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Hello, good morning, welcome to you from wherever and whenever you are
watching our service today. Some words from Psalm 46:

The Lord Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress. Come and
see what the Lord has done. He says, ‘Be still, and know that I am God; I
will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth.’ The Lord
Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress.

In a time of uncertainty and instability we have known those words to be true.
We have found our stability and our strength within the love of God, who has
said to us, “Be still and know that I am God”. Hopefully life is now moving
forward, and it will become less uncertain and less unstable, but we all know
from experience, that life is full of ups and down, of changes and of anxieties.
Yet our God, the God of King David 3000 years ago, the God of Peter and all the
disciples, the God of so many uncountable numbers of followers through
countless generations, is a rock of stability, and worthy of all our praise. And this
same God says to us, “Be still, and know that I am God”. So at the start of our
worship let’s just be still in God’s presence as we think about those things.

[Silence]

Hymn: All My Hope On God Is Founded.

All my hope on God is founded; he doth still my trust renew.
Me through change and chance he guideth, only good and only true.
God unknown, he alone calls my heart to be his own.

Human pride and earthly glory, sword and crown betray our trust;
What with care and toil we fashion, tower and temple, fall to dust.
But God's power, hour by hour, is my temple and my tower.

God's great goodness aye endureth, deep his wisdom passing thought;
Splendour, light, and life attend him, beauty springeth out of nought.
Evermore from his store new-born worlds rise and adore.

Daily doth the almighty giver bounteous gifts on us bestow;
His desire our soul delighteth, pleasure leads us where we go.
Love doth stand at his hand; joy doth wait on his command.

Still from earth to God eternal sacrifice of praise be done,
High above all praises praising for the gift of Christ his Son.
Christ doth call one and all, ye who follow shall not fall.



Prayers

Lord we want to worship you with every part of ourselves, with every part of our
lives. We offer you our praise and worship because you alone deserve it. You are
the one who created all things, you are the one who sustains all life, You are the
one who showed us who you are in Jesus.
And You are the one who calls us to follow you in every step that we take.
Be close to us now as we worship you, and always as we live to serve you and to
love you.
We place our trust in you, because you have shown us that you will always
honour our trust. We pray in the name of Jesus, and we share together in the
prayer that he taught us.

Lord's Prayer

Our Father in Heaven, hallowed be your name,
Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as in heaven.
Give us today our daily bread.
Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.
Save us from the time of trial and deliver us from evil.
For the kingdom, the power and the glory are yours,
Now and forever. Amen.

So for this next bit of the service may come as some surprise to you, but I would
like you to bear with me because I want you to play a short game of Simon says
with me. Come on - humour me! I’m sure you know what to do - if Simon says
do it, you do it, if he doesn’t you don’t! OK?

So Simon Says: Put your hands on your head.
Simon Says: Put your hands on your hips.
Simon Says: Wiggle your hips.
Shake your head.
Scratch your nose.
Simon Says: Stand up.
Simon Says: Sit down again.
Touch your knees.
Simon Says: Touch your toes.
Simon Says: Put your hands in the air.
Simon says: Shout "praise the Lord."
Say Amen.

I wonder who the first Simon was when this game was invented! You actually did
very well - following me, at least following my instructions it was rather difficult
for me to stand up where I am right now. You let me lead you and you followed
me in what I was doing.



Today we're thinking about following Jesus; not just following his instructions,
but following him with our lives, and what that means for us. It’s a bit more
complicated, I’d say, than a game of Simon says, or is it?

We’re going to hear a reading now from Mark’s Gospel, which talks about how
people followed Jesus, way back in 1st century in Palestine.

Bible Reading: Mark 6: 30-34 & 53-56

The apostles gathered around Jesus and told him all that they had done
and taught. He said to them, "Come away to a deserted place all by
yourselves and rest a while." For many were coming and going, and they
had no leisure even to eat. And they went away in the boat to a deserted
place by themselves. Now many saw them going and recognized them,
and they hurried there on foot from all the towns and arrived ahead of
them. As he went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion
for them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd; and he began
to teach them many things. When they had crossed over, they came to
land at Gennesaret and moored the boat. When they got out of the boat,
people at once recognized him, and rushed about that whole region and
began to bring the sick on mats to wherever they heard he was. And
wherever he went, into villages or cities or farms, they laid the sick in the
marketplaces, and begged him that they might touch even the fringe of
his cloak; and all who touched it were healed.

