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CALL TO WORSHIP
 
O praise the Lord, for it is good to sing praises to our God. 
To praise him is joyful and right. 
Great is our Lord and great is his power. 
There is no measuring his understanding. (Psalm 147) 

HYMN: 566 HP / 81 StF Now thank we all our God 

PRAYER 

Let us pray. 
O God, we praise you, we acknowledge you to be Lord. The whole earth is full of your glory. (PAUSE) 
O God, we praise you that in Jesus we have found light and love and light. (PAUSE)
O God, we praise you, for your Spirit is guiding us and guarding us and leading us towards the truth. (PAUSE) 

Most holy God, who was and is and is to come, we worship you for your goodness and love. 
When we have strayed, you have brought us back.
 When we have forgotten you, you have stirred our memories. 
When we have grown weary, you have revived our flagging spirits. 
When we have become bored or complacent, you have pricked us into life. 

As we worship you this day, open our lives to the prompting of your Spirit, that as we have worshipped so may we live; and what we have said with our lips we may believe in our hearts; and what we believe in our hearts we may give evidence of in our lives, through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen. 

HYMN: 710 HP / 634 StF Fight the good fight 

READING: Isaiah 40:21-31 

THE GOSPEL: Mark 1:29-39 

HYMN: 663 HP Awake our souls; away our fears 
OR 
164 StF Your words to me are life and health

THE SERMON: see separate sheets 

HYMN: 446 HP Hast thou not known 
OR 
91 StF The God of Abraham praise
PRAYERS 
(Introduce the response)
Let us pray. 
O God, with thankfulness we bring our prayers and petitions, for throughout our lives you have been our strength and support. Even when we have not recognised it, you have been with us and in us and working through us. And so with confidence we pray for this world which you have created and which you have loaned to us. 

We pray for all who have responsibility for the leadership of nations, for politicians and statesmen and women, for bankers and industrialists, for the United Nations and for all who work for peace and justice. 

Lord, hear our prayer. 
And let our cry come unto you. 

We pray for your church and for all who seek to discern your will. May your Spirit guide and guard us through the turbulence of our world, and may we seek always to be a welcoming, supportive community. 

Lord, hear our prayer. 
And let our cry come unto you. 

We pray for the communities in which we live and work and worship. (LOCAL CONCERNS CAN BE MENTIONED AT THIS POINT) We pray for magistrates, for police officers, for those who provide us with heating and lighting and drainage, for those who sweep our streets, and for those who work whilst we sleep and on whose labours we are so dependent. 

Lord, hear our prayer. 
And let our cry come unto you. 

We pray for the sick, the anxious, for those afraid of living and those who are scared to die. Comfort us in all our troubles and grant that we may ever know your presence. 

Lord, hear our prayer. 
And let our cry come unto you. 

We give thanks for all those who have revealed to us your grace in Christ - for preachers and teachers, for parents and grandparents, for gifted and inspiring leaders, and for those humble saints whose gifts are glorious, yet unsung. 
The Lord hears our prayer so thanks be to God. Amen.

THE LORD’S PRAYER 

THE OFFERTORY 
(as the offertory is presented, sing Hymn 642 HP / 142 StF  verse 6) 

HYMN: 662 HP / 457 StF Author of faith, eternal Word
THE BLESSING 

The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and minds in the knowledge and love of God, and the blessing of God Almighty, Father, Son and Holy Spirit be with us now and for evermore. Amen. 
WINGS LIKE EAGLES

Those who look to the Lord will win new strength, 
They will grow wings like eagles, 
They will run and not be weary, 
They will march on and never grow faint. (Isaiah 40:31)

At one time, the business of the Spring Ministerial Synod was dominated by the examination of candidates for the ministry, each of whom had to attend and be examined by their District Synod. For many ministers, this was the highlight of the day, if not the year - not, you understand, because they took a sadistic delight in grilling the candidates, but because it is a privilege and inspiration to hear men and women speak of God’s hand upon their lives. That part of the Synod’s business has now passed to the District Candidates Committee. 

The other part of the Ministerial Synod’s business is to grant permission to those ministers who wish to superannuate, retire. This is not just a piece of bureaucracy, though bureaucracy inevitably comes into it; it provides an opportunity for appreciation to be made to those retiring ministers and for them to respond. One year, a District Chair introduced some structure to this by suggesting that the five retiring ministers speak for two minutes only on the spiritual resources that had sustained him or her throughout their ministry. What had kept them going? To whom or to what did they turn in difficult times, as well as in the good? As you may imagine, each of the five ministers gave very different presentations. 

Well, let me ask that question of you - when the chips have been down, what has kept you going? What has sustained you through thick and thin? When you were at your wit’s end, what helped you to hang in there? 

