24th August 2025 
Call to worship Based on Psalm 103
May all that is in us bless God’s holy name,
for he is the one who forgives our sin,
saves us, and crowns us with love and mercy
A gathering prayer
Lord, we long to worship and praise you
in all your majesty, mystery and power.
You are greater than we can understand or imagine.
You are awesome!
Yet we thank you that, through Jesus,
we can approach you with confidence and joy.
Amen.
A prayer of approach Based on Psalm 103
Majestic God, we bless you with all our being,
we remember all your touches of grace in our lives
and thank you for the gifts of healing and strength.
O God, you are just and righteous,
so we come to worship you in prayer, song and silence.
In Jesus’ name. Amen.
A prayer of adoration
God of purity and perfection,
your holy Word draws us to you
in reverence, awe and wonder.
The skills you have entrusted to poets, artists,
musicians and dancers draw us to you
in reverence, awe and wonder.
The vastness of the sky, the power of the sea,
the song of the birds draw us to you
in reverence, awe and wonder.
The smile of a child, the joy of friendship, the gift of life
itself draws us to you
in reverence, awe and wonder.
Your deeds throughout history, your coming among us
and your empowering spirit draw us to you
in reverence, awe and wonder. Amen.
A prayer of confession and an Assurance of forgiveness
A prayer of confession
Holy God, forgive us when we cheapen the word ‘Awesome!’
and diminish its meaning;
forgive us when we are casual about our worship,
when we revere the wrong things;
forgive us when we bow down to the idols of the world
and seek to be trendy, not truthful.
Draw us into your purifying love,
that we may worship you as you deserve.
In Jesus’ name. Amen.
 
Assurance of forgiveness
Awesome God, your forgiveness is beyond our deserving,
your love is beyond our exhausting,
your kingdom is beyond our imagining.
But we welcome your forgiveness with humility,
receive your love with joy and journey towards your kingdom
with hope and assurance. Amen.
A prayer of praise and thanksgiving
Eternal God, we praise you for your humility and love:
which draws us into your presence, though we are not worthy;
which delights at our worship, though it is not perfect;
which rejoices at our faith, though it is fragile;
which celebrates our lives, though they are flawed.
We praise you and thank you, for being so wonderful,
wise and loving. Amen.
Two mountains 
Hebrews 12:18-29
Display the two pictures from the Gather activity: Which mountain? using the following wording:
Mountains, awesome sights: enjoy climbing them?

Which mountains are these – show pictures;

Here are two mountains. The first is called Mount Sinai, which we hear about in the Book of Exodus in the Old Testament. There is a vast crowd of people, the Israelites, at the foot of the mountain and their leader, Moses, has climbed it to receive a special set of instructions, the Ten Commandments, from God. The mountain starts to shake and there is a violent storm. The people feel that this mountain is so holy that they cannot safely touch it. Even Moses is trembling with fear.

The second mountain is in the future. On the mountain is the kind of city where we might imagine God to be present – a heavenly city, where a crowd of angels are having a huge celebration, and worshippers from past and present. Jesus is there to welcome people and to introduce them to God. This city may be holy and may shake, but we know that this mountain will not be destroyed and there is no need to be afraid. So let us hear about these mountains in our reading from the Letter to the Hebrews…
Talk about experiences of fear and awe

· Describe or show part of the 1939 film The Wizard of Oz, starring Judy Garland, when Dorothy and her companions discover that the ‘wizard’ with the terrifying booming voice is actually a man behind a curtain. Ask people what they noticed about the scene? (e.g. Dorothy and her companions shake in terror when they hear the booming voice.) Then, when Toto, the dog, pulls the curtain back, the real nature of the wizard is known and the fear is gone.
· Ask if anyone would like to share things that they may have been afraid of before they understood them properly, e.g. children can be threatened by shapes in the dark. If they can see what the shapes are, they may no longer be scared. What has helped people to be less frightened of something scary? What is the difference between fear and awe?
· Contrast these experiences of fear with how we feel about the Jesus we see in the Gospel reading. Would we feel afraid to approach him?

A prayer for all ages together
Lord, we want to worship you in wonder, (open arms wide)
not in fear. (cower as though afraid)
Help us to look towards the heavenly city
in joy and celebration! (wave arms above head)
Amen.

