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 Vicar’s Letter
Vicar’s Letter
Dear Friends,

“Why does God allow suffering?” This perplexing question is probably the most frequent one put to Christians, and the most difficult to answer. How can we possibly believe in a loving God when we see so much suffering around us? 

Some, undoubtedly, is caused by the greed, selfishness, and power-hunger of human beings, but much suffering is caused by disease and natural disaster, which just seems to strike randomly. Any simple explanation or pat answer to the “problem of evil” just seems to make it worse rather than better, reducing suffering to an unfortunate by product of God's great plan.

For me the “problem of evil” or “undeserved suffering” needs to be approached not as a problem of logic or even theology, but of spirituality. It is striking that when people suffer, they often experience spiritual growth through it, although that growth may manifest itself as an affirmation or as a rejection of traditional ideas of God.

As a parish priest, I have seen a great deal of suffering, and very often asked the question myself - “Why?” My response has been essentially one of feeling rather than logic. 

Somehow it seems to me that the overcoming of suffering is not a by-product of human existence, it is the very nature of it. To be a human being is to be called to overcome suffering. We can overcome suffering by human efforts for others – finding treatments for disease etc, learning to predict earthquakes, developing ways in which people can live together in peace, and many more. 

We can also overcome our own suffering by rising above it, not allowing it to distort our humanity. We can also overcome suffering by not causing it! Somehow, it seems to me that overcoming suffering through love is almost the definition of what it means to be a truly human being.

At Christmas time we celebrate the Incarnation, the coming of God to earth as a human being. If we can take the above seriously, it tells us how God approached human suffering, and the overcoming of it. He came on earth himself, to share our suffering, and to share our vocation of overcoming it.

With my love and prayers

Geoffrey Calvert


The Church Bazaar

What a buzz there was on the morning of the Church Bazaar. Each person had a bag of goodies as they struggled in through the doors, and stopped off at various stalls with gifts, bottles, cakes and red and green items which they hoped would sell.
It was one of those cold crisp mornings, and inside it was warm and there was an anticipation of delicious hot dogs cooking, the onions were attacking everyone’s senses.  There was glitter, and light everywhere.  Final touches were being made to the festive tables full of so many lovely things, just ready to encourage those attending to part with their money.
In the Church there was subdued Christmas music playing, and just to the right of the sanctuary as you walked down the aisle, Father Christmas had set up his mysterious grotto.  The door was festooned with lights, and it was ajar, suggesting that children would be welcome to step inside and meet the great man himself, before he went for a long sleep, in readiness to hitch up his reindeer and set off on his round the world voyage, delivering presents to all good children on Christmas Eve.   His helpers looked so pretty, just waiting to meet and show all the children into Grotto.
There was a line of games just waiting to be played, looked after by a group of happy children, keen to take pocket money from young visitors.    In the front pew was Katie, waiting to paint the faces of anyone who wanted to be transposed into an Angel, or a butterfly, and whatever took their fancy.
The kitchen was ready with an array of soup, sausage rolls, hot dogs and cakes and the urn was merrily steaming ready to pour the tea and coffee into endless cups.
At 11 o’clock the doors burst open, and filled our hall in the rush to see what was on offer.   As always there were many visitors looking over the bric-a-brac to see what they could give Auntie and Uncle, Granny and Granddad for Christmas.  The jewellery cleaning was going well, and so was the knitting, the gifts, the ever -popular Tombola and the cakes and preserves.  
Cards and paper were popular as was the beautifully packaged toiletries, not forgetting the green and red stall.  After a while people started to rest with their lunch and teas and coffees, clutching bags to their side as they went into the choir vestry, some heavy with books and toys poking out.  
The whole building was buzzing.  Percy had a bigger smile on his face as the bazaar progressed, and he witnessed everyone buying last minute raffle tickets at the front and the back of the hall.
Imagine our delight on Sunday morning when we were told that £2,865.00 had been counted, with more to come!
What a fantastic team effort. ■

Carole Chamberlain

All That Jazz!

