August 31st 2025

Call to worship Based on Psalm 103
‘Jesus is Lord!’
May we come to have confidence in this truth today
and find out how to share it with others.
A gathering prayer
Lord, we come to worship you,
the one who cares for us more deeply
than we can understand.
Give us the confidence to care deeply
for others, as you care for us. Amen.
A prayer of approach
Living God, you are our helper and we will not fear.
We will not look away from those in need.
We will not turn our backs on those who reach out for help.
We will not be deaf to the cries of the suffering,
because you are our God and you give us courage.
You lead by example and empower us with your compassion.
And so we will serve and follow you.
Amen.
A prayer of adoration
We praise you, Lord Jesus, for:
your kingship is the same, yesterday, today and for ever;
your compassion is the same, yesterday, today and for ever;
your humility is the same, yesterday, today and for ever;
your boldness is the same, yesterday, today and for ever;
your love is the same, yesterday, today and for ever;
and your servant heart inspires, strengthens and sustain us,
yesterday, today and for ever.
Amen.
A prayer of confession and an Assurance of forgiveness
A prayer of confession
Compassionate God, sometimes we make our world too small
and look inwards, not outwards.
Forgive us when we lack confidence to care and courage to act.
Sometimes our hearts are too small
and we miss opportunities to make a difference. Forgive us…
Sometimes our lives are too full and we are oblivious
to those who feel empty. Forgive us…
Sometimes we don’t look after ourselves enough
and cause others to fret and worry. Forgive us…
We ask this in Jesus’ name.
Amen.
 
Assurance of forgiveness
Gracious God, you are our helper
and you restore our peace when we make a mistake.
You lift us up when we fall and you forgive us
when we turn back to you
with humility, patience and compassion,
as Jesus promised you would.
Amen.
A prayer of praise and thanksgiving
God of all, your generous heart draws us in
to be cared for, supported and inspired.
We praise you that you call us to care for,
support and inspire others.
Thank you for the confidence to be bold, to take risks
and to trust that you will bless us with the gifts we need.
Thank you for your beautiful, inclusive and strong love,
which is the same yesterday, today and for ever.
Amen.
 Share to win A
Do good by sharing
You will need: paper (reuse/recycle if possible). ‘Do good and share what you have, for these are the kind of sacrifices that please God.’ Our reading calls us to share, and sharing quickly is the way to win this game.
· Divide the young people into teams, standing in a line at one end of the room.
· Give each team member a single piece of paper, except the person at the back who has a large pile.
· The aim is to get the whole team across the room. However, they can only stand on one piece of paper at a time. Each member starts by standing on their piece, then the person at the back must pass their piece, one at a time, down the line to the front who places it in front of them allowing everyone to take one step further.
· The first team to reach the other side wins.
 
Who to care for? E A
Consider who we are called to care for
You will need: Prison Week video and the means to show it.
· Every year in October organisations come together to pray for those in prison and within the prison system. Share the video with the group to find out why.
· Hebrews 13:3 says: ‘Think about people in prison as if you were in prison with them and care for people who have been hurt as if you had been hurt too’. We are specifically called to help people in prison, people who society may have written off, or see as unworthy.
· How does this video and Bible passage make you feel?
· Is this a hard or easy calling?
· Which other members of society do you think this call to care could include?
· How could we care for them throughout the year?
· Discuss in small groups and bring thoughts together at the end.
 

A simple worship activity E S
A meditation based on our trust in God
You will need: illustrations of a hand and a spiral ; pencils.
· Display or print the illustrations of a hand and a spiral. (If you are planning to do the Spiralling out craft activity, below, print the ‘spiral’ on thin card.)
· Invite people to look at the hand image. Read Hebrews 13:5: ‘He has said, “I will never leave you or forsake you”. So, we can say with confidence, “The Lord is my helper’’’. Ask people to imagine (or to write) their name in the centre of the picture and to think about being ‘held’ in God’s hand. How does this make them feel?
· After a few minutes of silence, invite people to look at the second image, which has Jesus at the centre. Nead Hebrews 13:8: ‘Jesus Christ is the same, yesterday, today and forever’. Invite people to reflect on how these words may give them confidence to handle situations in their own lives and to reach out to others.
· Close the meditation with a prayer:
Lord, we trust in you, the same yesterday, today and forever. We trust you as we discover what our faith may lead us to do for others. Amen.
 
