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Dear Friends,
At our United Benefice ‘First Sunday

Special’ services (held in the church hall
of our sister church, St Alkmund’s in
Duffield, normally the first Sunday
evening of the month), recently we’ve
been having fun reflecting on the titles
and lyrics of some songs and seeing how
they speak to us today (join us for ‘I’m
dreaming of a White Christmas’ on 5th
December if you like). Why? Well, partly
because a well written song tells us some
truths, and partly because they tend to
stick in our minds and make us think.

Let me give you an example. How
about this lyric from Bruce Springsteen’s
‘The River’: Is a dream a lie if it don't
come true or is it something worse?

This sticks with me because it is a
good question. Lies are frustrating and
inconvenient. We thought something
was true, but we find out it wasn’t; they
have consequences when they are found
out. But a dream is something more
than a simple statement of truth or
falsehood. A dream is something you
build your life on, build your life around,
whether it is a happy marriage, a good
career, or a comfortable life. So, when a
dream fails, it is much more
catastrophic, and our very foundations
are shaken.

And I reflect on this because I deal
with what some people think is a dream.
For some, the whole Jesus, church,
Christianity thing is a dream, a delusion.
Karl Marx’s opium of the people, or a
crutch to lean on to ignore reality. Of
course, I don’t think it is a dream or a
delusion. Let me give you two reasons
why.

First, a dream is something which is
not rooted in reality. It has no basis in
fact, no basis in events, in history. Yet
Christianity is all about promises that
have been kept in history. Let me
give you an example from the Christmas
story. In Luke’s gospel we read this:

On the eighth day, when it was
time to circumcise him, he was
named Jesus, the name the angel
had given him before he had been
conceived. When the time of their
purification according to the Law
of Moses had been completed,
Joseph and Mary took him to
Jerusalem to present him to the
Lord (Luke 2 verses 21 and 22, esv)

 This passage follows Jesus’s birth,
and the visit of the shepherds. And here
we see Mary and Joseph keeping their
promise to live as the people of God,
based on his promise to his people given
to Abraham, and Moses and so on. They
do what the law of Moses commands,
because they trust the promises God has
made.

Promises which go back to what God
said to Abraham in Genesis 12. The

James Hughes

The Vicar’s Letter
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Israelites were a people called to live
in God’s land, under his rule,
experiencing his blessing, and Mary and
Joseph part of that continuing story,
2,000 years on from Abraham. And
those promises are fulfilled in Jesus
Christ coming to save his people.

Fairy stories begin ‘once upon a time,’
because they have no links to a real past.
But the Bible story is a story of promises
kept, to a real people, in real history.

Then second, a dream is something
which never comes true, which can’t
come true. Most of us are glad that the
stuff we dream about at night comes
into that category! But here we are
dealing with testimony that has
been recorded. As we move through
Luke chapter 2, we meet Simeon in
verse 25, a devout Israelite. Luke
records the prophecy, the promise he
makes about Jesus:

“Sovereign Lord, as you have
promised, you now dismiss your
servant in peace. For my eyes have
seen your salvation, which you
have prepared in the sight of all
people, a light for revelation to the
Gentiles and for glory to your
people Israel.”  (Luke chapter 2
verses 29 to 32)

 Simeon says that Jesus will be a light
for revelation to the Gentiles, the non-
Jews. That means that, through Jesus,
they will hear about and come to
worship God. Now, at this point we can
do what people often try to do with
prophecy, which is to claim it must have
been written down after all these things
happened. The idea is that Simeon

didn’t really promise this, but Luke
wrote it back into the story.

There are two problems with this
idea. First, there is no evidence that this
is the case. And it is always good to have
evidence for a belief, rather than just to
believe it because you feel like. Second,
when Luke writes his gospel, this
promise is still unrealistic. There were
very few Christians in the first century,
and they were hardly glorious. When
Luke wrote, only a few Gentiles, non-
Jews, had come to faith in Jesus. This
promise has been fulfilled over the last
two thousand years and is still in
progress.