I don’t like Jazz, so why I offered to take six tickets for Carole’s Jazz Evening at St Augustine’s remains to be seen.  They went like hot cakes, leaving me without a ticket!  By the time I had asked Carole (Chamberlain) for another ticket, I needed 5 more; obviously this music is popular!  Well, I would enjoy the cheese and wine, I thought, forgetting about the hard pews.  Whilst we were waiting for the doors to open we wondered why everyone was carrying a cushion.  Oops!  Sorry I should have realizes that pews are particularly hard.
About a third of the audience were members of Luton’s University of the Third Age (U3A) so there was a lot of chatter and as usual we were all pleased to see each other.  I remarked that I did not want to sit near the front, as I didn’t like Jazz, and may look bored.  Unfortunately, seats had been saved for us at the front, so down we all trooped.  I must say the Group, The Vine Street Six, looked very professional (as indeed they are!).  Paul Heley, who writes about his travels in the U3A magazine, looked particularly suave with his black waistcoat and trousers, and white shirt and musical tie.  They were introduced by the Revd Angela Newton, who said we would break in about an hour for the cheese and wine – Yippee I thought, I can manage an hour.  
A little introduction to the first piece of music, and off they went, Wow! I thought, this is good.  It went on with some tunes we knew, and some we didn’t.  There was a lot of foot tapping and clapping.  Each musician had a solo spot and was warmly applauded.  It just got better and better.
Half time arrived, cheese and wine to be had.  My my! There was more cheese than at Sainsbury’s deli.  We were all enjoying ourselves so much the bell had to ring six times to get us back into Church.  Once all were safely gathered in, the band carried on with their great playing, and was justifiably rewarded with loud applause.
What a super evening.  I am not sure why I thought I didn’t like jazz, but is it my age?  Has my taste in music changed?  Thank you Carole for all your hard work in arranging such an enjoyable evening.  Next time there’s a Jazz Night, I’ll be there. ■

This article was written for the Luton U3A Newsletter by Jenny Griffiths and reproduced here with permission.
Theme for Education Sunday 2009: ‘God's world is a gift on trust’
Education Sunday is the national day of prayer and celebration for all those involved in the world of education, traditionally marked on the ninth Sunday before Easter. In 2009 it will fall on Sunday 8th February and will highlight the role of schools and colleges in helping young people lead lives that recognise the vital importance of caring for God's creation.
Education Sunday is observed in different ways by most parishes and church schools in the country, as well as many cathedrals. The environmental theme for 2009 complements a range of activities aiming to 'shrink the carbon footprint' of the Church of England. It will encourage greater awareness of the sustainable actions that individuals and communities can take to try and halt environmental damage and climate change. More information at www.educationsunday.org ■



Buried Treasure

It’s tough today on clergy,
Their job is hard to do,

Because they have great difficulty,

Pleasing you, and you, and you.

They can be most charming,

A most amiable ‘chappess’ or ‘chappy’,

But if they sing hymns evangelical,

Then they are labelled ‘Happy Clappy.’

If they try new forms of sermon,

They are moving much too fast,

And if they stick to old tradition,

Well, they are wedded to the past.

If they labour on about a point,

Then the sermon is too long,

But if they keep it short and sweet,

Some will say that that is wrong.

If they dare to change the style of prayers,

Or even to miss out the Creed,

It’s string them up and flog them,

For committing such a deed.
Yes pity our clergymen and women,

Their lives are devoid of fun,

Because they are always criticised,

For the ‘things’ that they have done.

So wouldn’t it be nice one Sunday,

If every Mary, Sid and Bob,

Said to the poor old Vicar,

“Hey, you’re doing a smashing job!”

For going to church on a Sunday,

Should for clergy be a pleasure,

If it wasn’t for those who look for their faults,

As if they were buried treasure.

Now the next time you slag off your vicar,

Just suppose you force him to go?

The next one could be a COMPLETE disaster,

....so best stick with the ‘devil’ you know!
Colin Hammacott


Unexpected Ephesus
From Ray Higgins

Several years ago Frances and I embarked upon our first cruise, sailing out of Malta and eastwards along the Mediterranean Sea, calling at Crete, Rhodes, Santorini and, supposedly Piraeus for Athens.. It was a relatively small ship, well certainly when berthed alongside the P& O  liner “Oriana”, and was named “Seawing”.

