Christ Church, 20 July 2025

Call to Worship

Come and worship! Be still and aware of God’s presence within and around you.
Come and worship! Be still and aware of Jesus’ presence within and around you.
Come and worship! Be still and aware of the Spirit's presence within and around you.
Come to praise God and listen to God’s word.

Hymn Be still for the presence of the Lord Red folder 9 David J. Evans

Offering

God loves us, and we each respond to God’s love in different ways.

We may offer our time, our skills, foodbank donations, or our money.

We may give to a local church or charity. How ever you give and respond to
God’s love, let us offer all these gifts to God in prayer.

Loving God, we bring these our gifts, in thanksgiving for all that you have
given us; asking that we may be servants of others and witnesses to your love.
In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen

Hymn Praise the Lord R&S 116

Opening Prayers

God, who plays with dust and whose breath gives life, we praise you for

your creativity and honesty, for your sincerity and kindness.

We praise you that you are just, righteous, and kind.

Jesus, our Saviour and friend, the one who set the table, washes feet, and

invites us to the meal that he has prepared, we are amazed that the one

who defeated the destructive power of sin and death, calls us to dine with

him as friends and find rest.

Holy Spirit, who reveals God’s Word, we thank You for forming our character

more and more into the likeness of Jesus, so that God'’s love is further revealed in our world.
Holy God, Parent, Son and Holy Spirit, we thank you for drawing close to us. Amen

A prayer based on today’s reading from Amos — URC Prayer Handbook p48...
God, sometimes we can forget that you are just, righteous and kind.

Sometimes we choose words that hurt people and divide neighbours.

We forget we carry your image and your breath.

We sometimes cling to our friend Jesus and try to form an exclusive clique

with people we find easy to get along with.

We forget the power of the Holy Spirit at work in us, in our churches and in our world.
We get too busy or look for distractions. We become afraid. God, we are sorry.
Help us to focus on your breath within us, to respond to the destructive

forces in our world with your creative nature and hospitable character.

Help us to be the ones inviting others to join us at Christ’s table.

Make us quick to make room. Help us to work with the Holy Spirit already at work
around us and through us. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

Hymn God of freedom, God of justice R&S 625 Shirley Erena Murray

Bible Readings: Amos 8:1-12
Luke 10:38-42

In the news this week there have been hints of a possible ‘wealth tax’ in the autumn
budget. The clue is in the name here — that’s a tax on wealth already accumulated, on the

rich and super-rich who can afford it. When a government minister was asked if the public
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should expect taxes to go up in the autumn, they said ministers would be guided by
“fairness”. Fairness is what the prophet Amos is on about. Our reading from Amos was a
warning. The people of Israel were experiencing a time of relative peace and prosperity,
yet instead of using that time to ensure everyone’s needs were met, the divide between
the wealthy and the poor was growing. Despite the peoples’ worship services, the worship
had gone cold. Their worship looked the part on the outside, but underneath, God could
see what was really going on. Through Amos, God charges the people with several
offences, but in today’s reading, God was particularly angry at the merchants for using
worship as an opportunity to cheat people, especially the poor and needy. The result —
despite their worship services and wealth there would be a famine of hearing God’s word.
Although the bellies of the wealthy might be full, because of their lack of compassion for
the poor, they will search for God’s word but not find it.

We live very much in a country of haves and have nots. The divide between rich and poor
is greater than it's ever been. Income inequality has risen, with a substantial portion of the
nation's income concentrated in the hands of the wealthiest individuals, while the poorest
face challenges in accessing basic necessities. Wealth inequality is even more
pronounced, with the richest households holding significantly more assets than the
poorest. According to the Office of National Statistics for the UK, the wealthiest 10% are
estimated to hold around half of all wealth, mostly in the form of private pensions and
property. Whilst on average wealth increases with age, factors such as gender, iliness or
disability, ethnicity and even sexuality can negatively impact wealth. In this area there are
huge differences between Rayleigh and surrounding towns and disctricts. We are fortunate
to live here in a mostly affluent area, but even across the area encompassed by the six
churches of the proposed Mission Partnership, there is a great difference in the living
circumstance of the people who live near the churches.

During political debates, politicians like to say that people should pull themselves up by
their own bootstraps, but we are reminded that the Bible encourages people to look out for
one another in community, rather than rely on this relatively modern self-reliance motto. As
Christians, we ought really to be lobbying our elected representatives to support taxes on
wealth. After years of austerity from one brand of government, the recent Spring statement
and subsequent announcements by another brand of government has left many groups
like the Joint Public Issues Team concerned that the policies being pursued will increase
the amount of people experiencing poverty by around a quarter of a million including
50,000 children. The URC is part of JPIT the organisation which aims to help the Churches

to work together for peace and justice through listening, learning, praying, speaking and
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acting on public policy issues. Their website has lots of information and resources
including information about the Let's End Poverty campaign. You may think that we have
enough to worry about keeping our own church going, or forming a Mission Partnership,
but we should never forget the Biblical mandate to care for the poor and speak out about
injustice — to heed the warning from God via the prophet Amos, lest our worship becomes
just for show or making ourselves feel better. How can we bring people together? How can
we bridge divides? Even simply bringing people together can make a big difference.

