Christ Church, 4 May 2025

Call to Worship (psalm 30)

Sing praises to our Lord: who heals us and makes us whole.

Sing praises to our Lord, faithful children of God: whose joy rises in our lives each and every day.
Sing praises to our Lord, faithful children of God; give thanks to God's holy name:

God's Kingdom is near to us; God's peace resides in our hearts. Let us praise the Lord!

Hymn  Worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness R&S 187
Children’s time

Offering

Jesus comes and provides abundance.

Jesus comes and feeds everyone. He cooks breakfast and satisfies hunger.

Through our gifts and our service, help us to feed the hungry in mind, body and spirit. Help us to be
generous and provide abundance, so that there is more than enough for everyone.

God, receive these gifts by your grace. Multiply and use them through the power of the Holy Spirit
to accomplish Christ’s work of love in the world. Amen.

Hymn Jesus calls us R&S 355

Children leave for Sunday Club

Opening Prayers URC Prayer Handbook p35
Bible Reading: John 21:1-19

Our reflections on scripture today come in two parts, though they are both related to people
being called to follow Jesus, and having to change considerably to truly follow Jesus.
Firstly, we look at our reading from John’s gospel which follows on from last week when the
resurrected Jesus appeared to the disciples in the locked room. Now he appears to them by
the Sea of Tiberias. Seven of the twelve disciples are there including those we know to be
fishermen — Simon Peter and the sons of Zebedee. The group of disciples went out to fish
but caught nothing. Then Jesus appears on the beach, and says to them, ‘you haven't
caught anything, have you?’ They reply that they haven’t. Jesus tells them to put the nets
out again, on the right side. They do and suddenly have so many fish that the net was full,
and they had trouble hauling it to shore. In this miracle of abundance, Peter recognises
Jesus, for this is not the first time Jesus has performed this miracle. A similar event
happens in Luke chapter 5 near the start of Jesus’ ministry.

While the disciples are getting the boat ashore, Jesus has already built a fire and is cooking
fish and bread. They all now recognise Jesus and sit down to eat. After breakfast, Jesus
starts questioning Peter. In a mirror of the three times that Peter denied knowing Jesus,
Jesus asks him three times if he loves him. In this exchange, the Greek uses two different
words for ‘love’. Jesus asks using ‘agape’, selfless, unconditional love, the love of God for
humanity, while Peter responds with ‘phileo’, brotherly love, of a close friend. This kind of

love is more emotional, less committed, more like the love between siblings (not that I'm
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saying love for a brother or sister can’t be committed and strong). Agape is a commitment
to the well-being of others, even if it's difficult or unpleasant; it is the kind of love that gives
life for someone else, so even in his emphatic response, Peter is falling short of what Jesus
wants of him. Though Peter will eventually give his life for Jesus, as alluded to in verse 19.
And Peter has changed in a matter of days, from his remorse at denying Jesus, to asserting
again and again that he loves Jesus. After each time that Simon Peter says that he loves
him, Jesus asks him to prove that love by doing something:

Feed my lambs; tend my sheep; feed my sheep. And finally, follow me.

It is not enough to say you love Jesus, it must be shown through practical actions. Jesus
demands agape, a commitment to the well-being of others. Now that Jesus won’t be with
them anymore, he wants Peter to carry on his work of caring for others and above all
feeding others. He tells Peter twice to feed the sheep, which we know is the metaphor
Jesus uses for the people he serves. I'm not putting down the power of prayer, and
sometimes situations are so big that all we can do is put things into God’s hands in prayer,
but Jesus does not tell Peter to pray, or to set up a church with myriad rules and

regulations, he tells him to feed the sheep.

Hymn The love of God comes close R&S 107

Prayers of approach, confession and grace

O Most High, we bring You our praises for all that is good in our lives,
for the change in the seasons, refreshing showers and sun-filled days,
new life around us in the flowers and trees and in our lives —

where Your love banishes the chill of death,

saving us from loneliness, despair, and degradation.

O Risen Lord, You call us again and again to turn our lives around and
follow You, sometimes we pretend not to hear You,

sometimes we wait for blinding visions before following,

and sometimes we just go our own way.

Forgive us, Good Lord, and give us time and courage to change;

to hear You afresh, to follow, and to turn our lives around.

O Healing Spirit, You are at work deep within us, bringing about change,
refreshing tired lives and opening jaded eyes.

Remind us, again and again, of Your presence, driving us to love and serve,
helping us to see our world and our neighbours as You do

and ever making us holy and whole, Amen.

God is loving. God is steadfast. God’s love is secure.

