
Prelude: Cradle Song  By Herbert Howells, played by John Combie 

 

Words of welcome:   

How was your Christmas?  Have you been asked that yet?  Have you been asked the question 

that puts Christmas into the past tense?  The secular mid-winter festival known as Christmas 

has indeed passed.  It ended around Boxing Day.  But the celebration of the coming of Christ, 

known as Christmas still continues, officially for three more days, and then in perpetuity as 

we never forget all that we owe God in sending his Son and as we honour his love for us by 

seeking to follow Jesus. 

 

Hymn: Of the Father’s love begotten 

 

Prayer 

Lord God, we pause again, after the rush of Christmas activity, or the sadness at the loss of 

that activity.  We pause again to wonder that of your love you should send your Son Jesus.  In 

his person you came among us, not because we deserved such an honour but because we 

most manifestly did not, and still do not.  You know how we take all that you have made 

which is good and distort it, so that even our understanding of good and evil of right and 

wrong is twisted out of shape as we condemn what you do not condemn and excuse what you 

do not excuse. 

 In your love you came to show us who we are and what we are and all that we can be 

when we live out of your self-giving love.  And we pray that you would forgive us, 

individually and as a human race, for how we fall short of that, time and time again. 

 We wonder at you, at the light of your love and your presence coming among us, not 

just for a season but still present with us.  And we ask that in all we do and are we would see 

your glory. 

So 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, the power and the glory for ever.  Amen. 

 

Reading: Psalm 147:12-20  

 

At the beginning of the year it is good to pause and remember that our calling and duty is to 

praise God.  One of the losses of this past year is our gathering together in worship, and one 

of the things that is most easily lost when we do not so gather, is the impetus to praise God.  

Individually in our prayers we often call out to God for help, we might well bring to God our 

complaints, and God wants us to do this, and is very patient with us when we do: but our 

calling and our duty is to praise God, in all circumstances; and somehow this is easier to do 

when we are not praying alone but are in company of others of God’s people. 

 In our prayer services, whatever their theme, we always spend some time in prayers or 

thoughts of praise.  But if you can’t get to these, or feel it unwise to try at this time, then let 

us enter this new year resolved to remember to praise God in all circumstances. 

 

The Psalm references all kinds of winter weather, which can be a trial and a difficulty to 

people, now as then: we have seen wonderful snow-scenes this week, but I am not the only 

person who has come a cropper on icy surfaces!  But delight or trial we are enjoined to praise 



God in it all: for God is God when life is troubling as well as when it flows smoothly, and 

often the beauty that surrounds us brings challenges with it.   

 As we stand just a few days into a new year, and at a time of great difficulty in our 

individual lives and the life of the world, we should remember to praise God.  One way that 

we offer praise to God is to do him the honour of bringing our difficulties to him in prayer, 

since that act also tells God that we love and trust him enough to seek his help and presence 

in life.  He is the one who gives us security and purpose, as the Psalm says, and when we 

bring him our prayers, maybe we should remember to tell him that we do so because of the 

wonder of who he is. 

 

Hymn: Fill your hearts with joy and gladness 

 

Reading: Mark 6:1-13  

 

As the last few days of the official season of Christmas are upon us, it seems to me that the 

best thing to do is to begin to turn away from the manger, not to forget the gift of God but to 

see how that child grew and what he became.  For babyhood, while always wonderful, is not, 

or should not be, the sum of a human life.  And God’s Son grew up to become the man Jesus, 

who went around teaching and showing the love of God in his acts of grace and healing.  

Except where he couldn’t. 

 

Today we read about a time when Jesus, the Son of God, could do very little; and a time 

when conversely the disciples could do much.  That’s something that interrupts our thoughts 

about Jesus, about the Son of God.  It makes you stop and think.   

 

Jesus’ power flowed from the love of God, and so while in theory there was nothing he could 

not do, in theory he could have done things to force the people of his hometown, who thought 

they knew him, to believe in him, in practice he could not.  Love does not and cannot force 

itself on anyone: it ceases to be love when it does but becomes something else.  Selfishness at 

best, abuse at times.  So it turned out that Jesus could do very little where he was thought to 

be known, where people already had a narrative about him – carpenter, son of Mary brother 

of James, Joses, Judas and Simon.   