Hebrews 12:18-29
A few weeks ago I went to a friend’s daughter’s wedding. I had a special role to play. I was the chauffeur with the responsibility of getting the bride and my friend, her father, to the church on time. It was a joke that Brian my friend of over forty years, wasn’t very good at time keeping. The number of times we had missed or nearly missed trains and buses meant that I used to tell him that the time of the bus or train was half an hour earlier than what it was. Anyway history had prompted him to put me in charge of getting him and his daughter Katie to the church on time. I bought myself a special hat for the role and had decorated my car with ribbons. To my surprise when I arrived at their house everyone was ready. None of this ‘Oh I must just go to the loo, or I forgot to powder my nose’ requests. They were so ready that we got to the church fifteen minutes before the ceremony was due to start.  I had to drive off round the town and waste time. Approaching the church on the final run I pulled over and turned round to the bride and said: ‘Do you really want to go through with this?’ ‘Yes’ she said – ‘get me to the church!’.
It was a great day. The sun shone. The ceremony was reverent and dignified, the reception after was relaxed with a mix of talking, dancing, drinking and feasting and went on into the late evening. 
What was the last outstanding party you attended? What made it special? Do you think others would have enjoyed it as much as you did? Tastes vary in celebrations as much as in other areas of life. 
The reading from Hebrews describes a celebration like no other. Heroes of faith from long ago rub shoulders with the angels, and the whole community is held together by the awesome presence of God, mediated through Jesus. 
You have come to Mount Zion, to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem. You have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, 23 to the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. You have come to God, the Judge of all, to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, 24 to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel.

So, what about this ‘party’ in the heavenly city, with ‘innumerable angels in joyful assembly’? Today’s reading from Hebrews suggests a ‘universal party’. But it is more than this. The whole place is shaken to its core, but here we are talking about a kingdom that cannot be destroyed, giving rise to further celebration and worship. There is worship and awe and reverence in the midst of great celebration – and on an unimaginable scale.
It may seem strange to think about this in August, but at Christmas we may sing, ‘Heaven invites us to a party, to celebrate the birth of a king’. At the same time, the shepherds kneel in awe at the manger and we too worship the new-born king in wonder. The coming of Jesus among us brings a whole ‘new look’ to our celebration. We see the awe and wonder of God, but with a human face. We can worship here freely with confidence and without fear.
 Yet it is always possible to decline a party invitation, ‘do you really want to do this?’, however awesome it promises to be – and the passage warns of the catastrophic consequences of turning down God’s promise and invitation to the party.

President Donald Trump has suggested that brokering peace between Russia and Ukraine could improve his standing with God—and even help him reach heaven.
Speaking on Fox & Friends after hosting Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and European leaders at the White House, Trump said: “If I can save 7,000 people a week from being killed, I think that’s pretty— I want to try to get to heaven if possible. I’m hearing that I’m not doing well. I am really at the bottom of the totem pole. But if I can get to heaven, this will be one of the reasons.”
The president, who identifies as a non-denominational Christian, has previously said he believes eternal life depends on doing good. In an interview with Fox News host Laura Ingraham last year, he explained: “If I’m good, I’m going to heaven, and if I’m bad, I’m going someplace else—like over there, right?”
 
