
than they are now.”  Is virtual Church attendance everything we’re praying for? 
Of course not!  But is it encouraging?  You’d better believe it!

It seems to me that people are far more likely to attend a normal Church
service if they’ve attended a digital one first.  Here at Emmaus Rd we are by no
means unusual in having more-than doubled our attendance since lockdown
and - before anyone says that it’s all just sight-seers from other churches - we
also have more people than ever signed up for our next #Alpha course (online).

None of this is what any of us expected on that dark day in March when the
government first forbade all public gatherings.  I didn’t hear anyone back then -
least of all the cynics who are now questioning these signs of life - saying ‘Oh,
cancelling services and closing church buildings?  That is genius!  It’s
obviously, inevitably going to bring more 18-34 year-olds to church. 
Guaranteed to reverse decades of decline, increase the sea-level of prayer and
extend the reach of Alpha!’

And if, looking ahead, the cynics are proved right, and this turns out to be
nothing more than a blip; a collective psychic spasm in response to an
existential national crisis, well, it’s a pretty encouraging blip!  It’s the kind of blip
in which more people hear the gospel, more people pray, more Churches start
reaching more people by moving online (a trend unlikely to be reversed at the
other end of this crisis).

I decided a long time ago that I’d much rather be proved wrong as an optimist,
than proved right as a pessimist.  And so I choose to hope. Is a mere blip
everything we’re wanting?  Of course not!  Would it be bitterly disappointing to
look back at Christmas and see the Church declining and secularism advancing
once again?  Yes it would.  But is this a moment of encouragement just when
we needed it?  Are there signs of renewed spiritual hunger and long-term
systemic realignment at a time we’d least have expected it?  You’d better
believe this is a pretty good blip!

Slowly the national media is picking up the story.  First, the Guardian
newspaper last Sunday.  Then Good Morning Britain TV on Wednesday.  A
piece by my friend Krish Kandiah in the Times on Friday.  The BBC News at 10
last night.

What are we to make of this?  Is a week of positive media attention everything
we’re praying for?  Of course not!  Is it widespread or prominent?  No, not yet. 
But is it a pleasant change from the usual cynical sniping?  Could it be an early
sign that public opinion is preparing to shift?  You’d better believe it!

I would never have believed a few months ago that I’d be seeing a headline in a
major British paper saying this: “BRITISH PUBLIC TURN TO PRAYER AS ONE
IN FOUR TUNE INTO RELIGIOUS SERVICES ONLINE.”

And then the stunning subtitle: “YOUNG PEOPLE LEAD RESURGENCE IN
FAITH.”  Yep, you read that right: the demographic leading the charge to church
is the sophisticated, supposedly post-Christian 18-34 year olds.

We do not pray ex-nihilo.  Faith needs fuel.  Advances come a step at a time.  It
is by celebrating (not negating) the small things God’s doing right now, that we
find faith for the bigger things he’s not done yet.  If a shivering man spots
sparks in the hearth on a cold, dark night, he’s unlikely to walk away.  He’s a
fool if he says ‘Oh those embers are nothing - too tiny to warm me, too fleeting
to fight the cold of such a dark night!’  Neither will he pour cold water on them. 
Instead he will draw close and kneel, reverently blowing on the embers,
carefully adding fuel to build a fire.  And so we see these signs and pray ‘More,
Lord.  'We sigh deeply and say whistfully, 'Well, if you can do this, maybe you
can do that?’

Are all these developments any more than embers in the hearth?  Has this past
week been without it’s share of heartbreak?  Are any of these encouragements
guaranteed to last?  To all these questions we must clearly answer with an
emphatic ‘no!’

But could these embers spark a wildfire?  Does tragedy inevitably precede
resurrection?  Could this be the beginning of the spiritual awakening in our
nation for which so many have been praying so faithfully and for so long?  My
friends, this is a time to pray with greater faith, preach with greater confidence,
and plan with great ambition. It’s not everything but it’s something. Let’s dare to
believe!

Children's Corner

This week's Young Church Mag with a word scramble, maze and dot-to-dot to
help you understand the Ascension can be viewed by clicking this link.

Prayer within our community

Our prayer teams will continue to operate remotely. If you have someone or
something that you would like us to pray for, your requests can be passed
onto them and included in our prayers. Please click here to send us your
requests.

Community Support and Help Details

Support is available in all our villages for anyone who is self-isolating:

For those who live in Ubley:

Ubley Cares
Landline: 463509  speak to Wes Hallam
Email: whallam@ubleyparish.co.uk
Landline: 462827  speak to Jonathan Longhurst
Email: jl1andjl2@sky.com

 

For those who live in Compton Martin:

Coronavirus support in Compton Martin Parish
Email: comptonmartin.cv@gmail.com
Landline: 221415  speak to Jean Luckett
Mobile: 07968 861118  speak to Jean Luckett
Email: peterandjeanluckett@gmail.com
Landline:  220102  speak to Rachel Branston

 

For those who live in Blagdon:

Blagdon Community Link
Landline: 462169
Mobile: 07768 725380  speak to Melloney Kaye
Email: standrewchurchwarden.bcmu@gmail.com
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