Hebrews 13:1-8,15-16

"Patriotism is the last refuge of the scoundrel". The phrase was coined by Samuel Johnson in 1775, meaning that people who lack integrity will use claims of patriotism to hide their dishonorable actions or selfish motives. Johnson was critiquing a type of false patriotism where individuals exploit national sentiment for personal gain or to manipulate others, and he warned that such nationalism could limit a broader, universal sense of morality. 
Why are so many Union Jacks and St George English flags going up at the moment? Usually we see an outburst of patriotism when England are in a major football competition. I’m not sure they are getting behind the England Women’s Rugby Team? 
Roundabouts are being painted with a St Georges cross  in the middle. Although one roundabout they got the colour scheme wrong and they turned it into the flag of Denmark. This is all part of a Great British Protest about ‘wanting our country back’, stopping the boats and sending ‘illegal immigrants’ back from where they came from, preserving our Christian values! The best way of preserving our Christian values is by coming to church and investing in the Christian faith. 
Our Bible reading on Sunday is Hebrews 13. It starts with this verse:
Keep on loving one another as brothers and sisters.  Do not forget to show hospitality to strangers, for by so doing some people have shown hospitality to angels without knowing it. 
Recently, we as a church played our part in welcoming strangers when asylum seekers were placed at the local Prince of Wales Hotel. I hope we would do the same again if another local venue were to host them. This is Christian values. This is what following Jesus means even if it’s not popular.
I don’t want flags flying on our church, whether they are for Palestine, Ukraine, Rainbow Pride flags or the cross of St George. The only cross I want to fly and focus on is the cross of Jesus. That is what unites us.
Hebrews 13:1 begins this week's Bible passage, ‘Let mutual love continue.’ How can we live out an attitude of hope and care for all people?  
As we look at the last chapter of Hebrews we are challenged by what those counter cultural Christian values really are. 




The final chapter of Hebrews is different in focus from the rest of the letter, offering encouragement to keep on in faithful worship and loving concern for others. The writer asks for consistency in a Christian lifestyle – verse 1 could be translated ‘abide in mutual love’, as Jesus encouraged his disciples to ‘abide’ in him (John 15:4). Hospitality is an expression of practical love and can lead to unexpected rewards, as when the angels visited Abraham and Sarah (Genesis 18). Empathetic solidarity with those in prison, faithfulness within marriage, reliable leadership – all this contributes to the well-being of the community and gives them the solid foundation to flourish in faith.

Some of the stuff that sells newspapers: keeping out the foreigners, locking up the criminals and leaving them to rot, the latest sex scandal or sexual trends and habits or tips on having an affair and getting away with it, or what to do with your money and how to get more of it, and then just misery and suffering and war and all the things that are wrong with the world. Sex, power, money, suffering.  All that sells newspapers.
Meanwhile you look through the newspapers for a mention of Jesus or the way of Jesus and apart from one or two hints you will be hard pressed to find anything of the gospel values there.
Yet here in this closing chapters are just a few attitudes and values that make being Christian distinctive from the world around us.
One is hospitality – even to strangers. When the wider world will say – just look after yourself, and be careful with outsiders, its ‘them and us’, the Christian attitude is generosity, love and concern. Of course, be shrewd and discerning in that, but still love should reflect God’s self-giving love. Mutual affection is vital; financial help for those in need is vital and the word used in verse 1 includes both.
In this society we find ourselves in loneliness is a real problem. People feel disconnected to their community and have few if any friends. Church is an outlet for meeting up across the ages. It is wonderful when people open up their homes to others. Sharing meals together, sharing in prayer and fellowship together. We have three midweek housegroups at the moment, look in Tab matters for the details. They are always open for new members to join. We are always willing to set up new groups to encourage friendship and encouraging each other in the faith. It is vital to feel connected and belong.

The writer then turns to the darker side of Christian experience. Prison was a feature of Christian life from the earliest days with Christians were persecuted and imprisoned and then even executed, burnt or fed to the lions. But the writer certainly would not want to exclude the wider work of caring for those people locked up as a punishment and forgotten about by the wider world. Love your enemies – is the most challenging of Jesus commands. 
In the United States, Sister Helen Prejean, the author of Dead Man Walking, came from a well-to-do background to take holy orders. She was expecting to lead a life of quiet contemplation but experienced a spiritual awakening that made her realise that she needed to translate her faith into action. She was led to work with residents of the St Thomas’ housing project in New Orleans and worked alongside people who were struggling in poverty. This then led her into contact with Patrick, a condemned prisoner on death row and the subject of her book. She began supporting the families of condemned prisoners and, ultimately, she campaigned against capital punishment (a campaign she continues today). None of this came without personal cost and took her into situations she would naturally have avoided.
This was a far cry from the life she was expecting – or was it? Sister Helen’s faith and confidence in her Lord enabled her to look outwards to those in need.
There are many other examples of people who have stepped out in faith and confidence in God to help others. A prison chaplain with an interest in labyrinths for prayer, reflection and well-being, realised that they could be used to help long-term prisoners cope with the stresses of confinement. This led to the provision of labyrinths in exercise yards and finger labyrinths in cells, for the benefit of all prisoners, not just those who attended the chapel. This chaplain had the boldness and confidence to think ‘outside the box’ in order to help others in new ways.
Both Sister Helen Prejean and the prison chaplain have self-sacrificially lived out the commands in our reading from Hebrews, to ‘show hospitality’ and ‘remember prisoners, as though you were there in prison with them’. As we learn more about having confidence in God, our helper, and Jesus, the same yesterday, today and forever, how can we be more adventurous in reaching out to others? What is God calling you to have the confidence to do?