This passage is from the letter to the Hebrews, which Carole and Shona have been preaching on for the last two weeks. A letter written to a Jewish community that were following Jesus and working through what that meant for their faith and practice and hope, especially the need to persevere in their faith, keeping running the race of faith, as Shona shared last week, and to keep their sights on their heavenly destination.
Part of this section (12:14-29) is about praising the grace of God, the free gift of God’s love, which sets us on the path to holiness and enables us to keep going. It draws on a complex set of contrasts between Old and New Testament imagery. 
The writer first describes the terrifying sight of Mount Sinai, where God gave the Israelites the Law (Exodus 19:9-25; Deuteronomy 9:19). He contrasts this with the destination of Christians. Mount Zion was another name for Jerusalem (2 Samuel 5:6-9), chosen by David to be the home of the Ark of the Covenant. It was a place of rejoicing (2 Samuel 6:12–15). 
The second, heavenly Jerusalem, where God makes a home with humankind (Revelation 21:1-4), is equally a place of celebration – even the angels are partying (v.22; the phrase ‘joyful assembly’ describes a happy, joyful festival). This is the home of the new Israel, where believers join with the people of faith who lived before Christ in a celebration of God, who offers them a renewed covenant relationship, mediated through Jesus, whose blood sets us free from sin (10:19-22). 
Archaic and awkward expressions for our modern ears to take in: ‘the blood of Jesus’ was seen as the end of the ancient sacrificial system whereby people would offer sacrifices to placate what they believed was an angry God. Don’t kill me – kill this animal instead! Some people read it that an angry God killed Jesus instead of us. But I would say that we believe God was in Christ – so God was laying down His own life for us – to show us the depths of forgiveness and love towards us, not God’s anger or wrath. Sure, we need saving from our sin, the selfishness, abuse, hurt and evil we do in the world and to God. But we will only be saved through love and mercy. Churchill talked about blood sweat and tears to describe the sacrificial efforts of the British people to defeat the evils of Nazism. The sacrifice of Jesus, the blood sweat and tears of Christ redeems us. 
The Letter to the Hebrews makes it clear there is no need for any more sacrifices. We don’t get to heaven by our own efforts and trying to do good. That’s not to say we shouldn’t try to do good. We get to heaven by humility, by knowing we need God in our lives and restoring that relationship. Jesus’ sacrifice gives us the confidence to know that God loves us and forgives us when we make our way to God.
The writer moves on to encourage his hearers again to accept God’s invitation. Just as the divine voice shook the earth at Sinai (Exodus 19:18), so the voice from heaven will shake the whole universe. This one-off shaking (cf Haggai 2:6) will sieve out the stuff of creation, leaving only the eternal reality of God’s kingdom. This image, along with the reference to ‘consuming fire’ (v.29; cf Deuteronomy 4:24) describes God’s judgement in ways that are unusual in New Testament thinking. Rather than expecting creation to come to a complete end, we hear mainly of a recreated heaven and earth, where everything is made new (Revelation 21:5). Both understandings of renewal lead to praise and thanksgiving.
That  well-known hymn begins, ‘O worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness/Bow down before him, his glory proclaim’. Can worship and reverence include a party atmosphere? Can wonder and celebration go together? The angels in the reading from Hebrews seem to think so! And you couldn’t really describe Jesus as a party-pooper or spoilsport, although he was never less than reverent. After all, his first recorded miracle was at a wedding and he spent time with friends around many a meal table.
It was as if he were inviting us to a universal party, such as that described in Hebrews. The heavenly city is one where we can worship without fear because Jesus came and showed us the way and gave the wonder of God a human face. Unlike Mount Sinai, the untouchable mountain to which Hebrews 12:18-21 refers, Jesus can be approached with confidence. Although there was resentment and hardness of heart among those who rejected Jesus, there was rejoicing among those who saw and accepted him.
Whilst on holiday I was reading a fascinating book by a twenty something year old entitled ‘Don’t Forget We Live Forever: A New Generation's Search for Religion’. For anyone interested in what church really looks like to those outside, especially younger people, it is illuminating and also deeply uncomfortable.[endnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2025/2-may/books-arts/book-reviews/book-review-don-t-forget-we-re-here-forever-a-new-generation-s-search-for-religion-by-lamorna-ash ] 


It is written by Lamorna Ash who was raised with about as much Christianity as most people in Britain these days: a basic knowledge of hymns and prayers received via a Church of England primary school education; occasional brushes with religious services. But once she started writing about her two friends' unexpected conversions, she began encountering a recurring phenomenon: in an age of disconnection and apathy, a new generation was discovering religion for itself.

In Don't Forget We're Here Forever, Ash embarks on a journey across Britain to meet those wrestling with Christianity today. Through interviews and her own deeply personal journey with religion, and from Evangelical youth festivals to Quaker meetings, a silent Jesuit retreat along the Welsh coastline to the Iona community in the Inner Hebrides, she investigates what is driving Gen Z today to embrace Christianity. Written with lyrical beauty and sensitivity, this is a reminder of our universal need for nourishment of the soul.