Gustav Mahler was obsessed by death - hardly surprising, for he had been surrounded by it, losing parents as well as siblings, and in 1907 the death of his older daughter with diathermic scarlet fever. He and Alma his wife were devoted to this daughter. Alma collapsed and the doctor came. Whilst attending his wife, Mahler asked that he be checked, only to be told that he too was suffering from a heart condition - a heart condition that was to kill him in just a few years’ time. In his agony of spirit, he turned to some Chinese poems that had been given to him and wrote das Lied von der Erde, of which these poems are the songs. Some would say the finest of all his music. 

And so to Isaiah - the Jews had been in Exile in Babylon and Isaiah is offering them words of comfort and consolation in what is one of the most wonderful chapters in the whole of the Hebrew scriptures. 

If you are in a down patch, if you feel spiritually flat, read the whole of this 40th chapter of Isaiah. Read it out loud. Don’t stop taking your anti-depressants if they have been prescribed by your doctor, but read this chapter as a supplement to your medication and diet. Certainly it will do you far more good than the horoscopes that have become too many people’s mentor. 

It points to God’s ultimate control of our destinies. It points to his utter reliability. It points to the transience of so much of human endeavour. And points to the resources that are available to those who put their trust in God. 

“The Lord, the everlasting God, creator of the wide world,
grows neither weary nor faint; 
no man can fathom his understanding. 
He gives vigour to the weary, 
new strength to the exhausted. 
Young men may grow weary and faint, 
even in their prime they may stumble and fall; 
but those who look to the Lord will win new strength, 
they will grow wings like eagles, 
they will run and not be weary, 
they will march and never grow faint” (‘Isaiah 40:28b-31)

Those who look to the Lord will win new strength. They that wait on the Lord will renew their strength. The nuances of the verb used here hint at dangling on a rope, being tied by a rope to a guide. You are to trust, to put your confidence in the Lord, that’s what it’s saying. It is not always easy when you are down and out, but he will hold you. It’s a call to trust, to faith. 
A favourite metaphor for faith is to liken it to that feeling as you lie on the trolley waiting to be wheeled into the operating theatre and you await that “you’ll only feel a little scratch on the back of your hand” as the anaesthetist assures you. You can only lie back and trust - there is absolutely nothing you can do but to trust the skill of the surgeon and the healing graces of God. Most of you who have had surgery will know precisely what I mean. Those who look to the Lord will win new strength. 

They will grow wings like eagles. They will rise up like eagles. They will soar into the heavens; their sights will be raised and their horizons broadened. 

As a teenager, the Rev Barrie Heafford was rebuked by his minister for being too cynical. At the time, he thought it unjust, but he never forgot that rebuke. Perhaps too many of us have become cynical; it is a feature of our age. Cynical about the Government; cynical about politicians in general; cynical about the institutional church. It is a chronic disease that is slowly strangling our society, for without goals, without ideals, there is no future. We desperately need wings of faith to rise above the vale and see God’s possibilities, to see what could be and what can be. But ideals have to be sustained and complacency has to be challenged. Isaiah is suggesting that those who look to the Lord will find this sustaining power and will rise above the humdrum and the depressing. 

They will run and not be weary. One of the astonishing things about human nature is the way in which a person can rise to a challenge. Indeed, sometimes it seems as if the greater the challenge, the more we respond. Perhaps you have also watched with amazement at the way carers can give and give and give again. We have seen how athletes and sportsmen and women can push themselves harder and harder - one swimmer got up at 4.00 am and into the water, four hours swimming, then breakfast and a full day at college, and no sooner home than into the pool for another four hour’s work and training. Some of the nurses and doctors in times of shortage of staff work from 7.30 in the morning and don’t get away until 10.00 at night. They run and don’t get weary. Well, they do, of course, but many have learned how to sustain and refresh themselves. 
Isaiah is saying to his beleaguered countrymen who have been holding out year and year - those who look to the Lord will run and not be weary, he gives vigour to the weary and new strength to the exhausted. His grace is sufficient. 

You will march and not faint. The descending order in which Isaiah lists these attributes is both surprising and significant. Usually one builds up an argument block by block, leaving the crunch line to the end. Some of us might have started by marching and then gradually build the momentum and speak of running and then finally flying like eagles. Isaiah does it the other way round- flying, running, marching. For good reason. 

He knows that the really difficult thing is not having ideals and goals, nor even having to rise to challenges. The hardest task of all is to keep going - not least if you are in exile for as long as they were. It’s the daily grind, the constant and continual having to keep at it that can sometimes break the human spirit. It is far easier to take short cuts or plan for the short term than it is to carefully and sometimes tediously build and persist and keep at it through thick and thin. But that’s when you need resources - for the long haul. 

But, says Isaiah, if you put your trust in God, he will sustain you for the long haul. You move mountains by the spadeful; you create communities by long, hard, patient graft as well as by charismatic leaders; the tortoise can often outlast the rabbit. As Jesus put it - you live each day at a time - sufficient unto the day of evil thereof.  There is enough in each day to demand your concentration without worrying about the next. March and never grow faint. 

And you will if you put your trust in the Lord, if he holds you in his hand. 
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