Unknown to us when we booked  the cruise this was to be Seawing’s last voyage with the company with whom we had booked the holiday. The company owned 3 other ships that were subsequently sold off to another well known holiday business but Seawing was not.

When we set sail from Santorini towards our last port of call, Piraeus for Athens, our captain made an announcement over the tannoy that there had been a last minute change of itinerary, and that we were  heading for Kusadasi in Turkey instead.  This had been brought about by information received that the Greek port authorities were going to re-impound the ship when it reached Piraeus. 

The story has it that Seawing had been impounded before when it was owned by a previous company, for non payment of port taxes, and was only released on that occasion after months of legal wrangling. It was obviously a ploy by the port authorities, knowing that the ship was on its last voyage with the current owners , to impound it again, and if they could hold it for long enough  the owners would just capitulate and hand Seawing over. 

This change of itinerary came as a great surprise to all the passengers on board and , it has to be said , a disappointment to all those who had set their hearts on seeing Athens. Frances and I were not bothered at all, in fact we just soaked up the excitement of it all.   Kusadasi lies on the western coast of Turkey, opposite Greece across the Aegean Sea. We were informed that a number of coaches had been laid on when we got there, and for all those interested there would be an excursion to Ephesus.

In biblical times the region was known as Asia Minor and when St Paul wrote his letters to the Ephesians it was to this town or city of Ephesus to which he refers. St Paul spent the last years of his long life in Ephesus and his tomb is on Ayasuluk Hill overlooking the city. Emperor Justinian later constructed a magnificent church over the site of the tomb.

Both Frances and I were excited by the prospect of this excursion although we had no idea what to expect when we got there. Centuries ago Ephesus was a thriving seaport but the waterway that brought the ships up to the city had long since silted up and Ephesus now lies some 6 km inland. What magnificent ruins we beheld when we arrived; Roman amphitheatres, columns, statues, paved walkways and the wonderfully preserved façade of the Library of Celcus, and so much more.

Another important biblical figure is known to have lived at Ephesus. St John who, with Mary, was present at the crucifixion of Jesus, and to whom Jesus said “behold your mother” and to Mary “behold your son” is also buried on the hillside overlooking the city.
What a wonderful end to our holiday, to soak up all those centuries of history and to walk the streets, in fact on the very stones that St Paul and St John  had walked all those years ago.  Ephesus for us was certainly an unexpected delight. ■
Ray Higgins
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CHRISTMAS POEM
Blitzen’s ricked his ankle!

Just won’t eat his food.

Santa Claus is stressed

Does nought but sit and brood!
The little elves have headaches

They can’t get out of bed!

Santa Claus is worried

Toys full to bursting in shed!

Rudolph has the flu

With nose so pale and white!

Santa Claus just wrings his hands

Oh what a sorry plight!

Can we cancel Christmas?

What will the children do?

Santa Claus is desperate

Turkey and pudding ready too!

Along came a new group of Helpers

With potions and bandages

Santa Claus has a brandy

And the miracle happens they say!

Blitzen is doing his workout

Rudolph’s nose red and bright

Santa Claus is again happy

The Star shone as well, very bright!

The Team set off right on time

With shouts of hip hip hooray

Santa Claus once again marvelled

And Mary gave birth – Let us Pray.
The tree with star a shining

Looks so beautiful and bright

With gold and silver baubles

And a jumble of pretty lights

It stands alone and shimmers

Off a darkened country lane

And the only folk who see it

Glimpse it quickly, from the train!


No one sees it ‘til December

Whoever puts it there?

The rabbits, deer and badgers

Love to see it, sit and stare.

They know the time is special

And the story they have heard

How God’s son was born to Mary

In a stable, animals shared

The animals pay their homage

Their eyes caught by the light

They huddle close together

On this most Silent Night.

There’s no one on the train now

United with kith and kin

Wrapped up warm to church they go

So they can pray to HIM

He came to us a baby

Cradled in Mary’s arm

Oh how I wish the world some peace

Not war – just healing balm.

Carole Chamberlain, December 2008 
Why come to church?

From a talk on Matthew 25: 31 – 45 given at the 11 o’clock service by Richard Evans on ‘Back to Church Sunday’.