In the reading we heard that people followed Jesus everywhere he went. And
sometimes he just needed to get away for a bit. The best way to do that in
Galilee was to hop on boat, and head for a deserted part of the lake near a quiet
beach.

Do you know, I could really fancy doing that just now - being on a lake shore,
hopping into a boat, and heading for some quiet deserted beach with no one
much around. And I’d probably take with me something comfortable to sit on,
maybe lie down on, I'd take a good book, I'd take my shades and my sun hat, a
chiller with some cold drinks, and a supply of food. I wouldn’t go for too long -
just for a few hours maybe - then I’d back - probably because it's time for the
next meal by then of course!

Jesus didn’t find it easy to get away. Lake Galilee is quite big, and people could
watch the boat that Jesus and his disciples had taken and they could watch its
path across the lake, guessed where he was and the disciples were heading, and
because it is a lake, they could follow on foot, though in the Mediterranean heat
and with a rocky coastline, it was no easy sort of trip to get to where Jesus was
going.



Jesus could not escape people. Everywhere he went people want to follow. They
were hungry for his stories and his life lessons. They were hungry to see his
healing power at work. And they were eager to be near this charismatic man,
wherever he the journey took them.

I wonder who you might go to great lengths to meet, or to glimpse from a
distance? Perhaps you have done just that - gone to see a famous or important
person and put up with any kind of inconvenience and weather, just to be there.

I saw the Queen on the day of the state opening of Parliament - I think it would
be around 1967 - I was quite young I know. There was a huge crowd, and all we
saw was a glimpse of the Queen in a coach and horses - just for a moment and
then she was gone. There was no point in following - we’d never have got any
nearer than that.

Now I come from quite near Middlesbrough and one of most famous people to
come from from Middlesbrough is Chris Rea, the singer, who is world famous
and writes great songs. Some time in the 80s he was doing a concert in
Birmingham. I was teaching at the time, but I dashed back from school, got
changed, then sat in a friend’s car for the next 4 hours, getting there just in time
for the concert. It was a huge place, and we could hardly see Chris Rea in the
distance, but the music was wonderful. And then it was back in the car for
another four hours, arriving home in the middle of the night, for a few hours
sleep before heading to work again the next morning. It was a hectic,
uncomfortable experience, but worth every minute. I was prepared to go to
great lengths to follow him because it made me very happy.

Back in the first century, Jesus was a local man, who had become very famous,
and he offered so much, that that made him the most interesting thing around
at the time. People flocked to see him, and no amount of inconvenience could
stop them.

Do you remember the story of the Pied Piper? The town of Hamelin was overrun
with rats, and nothing the people did seemed to get rid of them. Then one day,
this unusual charismatic fellow in brightly coloured clothes turned up, and
offered to solve the problem for them, for a fee of course. They were so
desperate they agreed. So the stranger, got out his pipe and played a strange
tune, and the rats followed him, out of the town, and away. Then the man came
back for his money, but the mean towns people refused to pay. So he played a
different tune, and all the town’s children followed him and were led away, never
to be seen again. Was the music enchanted? Who knows?

All I do know is that there was nothing like that with Jesus, nothing magical
about him, nothing about captivating his audience for his own ends. Jesus had a
message to share, and those that heard it realised how important, how
significant, how life changing it was, and they followed. Not everyone of course.
Some heard Jesus’s words, and were offended by them. Some people just



walked away. In John’s gospel, chapter 6, Jesus asks his disciples if they’d had
enough, and wanted to go back to their old lives. But Simon Peter answered for
them - it’s always Simon Peter, isn't it, who speaks first! “Lord, to whom would
we go? You have the words that give eternal life. We believe, and we know you
are the Holy One of God.”

Hymn: You Are The King Of Glory

You are the King of Glory, You are the Prince of Peace,
You are the Lord of heaven and earth, You’re the Son of righteousness,
Angels bow down before You, worship and adore,
For You have the words of eternal life, You are Jesus Christ the Lord.
Hosanna to the Son of David, hosanna to the King of Kings,
Glory in the highest heaven for Jesus the Messiah reigns.

