Sunday 14th February

Service transcript

Welcome and Introduction
A very warm welcome to you from wherever and whenever you are tuning in. We are delighted to invite you to share in worshipping with us as we rejoice in, and reflect on, God’s love for each and every one of us and the love we have for each other. 

I am Mark Poole, the curate serving alongside our Rector Nick Bird here in the communities of Dunnington, Holtby, Warthill and Stockton on the Forest, united as the benefice of Rural east York.

We shall be hearing a familiar passage from the New Testament about love as we worship together. We are delighted that Andy Hagon will be sharing his reflections on this scripture. Andy is on placement with us as he trains for ordination studying at St Hild College, and we warmly welcome him and all that he has to share.

This is the day that the Lord has made! Let us rejoice and be glad in it!

We come from scattered lives near and far, as God’s people, to meet with God our Father. May we recognise his presence with us, worship him with thankful hearts and serve him in peace and love. Amen. 
Amazing Grace
Amazing grace, how sweet the sound
That saved a wretch like me
I once was lost, but now I am found
Was blind, but now I see

'Twas grace that taught my heart to fear
And grace my fears relieved
How precious did that grace appear
The hour I first believed

Through many dangers, toils and snares
I have already come
'Twas grace has brought me safe thus far
And grace will lead me home

The Lord has promised good to me

his word my hope secured

he will my shield and portion be

as long as I endure

When we've been there ten thousand years
Bright, shining as the sun
We've no less days to sing God's praise
Than when we first begun

If, Lord, Thy love is strong
 - St Teresa of Avila
If, Lord, Thy love for me is strong

As this which binds me unto thee,

What holds me from thee Lord so long,

What holds thee Lord so long from me?

O soul, what then desirest thou?

Lord I would see thee, who thus choose thee.
 
What fears can yet assail thee now?

All that I fear is but lose thee.

Love’s whole possession I entreat,

Lord make my soul thine own abode,

And I will build a nest so sweet

It may not be too poor for God.
 
A soul in God hidden from sin,

What more desires for thee remain,

Save but to love again,

And all on flame with love within,

Love on, and turn to love again.

Bible reading
Our bible reading comes from 1 Corinthians 13. When reading the middle section read, where the word 'love' appears in bold type, we invite you to insert your own name.
If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. If I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing.
Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. Love does not insist on its own way; love is not irritable or resentful; love does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.

Love never ends. But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; as for tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an end. For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part; but when the complete comes, the partial will come to an end. And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.

Homily – Andy Hagon
Essential, Effective, Eternal
If I said it’s ‘essential, effective, and eternal,’ what word do you think I was talking about? Well done if you guessed love! And of course it’s Valentine’s Day, so happy Valentine’s Day everyone! I remember my brother sending my mother a Valentine’s Day card when he was a boy which said on it, ‘you have been like a mother to me’. Oh how we still laugh about it 40 years later……..Anyway, this very famous chapter from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians is a sort of Valentine’s card. He is challenging them about their understanding of love, the most Jesus-like characteristic we can imagine. In chapter 13 he’s saying that love is primarily not a feeling, but an action, it’s behaviour, it’s a state of being. And to reduce this chapter to two words, Paul was commanding the Corinthians to: practice love, practice love. 

But why? Well, because they weren’t. In the opening 3 verses Paul cleverly tells us that, what they were doing, was leading to problems, and so needed correcting, with love. He begins by saying how Essential love is, how Essential love is. He says nothing else really matters, not being right, or honoured, or powerful, or successful. Unfortunately, the gifts the Corinthians had been given by God, weren’t being used by them to build up the Church, they were being used to build up themselves. 

When you agree to do a sermon for the first time at new church, I think it could be easy to think like some of the Corinthians – I’m going to wow the congregation, the Vicar will be amazed at my knowledge of the New Testament, I’ll look great using big theological words, and everyone will think I’m blessed by God! But this is exactly what Paul is talking about. This is not preaching in love for others, it’s self-interest. So Paul says that you can do whatever you like in Jesus name but if it is not done in love for others, then it’s a waste of time doing it. 

