6th July 2025
Call to worship
Open our eyes to your work,
open our ears to hear those who need help,
open our hearts to receive your words.
Come, let us hear God’s will.
A gathering prayer
Lord, as we gather in your name this morning,
help us to focus on those who need us.
Help us to share not only our own burdens,
but those of others too.
We know we are stronger together.
Nurture and grow our community
so that we can stand tall and strong.
Amen.
A prayer of approach
God of all,
we have taken different journeys, from different places,
but as one community, we worship you;
with one voice, we praise you;
with our individual gifts but a united vision, we will serve you,
in partnership, in fellowship, in joy
and, most of all, in Jesus’ name,
we will worship you today and every day. Amen.
A prayer of adoration
Holy Trinity,
you are the perfect community
and your partnerships are both beautiful and inspiring.
So we praise you, Creator God, for your heart of love
that calls us to serve, to care, to give.
We praise you, Lord Jesus,
for showing us how to encourage, to bless, to live.
We praise you, Living Spirit, for equipping us
with the gifts to grow, to flourish, to share.
Holy Trinity, we praise you for calling us
to persevere together in deed, worship and prayer. Amen.
A prayer of confession and an Assurance of forgiveness
A prayer of confession
God of truth, forgive us when:
we try to fool you and others with outwards shows of faith;
we don’t carry one another’s burdens and deal well with difference;
we think only of ourselves and not our community.
Forgive us and help us to grow in faith, integrity and love
for you and the world.
In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.
 
Assurance of forgiveness
God of grace, though we make mistakes,
you draw us back into your fellowship of faith
and welcome us again into your community of caring.
You empower us through your gift of forgiveness
to draw others into your fellowship too,
that together we may grow into the likeness of your Son,
Jesus Christ, our Lord and Saviour. Amen.
A prayer of praise and thanksgiving
God of grace and growth, we praise you for making us all equal, but different, and, as we celebrate our uniqueness, so we celebrate your creativity – all the shapes and colours and seasons of creation, all the different traditions and rituals and music of each community.
May diversity bring us closer and unity make us strong, as we serve the world your Son came to live in and to die for.
We give thanks and pray in his name. Amen.

Rucksack relay                              S A
A timed activity

You will need: two bags, stopwatch/timer.
· Have two bags on one side of the room and ask a volunteer to come and carry the bags across it, one at a time. Time how long this takes them. Then, ask for another  volunteer to come alongside and encourage the person carrying the bags (one at a time), but the ‘helper’ is not allowed to help carry them. Time how long it takes them. The third time, allow both people to carry the bag and then return for the second bag. You should find that this is faster and easier for the people carrying the bags.
· Ask: What does this tell us about sharing each other’s burdens as a community?
 
