
Prelude: Trio by Josef Rheinberger, played by John Crombie 

 

Words of welcome 

Wherever we are, God is.  You may be at home, or you may be listening while out walking, 

or in the car.  Wherever we are, God is, waiting to meet with us.  And as we meet with God 

we remember that we are part of his larger family, and his kingdom here on earth.  We begin 

our worship with they hymn  

 

Hymn: Be still for the presence of the Lord  

 

Prayer: 

Lord God, as we come before you we still our hearts. 

We turn from all that might distract us: the tasks that we must do, the concerns that we have, 

the memories or the plans that may take up our minds and we seek to focus on you. 

You are our God, the one and only.  You made us in love and in love you came to be with us 

in Jesus, to save us and transform us and draw us into your family. 

You give yourself to us day by day as we live with your Spirit around and within us, opening 

our eyes to your wonder and gently nudging us to live in your truth and love. 

 

So we take the time to think on you, to be still in your presence, and we ask that as we do 

this, you would come to us and reassure us of your presence, your purpose and your 

forgiveness. 

 

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

 

Reading: Mark 7:1-23  

 

It’s nearly a year ago that we first began to be told to wash out hands more often and for 20 

seconds at a time.  “Sing happy birthday twice” was the suggestion, to make sure that we 

washed for long enough to kill any Covid germs that might have got onto our hands.  Did you 

ever actually sing that song?  And do you still remember to wash your hands thoroughly 

when you come in from outside or when you have handled something that has come from 

someone else – shopping or post, for instance? 

 It seems that there is nothing new under the sun, because in the passage we have read 

the Pharisees are also very much exercised by hand washing, or the lack of it.   

 Mark explains to we who are not of the time or culture of the first century Jew, that 

there were customs around washing hands and also dishes, but that the disciples of Jesus were 

observed to eat without fulfilling them.  Now let’s be clear – these customs were a good idea: 

hygiene is a good idea and back in the days when people didn’t know that there were such 

things as germs and that sometimes they were invisible, so that a plate licked clean by a dog, 

for instance, was not as clean as it looked, to make a ritual of hygiene rules was one way of 

helping people to better health.   

But.  But.  But.  Cleanliness might be next to godliness, but it is not the same thing as 

godliness, and where we make rules – about anything - there is the temptation to elevate the 



rule to a status that it does not have.  Washing your hands is a good thing, but it is not the 

same thing as serving your Creator. 

 By criticising his disciples, the Pharisees were of course aiming their attack at Jesus 

who was their teacher.  So when Jesus hears his friends being called out on their actions he is 

quick to defend them by showing up their accusers and making a teaching point about what is 

really important. 

 And what is really important is the heart. 

 He quotes Isaiah who, even then, 700 years before, had been concerned at the 

tendency of people to perform rituals but more as habit or for reasons of respectability, and 

not because the heart is engaged in worship and love of God.  Their worship, says Isaiah, is 

learned by rote.  (The verse Jesus is referring to is found at Isaiah 29:13).  Perhaps we should 

pause there and think of our worship.  If, in pre-pandemic days, you were in church regularly, 

did you find the familiarity of the pattern soothing?  Were you one of those who endured 

rather than enjoyed any disruptions to what you expected in a service of worship?  And if so, 

why?  (There may have been good reasons, but there again…) 

 Worship by rote is something that we can do without engaging our hearts and minds.  

This is not necessarily the same thing as worship that follows a usual pattern.  Following a 

usual pattern, even using familiar words in prayers, can be one way of having our worship of 

God sink deep into both our conscious and unconscious mind, so that it becomes part of our 

patterns of thought and speech and action.  This is not what either Isaiah or Jesus was 

criticizing.  What Jesus was rejecting was so-called worship which elevates ritual actions 

without thinking about them, and which can thereby avoid going to the heart of the matter: 

which is the matter of the heart.  

Another question to give some thought to as we think of our worship and as we think 

of our lives is this: is there anything that we might want to focus on as important that is really 

peripheral and is distracting us from loving God and our neighbour? 

 

 The critics of the disciples were, or acted as though they were, worried that by eating 

without washing the disciples might be ingesting something that was unclean, in a ritual 

sense, and so they would themselves become ritually unclean, which would mean that by 

contact with them others might inadvertently become unclean.  Really, the parallels with the 

spread of the Covid 19 virus are quite startling.  Except that while we really can spread a 

virus around, even without knowing it, the disciples could not.  Not really. 

 Jesus is quite clear that it is not what people put into their mouths – whether or not 

they are aware of it – which makes them unclean, with an uncleanliness that spreads.  It is 

what comes out.  It is unloving words or deeds, it is greed or deceit, it is pride or folly, or the 

other things Jesus lists, which not only make the person who does or says or thinks them 

unclean, but which have a way of spreading to those around.  The produce of the heart, good 

or bad, is what spreads like a virus.  

 

Hymn: Sent by the Lord am I 

 

Reading: Galatians 5:16-26 

 

Paul here is making a very similar point to Jesus.  Jesus was speaking to a people who 

understood about the idea of ritual contagion, and Paul is not.  But he is speaking to a people 

who have learned that as Christians they are filled by God’s Holy Spirit.  And like Jesus Paul 

lists what he calls the works of the flesh: a list that is similar to Jesus’ list of the evil that can 

come from the heart.  And his point is that we simply need not live like that any more.  These 



are habits, of action or of thought.  These are habits which we may have caught from those 

around us, from what the world thinks of as normal, but we don’t have to live that way now.   