Mmmmmmm. But is it a waste of time, Paul? Surely it will still help people, even though it’s not done in love? I think Paul’s point here is that God’s isn’t looking at the activity, the busy ‘doing’ stuff that we are all preoccupied with, God is looking at the ‘being’, what the person is actually like.

In the second part of this Chapter, verses 4-7, Paul is telling us that love is Effective, love is Effective. He’s clearly telling the Corinthians, and us, what love is, naming specific actions, and what love isn’t. I asked Reverend Nick if, whoever read the Bible reading, could leave a space so we could put our names in, instead of the word love – now how did you feel doing that? To be honest, it made me feel a bit inadequate. ‘Andy is patient’ – if my family had heard me say that they’d be in stitches. And so we need to be speaking the truth to ourselves, in love, not just to others. 

In fact, when Trump lost, I wonder if you were like me and thought ‘good - he deserved it’, or you might even have pitied him. Both however, are not the right responses to his predicament according to Paul. I’m not a fan of Trump but God loves him. In fact, Andy, you know that person you would rather not talk to at work, and they know it, and they know you’re a Christian, I wonder what sort of God they think you worship……….. and I can hear that little voice inside saying - You know God, Andy, that God that loves you, well He also loves that person too, as much as you, the one you don’t really want to engage with. 
One thing that really struck me from preparing this sermon, and maybe a reason the Holy Spirit changed the Reverend Nick’s mind about which reading to do, was the reminder that everyone I come into contact with, is loved by God. Everyone. So that means using my gifts to help others. It doesn’t mean, however, becoming a doormat though, trying to take too much on and please everyone. It means talking to God about what he wants me to do.

But verses 4-7 are a tough ask, aren’t they. Society has moved from WE to I, and is actually telling us that if we want to get on in life, then ‘I’ need to boast, step on people, make people look bad, get my own back, and lie. This is why this passage speaks to us now, and is very counter cultural. We need to probe what love means more deeply, and in many ways this is the most difficult thing for us to do. 

But still, Paul is telling the Corinthians, and us, to treat others as God treats us. But how do we love with the love Paul describes? Now remember God’s love for us in the death and resurrection of Jesus, well, we need to try to live in the presence of that love, with other believers, so that we can be transformed with the help of the Holy Spirit. And we need God’s help. Love isn’t a character trait that we can perfect.
Paul also makes it clear in verse 7 that love isn’t always about believing the best about everything and everyone. Christians do no one a favour if they remain pleasant but fail to communicate important truths which others neglect. Jesus was all-loving, but he could clear the temple and shut the Pharisees up just like that. So kindness, for example, is both intelligent and tough. Love therefore, is also active, tough, and resilient. But all the truth in the world, when not transmitted in a spirit of sensitivity and compassion, is likely to fall on deaf ears. 

Finally, in verses 8-12 Paul says that Love is Eternal, Love is Eternal. It’s not going to end and so is the most important thing. Not that the Corinthians' gifts, or ours, aren’t important – they will help us in the present to build up our community. But they do have an out of date code, which love never will have. 
Now as a teacher, no sermon would be complete without some homework. So let me challenge you all. First, pick one thing that Paul says love is, in verses 4 to7. Then, find ways in which we see this quality in Jesus himself. Next, look for ways in which we see it (or more likely, don’t see it) in ourselves. Finally, look for ways in which, if we were like that, it would work out in our lives. Such an exercise should always be done in prayer, where we ask for grace to envisage situations where we could behave differently, trying to imagine what doing that would feel like, what steps we would have to take to make it happen, to avoid lapsing back into our normal behaviour. 
Paul sees a life of joy, delight, and above all of love. This life is within reach of each one of us; because it is the life of Jesus, the life inspired by the Spirit. We should maintain a realistic optimism about our potential, with the Holy Spirit’s help, to love our neighbours and create good in our world. We can cautiously hope, pray, and work for the implementing of God’s standards in society, realising that sometimes we will fail and other times we will succeed. But know this, that God is at work in history, through fallen human beings and governments, with his sleeves rolled up!
Intercessions 

O Lord our God, you created us out of love; you redeemed us by your love; and you sustain us with your love.   Let the glory of your love be seen in us that we may reflect your presence and show forth that love.