Testimony has been recorded. It can
be verified; it can be checked. These
words have been around for nearly
2,000 years—we have the manuscript
evidence going all the way back to the
second century to prove it.

So, what are we to do with all this?
We’re not dealing with lies and dreams,
but with promises and testimony, and
we need to take these things seriously.
To consider what they mean for us
today. To take a leaf from Mary and
Joseph’s book:

The child's father and mother
marvelled at what was said about
him. (Luke chapter 2 verse 33)

Join us this Christmas as we do just
that. I look forward to seeing you.

�
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What are you waiting for?
admit it straight away—I listen
to Radio 2. I often put it on when
I am in my workshop making or

mending something. In the afternoon
programme slot, Steve Wright has a catch-
phrase to encourage listener interaction.
He suggests a topic or two and looks for
responses to them—for example, “who is
on a journey today?” He wants to get texts
or emails giving details (humorous if pos-
sible) so he can give out dedications on air.
So, in order to provoke action he often calls
out, “Go on. What are you waiting for?”
That call has been in my head for a while
now. What are you waiting for?

So, what are we waiting for? The list could
be endless it seems. The children in church
last week were eagerly waiting for Christmas. Teenagers wait for exam results
or University offers, while many of us of older years wait for hospital appoint-
ments or the results of tests and other ‘interventions’. But we aren’t very good
at waiting—perhaps we never have been. We are impatient. It reminds me of
that old song at Christmas. It starts pleasantly enough—“We wish you a merry
Christmas…”, but then moves in the last repeat to want a figgy pudding, “so
bring us a figgy pudding, and bring it right now!” Our patience has been
exhausted and demands take over.

So waiting is a complex issue really. Some aspects we do well and others, less
well.

Our Church calendar now tells us we are in Advent. That’s a waiting time too.
It reminds us that while we celebrate the coming to earth of God’s son, Jesus,
2,021 years ago, he made a promise to come again, and next time it will be to
draw the earth to a finish, to a time of judgement and reward. It’s an event
we’d better be ready for, and it is really worth waiting for!

Richard Nicholson

I’ll
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WORDSEARCH

In this grid are hidden the names of 21 words found in
Christmas Carols. To make it more difficult some are upside
down, some back to front and some diagonal. See how
quickly you can find them all. If you need a bit of help there
is a list of the words you are looking for elsewhere in the
magazine. Good hunting.

H E G S J Y B M N G
E E B L T O A I J N
A C D A O F Y L E I
V N E E B R I F S K
E O G E B E Y G U E
N R R E R R A T S L
M E H E L H T E B B
S G N I D I T X O A
P R U O I V A S R T
L U F H T I A F N S
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“Are you ready for Christmas?” is a question which maybe sends
some of us into a bit of a panic, as it reminds us of Christmas
preparations still to be done! In this article, Emma Rollin reflects
on a short book of the same name, written by Roger Carswell,
together with Is Christmas unbelievable?, written by Rebecca
McLaughlin.

Are you ready for Christmas?
This is a great little book full of personal testimonies related to the
Christmas story. It’s very accessible, with lots of memorable examples
which help you to visualise how the different aspects of Jesus’s birth are
still relevant to us today.

Are you ready for Christmas?
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Is Christmas unbelievable?
While it’s tempting to just answer no,
this little book engages the mind to
look a little deeper into those ques-
tions that we sometimes dread. This
is a great book to get you thinking, but
it would also be very suitable to be
slipped into a Christmas card, or
passed on to someone without a
Christian background.

