Dear Reader,

The Gospel stories surrounding the birth of Jesus are not verbal photographs.  They do not describe the events with precise factual accuracy.  That is not their purpose.  They intend rather to convey the significance of what took place.  

For example, we do not know what actually happened when Mary discovered that she was pregnant.  All we have is the scene from St Luke's Gospel where the Angel Gabriel announces to her that she is to become the mother of the Son of God through the power of the Holy Spirit.  The passage has many layers and is rich in echo, allusion and symbol.  

Whatever may have happened, however, one phrase most surely rings true.  When Mary discovered her condition, she must have been terrified.  But, we are told:  "The angel said to her, 'Do not be afraid, Mary'”.  She will have needed that reassurance.  

Do not be afraid: those words recur in the Bible time and again. Indeed we hear them 365 times, as many times as there are days in the year.  So the consoling command to Mary needs to be heard as issued also to us, to be integrated into our lives and obeyed daily.  But that is not easy.  Fear can take many forms.  

We may be frightened of losing those we love and the loneliness that will follow, of professional failure, of poverty and sickness, of old age and death.  Those fears are more personal and immediate. We may be frightened by war and violence in society, or by the threat of Aids and avian flu, or by the consequences of global warming.  Fear can take so many forms.  Who would not be frightened?  Is the angel's command simply beyond us? We need to make a careful distinction.  

The angel did not say: "Do not feel afraid."  It is normal to feel fear.  Indeed, it has been the strategy of dictators through the ages to stir fear in people, to make them feel so frightened that they become paralysed by it  Then they control them.  Think of Hitler's  anti-Semitism, of Stalin's purges, and even this year of President Robert Mugabe's Operation Restore Order, a policy so devastating that it is known popularly as "Operation Tsunami" because of its speed and ferocity and the disruption it caused.  The angel, however, did not say "Do not feel afraid", but "Do not be afraid".  

I have suggested that Mary may well have been terrified when she became aware of her condition and her calling.  And as her story unfolds in the Gospels, she must have experienced fear on many occasions — for example, when the old man, Simeon, warned her about the sword that would pierce her soul; when she fled with her baby son into Egypt under threat from King Herod; when she spent three days searching for Him before finding Him in the Temple when He was only 12 years old; and then much later when He was crucified.  Mary knew fear, but she had also taken Gabriel's words to heart standing beside the cross, she was not afraid.  We must try to follow her example.  

We must take care not to be defined by our feelings.  At times of crisis it is natural to feel alarmed, to be worried, frightened.  Will that fear mould us and dominate us?  If it does, we will be cowards.  Or will we master it?  

There is no shame in feeling fear.  We sometimes confuse matters by calling brave people fearless, but someone who is truly without fear, who does not know what fear is, is incapable of courage.  Courage begin; by conquering fear.  It is not a feeling, but a decision made in spite of fear which gives our lives their character.  

When Mary's son was born the angel's words were repeated to some shepherds:  "Do not be afraid."  We may hear them as spoken also to us.  The Child brings us good news, and like the shepherds, however alarmed we may feel at first, there is no need to be afraid.  Let us ask instead to become instruments of the peace that Child proclaims.  

Happy Christmas.  Peace on earth to everyone of good will





   Father Michael

SILENT PRAYERS

Our 30 minute Silent Prayer sessions will commence again at 12.15pm on Friday 4th December.  This is an opportunity for us to come before the altar in the Chancel and to just “be” with God.    Come and go as you wish.

No Voices          No Service        Simply Silence

ORGAN AND OBOE CONCERT REVIEW

On Saturday 14th November, we were treated to a glorious concert of organ and oboe music. As the musicians took their places, the church suddenly went dark, except for the lights within the organ proper as the first piece boomed out in all of its glory. Such a treat for the senses, and a fine stage for our wonderful new organ.

Kate Adcock played the organ with skill and gusto. We were treated to familiar pieces such as Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring and the Entrance of the Queen of Sheba which combine both organ and oboe. Estevan Ellul was magnificent on the oboe. And the audience was delighted when Estevan announced that one piece required two oboes, and introduced his lovely daughter as his accompianist. There were several organ solos and several oboe solos for our pleasure.

At the interval, Kate invited the children in the audience up to examine the organ, while the adults enjoyed a glass of wine and nibbles in the church room.

It was a truly enjoyable event and attracted a good number of people outside of the congregation. We hope to do more of this on a fairly regular basis. Our sincere thanks to Kate and Estevan. Bravo!

And I sensed the presence of a very pleased John Clapp, in the best seat in the house.

Tess Boswood

THE CHRISTMAS TREE PARTY

Years ago the wife of the Squire who owned our village used to give a party for the village children a few days before Christmas.   This was the highlight of the year as far as the children were concerned and well before Christmas a child could be heard asking “does’t know when Christmas Tree is?   Thee must know by now”.   The Gloucestershire dialect was the form of speech of the majority of the children, despite being corrected in school.   My grandfather, while being the Headmaster of the Village School, was far more tolerant than his successor who came from Birmingham.

The Village Hall provided plenty of space and the party started with a variety of games always including a somewhat rowdy musical chairs and pass the parcel (with a certain amount of cheating) which was played with great excitement and anticipation as to what was in the parcel.

Then we would sit down for tea and after grace had been said, we partook of dainty sandwiches, jelly, mince pies, fairy cakes and squash.