And so, together let us open our hearts to God’s love and mercy.

Dear Lord, at this difficult time, living through a serious pandemic, there are so many different needs. You have promised that you will be with us always and so we ask that you to enter the lives of all those who are mourning the loss of a loved one; those who are nursing the sick; those feeling the heartache of separation; those struggling with loneliness sometimes resulting in recurring fear, despair and anxiety about the future, especially those in care homes. We give thanks for all doctors, nurses and volunteers distributing the vaccine. In your love draw close to each one when they feel weary, or discouraged.  

Lord, your very nature is love. As we accept your love and forgiveness, may our understanding of such love broaden our love for others  who we are privileged to serve. 

God of love and mercy
hear our prayer.
Almighty God, amidst the conflicting needs and agendas in the world, including the worldwide pandemic, we are aware of our inability to influence any world outcomes, but we can pray that in your love and mercy you will grant all leaders wisdom, integrity,   insight and sensitivity as they examine their motives and actions, and consider the outcomes and consequences.  By your spirit visit those areas of unrest, defiance and anger, that behaviour may be changed to serving the common good.

God of love and mercy
hear our prayer.
Lord we give thanks for our villages  and for the opportunity to walk in the surrounding country lanes where we can witness your faithfulness of seasons and beauty. We give thanks too for our families, friends and neighbours and the support they give us. Strengthen the cords that bind us together. This Valentine’s Day, bless all who are celebrating the love they feel and the commitments they have made. May we grasp every opportunity to serve one another. Bless all our families, and  though apart, deepen the bonds of love between us.

God of love and mercy
hear our prayer.
We pray for all the churches in the Benefice. May we each have a new insight into what ‘being church’ means and all the different ways we can feel connected as one family. Bless the clergy and those who prepare and produce the on line services each Sunday. We thank you for their meaningful ministry. May we use this to grow in your grace and love.

God of love and mercy
hear our prayer.
Lord, in your enfolding love, we bring those who are sick or bereaved into the depth of that love, each of us taking a moment now to pray for those on our hearts at this time. May they know that your grace is sufficient for them. Bring your peace, comfort and strength to each one.

God of love and mercy
hear our prayer.
As we face the week ahead let us remind ourselves what Jesus said: “As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you. If you keep my commandments you will remain in my love.”
Amen.
THE LORD’S PRAYER 
Lord Jesus, remember us in your Kingdom
and teach us to pray:
Our Father in heaven,
hallowed be your name,
your kingdom come,
your will be done,
on earth as in heaven.
Give us today our daily bread.
Forgive us our sins
as we forgive those
   who sin against us.
Lead us not into temptation
but deliver us from evil.
For the kingdom, the power,
   and the glory are yours
now and for ever. Amen. 
Blessing
The love of the Lord Jesus draw you to himself,

The power of the Lord Jesus strengthen you in his service,

The joy of the Lord Jesus fill your hearts

And the blessing of God Almighty, 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit, 

be with us all, and all those whom we love and pray for, 

this day and for evermore. Amen.
Go into the world to walk in God’s light, 

to rejoice in God’s love and to reflect God’s glory. Alleluia!

Come down, O Love divine
Come down, O Love divine!
seek out this soul of mine
and visit it with thine own ardour glowing;
O Comforter, draw near,
within my heart appear,
and kindle it, thy holy flame bestowing.

O let it freely burn
till earthly passions turn
to dust and ashes in its heat consuming;
and let thy glorious light
shine ever on my sight,
and clothe me round, the while my path illuming.

Let holy charity
my outward vesture be,
and lowliness become mine inner clothing;
true lowliness of heart
which takes the humbler part,
and o'er its own shortcomings weeps with loathing.

And so the yearning strong
with which the soul will long
shall far surpass the power of human telling;
for none can guess its grace
till we become the place
in which the Holy Spirit makes his dwelling.
