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Sunday Before the Nativity of the Saviour 2007

God Incarnate, God present in our midst, the centre of our Faith, is experienced as history. Both Christmas and the Divine Liturgy become life-transforming realities as we live their historical dimension. Both Bethlehem and the Last Supper are closely related to Israel’s Exodus from Egypt. Soon after his birth, Jesus with Mary and Joseph flee into Egypt, and the Gospel comments with a Biblical quotation, ‘Out of Egypt have I called my Son.’ The Son is both the people of Israel, to whom the text applies in the first place, and to the Incarnate Son of God equally, whose first journey was into and out of Egypt. And the Last Supper, which every Divine Liturgy makes present in our lives, is a Passover meal, Jesus identifying himself with the Passover Lamb, sacrificed on the night before the Exodus from Egypt, whose blood protected the Israelites during their expulsion from Egypt and the slow journey through Sinai to the Promised Land.

What does this mean for us, in very down to earth terms, as we live in the twenty-first century? It means that we cannot experience the redemption of our lives by the Incarnate God if we are not first of all conscious of the Egyptian nature of our lives – not the Egypt of today, not the Egypt of the Desert Fathers and Mothers, but the Egypt of Pharaoh in its twenty-first century shape, the secular society which smothers our spiritual freedom, our spiritual life, holds us enslaved by its own standards, its own ethos, its own beliefs, its own agenda. One of us rightly remarked a few days ago, ‘The world we live in is in contradiction with liturgical life, makes liturgical life extremely difficult.’ This hits the nail on the head. The acute tension between the secular environment and the liturgical world is what Jesus came to deal with, both at Bethlehem and at the Last Supper and his Passion and Resurrection.  Protected by the Blood of the Lamb, we can escape from the Egypt of secularism: this escape is the purpose of our life. We cannot get into the Promised Land without bidding Egypt farewell.

How can we do that? How shall we do that? Not by dropping out, but by letting our daily life be transformed by the limitless power of the Divine Liturgy. Dropping out does nothing to change the impact of secularism on our lives, because the problem is not primarily in our circumstances, but in our heart. Once our heart opens up to Christ, we will not cringe at making the necessary changes in our life to overcome secularism. These are the first two steps: open up to Christ, what the Evangelicals call receiving Christ into our heart, not by saying a little formula, but by establishing, and re-establishing on a daily basis, a living connection with the person of the Saviour. The more obvious way of doing that is to use on a daily basis  prayers said from the heart. Not coldly as a duty to be performed, but sincerely and with warmth of heart. In itself, this is difficult to keep up, and that is the reason why infrequent confession is a sure way of remaining rooted in a secular atmosphere. We must have a reflex action as soon as we become aware that our heart is getting cold again. If we become able to come to Communion weekly with an absent-minded attitude and an indifferent heart, we are in deep trouble. If we can treat Christ sacrificed for us in a cavalier and indifferent way, we are training ourselves in indifference towards God, and therefore insensitivity to sin, and a great sickness of the spirit. Nobody can afford to think, ‘my heart is dead and I don’t care.’ As soon as we care, we do something about it. We do not commit crimes, and we are to think that, at some stage beyond death, the Lord will manage to transfigure us in spite of our spiritual laziness on earth. However, this is a dangerous way of living, and a deeply ungrateful one. The Saviour is the healer of souls and so is his Mother. Neither of them can do anything to help us unless we are motivated to get out of spiritual death.

