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Minister’s letter

I’m very pleased to be able to include a sermon from my tutor, Paul Fiddes, in this month’s newsletter.  I’m also happy that over the course of several years we’ve been able to support the work of Baptist churches in Lebanon – churches that have dedicated themselves to the service of Syrian refugees.  That ministry to Syria will continue this summer as we host Issam Kourbaj’s Another Day Lost.  Issam is a Syrian-born artist currently working to honour, and speak up on behalf of, all those displaced by the current conflict in Syria.  The exhibition at Heath Street will feature a spectacular installation, and all funds collected will go to the work of Médecins Sans Frontières in Syria.  Please bear Issam, the exhibition, the charity, and those it works to benefit in your hearts and prayers over the coming months.  What we do is a drop in an ocean of suffering – but a precious one.

With love
Ewan
Secretary’s news
On Sunday 10 May we will mark the start of Christian Aid Week at our 11 am service, and on that Sunday and the following one there will be an opportunity to contribute to the work Christian Aid does in tackling global poverty.  They are well known for helping in emergencies – already helping in Nepal – and also for investment in training and skills development to support people in sustainable activity.  They campaign on gender justice, climate change and the tax avoidance by big corporations that is so damaging to countries in the developing south.  (By the way, if you are a UK taxpayer and happy to give your name and address to Christian Aid so they can add Gift Aid to your donation, do fill in the red envelope you will find in the church on 10 and 17 May – our Church Gift Aid arrangements do not cover external charities.)

We have heard from the London Baptist Association that the LBA Team Leader, Revd Geoffrey Andrews, has resigned and will be leaving in October 2015.  Our best wishes to him for the work to which he is next called.

A lot has been going on in the Church building in the last month or so.  For example, all the various central heating leaks have been rectified. A fire alarm system has been installed and final tweaks are being made to emergency exits and signs.  Robin Thorne will be training a few of us as fire stewards (do volunteer to Robin when you see him, or via email, robin@heathstreet.org). No doubt he will be making sure there are regular fire drills too.  Meanwhile, the Deacons are in the process of appointing a new contractor to help us finish the kitchen and other work on the lower floor.  Once that has been satisfactorily completed we hope that the same contractor will move up to the ground floor and install our stylish new tea point and the essential universal access WC.

With love and best wishes

Gaynor Humphreys
A Demonstration for the Kingdom – a sermon for Palm Sunday

(preached by Revd. Prof. Paul Fiddes)

Matthew 21:10.  ‘The city was stirred up, saying, “Who is this?”’

A demonstration can be a confusing affair.  It’s sometimes difficult to be quite sure what’s happened, when it’s all over.

Some while ago Greenpeace members staged a protest against French nuclear tests.  15 protestors went to Piccadilly, counted from 10 to zero, shouted “boom” and then writhed in agony on the ground while other protestors scattered talcum powder on them to represent fallout. 

You’d think that would be clear enough, but workers on the nearby building site clapped and cheered because they thought the banner ‘stop French tests’ was somehow attacking the European Community.  Policemen applauded and said they had enjoyed the show. A sergeant said, “It gets chilly out here and this sort of thing passes the time” – but he wasn’t sure what sort of thing it was.  Most of the passers-by had even less idea what was going on – mainly because the demonstrators had invaded and leafleted the offices of Sri Lanka Airlines by mistake: they’d meant to target the French tourist office which was next door.

Demonstrations are confusing affairs, as our TV screens show us.  Different groups, different interests are involved: we are often not sure what has happened, why it has happened, who was there, how many were there.  Conflicting reports appear afterwards in the newspapers.

So it was with the Jesus-demonstration that we usually remember on Palm Sunday, and which we have just read about this morning.  Jesus enters Jerusalem, riding on a donkey.  People get excited and shout various slogans loudly.  But what exactly happened that day?  Why did it happen?  And what did people think was happening?