Ash is young, queer, and progressive. She admits to starting with “all these unquestioned assumptions about Christianity, that it was . . . endemically misogynistic and homophobic, permanently stained by its status as a colonial handmaiden, a breeding ground for paedophiles”. She constantly feels judged by God and the church because she is queer and in a polyamorous relationship with two other people. Yet she is still curious.

[endnoteRef:2]The conversations about faith I have with friends and acquaintances are characterised by increased tolerance and openness to religious frames of mind. This, I think, speaks to the kind of world in which we have come of age. We were born into a period of extended contingency, of greater diversity and plurality, in terms of beliefs and backgrounds and sexualities, of great financial instability, under austerity measures, our futures shadowed by the now unavoidable fact of planetary climate collapse. We were the first generation to have had smartphones and social media intervene into our childhoods, half of our daily interactions now carried out via fragmented chats across various platforms run by tech billionaires. Social media both makes the rest of the world more in reach and also leaves us feeling ever more atomised, craving the kind of physical community we might have once gotten through the mosque, the synagogue, the temple, the church. [2:  https://www.theguardian.com/books/2025/apr/20/dont-forget-were-here-forever-a-new-generations-search-for-religion-lamorna-ash ] 


The global pandemic was a silent player in many of the conversions or revolutions in belief of those I interviewed. Research into the relationship between faith and the pandemic is just now appearing. Between March 2020 and March 2021, the Church of England’s various prayer apps were accessed 8m times, a 50% increase on the previous year. During the pandemic, Google searches for prayer rose by 30% – reaching the highest numbers ever recorded across all continents.


There’s a paper that suggests that those in the UK with religious beliefs weathered the pandemic more easily than those without faith. During the lockdowns more people in the UK grew depressed, but the statistics for those who suffered depression were 29% lower among those who identified with a religion. The pandemic also offered an interlude during which many people could question whether there might be other ways to live. If not for the lockdowns, the young comedians would not have had the chance to take a pause from their careers and study Christianity. If not for all those months confined to my flat, staring at the walls, I wonder whether Christianity would have taken root in my imagination the way it has.

Through visits to Christianity Explored, YWAM, St Beuno’s, Quaker meetings, Walsingham, Iona, and beyond, and interviews with converts (and deconverts), she comes to a very different place.
Some sections are unsparing, though she is equally unsparing with herself. After failing to attend the baptism of a young conservative man whose positions she didn’t like, she says: “I am ashamed now that I didn’t witness the culmination of Chris’s conversion. . . On listening back to our conversation, his positions all sounded so much less stable than I remembered. I reduced Chris. I made him into someone I owed nothing.”

What lingers is the vulnerable expression of raw existential longing (“There are so many things I do in the hope they might make me whole”) 
She has read widely and deeply, not as a scholar, but as someone thirsty to understand a figure who keeps slipping in and out of focus. In one church, she becomes frustrated by the overhead-projector screen blocking an image of Jesus, leaving only his feet visible. This sense of hide-and-seek continues. 
She came to a faith on her visit to Iona. 
Tell me before all this started that some day I would gladly attend two church services daily, and I will say you are mad. On Iona I longed for our hours in the church like a hunger. The words in the prayer book felt to me like escape valves. Each verse we spoke in chorus, it was as if some new guilt or hurt was released from my body. I’d found a language for faith that I could let in. For the first time in a long while, I noticed I was having only one thought at a time. A few days in, I was not sick any more, my mood even and content. 
Perhaps it was the simplicity of the Iona prayers, perhaps it was something about the old stone and the ancient winds passing through the church, but I cried almost every service. Could you call that faith, the letting-go of reason, a momentary burning of the heart?