There are other aspects to this I shall briefly develop at the other two Liturgies of Christmas, tomorrow and Tuesday. They are friendship and an awareness of persons. Without friendships we cannot relate to the Triune God. A closed heart sealed within its isolation misses out on God because it misses out on other people. Persons are not rivals or a disturbance, they are the only window unto reality. But for today let us remember this: the problem is inside my heart, not within society; the solution is also within my heart, because this is where the Kingdom of God is found. Amen.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Christmas Eve 2007

Human friendships are a necessity for a relationship with God. Not friendships based on self-interest or lust, but the opening of our selves to another person, to other people. David and Jonathan, Jesus and Mary-Magdalen are the great Biblical examples of human friendship freed from self-interest or sexual ulterior motive. They are the human reflection of the love of the Three Persons within the Trinity. God is eternally the total self-giving of each in openness to the other. This is eternal life. On the other hand, sin is a heart closed to the other, indifferent, suspicious or narcissic. This is the root of a poor relationship with God, and we frequently cannot see it because we have reflex associations of religion as purely a matter of religious rituals.

God revealed himself to Abraham in what could look like an anti-religious disclosure: flee idolatry. God revealed himself to Moses as the one whose heart bled for the enslaved people of Israel. God became Incarnate to liberate the entire human race from every delusion, from death, from estrangement. Sensitivity, not ritual, is the essence of religion. And yet ritual is no enemy of true faith, which is trust in the Other, accepting the love of the Other, God: those who cannot cope with expressing their feelings in symbolic ways are doomed to remain sealed within their ego. Affection, care, respect, all need symbolic expressions, or they die stifled. But the expression is the manifestation of a reality at the level of the heart.

The Gospel makes extreme demands on us in the realm of friendship: care deeply for the least human being, build up love even for enemies. These are extraordinary extensions of the simple ability to open to another in friendship. Before we aim at heroic friendship, let us crack ourselves open, and resolve once and for all never to be an oyster. The self-protection of the oyster produces a sterile environment, which prevents going down into the heart, where God is to be found. The Church Fathers and Mothers who said that there can be no salvation without getting hurt meant, not that we should be masochists – God forbid – but that only through the willingness to open ourselves to other people in their imperfection, with the hurt this inevitably causes, we cannot be open to God and his love, we cannot be cured of our hard shell. People grow spiritually through patient relationships. Rumi said that without patience there is no faith. Faith is trust in the midst of hurtful situations. Faith is patience which stretches us and pommels us like dough being kneaded so it can be bread for others. Christ makes himself bread to be eaten by us, and it shows us the way: unless we allow ourselves to be eaten by others, we will not find our true selves, and we will miss out on communion with Christ. Amen.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Christmas Day 2007

In his book on the icons of the Mother of God, Rowan Williams points out that the way the Child Christ clings to the neck of his Mother is the proper description of the way God loves us. We Christians are not asked to believe that there is a God, but to trust in the love expressed by the icon of the Mother and Child. We are not asked to perform religious duties as a distasteful obligation, but to enter into an abundance of life based on the certainty of being valued and loved in an extreme way. And what better way could there be to choose such a life, but to allow ourselves to be channels of that divine love to other people. Being channels of divine love does not mean twisting other people’s arms into attending church, but allowing our hearts to be kept permanently warm by the love of God.

We should add that eyes are essential to icons as they are to Christianity as they are to being human. Eye contact is deep personal contact. Eye contact is the revelation that we are not mere numbers, disposable individuals, meaningless episodes in the universe’s race to extinction. The way people catch the look in our eyes can be a life-saving experience.

The value of a person is independent of race, social class and any other differentiation. Once again, Rowan Williams recently pointed out that the contemporary equivalent to being a carpenter in Nazareth is being a car mechanic in a small place near Basra. God Incarnate. The truth of the Gospel needs to break down much instinctive false beliefs and disbeliefs residing in our hearts. May this Christmas be an eye-opener for each one of us. Amen.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Orthodox Family Camp

This year, between 31 August and 3 September, 8 Orthodox families, (35 people including children) met at Cefn Lea Park in Dolfor, Newtown, Mid-Wales for the first Orthodox Family Camp.

The purpose of this camp was to bring Orthodox families together for fellowship and support, as we felt a need within the Orthodox community in Britain for something more family orientated than conferences and youth camps.

The weekend was a great success, enjoyed by all participants. Everyone agreed that it would be wonderful for this to become an annual event. We all realized the importance of coming together for a weekend of common prayer, play, and sharing of parenting experiences within the Orthodox Church.