Our gospel-writer tells us what it meant for Jesus: he takes the colt to fulfil the Old Testament word of the prophet Zechariah: “Look, your king comes to you: triumphant and victorious is he, humble and riding on an ass.”  He comes as a prince of peace, taking the way of peace to claim people’s hearts: he comes to contradict all patriotic expectations of a warrior-king; he comes, not to inflict violence on the Roman occupying powers, but to declare God’s way of love.

In this story Jesus is the Man of the hour, God’s anointed one: Matthew presents him as prophet, priest and king: the king of love, the prophet criticizing his society, the priest representing his people before God.  We can make a good guess at what Jesus thinks he’s doing, and what the Gospel-writer thinks he’s doing; but what about the great mass of the crowd that day?  Were they demonstrating in support of the coming Christ, God’s anointed one?

Matthew obviously doubts it.  Look at the evidence.  This event wasn’t mentioned at the trial of Jesus as an example of his disturbing the people; the Roman soldiers – the riot police – didn’t arrest Jesus or confront the crowd; at the end of the day there was no attempt at coronation – everyone simply went home.  Matthew underlines the confusion: he records the crowds asking: “Who is this? The prophet from Nazareth?”  He depicts the crowd as caught up in unthinking enthusiasm.  They greeted Jesus as someone making a stir; they were caught up in a celebrity culture.  Jesus was the Man to see, the one to be seen with – if they had mobiles they would have wanted ‘selfies’ with Jesus.

None of the details need mean that they recognized Jesus as the Christ, God’s anointed one.  Yes, they flung down their cloaks for him to walk on – but this was an expression of respect for any important person.  Many years later Queen Elizabeth’s courtiers were doing it all the time when the ground was muddy.  Yes, they shouted ‘Hosanna!’ But this was a catchy refrain from a psalm often sung at religious feasts like Tabernacles and Passover, and crowds like to sing.  Yes, they shouted ‘blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord’, but this was a greeting used for all pilgrims who came up to the Temple in Jerusalem – how fitting to use it for this famous pilgrim from Nazareth.

None of these things need have meant that the crowd as a whole hailed Jesus as the coming king, the Christ of God.  A few may have done, but it seems that for the most part people cheered because everyone cheered.  They gave Jesus an enthusiastic welcome, but most didn’t know what was happening.  The children, says Matthew, carried the game on long afterwards, as children will; they went on singing ‘hosanna’ in the temple, and the priests told Jesus to shut them up.  It may have been a convenient patriotic outburst that happened on the street, just to show the Romans that they were proud to be Jewish, but now was no longer the time.

Demonstrations are confusing affairs. But Jesus was taking the way of the Christ.  This was the irony of that day: despite the crowd, the noise and the applause his way was unseen to most of them. Jesus was the Man of God’s hour, and they couldn’t see it.  For us, in this hour, Jesus still makes his way, unrecognized, even amongst the praise and applause of his church.  Even in our worship, we can miss the way of the Christ.  Even in the hosanna of the hymns and spiritual songs, Jesus can make his unseen way.

So we might notice three significant things in our hosannas to Christ.

1. First, we can sometimes immunize ourselves against the claims of Christ, against the dangerous demands of love, by taking a quick shot of praise.  By giving due applause to God at appropriate times we can avoid the impact of the whole way of Christ.  Perhaps you’ve heard about Dietrich Bonhoeffer.  A previous minister of yours here, Edwin Robertson, wrote several books about his life and work.  During the Nazi period in Germany Bonhoeffer was the theologian and pastor who stood against the powers of the Nazi state in the name of Christ, and was finally executed in prison by hanging for joining a plot against Hitler.  In the midst of the horrors of the Second World War he said: “The only people who should dare to sing hymns are those who weep for the Jews.”  So now we might say, only those should sing hymns who notice:

· the loneliness of the elderly person next door, or

· the disabled person whose benefits are being cut, or

· the young mother who isn’t coping with demanding children, or

· the immigrant worker on less than a living-wage, perhaps the person cleaning your office or your house.