‘Back to Church Sunday’ is a good moment to ask ourselves: ‘Why are we here? What do we think we’re doing? What does it all mean?’

I’m going to suggest three ways of finding some answers to these questions. In the passage referred to above, Jesus describes two groups of people. There’s the group who think of themselves as loyal to God, but haven’t realised what that involves. 

In present day terms they would be people who attend a church, who perform all the rituals, and think that’s it. They don’t live out the life of compassionate Christianity in the world, and because of that, they haven’t really engaged with God and his priorities. 
And God’s priorities are seen in Matthew 25: 31 – 45: helping people who are starving, who are refugees or homeless, who are ill, who are in real trouble or who are rejected by society in some way.

There’s a real challenge here for those of us who are regular church-goers. Are we just going through the motions? Are we just coming to church as a long-standing habit? Have we made our Christianity into something easy and comfortable? Or are we living lives of compassion, aware of the needs around us, and ministering in whatever way we can – whether through personal contact or by giving money to help people we can’t help in any other way?

The second group of people in the story live lives of true compassion, bringing encouragement and hope to those in different kinds of need. They don’t dress it up in religious terms – they just get on with it – and are surprised to discover that in the process, without realising it, they have been opening themselves to God. 
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Compassion lies at the heart of true spirituality. Without compassion, any faith we may claim to follow is a sham. As St Paul says, ‘Without love, I am like a booming trumpet or a clanging cymbal.’ – without love our faith is a lot of hot air without any reality.

But if compassion is the heart of true spirituality, and if it opens us to God, do we need the companionship of like-minded people we call the Church? This leads on to the second of my three points. Yes, we can engage with God without the Church, but it’s not the easiest way. If the first leg of Christianity is compassion, the second leg is community.

If you are weary of a world that seems obsessed with money, with getting the better of the next guy, a competitive world that breeds anxiety and suspicion; if you hunger to belong to a community of love and trust, where you can be open and real without being exploited – then Jesus speaks to the longing of your heart.

So much of what he has to say is about community, even though he doesn’t use that word. Instead he talks about the ‘kingdom’, the ‘kingdom of God’. His disciples think he means a military kingdom, which will drive out the occupying Romans, and he struggles to get it into their heads that that’s not the kind of kingdom that he’s talking about. And it’s not about waiting for God to crash back into the world at the end of time and put everything right. It’s not even trying to work through social democratic ideals to build a better world in the future (though there’s nothing wrong with that).

No, the kingdom Jesus talks about is something we build here and now. It’s a community of love and trust and acceptance, which works subversively in a world obsessed by power and competition. A community that gives people a safe space to become who they really are, and find a loving acceptance even if the world regards them as unacceptable.

As the Church, we struggle to bring this sort of community into being. Often we’re not very good at it. In our human frailty we argue with each other, we tread on each other’s toes, we worry about our status. But when we get it right, we accept and support each other in loving and generous ways.  
When I have had health problems, members of St Augustine’s  have visited me in hospital, washed my pyjamas; they’ve given me lifts and done my shopping; they’ve sent me cards, prayed for me and kept in touch by phone. For me, being part of St Augustine’s has been about belonging to a real community.

And this leads on to my third point. If compassion and community are the first and second legs of our faith, the third leg of our faith is connection – connection with the divine. It’s as we show compassion to one another and to a needy world, and as we engage in the life of the kingdom, building the community of the church, that something else seems to happen. We seem to be tapping into an energy and a love that is more than just the sum of the human parts.