So, accept the loving, steadfast, secure forgiveness offered to you,

forgive those who have wounded you, and have the courage to forgive yourselves;

that you may be examples of God’s steadfast and secure love to those around you. Amen.
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Bible Reading: Acts 9:1-20

Now we turn to the story of Saul and his dramatic conversion on the road to Damascus to
become Paul one of the early church’s greatest leaders and theologians. This dangerous
zealot who had persecuted the Christians even to the point of having them put to death,
became the church’s most famous early missionary and theologian founding churches all
over the Mediterranean and his writings have informed, and puzzled people ever since.
From Paul we get several books in the New Testament, letters he wrote to churches he had
founded giving them advice and resolving disputes — Romans, Corinthians, and Galatians,
amongst others, that provide much of the theology and doctrine for modern Christianity.
Fourteen books of the New Testament are thought to have been written by Paul.

Saul’s zeal in opposing the early Church reads like a modern-day fundamentalist railing
against decadent Western culture, only too happy to kill to achieve his goals. Imagine if
such a fundamentalist turned in his tracks, had an encounter with God that so changed him
that not only his own future - but the world’s - was changed. Paul’s conversion here is as life
changing and significant. Perhaps the most dramatic and complete story of conversion
we’ve ever heard. The account of his conversion has resonances with that of

God’s calling of Moses with the drama of a burning bush, or Ezekiel responding to God by
seeing visions and falling to the ground. Like Moses before him Saul does not recognise
God when he is spoken to. It is only in the crisis of being blind for three days and then being
healed through the power of Jesus Christ that Saul comes to recognise Jesus as the
Messiah and chooses to follow him. In our earlier story, Peter was already a disciple of
Jesus. He believed, but he needed to change his ways and do more. He needed to stop
denying Jesus and do what Jesus told him to do.

Saul is not persuaded by words. He has a dramatic, physical experience, which makes him
realise there is something much bigger than him determining the way his life will be. Like
other reluctant prophets, he has to be forced to take the right path, he has to be struck
down and then have his eyes dramatically open to the reality of following Jesus.

Most of us will be like Peter, plodding along, saying we love Jesus, but not really doing
much to prove it, or perhaps even denying Jesus. Very few of us will have the life-changing
experience of Saul, but that doesn’t mean we don’t need to constantly be changing and
trying to do better.

Discipleship is an ongoing change of direction in life; a movement always turning towards

the light and away from darkness. An ever-conscious effort to see the error of our ways and
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do more. To feed the sheep as Peter is commanded to do and proclaim Jesus as Paul
starts to do.

Some of Paul’s later attitudes are ones many of us would recoil from now, especially his
views on women and homosexuality; even with a dramatic conversion experience Paul
seems, at times, torn between seeing women as co-workers and church leaders and telling
them to be silent in church. Paul proclaimed social equality yet returned a slave to his
master. He was of course a man of his time and society, but he needed, just as we do, to
turn back again and again, to the blinding light of God’s presence and the total
inclusiveness of God'’s love that does not discriminate the way humans do.

It is often the crises in life which shake us up and give us the opportunity to turn our lives
around. It is often a bereavement or life-threatening iliness that makes us realise how
precious life is and encourages us to live every moment to the full. Saul could have rejected
the vision and sunk into greater depths of hatred; instead, he turned around choosing a
path of dangerous discipleship — a path that led eventually to his death. Peter first denied
Jesus and was remorseful and repentant. Having denied Jesus three times, he later tells
the risen Christ how much he loves him three times. The final words of the reading from
John are Jesus saying, ‘follow me’. And we know that Peter does follow. He goes on the
found the church and tradition sees him as the first bishop of Rome, in other words the first
Pope. And like Jesus, Peter died by crucifixion. He ultimately gave his life for his faith, for
following Jesus.

Whilst such dramatic conversion experiences such as Saul’s are rare, there is much in our
own lives that we need to continually turn away from — ignorant prejudice of others,
following the crowd, rather than standing up for the rights of the marginalised, being like the
scribes and Pharisees that Jesus railed against who thought following the rules was more
important than the commandment to love all, regardless of background or lifestyle, illness or
disability; turning a blind eye to injustices, getting stuck in our ways and not being open to
new possibilities and ways of doing things. Rather than needing to be struck down like Saul,
let us follow Peter’'s example — ‘Do you love me?’ Then feed my people, tend my flock, and

again feed my sheep. “Follow me.”

Hymn Will you come and follow me R&S 558
Lord’s Supper
We remember, as we do at every communion service, the gift of the life and death of God’s Son, our

Lord Jesus Christ. Come to this table, you who are beloved in Christ. Come, not because you must,
but because you may.
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The Lord be with you. And also with you.
Lift up your hearts. We lift them to the Lord.
Let us give thanks to the Lord our God. It is right to give our thanks and praise.