We can use worship to dull our minds to the whole way of the Christ; we can sing hosannas and miss the King.

2. Here’s a second thing, though.  As Matthew tells the story, Jesus seems to accept the applause of the crowd, even though he knows how unthinking and shallow it is.  He even seems to take joy in it, especially the songs of the children.  It seems an oasis of joy before the desert of the cross – a kind of glory.  Perhaps he knows that people will understand one day, as they look back and discover what their words really meant.  They will see what it meant to greet him as the one who came in the name of the Lord.

They will even write it into the celebration of the Lord’s Supper or Eucharist.  In many church traditions, just before breaking the bread and pouring the wine the minister will say, or the choir will sing: “Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!”  So worshippers are prepared to meet Christ, who comes to meet them anew through bread and wine.  And they too are blessed if they come in the name of the Lord.  In worship, over the years, people have come to see what the slogan means.  And even many of the crowd that day might have worked out their casual hosannas in radical discipleship as they came to faith in Christ; some of them may have become martyrs under Roman persecution.

It’s in this way that Christ gladly accepts our worship and our applause still today.  He knows that we say more than we can understand, more than we have yet experienced; he knows that we will understand as we underwrite our words with our lives.  In the terrible genocide in Rwanda a few years ago, there were many Christian martyrdoms.  I read one story in my Guardian newspaper that I have never forgotten.  An Anglican primary-school headmaster was about to be shot, just for being from the wrong tribe.  He asked for a few moments, and sang the hymn ‘Out of my sorrow, darkness and night, Jesus I come”.  The soldiers hesitated, and then shot him. I have often thought about that Christian witness.  He must have sung the hymn many times before – in his pew in church, in school assembly.  It seems to have been a favourite hymn. He had used the words in worship, and now he was to live them out in the face of death.
In our worship now, things are easy.  In freedom, surrounded by fellow Christians, in the enthusiasm of the moment, we sing our hosannas – well-loved hymns or modern praise songs. In some Baptist churches we are even encouraged to clap God.  And so we can use our words of prayer and our hymns to prepare ourselves to say the same things when crisis comes.

It will probably not be the same kind of crisis as Bonhoeffer or the un-named headmaster faced; we will probably not be asked to lay down our lives.  But life delivers hard knocks all the same: losses bring shadows and darkness; disappointments are hard to bear; age and illness make it more difficult to do what we once could easily do.  And so our hosannas will be made flesh in our experience; we can go on saying them in the face of everything because we have made them part of ourselves in worship.
3. Finally, a third thing.  I began by talking about the confusions of demonstrations.  Let’s not make the muddle they often are a reason for not – from time to time – taking the path of protest.  This might not mean an actual demonstration, but a demonstrative act like joining a movement for peace and justice. It might mean throwing in our lot with a party of genuine reform.  It might just mean signing an internet petition.  It could mean casting our vote in a way that registers our outrage at the way people are being treated.  Or it might mean joining a demonstration on behalf of a cause we are passionate about, even an act of peaceful, civil disobedience.  Just down the road from my college in Oxford is a house of study of the Catholic Dominican order, Blackfriars.  Our brothers there once chained themselves to the fence in full Dominican robes at an air base from which planes were carrying nuclear bombs. 

Like the crowd on Palm Sunday, any mass movement will be full of mixed motives.  We will not be sure who our neighbour is, or whether they think exactly as we do.  But we may still be called by Christ, as an act of obedience, to identify ourselves with some movement for a more just society, for a safer world, and the restoring of the natural world that humanity has damaged.  Jesus this day deliberately plans a demonstration on behalf of the kingdom of God, knowing that many will be involved who have no kingdom values.  Still he is obedient to the word of God through the prophet: “Tell the daughter of Zion, Look! Your king is coming to you.”  So he calls us to obedience.  Even now he calls us to say “Hosanna. Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord”!  He calls us to recognize the Christ who takes his unseen way among us.”
DAILY PRAYERS AND BIBLE READINGS