Following Jesus is very much on my mind at present, as the end of my time in
Salford approaches rapidly. I’ve been following Jesus for most of my life. Not
scrabbling around in intense Mediterranean heat over rocks and stones trying to
get a glimpse of a famous speaker, but following because I believe as Peter did,
that Jesus has words that that give eternal life. I believe that Jesus is the Holy
One of God and requires me to be his follower.

For most of my life, following Jesus has been relatively easy. I remember well
the day I first said that I would follow. I didn’t stand in church and say it. In fact,
I said nothing to anyone, out loud. But in my heart, I said to God, “I am
committed to you, and I will follow you wherever you take me, to do whatever
you call me to do.” And God said, in my heart, “excellent - glad to have you on
board. Now go and make music in my name!” And I did just that. On that very
day, I formed my first worship band, with my friends, and we had our first
practice in our dining room. I was fourteen. For the next few years, we
developed our skills, and we grew in confidence, as we shared about our faith in
God through the song that we sang. We were too shy to talk much, but we had a
tame Sunday School teacher with bags of confidence who did the talking for us.
God didn’t call me to follow anywhere I didn’t enjoy going. Those years were
fun.

My university years were fun too. I kept involved in the church, mainly doing
musical things, but nothing that took me far from my comfort zone. Then I got
my first teaching job, back in Middlesbrough, and I returned to my parents’
home for the next few years. Teaching was no walk in the park I can tell you, at
least not a first, but God also said, “go back and make music in the church”. and
so I did. And that was a whole lot of fun, as were the other things that I got
involved with over the next few years: I was leading the youth group, I was
involved in various other roles in the church, circuit and district, and I was
training others to be youth leaders. I bought my own house, I had a circle of
close friends, a great social life, and a happy existence. I followed Jesus, doing
the things that were required of me, and it was great because it seemed to fit



exactly with what I wanted to do anyway. I remember that line in the covenant
service:

Christ has many services to be done: some are easy, others are
difficult; some bring honour, others bring reproach; some are
suitable to our natural inclinations and material interests, others
are contrary to both.

I found what I was called to do easy, pleasurable, suitable to my natural
inclination and my material interests. And so I kept doing them, and thought I
probably always would.

But God who hears us when we commit our lives to following, is never more
than a breath away. And our calling is never just once, to one thing. My life
changed, as the things I was called to changed. And I had a call to preach in
1997, which I accepted, even welcomed. I wasn’t quite as shy and retiring then
as I was as a teenager. I had plenty to say, and the confidence to say it. So, I
followed that road, and over the next two years I studied hard and qualified as a
local preacher. But that wasn’t the end of it. It was during 1999 that the call to
ministry began to be overwhelming, and I remember what I said to God at the
age of 14: "I am committed to you, and I will follow you wherever you take me,
to do whatever you call me to do." And I tested it out. And I was led into
ministerial training. It was really hard work, as I was also being a full time head
of a school music department at the same time. But I enjoyed it enormously. I
emerged from those three years of training, full of so much stuff, and fully
committed to following, wherever the road took me. It took me to Scarborough
as a probationary minister and then on a particular day two years later, I stood
alongside the cohort of my contemporaries, and heard a large crowd respond to
the question, “Do you believe that these people are worthy of ordination” And
that crowd rose to it feet, and shouted, "they are worthy".

The road through ministry is never easy. And it is not an end in itself, but a
beginning. The learning continues. And the following continues. It took me
through a vast array of life-changing experiences in Scarborough, and has taken
me through a vast array of experiences here in Salford too. Some of it has been
easy; many other bits have been difficult. Some bits have brought honour,
others bits certainly reproach. Some of it has been suitable to my natural
inclinations and material interests; other bits have been contrary to both. But
through it all, the voice of God has never been silent. And I know for sure that I
need to keep following and will do so all the days of my life.

The next leg of the journey begins quite soon. In a way it is already begun. The
house is being packed up, as you can see I'm surrounded by boxes. Contact
details are being updated, and post redirection in prepared and the next few
weeks are mapped out pretty much. Our hope and expectation is that everything
will come together when we and our possessions land up in Keighley on August
13th. Thereafter will ensue a great deal of unpacking, and many journeys with



the sat nav to find our way around a strange land. OK, I hear you say, it’s
Yorkshire. Well It is - but not a bit I can say I know well, not at all.