The attitude of doing what you can get away with, of it not mattering what you do if it 

only involves yourself, of your private life being no one else’s business – all of these are 

works of the flesh that can be caught just as a virus spreads from person to person.  It can 

seem like there is no alternative, especially if we forget to listen and to think for ourselves. 

But Paul reminds us that we have the Spirit of God living within us.  God himself has 

made his home in us, which is a thought we pursued at a prayer service recently.  And if we 

incline towards God, listen to him, learn to heed his prompting within us, seek to love and 

serve him with all our hearts, then he will lead us away from what is destructive and 

contagious towards the life of his kingdom.   

The life of his kingdom is characterised by love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  This is not a list of qualities which Paul 

is holding up for us to measure ourselves against and feel a failure when we find that we 

don’t measure up.  Don’t do that! This is a description of the tendencies towards which God 

leads us as we learn to live with our hearts engaged in his worship and service.  It is a list of 

principles which will guide our actions when we are in public view and when we are in 

private.   

And just like the works of the flesh, the contagion of unrighteousness that can come 

from within, so these qualities and tendencies are contagious as well.  Love of God and heart-

felt worship of God is caught from others who are already engaged in living that way. Love 

of the people around us and joy in showing that love is enticing to people who know only the 

me-first attitude of the world.  People who by God’s grace have established patterns of love 

and joy and peace in their lives are people who attract others to discover how and why they 

are like that.   

So when you are washing your hands and singing Happy Birthday (or the Doxology!) 

remember that you are contagious.  What comes from your heart is contagious to others.  So 

take care of your heart.  Offer it to God every day, and desire that he will lead you into a life 

marked by the glorious fruit of his Spirit.  Ask that he make you aware of times when the 

contagion of the world is seeping into your heart. And pray that as you live as a disciple of 

Christ the values and delights of his kingdom may spread through you. 

 

Hymn: God be in my head and in my understanding 

 

Before we turn to prayer, I have a couple of things to tell you. 

Firstly, if you enjoy hymns there is a new opportunity for you to hear (and join in with) them.  

Rev, Graham Atkinson, minister of Nethybridge, Boat of Garten and Carrbridge has begun 

hosting a weekly Songs of Praise service on Speysound Radio on Sundays at 3 p.m.  

Speysound is found at 107.1 FM on your radio.  He would love you to give it a listen, and he 

would love to have your requests: the easiest way to submit these is to contact me and I will 

pass them on.  I it great that Graham has undertaken to do this for all the people of the area. 

 

Secondly, one of the things that we have not been doing – mainly because we can’t – in a 

recorded service is think about our offerings.  Yes worshipping God by giving to his work 

has always been a part of the Christian faith.  I know that many if not most of you are finding 

ways to continuing giving to the changing work of your church, and if you haven’t managed 

to do this and would like to, then I or your treasurer would love to hear from you.  I mention 

it today because in our prayers we are going to include a prayer of dedication for all the 

offerings that you have been making in so many ways. 

 



 

Prayer: 

Lord God, as we come to you with our prayers for ourselves and others, we ask that we may 

daily grow nearer to you in all that we do, so that what comes from our hearts and shows in 

our lives is your love and compassion, your joy and a peace which surpasses understanding.  

We know that none of us lives to ourselves alone, even if we want to, but that what and who 

we are affects others, even in days of lockdown and reduced interaction with people. 

 

So God, be in our heads and in our understanding. 

 

We pray that as our interactions are curtailed, we may look at the people we do meet with 

new eyes.  May we remember that we can never look at a person whom you do not love.  

Help us to be those who are good to encounter, because from us comes a whiff of your grace 

and glory.   

 

So God, be in our eyes and in our looking. 

 

Lord God, many of us are finding that we see just a few people these days, and that 

sometimes it can feel that these few people, members of our families, can be too much on top 

of one another.  We pray for households where tensions are high, and where tempers are 

strained.  And we pray for households where the space seems too empty and the silence 

unbroken.   

 

God, be in our mouths and in our speaking. 

 

Heavenly Father, you call us to be members of your family and ambassadors for your 

kingdom which Jesus told us to seek above everything else.  We thank you for the generosity 

of our brothers and sisters in keeping giving to the work of your church as we try to find new 

ways of living your kingdom in a changing world.  Accept all the gifts given in your name, 

and use them for your honour and glory, we pray, as you lead us forward into whatever lies 

ahead.     

 

We pray for those we know of who are ill, especially those who must be in hospital with very 

limited visits.  We pray for those who find each day difficult and look forward only to the 

days’ end.  And we pray that we might spread, by living our faith, the hope that we have in 

you. 

 

God, be in our hearts and in our thinking.  For Jesus’ sake, Amen. 

 

Hymn: Forth in the peace of Christ we go 

 

Benediction: 

Remembering that you live with God in your heart, go in peace to love and serve him. 

And the blessing of God Almighty, 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit 

Be with you now and always.  Amen. 

 

Postlude: Bach’s prelude in D Major played by Alan Buchan on the organ of St. Stephen’s 

church, Edinburgh, at least 30 years ago! 