Given the success of this year’s camp, we have booked dates from 1-4 August at Cefn Lea for next year. We are also in discussion with the Fellowship of St John the Baptist, with the possibility that we may operate under their auspices in the future.

For further information contact Hugh and Imogen Maxfield (01373 474202) or visit the website: http://www.orthodoxfamilycamp.org.uk/
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
PARISH NEWS

13th August:  The second Young Children's Church Day was held at the home of Charles and Ann Hetherington in Donhead St. Mary.  Children came from our parish, from Bristol and from London, and the morning was spent learning about Moses.  The younger children made various items to be used for the play, which was performed in the afternoon. The day ended with Vespers.  Thanks to all who helped to make the day such a success, and special thanks to Charles and Ann for their hospitality.

Saturday, August 18th: The annual parish day out at Pilsdon took place. It was very well attended this year, and all there enjoyed the day despite the pouring rain. :Mother Sarah gave an excellent talk about St. John of Kronstadt.

Sunday, 26th August: The parish took part in the Greenbelt Christian Arts Festival, and we served Vespers on Sunday evening.  More than 100 people attended, and many spoke very appreciatively of our Orthodox worship. 

On Sunday 4th November, Metropolitan Kallistos presided at the Divine Liturgy at our Parish Feast, which was once again held at St. John's Bathwick church. Many thanks to Metropolitan Kallistos.

On Saturday, 10th November, Liza Holden married Daniel Beck in Chilcompton Parish Church.  To Liza and Daniel we wish Many Years!

At the Parish AGM in November, Ian Bates resigned as Church Warden, and Richard Penwell agreed to take on this role.  Many thanks to Ian for his faithful work over a number of years, and thanks go to Richard for taking on this position.  David Parsons is now a member of the Parish Council. .

Friday, 23rd November:  A Russian Evening was held at St. John's Bathwick to raise money for the Building Fund.  More than £500 was raised, and a number of parishioners and friends performed musical pieces composed by Russians.  We also had a delicious meal of Russian food.  Many thanks to Masha Brown who worked tirelessly to organise both the food and the music. 

On Sunday, 2nd December, Sofia Dales was born to Camelia and Jacob Dales. Sofia was baptised on Sunday 30th December.  Many years!

On Friday, 18th January, the parish held a Ceilidh at St. Matthews Church, which raised more than £800 for the Building Fund.  The Packhorse Band played, and more than 150 people came and danced. Many thanks to Peter and Barbara Phillips for their brilliant organisation of this event. 

DATES FOR THE DIARY:

Saturday, 1st March: The annual pilgrimage to Llanthony Abbey in the Black Mountains will take place.  A liturgy will be served for St. David's Day. 

Forgiveness Sunday: Sunday, 9th March.  For details of the services in the first week of Lent, please see the Parish Information Sheet or the Website. 

Pascha: This year Pascha (Easter) is on Sunday, 27th April.  For details of Holy Week services, please see the Parish Information Sheet or the Website http://www.bath-orthodox.org.uk/. The Paschal Mattins and Liturgy will be held at St. John's Bathwick on Saturday, 26th April, as will the meal on Sunday and Easter Vespers at 3pm.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Contacts :-

Fr Seraphim and Ann Johnson
15, Alexandra Road, Bath BA2 4PW

( 01225  317604

e-mail: sejohns@btinternet.com

Fr Yves and Elizabeth Dubois
48, Lyncombe Hill, Bath BA2 4PJ

( 01225  318338

e-mail: yves.dubois@btinternet.com

Mother Sarah
24, Alexandra Road, Bath BA2 4PW

( 01225  330651

e-mail: m.c.sarah@bath.ac.uk

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Data protection act: Our mailing list is stored on a computer. If you do not wish your details to be kept on a computer file, please let us know and they will be removed.

Changes of address: Please inform Ann Johnson (address above) if your details change.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