For over 2,000 years, men and women and young people have found that the church has not only supported them in practical ways, not only given shape and meaning to their lives, but also enabled them to journey into the mystery, the love and the energy that we call ‘God’. ■
Richard Evans
Pilgrimage to Taizé 

Each summer, a group of young people from the Diocese spend a week in Taizé, a monastic village in Burgundy, France. It is an opportunity to meet and to worship with other young people from all over the world, as well as find time to see the beautiful village, relax by the natural source of St Étienne, or just play cards outside the tents.
Taizé is home to a group of Brothers who have taken monastic vows and now spend much of their lives looking after the thousands of young people who journey to Taizé for the peace and spirituality that it offers.
A normal day at Taizé includes prayer in the church, bible study and group discussions, practical work around the site and plenty of food, socialising and time to soak up the sun!
A group of us will be going again between 18th and 27th July next summer, and it’d be great to get as many people along as possible. If you’re between 15 and 30 and interested in coming have a look at the information below and get in touch to find out more. Hope to see you there! (Josh Young - Pilgrim)
Taize 2009 - with the Bishop of Hertford
We will travel by bus from St Albans leaving mid-afternoon on Saturday 18th and returning around 6am on Monday 27th. The pilgrimage is open to young adults between the ages of 15 and 29. You are welcome to bring your children and there is a special families’ programme and camping area. Costs will be around £175 (please ask for costs for families) which includes travel and all food. Accommodation is in tents, and for those who do not have their own tent there are big dormitory tents available.
For information, or to request a booking form, please contact: 

The Revd Ysmena Pentelow 
on 01727 818151 or 
ysmenapentelow@tiscali.co.uk  
www.taize.fr (the Taize website);
www.gotaize.org.uk (our website)

Giving in Grace: update

The Giving in Grace Stewardship Campaign ended on 2nd November and to date the response has been encouraging. The initial response has seen over eighty people returning their response forms. Of these:

· Over 40 have decided to increase their giving


· 14 have decided to join the envelope 

· 7 have decided to give by Standing Order

· 3 have requested information on Legacies

· 8 have decided that they are unable to increase their giving at this time.

With respect to the increase in giving, we will already be able to count on an additional £149 per week – a marvellous response from just over 50% of St Augustine’s family. 

If you are among those who are still undecided, please know that your response is important whether you decide to increase your giving or not. 

If you have mislaid your form, ask the vicar or Kevin Devey for a replacement.  

A comprehensive report on the campaign will be available early in the New Year. ■
Alan Jeffs


That Light Bulb - again
How many Charismatics does it take to change a light bulb? 

One, since his/her hands are in the air anyway. 

How many Baptists does it take to 
change a light bulb? 

The whole congregation needs to vote on it! 

How many Anglo-Catholics does it take to change a light bulb? 

None. They always use candles instead.

How many conservative Anglicans does it take to change a light bulb? 

Three. One to change it and two to storm out in protest if the person changing it is a woman. 

How many Brethren does it take to change a light bulb? 

Change????? 

How many Evangelicals does it take to change a light bulb? 

Evangelicals do not change light bulbs. They simply read out the instructions and hope the light bulb will decide to change itself. 

How many Atheists does it take to change a light bulb? 

You can ask them to change it as often as you like, but they'll still remain in darkness. ■
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Churches gear up for Year of the Child 2009

2009 is the 30th anniversary of the United Nations' International Year of the Child.   To help mark the year, many churches are planning to make 2009 'a year to remember' for young people and the Church.
It is an ideal opportunity for local churches everywhere to review and to celebrate the work they do with children and young people.   
The Archbishop of York, Dr John Sentamu, has said:  "Young people all over the country need to hear the words of Christ's love for them in all manner of ways. So too, we the Church need to hear afresh God speaking to us through the life and witness of children. Come and join the celebration, be challenged and inspired."
The Revd Mary Hawes, National Children's Adviser for the Church of England, stresses that Year of the child 2009 is not a prescriptive project or even a centrally driven programme:
"It is simply an open invitation to the Christian church in the UK to join in by making 2009 a special year for children and young people. There are no plans for big national events, but rather to create a spotlight to help churches focus on their work with children. “We are hoping that 2009 will be a year in which the issues facing young people today can be highlighted, and for work with children and young people to be celebrated."

Updates on the activities taking place under the Church's Year of the Child will be posted at: www.yearofthechild2009.co.uk.
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New members for the Mothers’ Union


Janet Enticknap, John Kammerer and Shirley Clark were enrolled as members of St Augustine’s branch of the Mothers’ Union on Wednesday 10th December during the evening mid-week Eucharist.


All who attended enjoyed coffee and mince pies in the choir vestry after the service.■
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 … without love, our faith is a lot of hot air without any reality.
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