Galatians 6.(1-6),7-16
Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfil the law of Christ. 
First thing I want to say coming back from sabbatical is thank you to everyone who has worked hard to care for each other and the community work we do here at the church whilst I’ve been away. It has been so encouraging to see people playing their part in Christ’s work.
A lot has happened since I’ve been away. My football team, Burnley, got promoted back to the Premier League. I wasn’t here to celebrate with you all -I know you were disappointed! But we will be able to console each other in the season to come.
Something’s haven’t changed. Russia and Ukraine continue to fight each other. The Israelis continue to bombard Gaza killing indiscriminately, even killing people who are queuing up for humanitarian aid. Genocide in all but name and precise definition. Trump nearly started World War Three by bombing Iran. Lets hope that has been averted.
In the last few weeks MPs have voted to change abortion legislation to stop women in England and Wales being prosecuted for ending their pregnancy.
The law will still penalise anyone who assists a woman, including medical professionals, in getting an abortion outside the current legal framework.
In another free vote in Parliament MPs have approved a bill which would pave the way for huge social change by giving terminally ill adults in England and Wales the right to end their own lives.
The bill was approved with a majority of 23 MPs. 
Before I went on sabbatical a good friend of mine Alex, who I trained for ministry with had been given a terminal diagnosis of brain cancer. He was not expected to live longer than three months. In the end he lasted seven months, the latter of which he suffered great pain and just wanted to die. I also had another friend whose uncle, a committed Christian who had Motor Neurone disease, had had enough of life and starved himself to death. 
Simon Opher our MP had engaged with me in public debate about this topic back in January. I got his argument that for those with a terminal illness if the suffering gets too great and is unnecessary then to assist their inevitable death is a compassionate thing. But I still have great misgivings despite all the supposed safeguards. Dignity in Dying is premised on people acting with good intentions and motives. I think humanists particularly are prone to think the best about humanity. In our faith we believe we are made in the image of God and can do good – but we also know we are sinful, self centred and act often out of flawed motives, even evil intent. This opening of the door to assisted dying could lead to ‘indignity in dying’, people wanting to go because they don’t want to be a burden on others – not a right to die but a duty to die.
Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfil the law of Christ. 
Paul concludes his letter to the Galatians by reminding them to look out for one another and bear each other’s burdens while not shirking their individual responsibility to live a life of freedom and love. We are all called to care for and nurture one another so that we all grow in the love of Christ.
Carrying your own load but sharing your burden sounds complicated! But responsible members of a community work well together and help each other. Carrying our own load does not mean we can’t also ask for help.


Last week I attended the Parliamentary Prayer Breakfast at the House of Parliament. I sat next to Simon Opher our MP and I had a Tory MP on the other side of me. Apart from talking to Simon about abortion, assisted dying, Gaza and Palestine Action, one of the hot topics of conversation was the Welfare Bill they had to vote on this week just gone. Simon Opher was one of the Labour rebels in that he thought cutting disabled people’s benefits wasn’t the reason why he stood for Parliament. The Tory MP said that whilst his party was in favour of Welfare reform they may vote against the Bill to embarrass the government.  Well in the end big concessions were made which created headaches and maybe tears for the Chancellor. At least those tears shows she cares about handling the finances of the country.
There has been a surge of applicants for benefits connected to mental health, anxiety and concerns about what is happening to our children/youth.

I had been reading Jonathon Haidt's book 'The Anxious Generation' where he claims the advent of the smartphone is directly responsible for this epidemic of mental health issues and anxiety. He wants to ban them for anyone under 14 years old and his book gives cogent reasons and data to support his case. 
He is an atheist social psychologist from New York. I was drawn to the book because we are working with a lot of young people in this pastorate, here and at the Quarry, who are not in full time education. Their future prospects for employment don’t look promising - the way they are going they will be on benefits...
This is about tackling the issue of welfare upstream and not dealing with the symptoms.
Haidt's book is also fascinating in that he says our society is being spiritually degraded and that going to church is a good thing because it encourages communal connection, self-transcendence, makes you less judgemental and more forgiving and opens you up in awe and wonder. Well, of course, I agree with him! And he's an atheist!
The Quiet Revival report by the Bible society was published just as I went on Sabbatical. The Bible Society asked YouGov the secular polling body to take a random sample of 13,000 adults and their views about faith and church. 
The Quiet Revival revealed that more people are interested in faith and church than they were 7 years ago when they last did a survey. Co-author of The Quiet Revival Dr Rhiannon McAleer says the report shows that what people believe about Church decline is no longer true. 
One possible reason for church growth was that people were looking for meaning. ‘With much of the population struggling with mental health, loneliness and a loss of meaning in life, in particular young people, church appears to be offering an answer. We found that churchgoers are more likely than non-churchgoers to report higher life satisfaction and a greater feeling of connection to their community than non-churchgoers. They are also less likely to report frequently feeling anxious or depressed – particularly young women.’ 
Statistical evidence that belonging to a church is good for you. Let’s big it up folks. Let’s not be apologetic about going to church. We try to care for each other and carry each other’s burdens. Very rarely in our society does that happen. It makes a massive difference.
The discussions about solutions to the mental health crisis all suggest to me that we are in a new opportunity of playing a part in the wellbeing of our society and being salt and light in our present situation.