This biblical passage from Hebrews is a tale of two mountains, contrasting the terrifying experience of God’s presence at Mount Sinai (where Moses received the Law) with a joyful approach to the living God through Jesus at Mount Zion. Is God a terrifying prospect for you? Or is God a comfort, the prospect of a party one day?
As we approach God, do we come in awe, or even fear?  How can we keep a sense of awe and wonder, yet approach God with confidence.
God as judge may make some people turn away. In our individualistic culture, where we cherish our freedom and no one tells us what to do – God as judge seems oppressive and authoritarian. In the days when the letter to the Hebrews was written, Christians were being falsely persecuted and unjustly treated, suffering horrendously. They longed for a just judge to right wrongs and bring peace with justice. This is not a judge to fear but to trust. A judge who will put to right what is wrong in the world. 
Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reverence and awe, 29 for our ‘God is a consuming fire.

Prayers of intercession
Awesome God, as we approach you now we are aware that we are not worthy. And yet you invite us to come. Why? Because of your great love. So, we come, acknowledging our weakness and sinfulness and yet rejoicing that you are our Father and we are your beloved children. We come with confidence knowing that you have promised to listen to our prayers.
Awesome God, we bow before you
Confident that you will hear us.
 
Awesome God, we thank you for the beauty of your creation. We are amazed by the colours of a sunset, the aroma of flowers, the singing of the birds and all the amazing animals. We pause now to think of something amazing that you have made that we have enjoyed this week: the taste of fruit, the butterflies skittering around our gardens, tiny things or huge things… thank you, awesome God, for all the wonders you have made.
We bow before you aware of how we are harming our planet and we ask your forgiveness. And we pray for those places struggling with climate change: places where there are floods like Pakistan and Bangladesh, or famine, or UK farmers battling the drought conditions, places in the world where crops constantly fail… Heal our planet, Lord, we pray and show us how to do our part.
Awesome God, we bow before you
Confident that you will hear us.
 
Awesome God, you are the King of the world. You are the one true God, who alone has the power, might and majesty. Thus we pray for the leaders of the nations, that they may have a right understanding of their place in the world. We pray for their wisdom as they seek to bring peace to troubled areas of the world. We lift Ukraine and Russia to you and ask for you to be present in all the negotiations between the leaders. We continue to pray for Israel and Gaza, asking that ceasefire conditions will be accepted. We remember Sudan and other places no longer headline news but still fighting. We pray for those who are struggling under the weight of war and oppression. And we pray for the leaders, that they will have glimpses of your glory and turn away from war to be people of peace.
Awesome God, we bow before you
Confident that you will hear us.
 
Awesome God, you are high in the heavens and yet you stooped to come down to make your dwelling amongst us. And you care about every detail of our lives. Thank you that we can bring even the most seemingly insignificant troubles to you and you hear us and you respond in love. So we pause now to think of those things that are particularly on our minds right now: maybe we have problems at work, a visit to the doctor that is making us anxious, the school holidays are long and boring, or we’re afraid to go back to school….
We pray, also, for those who have asked for our prayers: the sick, the sad, those close to death…
Hear us now, we pray.
Or maybe we have joy in our hearts: good exam results, relief from pain, an upcoming holiday, a visit from a special friend… Thank you that you are the God of our good days as well as our difficult days.
Awesome God, we bow before you
Confident that you will hear us.
 
Awesome God, we thank you that you don’t ask us to live life without your help and guidance. We thank you that you put us in families, neighbourhoods, communities. We pray for asylum seekers and refugees across the world, never being welcome and always on the move, while yearning for home.
We thank you for this congregation that we are a part of. We think particularly of our friends within this church and name them now. And we think of those whose faces we know, but whose names we don’t. And we pray for those we live with, our neighbours and for those who live alone. We pray for those people we expect to see this week: maybe at work, in the playground, on the bus. And we pray that you will make us alert to those we don’t know who might cross our path this week that may need our smile, a kind word or action… help us to live in such a way that everyone we meet will see your glory.
Awesome God, we bow before you
Confident that you will hear us.
 
Awesome God, we thank you for your great love for us. Help us to grow in our love for you in everything we do and say. Help us to return here next week having seen more of your glory and with stories to tell of the wonders you have shown us. As we bow before you, help us to know that you go before us into the week ahead preparing our way.
Awesome God, we bow before you
Confident that you will hear us, lead us and help us:  now and in the weeks to come.
Amen
A sending out prayer
Lord of awe and wonder,
Lord of gentleness and strength,
Lord of joy and celebration,
we go out into the world with you.
Amen.