You can get the books either by requesting copies from the church office, or via the
following website link, which will take you to our partnership page with the Christian
book company, 10ofthose: https://www.10ofthose.com/uk/affiliates/stalkmund

Emma Rollin
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Edible Christmas Tree Decorations
Ingredients
� 100g/3½oz unsalted butter, softened at room temperature
� 100g/3½oz caster sugar
� 1 free-range egg, lightly beaten
� 275g/10oz plain flour
� 1 tsp vanilla extract
� To decorate
� 400g/14oz icing sugar
� 3–4 tbsp water
� 2–3 drops food of 3 different food colourings
� Hundreds and thousands and chocolate sprinkles

Method
��STEP 1. Preheat the oven to 190C/375F/Gas 5. Line a baking tray with

greaseproof paper.
��STEP 2. Cream the butter and sugar together in a bowl until pale, light and

fluffy.
��STEP 3. Beat in the egg and vanilla extract, a little at a time, until well

combined.
��STEP 4. Stir in the flour until the mixture comes together as a dough.
��STEP 5. Roll the dough out on a lightly floured work surface to a thickness of

1cm/½in.
��STEP 6. Using biscuit or scone cutters cut biscuits out of the

dough and carefully place onto the baking tray. Carefully
make a hole near the top of each biscuit using a straw.
(Big enough to thread a piece of ribbon through).

��STEP 7. Bake the biscuits for 8–10 minutes, or until pale
golden-brown. Set aside to harden for 5 minutes, then
cool on a wire rack.

��STEP 8. For the icing, sift the icing sugar into a large mixing
bowl and stir in enough water to create a smooth mixture.
Divide into 3 batches and add different food colourings to each.

��STEP 9. Get creative as you carefully spread the icing onto the biscuits using
a knife and decorate. Set aside until the icing hardens. Thread coloured ribbon
through the hole in each cookie and hang them on your Christmas tree.
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Is Christmas different when you’re a Christian?
or most people Christmas means getting together as a family and looking
forward to presents and Christmas dinner—perhaps a few more parties, and a
bit more hilarity than usual if you are lucky.

Or if you are the one trying to prepare for Christmas,
then it means a lot of hard work, sometimes some
delicate family negotiations, lots of stuff to buy, and
worrying whether you’ll get it all done in time and
not forget something vital, such as the brandy sauce.

To be honest, before I became a Christian when I
was 19, Christmas was always a bit of a let-down.
Huge expectations were soon overtaken by a sense of deflation—what was it all about?
Most years we managed to go to church at some point, but in our teens my sister and
I opted to go to the Christmas Eve midnight service “to get it over with”!

When I became a Christian, I remember wondering whether Christmas would be
any different the next time it came around. And it was! I was blown away by the words
of Handel’s Messiah—they are all words from the Bible and tell the whole story with
such beautiful music. I realised that Christmas carols have such straightforward ways
of describing the miracle of Jesus’s birth. I could now sing these really believing that
these things happened, not just giving them lip service and pretending I believed them.
And when Christmas day came, I knew it really wasn’t about the presents and the food,
but about a baby born in hard circumstances who was to be the Saviour of all who turn
to Him.

And by Christmas evening I wasn’t feeling deflated as usual, waiting for the
Morecambe and Wise Christmas show to come on the TV and cheer us all up. I had

hope for the next day, and the next, because Jesus has
come, and I knew He was with me every day from now
on. Christmas is still a busy time for me, but now I can
also focus on the real event that we celebrate, the birth,
not just the tinsel that goes with it.

Years ago, the actress Wendy Craig sang a song which
always comes to mind in these busy pre-Christmas

days, and I try to re-focus and enjoy the real event. It went:

“I won’t forget that Christmas is the season of good will,
Mince pies in the oven, and shopping bags to fill,
But I reach up and hold the baby’s hand,
I touch it, I always will.”

Sue Nicholson

F
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A Shepherd’s Tale

ith an elder brother who left home to
work as a fisherman, I had no choice
but from the age of 12 to help Dad

with our sheep. Silly stupid animals; always
running in different directions and at risk
from predators and sheep rustlers! But I
soon got used to spending nights sleeping on
the local hills and in our fields to protect
them.