In Paul’s letter to the churches in Galatia people in those churches saw themselves as one particular ‘type’ of Christian, and looked down on other types. If they saw one of the others doing something wrong, they would feel smug; that, they would think, is not the way ‘we’ behave. 
At the same time, these groups, were defined in terms of status, not detailed behaviour; ‘we’ (the Jewish Christians among them? Or perhaps the richer Christians? or the ones who were Roman citizens?) were simply different because they were different. Instead of the community Paul had established (where all were equal at the foot of the cross, all equally ‘In Christ’, all equally members of Abraham’s family), the work of the agitators had left a legacy of division based on non-theological factors.
It is desperately easy for this kind of attitude to creep into any church. Divisions in the wider society (class, income, colour, the sort of home you live in) can quickly lead one group of Christians to look down on another. Often the others sneer back. What has that got to do with the kingdom of God?
Paul might appear to contradict himself, saying first ‘bear one another’s burdens’ (Galatians 6.2) and then ‘all must carry their own loads’ (Galatians 6.5). But the combination makes sense. 
Taking responsibility for ourselves – for our words and deeds, for the choices we make given our circumstances, for sustaining our own health and wellbeing – includes being honest about our mistakes and failures. Then we will have compassion on others for their failings. 
Paul’s vision is the opposite of a blame culture. He advocates being realistic and gentle, both with ourselves and others. 
When he says that this is ‘the law of Christ’ (Gal 6:2), he may be thinking of the saying preserved in Matthew 6.14 – ‘if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you’.
The law in question here is the law of love, the law of giving oneself in love and humility to the service of others. This, rather than showy behaviour which highlights one or two individuals, will be the sign that they are really spiritual. Jesus carried the cross for others, so Christians must carry one another’s burdens. If my neighbour sins today and I notice it, I must remember that it may well be me tomorrow. If it’s my responsibility to help put things right, I must do it without arrogance. 
If you think you are something, someone special, then your attitude itself is evidence that you are not. You’re deceiving yourself – but probably nobody else.
Any church that takes these verses seriously will be on their way to the only victory that counts: the victory of the cross of Christ lived out in community and under the eyes of the wider world.

How can we create communities and fellowship were there is that mutual care of each other? Some people will be private and not want others to know their business – hopefully they will have some confidents – that’s their choice. But they will run the risk of isolation and people not being aware that they could’ve done with some support. The other extreme is where people try to burden others with their problems and don’t take enough responsibility for their own affairs. 
Here is the paradox of genuine community living: When it comes to my neighbour I must be sure to remain humble if I offer help; when it comes to myself, I must recognize my own responsibility for my actions. ‘Carry each other’s burdens’ is balanced by ‘everyone has his own burden to bear’ in verse 5.
We had that awful airplane disaster in India a few weeks ago. In an aeroplane, when they describe how oxygen masks will be provided if the cabin loses pressure, people are instructed to fit their own masks first before helping others. In this way, a person doesn’t pass out and become a burden themselves from trying to fix things for someone else before looking after themselves. Our passage this week tells us to ‘carry our own loads’ which, to me, speaks of caring for ourselves so that we are able then to look after others. Sometimes, we like to prove our own strength or escape our own problems by fixing things for other people. The biblical approach is to be in the right place with God in our own lives before we then attend to the needs of those around us
Paul goes on to say that  you’ll reap what you sow. If church members sow to the spirit –the previous chapter was about the fruit of the spirit – love , joy , peace, patience, goodness, kindness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control’ –the work of the Spirit within us – forming us in the character of Christ - they themselves will in due course  bring in a harvest.. 
There is a moral principle that you reap what you sow. If you are open hearted and generous you are likely to receive generosity back. If your mean fisted and closed down – you’re likely to be isolated. If you sow from your sinful side, you’ll reap the consequences of that sin. God may forgive you your sins, but you still will have to live the consequences of those sins. Scars remain. You can’t trade on the forgiveness of God – God won’t be mocked. There is a moral law in the universe – you reap what you sow.
Finally in verses 11-16 Paul writes his own summary of the themes of the letter. He thinks it necessary to challenge his opponents again for advocating circumcision. He believes them to be wrong because circumcision is a means of avoiding persecution, it is a boundary marker so you know you are part of the in crowd, and is born of a desire to show off. 
In sharp contrast Paul describes his own type of boasting. He boasts only of the cross of Christ (v. 14). By that cross he himself has been crucified to the world, to that sphere in which sin, law and death reign. Circumcision is unimportant to God because what matters to God is a new creation (v. 15). In verse 15 he writes ‘ Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is the new creation.’
Paul has got pretty angry in this letter to those who were urging the Galatians to get circumcised. He even told them to go and castrate themselves in 5v12. But he rounds off his letter by saying if you are going to boast, boast in the cross – for there we are all equal – all receive mercy and grace. 
The final words of this passionate letter, in which Paul has not withheld his frustration nor his opinions are words of grace: The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with you my friends. Amen.