Eternal God, before the ages began you formed the heavens and the earth,

the moon and the stars proclaim your glory, and all that was created sings your praise.

You make humanity in your own image, intending us to glorify and enjoy you forever.

Again and again, we turn away from your love,

despite the guidance of your Law and the warnings of your prophets.

In the fullness of time, you emptied yourself of all but love and dwelt with us.

O Jesus, our Saviour, you proclaimed good news to the poor, freedom for prisoners,

sight for the blind and liberation for the oppressed, but we preferred to turn away from freedom
choosing earthly powers over your Kingdom and nailed you to the Cross.

Yet you defeated the powers of death and evil and revealed a new life for all who follow you.
And your Son Jesus Christ was raised from death and lives with you forever.

You give us your Holy Spirit, to teach and to strengthen us,

to remind us of Jesus and to make us one in him.

For all these gifts we thank you, and join with all your people

on earth and in heaven, in joyful praise, saying:

Holy, holy, holy Lord, God of power and might,

heaven and earth are full of your glory.

Hosanna in the highest.

Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.

Hosanna in the highest.

This is the mystery of faith:
Christ has died

Christ is risen

Christ will come again.

Lord God, send your Holy Spirit upon this bread and wine, and upon your people,
that Christ may be with us, and we may be ready to live for you
and do what you ask of us, today and every day to come. Amen

On the night when he was betrayed, Jesus took bread and when he had given thanks, he broke it
and said, this is my body which is broken for you. Do this is remembrance of me. In the same way
he took the cup after supper saying, this cup is the new covenant in my blood, Do this as often as
you drink it, in remembrance of me. For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you
proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.

Sharing of bread and wine

Prayer after communion

Most gracious God, we thank you for what you have given us.

You have fed us with the bread of life and renewed us for your service.
Now we give ourselves to you, and ask that our daily living

may be part of the life of your kingdom, and that our love may be your love
reaching out into the life of the world, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen

Prayers of Intercession

Holy God, we give thanks for those who have changed their ways:

Simon Peter who changed from fear and denial to faithful follower and rock of your church,

Saul who was changed by the blinding light of Your presence, to faithful follower and missionary,
All those who took a stand against slavery bringing about its end.

Those who stood firm and opposed the Nazis.

Oscar Romero the priest who turned away from the rich to serve the poor and protest injustice
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And Pope Francis who took a vow of poverty and lived a life of humble service. Grant that the new
pope may be your humble servant, open to change and being changed.
Lord in your mercy...hear our prayer.

We offer to you, Lord Jesus, the places in our world which need to change:

Nations beset by military regimes, corruption, and dictators; places where war and terror rule,
and people live in fear; countries and territories with insecure borders, where peace treaties are
ignored and children are bombed.

We pray for those left behind by business and capital, where global supply chains impoverish the
poor; and people are living in fear that their very existence is hated by newly empowered elites.
Lord, in your mercy, hear our prayer.

Risen Lord Jesus, we pray for those forced by situations outside their control to take drastic action
- those on the move in search of safety, for those learning to live in exile, for those trafficked into
modern forms of slavery, for the homeless and those whose homes have been destroyed by war or
climate change, and for all held captive by those who seek only profit.

We pray also for all those forced to move due to climate change, for those experiencing drought,
heatwaves and fires; for those experiencing storms, floods and power cuts.

Lord in your mercy...hear our prayer.

Most Holy Spirit, we bring before you those known to us in any kind of need — the sick, those who
care for them, the dying and those who mourn.... Silence

We hold them in Your great love and pray they feel the comfort of Your presence.

Lord in your mercy...hear our prayer.

And we bring ourselves to You, Most Holy One, that we may be changed as we hear Your call;

set us free from all that drags us down, give us the courage to say “no” to powers and patterns that
entrap us, help us distinguish Your call from the clamouring voices of our world, all that is fake and
untrue. Lord, in your mercy, hear our prayer

Eternal Trinity of Love, hear the prayers we bring before you, as we pray as Jesus taught
saying...Our Father.

Hymn Take my life, and let it be R&S 371 omit v4

Blessing

May the One who stopped Saul in his tracks and turned his life around;

the One who commissioned Peter and Paul to be his evangelists and prophets;

and the One who inspired Peter and Paul to follow and take up their cross

stop you in your tracks and turn you around, commission you to share the good news
of the coming Kingdom and give you the grace to faithfully follow.

And the blessing of God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, be with you all evermore, Amen.
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