Then comes two rules of thumb for tricky subjects: sex and money.
Marriage is to be respected and honoured by all, and nobody must try to break into that sexual union. The pagan world of the first century was every bit as sexually promiscuous as our present day and Christians are called today as they were then to stand out, to be deeply counter cultural in their sexual morality. Sex is not to be used as a plaything but a deep and rich and satisfying bond between two people. So don’t go degrading yourself and others  by indulging in it outside of its proper context. 

The same is true for money which first enslaves people and then laughs at them as it fails to provide the happiness it promised. Not that poverty brings happiness either and is to be avoided. But the love of money is a thing to be aware of. When you love something or someone you make sacrifices for them. When you find yourself making a sacrifice of something else in your life simply so that you can follow where money is beckoning you - regard that as a danger signal. It is not for nothing that Jesus said we have to make a choice. We serve either two masters – God or money. So many bad things are justified because of money. God or money? What’s it going to be?
And where will you find contentment? Being content should be a spiritual goal? How do you find contentment? The next verse explains: 
 Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have, because God has said,
“Never will I leave you;
    never will I forsake you.”[a]
6 So we say with confidence,
“The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid.
    What can mere mortals do to me?”[b]

In this highly materialistic society that feeds off discontent – we want the next best thing, we are always comparing our lot with someone else’s, consumerism thrives on the feeling of discontent. If you are dominated by greed and covetousness, you will pay little attention to the needs of others, the will of God or even your own spiritual health. 
The Christian is called to believe in the providential goodness of the Lord; that God will give to us what is good. The Lord is our helper. Contentment is the child of faith. It is a habit of the mind that constantly reminds ourselves of God’s care and provision for our needs. It doesn’t mean we do nothing or have no ambition. But that we place ourselves in the hands of God and trusts the Lord for the future. 
Believers know that the fear of what others may think can be as enslaving as the love of money. ‘I will not be afraid. What can mere mortals do to me?’

Strong networks of social care are valuable in sustaining community. If you want a comprehensive NHS, if you want a good state pension, if you want strong armed forces and a good education system – pay your taxes and play your part in making those strong networks of care. 
But the scripture calls for more. The heart of this stability is our relationship with God in Jesus. Secularism falls down on this. It says tolerance and diversity are good things, which as a Christian I would also agree. But they are not values most people are prepared to die for. Which is why our secular godless society is threatened by communities that have stronger bonds and identity living amongst it. If we are secure in our Christian identity we can be open to the others, to the stranger in or midst, because we know who we are, what values we have and who we trust in. 
The writer quotes Psalm 118:6, a strong affirmation of trust in the Lord’s readiness to defend with steadfast love. This goes deeper than the simple instruction not to depend on money. The writer expresses absolute trust and confidence in Jesus, who is unchanged, unchanging, unchangeable. He is eternally present with God, who is able to make us complete (v.21). 
Therefore, God’s people can watch over one another in love, untroubled by concerns about the hostility of others (Psalm 56:4,11), because, when God is present in Jesus, nothing can bring them to harm. 
This is expressed (vv.15- 16) as ‘sacrifice’. Hebrews is emphatic that the foundational sacrifice is that of Jesus (10:12), but his self-offering provides a model for Christian life. 
When you see it in Christian leaders, our other Christians in the church, it can be inspirational. It can inspire you to live life to the same values and trust.
We offer a double sacrifice of praise to God alongside care for others – the prophets remind us that praise without service is empty (Isaiah 1:12-17). Sacrifice is no longer restricted to a priestly group – all Christians are urged to live a sacrificial lifestyle because we can depend on our covenant relationship with God in Christ.
 