One of my most moving visits whilst on sabbatical , in which the grace of God was tangibly evident, was to my old church in Burnley. Formerly Bethesda St URC it closed its doors a few years ago but was subsequently bought by the Church on the Streets, a church that grew out of Pastor Mick Fleming’s outreach to addicts and homeless people in the town. Mick has an amazing story of divine intervention, encountering angels and miracles that turned his life from being a gangster and an addict to him now being an ordained minister. He came to national spotlight during Covid pandemic when his outreach was featured on the TV. 
I spent a few hours with him. As we sat in his office a stream of people would knock on his door. One young lad had just come from the magistrates court where he was before a judge for possessing and dealing in ketamine drugs. When he had got caught he sought out Mick and the church for help. Mick told him to confess and admit his guilt and to come to church and be part of their programmes of recovery and finding new life in Christ. The judge heard that he was now linked up with Mick and the church on the Streets and so instead of giving him a custodial sentence and sending him to prison, where his behaviour may further decline, just gave him a fine and the requirement he continued on his rehabilitation with the church.
A couple of elderly ladies who volunteer at the café in the church that serves food every day to those who are on the streets or just poor and desperate came into the office and told Mick that one of the users of the café had pulled a knife on them yesterday. Floss, one of the older ladies, just laughed and said put it away and don’t be a silly boy. He meekly did as his adopted grandmas told him. 
We talked for so long that another member of the Church on the Streets joined us for his time of spiritual reading with Mick. They had been reading Richard Rohrs book, the Universal Christ a chapter a week. At the end of the session, which I joined in, Mick asked the man to tell me his story. He had been an alcoholic, and it had destroyed his marriage. In desperation he had gone to a rehabilitation centre and been detoxed. He came home but it wasn’t long before he stared to have a drink again. His wife said this would be the end of their relationship. So as a last chance someone had suggested they both went to the Church on the Streets because of stories they had heard of how they were helping addicts. With nothing to lose they went one Sunday. The man, we will call him Sam, as soon as the worship started, he just started to cry. He sobbed all the way through the service. At the end of the service he responded to Micks’ appeal, which he makes at the end of every service for anyone present who doesn’t know the Lord Jesus to open their hearts to him, to receive his Spirit, to be born anew, a chance for a new start, new hope, new creation.  He hasn’t touched a drop of alcohol since and that was two years ago. 
I later attended worship on Pentecost Sunday. It was truly inspiring to see the church making an impact in the darkest recesses of our society and a church full of people from all walks of life, especially the broken and desperate, praising God and finding new life and hope. 
Mick has just done a church plant in Blackburn. I said you really are going after the darkness aren’t you! He said yes but he bans the guitar players in the worship group from wearing their Burnley football shirts when they lead worship in Blackburn. 
Mick puts all this growth and work down to the leading of the Spirit – ‘The Geezer’  as he describes the Spirit. We need to be more open to the leading and work of the Spirit, the Divine Geezer, as we go forward.

Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfil the law of Christ. 

Let us pray.

How has God been speaking to you?

Has there been times when you have felt better than someone else, more superior, more together. Ask God’s forgiveness. Lord help us no to be arrogant. We all need your grace.

Carry each others burdens but also carry our own burdens. Caring for ourselves so that we are able then to look after others. Sometimes, we like to prove our own strength or escape our own problems by fixing things for other people. The biblical approach is to be in the right place with God in our own lives before we then attend to the needs of those around us. Pray for God’s help and wisdom in that.

What matters is coming to the foot of the cross of Christ – where all are equal, all forgiven, all made new. Have you come to the cross. Asked for forgiveness. Given your burdens over to Jesus. Asked for his spirit to fill you and bring you new life, be made a new creation in him. Why don’t you ask him now?

Prayers of intercession
Save us, O Lord:
from all that harms us and damages our relationships;
from arrogance and pride and thinking we can go it alone;
from protecting our own interests at the expense of the needy.
We pray for kindness to guide our choices 
and that we would know our need of you.
May your Spirit inspire us to put other people first
and lead us to share what we have without counting the cost.
Generous and life-giving God
All: Heal our hurts and hear our prayer.
 
Save us, O Lord:
from failing to hear the cry of a suffering planet
and from leaders who ignore the crises of a heating world;
from turning off the news because it is too much to bear;
from thinking our actions and choices are too small to matter.
We pray for fresh determination to make a difference in the world
and the ability to pay attention to what matters most.
May your Spirit strengthen us for the work you call us to do in the world.
Generous and life-giving God
All: Heal our hurts and hear our prayer.
 
Save us, O Lord: 
from weariness in doing what you ask of us;
from closing our hearts to the need that is all around us;
from ignoring the simple acts of love that we can do.
We pray that you would give us strength to face our own troubles 
and courage to hear the cries of a broken world.
May your Spirit renew our faith in your promise that you will never let us go.
Generous and life-giving God
All: Heal our hurts and hear our prayer.
 
Save us, O Lord:
from despair when things are tough;
from loneliness and hopelessness;
from failing to protect the most vulnerable in society.
We pray for people we know who are struggling with illness, pain or distress;
and all peoples of the earth whose daily life is a struggle for survival,
naming people and places in particular need of your peace…
May your Spirit show us how to respond
and keep us faithful in prayer and joyful in serving others.
Generous and life-giving God
All: Heal our hurts and hear our prayer.
 
Save us, O Lord:
from looking for the spectacular and failing to notice the ordinary;
from ignoring voices from the margins;
from trying to fix problems instead of being faithfully present to others.
We pray for the daily witness of our communities;
and give thanks for gifts shared and hearts that are open to one another. 
May your Spirit open new ways for us to serve our neighbours
and may we have the courage to do the humble acts of service you ask of us. 
Generous and life-giving God
All: Heal our hurts and hear our prayer.


A prayer for all ages together
Heavenly Father, when our burdens are heavy
(mime carrying heavy weight)
help us to ask others for help.
(tap person next to you on shoulder)
When we see people struggling with their burdens,
make us willing to help.
(mime taking a heavy weight from person next to you)
Grow our community and make us strong
(mime ‘strongman’ arms)
so that we can go out and share your love with others.
(make a heart shape with your arms, then open up arms above your head)
Amen.
A sending out prayer
As we leave this place today,
thank you for showing us how to love and care for others as we love and care for ourselves.
Help us to be open to sharing our burdens with others in the weeks and months ahead.
Amen.