When people have a narrative, they like life to fit into it: they like to chose facts 

which fit and to discard the ideas which do not.  We all do it, mainly unconsciously.  We 

shouldn’t blame the people of Jesus’ hometown that they did it with regard to him, because 

we also do it in regard to him. This is why some passages of the gospels are thought of as 

difficult; because they are bits that don’t fit with our narrative, the story we think we know 

about Jesus: who he was and what he did and why.  So for instance the idea that he could not 

do for his hometown what he did elsewhere becomes a surprising idea because it does not fit 

with the popular idea that as the Son of God he could do anything, know everything and 

nothing was difficult for him.  The Gospels don’t really say that.  This passage gives the lie to 

that part of the assumption we hold. 

It is really hard to minister in your own place: it is almost always easier to go 

somewhere where you don’t have a backstory, and that not because your backstory is 

anything to be ashamed of, but simply because people don’t want to learn from someone that 

they think they know all about.  What Jesus found to be true has been discovered, often with 

hurt or surprise, by many both before and since his day. 

And this is why the church struggles in the lands which have long been “Christian”.  

People already have a story to attach to Jesus: it may not be the right story, it may not be the 

whole story, but it is there: odd phrases from sentimental Christmas carols; half-remembered 



stories from school or Sunday School; suppositions that are as much drawn from Hollywood 

as from scripture and which are often mixed up with other stories heard in childhood: fairy 

tales to charm a child’s imagination. 

 It is a potent barrier, a strong prophylactic against the gospel.  It is why brothers and 

sisters in Christ from other lands now look to us and see a mission field which those of us 

who are embedded in our culture cannot reach, with gaps in our gospel that we do not even 

see.   

 

When this happened to Jesus he moved on.  Sometimes that is the best thing to do.  He knew 

that while still acting from love he could not change the minds of those who had seen him 

grow up, and so he didn’t stay long there, but moved on to the next place and moved on to the 

next phase of his mission.   And that was to send out his disciples to show that what he was 

doing and saying was not just a weird one-off that only he could know and do and be.  Part of 

the point of God becoming one of us was to show us what we were made to do and be, what 

living from God’s love would be like.  And so the disciples had their part to play in 

modelling this to the watching nation.  Jesus made rules and guidelines for them, which 

would make them different from other wandering preachers: they went in faith with no 

provision for just in case, and they were not to shop around within a place for the best 

lodging, playing one dupe off against another.   

But the basic rule was to model what they had seen Jesus do.  And this they did: they 

preached his message – that everyone should turn around from how they were living and turn 

towards God, and living his way (“repent” is the shorthand for that).  They did his works, 

allowing the love of God to set people free from bondage to evil ways and from the fear and 

hardship of illness.   

Jesus is still limited by what people are prepared to think and believe and even hear 

about him and about the love of God that he brings.  Love cannot force a way.  But Jesus’ 

love is still powerful and is shown in the lives of his followers, which are you and me, whom 

he still sends out to live humbly, faithfully, and lovingly, not seeking personal glory, but only 

to offer love in his name.  His love is powerful to drive away the darkness from individual 

lives, sometimes by just a word or a touch or a smile or the smallest of deed.  His love is still 

active to turn lives around from the distortions of the world to the simplicity of following the 

one who was prepared in love even to accept limitations, and was and is more than willing 

that we discover what it is to partner with him in the good news of God’s presence with us. 

 

Hymn  What child is this? 

 

Prayer: 

Lord God, who in your love does not force yourself upon us, nor demand that we give you 

the honour that you so richly deserve, we turn to you at the beginning of the year with prayers 

for ourselves and for others. 

 We know that we need your love to flow though us and through your world as never 

before – or maybe as we always have done – to bring hope and healing and trust and joy to 

the people and the creation that you love. 

 We know that we are deeply, deeply honoured that you should choose to give your 

life to us in the person of Jesus, your Son, yourself, who lived with and died for us.   

 We know that without you we are nothing. 

So we seek Your help again.  

Bring deep rest to those exhausted and spent.  

Bring deep solace to those bearing loss upon loss.  

Bring deep purpose to those plodding on in unceremonious conscientiousness.  



Bring deep release to those glad to see the back of 2020.  

Bring deep wisdom to those leading and governing.  

Bring to us all deep trust in what is possible in partnership with You.  

For it is Your pleasure to help, to love, and to save, and for this we thank You, Gracious God. 

 

So at the beginning of the year we offer ourselves into your care and keeping, and our lives to 

be used in your service, in whatever way you should choose.  Accept our offering, in your 

love and may your love flow through us now and always.  In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

 

Hymn: Joy to the world 

 

Benediction: 

May grace, mercy and peace  

from God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit 

rest on you and remain with you this day and forever. 

Amen 

 

Postlude:  Fanfare by Lemmens, played by Alan Buchan on the St. Bride’s organ 


