
• Prelude: Meditation on Belmont by Gwilym Beechy, played by John Crombie 

• Words of welcome 

The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, his mercies never come to and end.  They are 

new every morning.  We worship God in prayer and praise, and we sing or listen to the hymn 

• Hymn Sing of the Lord’s goodness 

• Prayer 

Lord God, your goodness is unchanging and immeasurable.  The more we think of you and 

who you are and what you have done, the more of your goodness we see,  The more we look 

at the world in which we live, and which you made, the more of your goodness becomes 

apparent to us, in the large landscapes or the tiny details of life.  We sing of your goodness 

and we thank you for it. 

 We praise you that your goodness was shown to us in Jesus your Son, who lived out 

your goodness and carried it through to his death for us and beyond, to his rising again to life. 

Because of his goodness which is given to each one of us, his righteousness, which you see in 

all who call on his name, we can come to you with confidence and without fear of rejection. 

 Forgive us our failings, Lord God: whether they are failings of action or inaction, of 

word or of attitude.  And fill us with your Spirit, so that we in our turn may reflect your 

goodness to the world. 

And hear us as we pray as Jesus taught us, saying: 

Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name. 

Thy kingdom come Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 

Give us this day our daily bread 

And forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors. 

And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil. 

For Thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory for ever.  Amen. 

 

• Reading: Hosea 14:4-9 

Last week we were thinking about how our current situation in some ways resonates with the 

situation of the Jewish people who were carried into exile in Babylon, and how they had to 

get used to their new situation, and make the best of it.   

 It resonates in some ways, but of course it is not an exact parallel.  And there are other 

ways of being in exile than being physically removed from your home.  As we are finding.  

The Prophet Hosea spoke to the northern half of the kingdom: to Israel.  He spoke earlier than 

the exile, and he spoke words of warning.  He rebuked his people for being faithless to their 

God, for going astray and worshipping other gods.  He threatened them with exile, but he also 

warned them that they were already in a kind of exile: they had turned away from their first 

love, and from devotion and fidelity to God and so they were in exile from him: self-imposed, 

but exile none the less. 

 But then he promises this restoration that we read today.  “I will bring my people back 

to me, I will love them with all of my heart.”  Another translation of these words says “I will 

heal their disloyalty.”   

 If someone is disloyal to another – a wife to a husband (as Hosea had experienced) for 

instance - it is usually thought to be the erring partner’s responsibility to make changes to 

amend behaviour and loyalty and seek redress for their wandering away.  Hosea has implored 

his people to return to God and be faithful again, to change their behaviour and put an end to 

the worship of other deities.  But now, as so often with God, the tables are turned, the 

unexpected happens and grace – God’s goodness unmerited – is extended to the people. God 

says that he will do the work, he will make the changes, he will bring his people back, and he 

will do it by loving them freely, “with all of my heart.” 



 Love has always been God’s way with people.  And people have always found that 

hard to accept or even believe.  Hosea has expected God to be angry when he is rejected, 

even as he himself was angry when his wife was unfaithful.  But Hosea took back his wife 

and forgave her, and he realises that what he can do on a human level, God will do too, only, 

being God, far more so.  God reaches out in love to the people who are in a state of exile, 

even if they do not realise it. 

 We are in a state of exile just now: exile from each other, exile from families, and 

from normal life.  And perhaps we do realise it.  For many people it is getting old, and each 

day more people are asking me how long it will be before we can get the church open again.  

Even people who don’t usually come to worship on a Sunday are asking me this.  And I don’t 

know.  But I don’t think it will be soon.  The hardships we face are really very small, more 

like inconveniences than proper hardships, but they still make an impact.  This week I 

conducted a graveside funeral of someone who would have definitely had a church funeral in 

other times.  It didn’t matter on one level: to her nothing matters now but being in God’s 

presence.  But none of her friends could come to say goodbye, nor all her family and that was 

sad.  The next day I was at the crematorium for another funeral (not Covid funerals, just what 

would have happened anyway) where we had to try to bring in the daughter of the deceased 

by phone link as she is overseas and may not travel.  She said goodbye to her mother by 

phone by the good graces of the staff at St. Vincent’s hospital.  Sadnesses.  Exiles. 

 But in the book of Hosea God is saying that these are not the real exile.  The real exile 

is when we turn away from living in company with God, looking to him for leading and 

guidance, and living his way for the love of pleasing him.  We can wander into that kind of 

exile without even realising it.  The people of Israel seemed to think that because they still 

maintained their holy places their relationship with God was just fine.  Yes, they had 

introduced some new ways of worship, and new places, but surely that didn’t matter.  In these 

weeks, maybe months – well it is months already now – when we are exiled from our usual 

place and manner of worship maybe it is time that we could use looking at our habits of 

worship.  Is our worship habit – habit of time and place?  A habit of format? Does doing what 

we usually do mean so much to us that we cease to think about what that is, or to contemplate 

what it means to worship?   

 I know that many of us long with all our hearts to get back to church on Sunday, and 

we are finding this online audio or written form of worship a second best.  As I have been 

thinking about worship in these weeks, I sometimes wonder how much of what we do is to do 

with what we are comfortable with and how much is really giving honour to God.  Indeed, I 

wonder if the truest worship is when we give God our time and attention and actually get 

little from it, in terms of personal comfort.  That’s a nasty uncomfortable thought, but I leave 

it with you to ponder, or forget or reject. 

 God says, “I will bring my people back to me, I will love them with all of my heart.”  

This is the good news, the gospel which finds its fullest expression in Jesus.  And whether we 

turn away deliberately or drift away on a sea of our own comfort, the words are still true and 

still carry hope and promise. 