The next excitement saw us all sitting on the floor to watch small, jerky black and white films of, among one or two others, Charlie Chaplin and Laurel and Hardy, with the Squire’s wife turning the handle with admirable speed.   The cheering for Charlie’s misadventures could be heard quite a way off and we all loved Laurel and Hardy.

Then came the real highlight of the party where Mrs. Wingfield stood by a large Christmas Tree in the corner of the room and, after his or her name was called, the child went up to receive a wrapped present.   I remember, to my shame, saying to my brother in accusing tones “you always get a bigger present than I do” and his prompt reply “well, I always give a very smart salute and you don’t curtsy properly”;  he well knew I hated having to curtsy.  At my age I didn’t appreciate that Mrs. Wingfield had spent a whole day at Hamleys in London choosing our presents.

Before going home there was one more delight.   Mrs. Wingfield produced a large tin of unwrapped fruit sweets which she scattered on the wooden floor and we all scrambled for them.   Thankfully no-one had heard of “health and safety” and I don’t believe there were any detrimental effects.  So maybe the old saying “eat a peck of dirt before you die” has some truth in it.

After a “thank-you” to Mrs. Wingfield with a hearty round of applause, we made ready for going home by the light of torches as the Squire didn’t approve of street lamps.   Still, this in no way detracted from the pleasure we had derived from the occasion.

I can only wonder what today’s children would make of such a party – I doubt it would be considered “cool” !!

                                                          Doreen Hunt

THE MEANING OF CHRISTINGLE

When the Children’s Society first introduced the Christingle Service into the Anglican Church it wanted to remain true to the spirit of the Service’s Moravian origin in 1747.

First, it was a service for children.  In this it was remarkably innovative.  Pastor John de Wattville devised it especially to highlight the message of Christmas to the young people of his congregation at Marienborn.   Bishop Simon-Barrington-Ward wrote that “The problem is that the whole Church today is too elderly.”   The nature of the Christingle as a children’s service is therefore particularly significant.

Second, the Christingle is actually a “sacramental” service.   The reception of the Christingle testifies in symbolic form to the living action of God the Holy Trinity.  The world and its fruits show the Father’s creative work.   The red, surrounding ribbon demonstrates the Son’s redemptive love.   The lighted candle represents the Light of the Spirit – possessed by Christ and passed on to this faithful followers (John 8.12).

But more than this, the Christingle evoked an inner response of the soul on the part of the reverent recipient:  in thankfulness for life, in gratitude for salvation, and in readiness for witness.   God has given the world for children to inherit and grow up in;  God has given his Son for children to trust and love;  God has given his Spirit for children to be strengthened and led by.   This is what the Christingle declares.

Thirdly, it seems beyond doubt that, from its earliest origins in the eighteenth century, this special children’s service included an opportunity for children to make a gift of their own towards the needs of other children.   This child-to-child aspect of the Christingle Service makes particularly appropriate its modern association with gifts for the work of the Children’s Society with children, young people and families in England and Wales.

Of course, the unforgettable factor about the Christingle Service must be the experience of WONDER.   As children look down at the lighted Christingle they hold, they show a truly spiritual response – of marvel at the richness and beauty of all that God has given to each one of us:  and of humility  at how God trusts us to hold his most treasured gifts in our own hands. 
A CAROL

On a cold winter’s night in a far off land

   The travellers made their way,

Their heads were low, their beast was tired

   And long their day.

The town was full, the costs were dear,

   His feet were sore, her time was near.

But a stable was found and at last they lay down

   In the sweet warm hay.

In the night, in the dark, by a lantern’s shine

   Our Lady’s Son was born,

No crib she had to lay him in

   But a manger worn.

Then Joseph eased her weary form

   And in his coat he wrapped her warm,

Then he held her hand and looked out at the land

   To await the dawn.

In a field by the town shepherds guarded the flock

   And watched the moon rise higher,

When the stars were dimmed by a flash of light

   And an angel’s fire.

“Fear not!” he said, “Good new I bring!

   He’s born tonight, Messiah King!”

And the heavens burst out with a joyful shout

   And an angel choir.

When the stars shone again in a darkened sky

   The shepherds went to see,

They roamed the town to seek their Lord

   God’s Son was he.

The King they found – a babe, asleep,

    A child like us, to laugh and weep,

And the young mother sighed him a lullaby

   So tenderly.

                                                     Naomi Collyer

RELOCATION OF OUR OLD PIPE ORGAN AT ST. JAMES, HANSLOPE

On Saturday, 24th October, Natacha and I had the opportunity to attend the Dedication and Opening Recital of our old pipe organ, reconfigured and renovated in its new home at St James the Great, Hanslope.

It is located in an organ gallery, which it fits perfectly, by reducing the overall width of the organ, but increasing its depth. It looks wonderful there! And the organ builders, F H Browne and Co., have done an excellent job.

The church itself is also very interesting – surprisingly large for a village, with exposed stone and beams inside, and a huge steeple outside – a bit similar to the church at Burford. 

We were made very welcome by Father Gary and everyone else that we met – another set of fund raisers, organists, organ builders etc! Bishop Andrew Burnham dedicated the organ, during which he explained about its heritage, and included a prayer for dear John Clapp.

This was followed by a very enjoyable Opening Recital, with 6 different organists, and 2 refreshment breaks! 

If you are passing anywhere near Hanslope, I do urge you to find time to pay a visit. Hanslope is midway between Milton Keynes and Northampton – not that far away from Headington.

Bruce Huggett
