7th January 2021

Hello Everybody.

This letter comes with some thoughts for the new year and some details of how church life is going to change for the moment in the light of the latest national lockdown.  I was going to include this material in a magazine article, but this is no longer going to be the case, for reasons that I will make clear towards the end of the letter.  Firstly, some words of thanks for everything that people did last year:
· Thank you to Newburn Manor Primary school year 6 socially distanced choir; you made such a difference to our worship during Christmas while we haven’t been allowed to sing. 

· Thank you to everyone for their huge generosity last year in supporting the work of feeding the most vulnerable in our community - by giving food, Christmas treats and money. 

· Thank you to all those who gave to the many charities that we supported last year. 

· Thank you to those who cleaned our churches. 

· Thank you to those who kept things going in really difficult times.

· Thank you to those who encouraged others during a really challenging time.

· Thank you to those who telephoned and kept in touch with one another.

· Thank you to those who spent time learning new things through this year.

· And thank you to everyone who has been faithful in prayer, or in other activities that aren’t seen but are vital to the church or the community. 

Like everything else, our new year was different this year.  No parties and I imagine that most people haven’t even made the usual half-hearted new year’s resolutions that might last until the beginning of February – we are all too focused on getting by until the vaccines kick in.  

However, I still think that God wants us to be planning for the year ahead (and beyond) even if there is only a limited amount that we can do at present.  We should always be asking ourselves whether what we are doing is what He wants us to be doing. The pandemic – which has forced so many activities to stop for so long – does give us a chance to think and pray about which of these activities should re-start and in what form.  It is sometimes the case that things that were right to do in the past are no longer what God wants us to be doing, or that He wants us to continue to do things but in a different way.   We recently put in the recycling bin some leaflets that were made to advertise our new Messy Church in 2020.  Messy Churches could only meet in January and February before it had to be put on hold but the leaflets reminded me that, even for an activity as new as this, we should be prayerfully considering what the future should hold.  

I’m fairly certain that, once the whole country has had the chance to be vaccinated, God will not want our church life to look exactly like it did before March 23rd, 2020.  For one thing, there are a number of new and exciting developments that have occurred during lockdown (or semi-lockdown).  The church and community have been brilliant in supporting the distribution of food to those in need, and we have our Zoom Bible study and YouTube channel.  In addition, I was thrilled that – as well as  the delivery of Christmas in a bag to children - the PEGs (Parish Events Group) organised the delivery of a parcel to people from our churches who live alone.  This was a great example of people in the church deciding what God was wanting them to do and taking responsibility for ensuring that it happened.  I know that the people who received these parcels really appreciated them. 

For big decisions such as the ones that we will have to take this year, we will need committed leaders, including some new leaders.  It may feel like we have only just had an Annual General Meeting but there is another one due to happen in March or April and we would like some new PCC members and a new warden for St Michael’s.  So please consider prayerfully whether you could be moving into a position of leadership or taking on any other new role in the church.  And please talk to me if you have even the slightest inkling that God might be calling you in this direction.

I am asking you to consider all this in the light of the national lockdown that was announced on Monday.  Public worship in England is not prohibited, but many in the Church of England feel very uneasy that we are being allowed to continue when there is a new strain of covid-19 which is more easily transmitted, when people have found it hard to avoid having conversations while they are in church and when the other countries of the United Kingdom have stopped all forms of public worship.  I have consulted with the PCC and there was unanimous decision in favour of suspending face to face worship on a Sunday for the timebeing.  Hopefully, this will not be for too long as meeting together will become safer as more and more of the population are vaccinated against covid.  We have also decided not to distribute the magazine because, despite everyone’s best efforts, there is a risk of infection as copies pass from one person to another.  

However, we will remain church, as we did even when we were not meeting for parts of 2020.  There will be a Bible reading, a talk, prayers and possibly some music posted onto our youtube site every Sunday morning: to find this, please go to www.youtube.com and type in ‘Newburn Parish’.  The pastoral team will continue to keep in touch with people, Helen and Roz are creating a Facebook page and Jamie is always keen to welcome new members to the Zoom Bible study.  Please check what is going on through the webpage and the Facebook page whenever you can.

Preparing and planning for the future is difficult when the problems of the moment seem so great.  But I believe that, in the course of 2021, we will find the darkness of the present times slowly turning into light.  As David said, when God had delivered him from his enemies:
“You Lord are my lamp; the Lord turns my darkness into light.” 2 Samuel 22:2
With love and blessings
Allison 