Now, you may be wondering what our gospel reading from Luke has to do with justice and
wealth inequality. Isn’t the story of Mary and Martha about the importance of listening to
Jesus? Well, yes and no. Hospitality is a big theme throughout the gospel of Luke. Do we
respond to God’s word by making space for one another and welcoming people often left
on the margins? Even among the six churches involved in the Mission Partnership, no
church has yet sent out an invitation to join together with the others, sharing a meal or
worship. Last week we heard the story of the Good Samaritan; a story which comes just
before these verses about Mary and Martha. We read of a lawyer who heard the

word of God but doesn’t know what it means to love his neighbour. We hear the story of a
good Samaritan who demonstrates a correct response to God’s word by putting love into
action. Here we have two women. One who is active, providing for their guests. Another
who is listening to Jesus speaking, and not just listening but she is defying her society’s
gender roles by taking the position of a Rabbi’s student. A defiance that Jesus
encourages, as he encourages both women to listen and learn as any disciple would.
Jesus is not telling Martha off for being busy in the kitchen. Rather he is inviting her to do
the minimum and then come and spend time with her guest. In doing so, Jesus sets a
precedence on how he and his messengers should be welcomed — prioritise spending time
with them over abundantly providing food and drink. The emphasis is on hearing the word
of God.

In Amos’ day, people focussed on the mechanics of worship rather than seeking God’s
word and living out God’s justice and kindness. Here, we see Jesus encouraging his
followers not to fall into the same trap of focusing on the mechanics of hospitality at the
expense of hearing the word of God through the guests. The other Old Testament reading
for today from Genesis 18 is the well-known story of Abraham and Sarah welcoming three
strangers, and in doing so hearing an important, long-awaited message from God. That
story is the reason people often talk about entertaining angels unawares. To see the
potential of a message from God in every person we meet can be quite a challenge, but |

wonder if it is a challenge we are meant to accept? This gospel story of Mary and Martha
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challenges us to rethink how we welcome people and free them from so called fixed
societal roles. Jesus invitation to Martha to focus on what is most important is an invitation
to all of us. Are we so focused on worship like the people in Amos’ day that we neglect to
focus our time and attention on listening to God and living out God’s word? Can we hear
Christ’s invitation to come and find rest? Let us respond to Jesus’ invitation to spend time
with him. And let us heed the warnings of Amos so that our hearing of God’s word turns

into love in action, seeking justice and a fairer society for all.

Hymn Beauty for brokenness Red folder 8 Graham Kendrick

Prayers of Intercession

God of justice we listen for your voice calling humanity today to be the community
and the people you created us to be, where all life can flourish.

May your long story of justice strengthen us and transform our world.

God of hope, we pray for all in our world who are searching for a home,

for security and supportive community. We think of people across our world today
who are refugees due to war, violence and climate change.

May your hope and our actions of support guide them.

God of peace we pray for all who are working in our world

for change through non-violence, vulnerability and grace.

In our daily lives and in the long story of our world,

may your way of peace steer us towards your kingdom where all will know abundant life.

God of grace, as we heard today stories of hospitality we pray for people who work in hospitality.
We pray for people who work in the kitchens of restaurants and cafes, especially in hot weather.
We pray for the people who clean rooms and work in the laundry rooms of hotels.

We pray for those who greet us at places of entertainment.

We pray for those who clean our church buildings and

for those who serve refreshments at our church gatherings.

God of compassion, we pray for those who are forgotten.

We pray for victims and survivors of trafficking.

We pray for those fleeing persecution and seeking asylum.

We pray for people who are in prison — adults and young people.

We pray for victims and survivors of crime.

We pray for people whose homes are not a place of safety.

We pray for those who have no place to call home.

We pray for the ‘quiet ones’ in our local churches and communities who can sometimes be
overlooked. And today we pray for our Church Meeting, that we may listen to one another,
that we may give each other an opportunity to speak and that above all we may discern your will
for us, this church and this community.

Loving God, we pray for those whose strength is failing. We pray for those
who are unwell, in body, mind or spirit. In the silence of our hearts, we name
those known to us who are in need...

Loving God, we pray for those who are bereaved, and for those for whom sad
anniversaries occur at this time. We give thanks for Your eternal promise
that You will be with us always, even to the end of the age.
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Loving God, we pray for the church throughout the world, and the church

families of which we are a part. We pray for our United Reformed Church:

and we pray for the unity of the whole Body of Christ. We pray for this church, for our Meeting
today, and for all the churches in the proposed Mission Partnership that we may come together as
your body, to serve you. Grant us wisdom in discernment and humility and compassion in speaking
and listening. All these prayers we bring together in the prayer our Lord Jesus taught us, saying:
Lord’s Prayer

Hymn Let us build a house Red folder 54 Marty Haugen

Blessing

May we, like Mary, be found at Christ’s feet, listening to his every word.
May we be quick to make room for all to come to share in Christ’s feast.
May we be blessed by God’s living Word, love, and grace.

And the blessing and joy of God, our Creator, Healer, and Life-Giver
go with you today and stay with you always. Amen
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