Last weekend there were a number of festivals. One of which was the Greenbelt Christian Arts Festival. One of the highlights of Greenbelt festival for many is the Sunday morning communion service. If you’ve never tried sharing communion with 10,000 other people in the middle of a field then you really should! For the communion gathering at the festival in 2024 Daoud Nassar from the Tent of Nations, just outside Bethlehem in the West Bank, was meant to be part of the worship in person, but it was too dangerous for him to leave their farm, so he and his community joined us via a live link. A year ago he was asked what he does when things seem hopeless – surrounded as his family farm is on all sides by illegal Israeli settlements. He said, “I go out and I plant a tree.” Daoud and his community still have enough hope to care for the place where God has placed them and to care for others.
How might we envisage planting seeds of hope in the soil of our faith, then work to make something good grow?
Shining at the heart of the Greenbelt festival village this year was a scale replica of the symbol of resistance and resilience that was the Gaza Lighthouse. The original tower was built from rubble by Gazan artist Shareef Sarhan as a testament of grief, memory and fierce creative resistance, and was destroyed in the aftermath of the 7 October 2023 attacks. We should give thanks for those who make themselves like living lighthouses, through faithful worship and loving care for others. 
The conflict in the Middle East is just one place where humanity struggles to reach its full potential to be human. Where there is no mutual love. But the potential for different peoples to live alongside one another here could be a story of hope for all the world – a place of hope, against all hope.
As a statement on the Greenbelt act of communion order of service puts it:
“We choose to orientate ourselves towards a future that is good. We choose to live into the best possible future, not the worst one. We choose to build hope with our bare hands – not because we have given up on God, but because we have grasped that our hands are God’s implements.”
Hope is in our hands! Lets have faith and trust that the Lord is our helper. Jesus the same yesterday, today and forever. 
 

Prayers of intercession
Lord Jesus, we thank you that you care about every aspect of our lives. You’re not just interested in the big, life-changing moments - everything is important to you no matter how small. So we come with confidence, knowing that you will not turn us away. We can ask for anything, pray about anything and you will listen, and you will care. Give us the courage to pray the big prayers…And help us not to be diffident about praying for the small things. And give us the confidence to acknowledge that, though our prayers may not be answered in the way we want, you are ultimately in control.
Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever…
So we are confident that you listen and you care.
 
Lord Jesus, we come with our big prayers for the world. We weep with you for those who are suffering from war and famine. We lift the people of Gaza to you, urgently praying for an end to hostilities. We pray for the Israeli hostages longing for home and for those so anxious for their release. We pray that aid may be brought to those in desperate need. And we pray for Ukraine and Russia, and all who suffer from the consequences of war. We pray for those who are seeking to negotiate a ceasefire. We pray for the leaders of the nations, asking that you will give them wisdom to speak out to bring an end to war wherever it is fought.
Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever…
So we are confident that you listen and you care.
 
Lord, you call us to show hospitality to strangers, so we pray for refugees, asylum seekers and all those who travel to our nations from elsewhere. We pray that migrants will be made welcome and shown compassion rather than being greeted with hostility and suspicion. Give us the courage to see others as you see them and to serve them as if we are serving you.
We remember all those who are in prison. We remember, too, their families, who live with the sadness of being separated from them for long periods of time. We thank you for prison visitors and those who support the lonely and troubled. And we pray for all victims of crime who are often forgotten about…
Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever…
So we are confident that you listen and you care.
 
Lord, after a long summer holiday, many of our children are preparing to return to school this week. We pray for those who are excited to be in new classes and those who are nervous about starting new schools. We remember that many will be very anxious, especially those who feel unable to attend school. Be close to each child, we pray, may they know your presence with them as they enter the classroom or do their lessons at home. We also pray for teachers. Give them patience, wisdom and clear heads as they go back to their classrooms this week.
And we pray for parents who may feel lonely when their children start school for the first time or whose young adults are preparing for university. Give us eyes to see those in our communities who may need some extra support over the coming days and make us quick to help.
Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever…
So we are confident that you listen and you care.
 
Lord we pray for our communities. We think of the businesses, the surgeries, schools and shops - everyone who lives and works around us. We focus our minds on one particular place… We pray for all who work there, help us to find ways of bringing your love to that place.
We pray for our neighbours and friends, the housebound and the lonely. Show us how we, as a church, can make a difference in our community. And we pray for ourselves as a congregation. Fill us with your Spirit in this place that we may go from here renewed and refreshed having met with, and been challenged by, you.
Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever…
So we are confident that you listen and you care.
 
Finally, we lift ourselves to you. Lord, you know where we are joyful and you know where we have deep sadness and worry. In the stillness, we tell you our deepest needs. Help us not to be afraid to pray but to open our souls to you because you are a God of compassion. Lead us forward into the week ahead knowing that you go before us. Help us to listen to you and be people of compassion wherever you send us.
Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever…
So we are confident that you listen and you care. Send us out, lead us on, into your world, as listening and caring people.
Amen.
A prayer for all ages together
Stand in a circle looking inwards
Lord, help us to keep you at the centre of our prayers,
our worship and our lives.
Turn to face outwards
Lord, help us to trust you enough to look out for others.
Amen.
A sending out prayer
We have worshipped you here today, Lord.
Ask the congregation to face or look towards the door.
Now we go out, with hope and confidence, to love and to serve.
Help us to worship you out there, just as we do here.
Amen.