What comes next is unknown. What following Jesus in Airedale will mean for me
is a blank page so far. I know what I take with me - my experiences of life, and
of following, and a head full of knowledge and memories and hopes. But it is still
mostly unknown territory. I go there undaunted though, because I am
committed to Jesus who called me to follow so long ago, and who has walked
every step of the way with me, through the heat and the rocky terrain, as well
as across the peaceful waters and gentle beaches.

May you hear the voice of Jesus calling you to follow. And may you have the to
courage to do just that, wherever the road takes you. May you recognise the
love and compassion and joy in his eyes, when you say yes to him. And may you
hear his voice often in your heart as you take that journey one step at a time.
And if you know you’ve been following for a long time, don’t be afraid if the
instruction to follow takes you into new and unexpected places. Because you will
never take those steps alone.

I wish you all well, in the days, weeks, months and years ahead. May God’s
blessing surround you in all that you are and all that you do as God’s Methodist
people here in Salford, as God’s church here in Salford. This is my last online
service. Though I hope that you will join in, one way or another, in the service of
farewell for both Kim and myself next Sunday.

Prayers

Now let’s turn to God in prayer. Let us pray.
First some words from a song:

I am nothing without You, I'm not ashamed to say,
But sometimes still I doubt You along my way.
I am nothing without You, an eagle without wings,
If I forget about You I lose everything.
My heart's an empty stage - let Your play begin.
My life's an empty page - for You to colour in Your love.

Lord, Jesus, loving God. We follow you because we believe that you offer us all
that we need for this life, and for ever. We follow you because in you we have
found meaning and purpose, hope and direction. We follow you because you
take the things that we offer to you, feeble though they sometimes feel to us,
and you transform them into something of value for the building of your
kingdom. And you transform us too with your endless love and peace.

Today we pray for the world in which we live. We only exist in a small part of its
vastness, but you know every place - every corner. And you care about it all:
you care about the lives of every person in every situation. We pray that your



transforming love will bring hope, and your transforming power will bring new
life in places of sickness and sadness, hunger and fear, isolation and despair. We
pray for our nation, we pray for our own city, our own communities. Bring hope
and new life here.

And we pray for your churches here, all seeking to worship and serve you in the
communities around this area. We pray for the churches of our circuit - the
people we know across this area, who will take your love and build your kingdom
here in the days, months and years ahead. We thank you for one another. And
we pray for one another. May we all have the willingness to listen for your voice,
and the courage to follow wherever you lead. May we be the empty stage on
which your play can be lived out in this area, and may our hearts be empty
pages ready to receive your love and hope and peace, this day and every day.
Amen.

Our final hymn will be familiar in terms of tune, though perhaps less so in the
words.
God who sets us on a journey. That will be followed by a more familiar song, Go
Peaceful in Gentleness - a prayer of blessing which we can offer to one another.
May you all go peaceful in gentleness, through the days ahead and always.

Hymn: God who sets us on a journey
God who sets us on a journey
to discover, dream and grow,
lead us as you led your people
in the desert long ago;
journey inward, journey outward,
stir the spirit, stretch the mind,
love for God and self and neighbour
marks the way that Christ defined.

Exploration brings new insights,
changes, choices we must face;
give us wisdom in deciding,
mindful always of your grace;
should we stumble, lose our bearings,
find it hard to know what’s right,
we regain our true direction
focused on the Jesus light.

End our longing for the old days,
grant the vision that we lack –
once we’ve started on this journey
there can be no turning back;
let us travel light, discarding
excess baggage from our past,
cherish only what’s essential,



choosing treasure that will last.

When we set up camp and settle
to avoid love’s risk and pain,
you disturb complacent comfort,
pull the tent pegs up again;
keep us travelling in the knowledge
you are always at our side;
give us courage for the journey,
Christ our goal and Christ our guide.

Hymn: Go Peaceful

Go peaceful in gentleness, through the violence of these days,
Give freely, show tenderness in all your ways.
Through darkness in troubled times, let holiness be your aim,
Seek wisdom, let faithfulness burn like a flame.
God speed you, God lead you and keep you wrapped around his heart, may you
be known by love

Be righteous, speak truthfully, in a world of greed and lies,
Show kindness, see everyone through Heaven’s eyes.
God hold you, enfold you, and keep you wrapped around his heart
May you be known by love, may you be known by love.
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