 

• Hymn O love that wilt not let me go 

• Reading: Hebrews 13:7-16 

 

If the words of Hosea carry promise to people who are in one kind of exile or another, then 

the words of the writer to the Hebrews carry a bit of a warning.  The letter to the Hebrews, 

written by we do not know who, spends most of its pages in drawing parallels between the 

patterns of Jewish worship as laid out in the Old Testament, and the work of Jesus: and of 

course in every case the writer is at pains to show that the work of Jesus, while in harmony 



with what has gone before, is always so much more.  The main point of comparison is with 

the system of sacrifices laid down for the Jews to use in worship and with the sacrifice of 

himself which Jesus made for us. 

 Here, towards the end of the letter, the writer reminds us that while the Israelites were 

wandering in the desert, when they made a sacrifice, it was the blood, representing the life, 

which was the powerful element, while the carcasses of the animals killed were disposed of 

outside the camp, outside the place where power was centred in those wandering days.  But it 

was outside the city, outside the seat of power, both civil and religious, that Jesus allowed 

himself to be sacrificed for us, in a place which was not thought of as holy, but as the very 

reverse, a place accursed.  And we who follow him are called to follow him on the margins, 

outside the places of power.   

 In past months as we have thought about walking a path of renewal, we have thought 

about what it means to be a church on the margins of society, and who the people on the 

margins to whom we are called might be.  Here in this letter we have our calling to follow 

Jesus outside the city, and to remember that we are pilgrim people, always seeking not an 

earthly paradise, but a city which is to come.   

 “Here we have no lasting city” says the writer.  And it is good to be reminded and 

challenged by these words.  We can tend to focus our church life on our buildings, as though 

here we have indeed found a lasting edifice.  Two of our three buildings are pretty old and 

have been built on the site of even older places of worship. All three of them are in the 

centres, more or less, of their communities.  It can be very easy to adapt our worship to the 

buildings we have inherited, to let them frame how we approach God.  But we are called to 

come to God outside the city, away from our buildings and what they say.   

In my previous charge, down in the Borders, one of the churches I served developed 

dry rot.  To treat it and restore what had been damaged took about six weeks.  For these 

weeks we worshipped in the town hall (Stow is a village, but it has a town hall – there’s a 

story behind that).  The congregation grew during that time.  And it shrank again when we 

returned to our own building.  And here we are, being forced to leave our buildings for not 

just a few weeks, but for months.  We have left the edifices which have defined church for so 

long and have come outside to where people actually live.  And in doing so, like many other 

churches, we have grown our congregation: it is so much easier to “come to church” when it 

is just a matter of clicking a mouse and no one will know that you are there.  But I know that 

we have increased our congregation because of the people who have thanked me.  We have 

been forced to come into the environment where, for better or worse, people are increasingly 

living their lives: the internet.   

There are all sorts of things you can say about the internet, there are great blessings it 

can bring, and of course there is the other side as well.  But it is a great leveller. We can all 

click our mice and have access to the same information.  And it is here that many of the 

people on the margins – which is most people, in one way or another - live.   

So when people ask me when we will get back to the church buildings, I sometimes 

wonder if we should.  (Don’t worry, I know we will.)  Because while in our buildings we can 

provide a loving community and something that is different from anything else that the world 

has to offer, on the web we can reach those who in their pilgrimage are not ready to 

physically walk over a threshold.   

So the challenge of these days, is twofold: not to live in exile from God, but to accept 

the love which he pours out for us in Jesus; and to live in God’s love as pilgrims, not as a 

people who think that they have arrived.  I know that this lockdown is hard for us, and sad for 

us and troubling.  But I thank God for it, for in it he has much that he can teach us as we seek 

to be his people for these days and this place. 

 



• Hymn 623 Here in this place new light is streaming 

• Prayers   

Before we pray for others, I want to tell you all that Thursday marks Ascension Day, and for 

many Christians in this country and elsewhere it will also mark the beginning of a special ten 

days of prayer for others, which will end on Pentecost – May 31st.  During that time we are 

asked to pray especially for Gods kingdom to take root in the lives of people around us: 

maybe to think of a few individuals and pray for them in particular.  So during that 10 days, 

starting on Thursday, I am going to invite you to join with me at 7 p.m. every evening in 

praying, maybe for 5 or 10 minutes, maybe for longer, that God’s kingdom will come in the 

lives of those around us. 

 

Now let’s bring God our prayers for others. 

 

Lord, we begin by praying for our neighbours – the people living nearest to us. We may not 

know the details of their situation but we believe that you do and so we lift them before you 

now. May your kingdom come.  

  

Lord, we pray for our congregation and for neighbouring congregations in our Presbytery. 

Bless all those who minister, in whatever capacity.  Send your Spirit, we pray, to revive and 

renew your Church. May your kingdom come.  

  

Lord, we pray for our community – the community you’ve called us to serve.  We bring 

before You those who are suffering and struggling, those who are lost and lonely, those who 

see no light at the end of the tunnel. May your kingdom come. 

  

Lord, we pray for our nation – for those who are in positions of responsibility and authority. 

Guide them and grant them wisdom that their leading might be according to your will and 

always with the greater good in mind. May your kingdom come   

  

Lord, for our world we pray – in all its brokenness and pain.  Where there is hatred, we look 

for love.  Where there is pain, we look for healing.  Where there is division, we look for 

unity.  We look for the coming of your kingdom and we commit ourselves to praying and 

working for the coming of your kingdom.  

  

All our prayers we ask in Jesus’ name. Amen. 

 

• Hymn: Love divine, all loves excelling 

• Benediction 

Grace, mercy and peace, from God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit rest 

and remain with you today and always. Amen. 

 

• Postlude: Part of the Final of the 1st Organ symphony of Louis Vierne. 

 