April 26th – May 2nd


Acts 2.42-47
26th
Edward Humphreys

27th
Theresa Thom

28th
Robin Thorne

29th
Susan Le Quesne

30th
For our Sunday school teachers

(May)
1st
For our deacons

2nd
John Walsh

May 3rd – May 9th


Acts 7.55-60
3rd
Chris Little

4th
Joachim King
5th
Margaret Smith
6th
Marie Isaacs

7th
Gaynor Humphreys

8th
Heini King
9th
Judith Peak

May 10th – 16th



Acts 17.22-31
10th
‘My soul, there is a country
11th
Far beyond the stars’
12th
Hildegard Williams
13th
Ethan McLeod

14th
Christian Wangler
15th
Annie Fang

16th
Neil McLeod

May 17th – 23rd



Acts 1.6-14

17th
‘There, above noise and danger
18th
Sweet Peace sits crowned with smiles’
19th
Euan McLeod

20th
Stan Dorer

21st
Tom Brandt
22nd
John Baker

23rd
‘And One, born in a manger

Commands the beauteous files.’
May 24th – 30th



Psalm 48
24th
Bob Dylan

25th
‘If thou canst get but thither,

There grows the flow'r of Peace’
26th
Nesa Thorne

27th
Susan Le Quesne

28th
Susan Brandt 

29th
‘The Rose that cannot wither,
30th
Thy fortress and thy ease.’
May 31st – June 6th


Psalms 97, 98
31st
‘Leave then thy foolish ranges,
(June)
1s 
For none can thee secure’
2nd
Andrea MacEachan

3rd
HM

4th
Lydia Baker

5th
‘But One who never changes,
6th
Thy God, thy life, thy cure.’
June 7th – 13th 



Genesis 12.1-9

7th
For our worshipping congregation
8th
For the Oldtime Nursery

9th
For the lunchtime recitals

10th
For the United Harmony gospel choir

11th
For our community choir

12th
For our deacons

13th
For the Contact Club

WEEKLY ACTIVITIES

Sundays

11 am

Divine Worship

8 pm

Contact Club

Mondays

10 am

ShowMeSpanish Rhyme Time

Tuesdays

10 am

Oldtime Nursery
1 pm

Lunchtime recital

2nd Tuesdays

7 pm

Sacred Harp hymn singing
Wednesdays

10 am

Songsters

4 pm

After School Dance
5 pm

Contemporary Technique (Foundation) Dance Class

6 pm

Contemporary Technique (Intermediate) Dance Class
Thursdays

7:30 pm
Heath Street Choir

Friday


4pm-5pm
Hampstead Dutch School

Saturdays (alternate)
11 am

Coffee morning

CHURCH DATES

May

Saturday 2nd

All day 

Spring Fair

10th - 17th

(All week)
Christian Aid Week

Saturday 16th  



Ascension day

Sunday 17th



Ascension Sunday

Sunday 24th



Pentecost

11am

Commissioning of James Melloy’s reredos

Tuesday 26th

Evening

Juliet Russell concert
June

15-21st


(All week)

Refugee Week

Church officers:

Gaynor Humphreys
(Church Secretary and Treasurer)

Anni Fang

(Deacon)

Nesa Thorne

(Deacon)

After the Sunday morning service:

don’t rush away

Please stay and have a cup of coffee with us in the vestibule.

To contact Ewan King

please e-mail: ewan_king@mac.com

Copy for the June Newsletter should reach Ewan King (ewan_king@mac.com)

not later than Wednesday 20th May
For requests regarding church membership, Baptism or opportunities for Christian ministry in the church please contact the minister.

For questions regarding space use and room hire please contact the minister.
***  ***  ***

Heath Street Baptist Church

84 Heath Street, Hampstead, London NW3 1DN
020 7431 0511

Web:  www.heathstreet.org

Twitter:  @HeathStCHampst