I wanted to work in Jericho or Jerusalem
making chairs and tables to sell to the
Pharisees, merchants or even the Roman
officers, because they all had money to spare.
On the hills, I used my spare time to make
bows and catapults to swap for extra food
supplies for my mum to feed us all. I also
made small chairs for my younger sisters.

But then one clear starry night I saw a talk-
ing angel. Honest. It was close to midnight
and I was dozing while my dad was snoring

loudly next to me. Suddenly, this person
appeared out of nowhere, surrounded by
bright light and dressed in white. His face
shone. I was about to run away when he told
us not to be afraid. He said he had an impor-
tant message for us from God. He said in the
nearby town of Bethlehem a baby had just
been born who was the saviour called Christ.
Our neighbour Benjamin, who was with us
explained that the Christ was God’s prom-
ised king or Messiah, which apparently us
Jews had been waiting for thousands of
years.

All I said was if he was an important king
why didn’t the angel tell the other kings and
rulers first? Why bother telling us poor
shepherds? What had we got that we could
give to a king? Then I was interrupted by a
skyful of angels, praising God for what had
happened. That was unbelievable, except

W

�
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Christmas Carol words in the Wordsearch — angel, babe,
bed, Bethlehem, born, by, faithful, gifts, glory, Heaven, in, Jesus,
joyful, king, lie, once, Saviour, stable, star, three, tidings.

our autumn magazine, Caroline Walker wrote an article
about United Christian Broadcasters (UCB), a
Christian radio station. For those who (like her!) aren’t

too IT savvy, Caroline adds that: “…you can also access UCB2
on a smartphone, so you won’t need a DAB radio to listen”.

UCB is available on either a DAB+ radio station [plug in your
DAB radio and scroll to the ‘U’ section to find UCB; UCB1 is
available across the UK wherever there is a DAB signal and
UCB2 is available across the UK, in most major cities and
surrounding areas], or, alternatively, online via the UCB
website—or a smartphone!

UCB Radio – a quick update…

In

that I know I saw them and that the singing
was amazing. Benjamin told us to leave the
sheep and follow him to Bethlehem, where
we found the baby and his parents. But this
king wasn’t in a palace. He was in a feeding
trough in a stable!

I watched that child grow up. I was in the
group of travellers that had to go and fetch
him away from discussing the scriptures with
the rabbis at the temple when he was only
12. As a teenager, he became a good carpen-
ter and I taught him all I knew after his father
died. Then years later, I remember leaving
my furniture store in Jerusalem to see him
ride into Jerusalem on a donkey, just as the
prophet Zechariah had promised. He was a
humble king, not a warlike one, but his

followers were convinced that he was the
son of God. They’d seen his miracles and
heard his teaching.

No wonder the sky went black when the
Romans crucified him, but he died willingly
without complaining. Only after he had ap-
peared to the disciples and gone back into
Heaven did my good friend Matthew explain
everything to me. Jesus was born to die. To
die for my sin and rebellion against God so I
could be forgiven, if I put my trust in him. In
his teaching I had heard Jesus talk about the
Kingdom of God and at last I was able to
become a lifelong member. Thank God.

Andy Hardwick

�
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A Village Christmas

The clouds’ extended fingers seek out tree tops
until they are covered from sight.
Hills and distant houses are hidden
under a spectral shroud of white.

Roads and pavements are claimed by frost,
errant snowflakes float past.
As we walk through a silvery-dusted village,
children hope for snow that will last.

We take comfort in the spectacle of lights
in nearby gardens and on the village tree.
Holly wreaths and mistletoe bring in a Christmas
we wait patiently to see.

But as the landscape darkens into shadow,
and the elderly keep to their home,
our duty is to one another, supporting
anyone who spends Christmas alone.

Although Christmas is a time of celebration,
it can also be a time to grieve.
Knowing we’ve done our utmost to help someone,
is the best present we can ever receive.

Anne Palmer
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