
ST. ANDREW’S, BLACKROCK & BRAY - 31ST JANUARY 2021 
Dublin and Munst er Presbyt ery Service 
Welcome and Announcements
“Welcome to our ‘Church at Home’ service transcript for Sunday 31st 
January 2021. On Sunday we joined with the other churches in our 
presbytery for a combined online service. The sermon was delivered by Rev. 
John Woodside, Minister Emeritus of Drogheda Presbyterian Church. I’ve 
included his sermon in full below. I was greatly encouraged by it, and I pray 
that you will be too.” - Rev. Andrew Gill 

Sermon - ‘Practicing Faith in Times of Isolation’ by Rev. John Woodside 
Let me draw your attention to a single verse in the Bible from Psalm 115 and 
verse 2, “Why do the nations say, ‘Where is their God?’” As I think of us 
scattered all over the presbytery this morning, indeed all over this island, I 
suspect that there's one thing that we all share in common, the feeling of 
isolation. Even before covid many Christians felt somewhat spiritually 
isolated in a society where more and more people want to run their affairs 
without reference to God, a so-called secular society. And thanks to covid, 
now we're also separated physically from family, from friends, from 
grandchildren, and from normal social life, and now in these last few weeks 
even from Sunday worship together in church. We miss it, meeting friends, 
sharing in the means of grace, the singing of the great hymns, and that 
special sense of God's presence that Jesus promised, ‘where two or three 
gather in my name, there I will be in the midst.’


But right now, that's a privilege we don't have, so I suppose we can 
sympathise with the psalmist in Psalm 115. Exiled in Babylon, surrounded by 
pagan shrines, far from the temple which he associated with God's 
presence, wondering why when pagan forces ransacked the city of God, that 
God seemed to do nothing about it, and now his neighbours are asking 
where is their God? Because they had gods of gold and silver they could see 
and touch was the psalmist’s God languishing somewhere in a temple a 
thousand kilometres away in Jerusalem?
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Now the psalmist’s answer is quite emphatic, absolutely not! Verse three, he 
says, “Our God is in heaven, and he does what he ordains.” In other words, 
the psalmist’s communion with God was in no way limited to a building, or a 
time, or a place. And that poses the question for us this morning, if we can't 
go to church at present, where can we meet with God?


Let me suggest no less than six means of grace commended in the Bible 
and accessible to each one of us during this long time. The first one is to 
recognise God's nearness where we are. Psalm 139, the psalmist reminds us 
that there is no such thing as a secular space, no place where God is absent. 
He tells how he tried by every means to escape God's presence but he had 
to admit defeat. He writes, “Where can I escape your Spirit?” (v.7) “You hem 
me in, from behind and before.” (v.5) The popular myth is that we human 
beings are seeking for God, we can't find him, and so we assume that he's 
not there. But the reality is that we are rebel creatures on the run from God, 
trying to keep him at bay while his presence is pressing in on every side. So 
whether we head to the hills, or hide in the crowd in the centre of the city, 
he's there. And that's why Paul could tell the philosophers at Athens, “he's 
not far from any one of us” (Acts 17:27) And indeed that was the great 
comfort for Saint Patrick, as he faced the threats of the druids as he 
preached the gospel, ‘Christ beside me, Christ behind me, Christ before me, 
Christ on my right hand, Christ on my left hand.’ So wherever you are this 
morning, he's right there beside you.


Now the second means of grace is to delight in God's works of creation, 
Psalm 29. The choir in my home church when I was a child used to sing an 
anthem ‘Worship the lord in the beauty of his holiness’ and I used to take 
that to mean in a beautiful church building with stained glass windows. Then 
I discovered that the words come from Psalm 29 and the context has 
nothing to do with being in church, but an approaching thunderstorm 
unleashing its tremendous power over a forest. Bolts of lightning bringing 
down great cedars of Lebanon, great oak trees, stripping them of their bark. 
And so evident is the power and the majesty of God on display, that the 
psalmist tells us in verse 9, ‘That the whole temple’ and by that he means the 
whole of nature cries out, ‘glory glory glory!’
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I have a little grandson who's just got two words, ‘hiyah’ is what he greets 
everybody with, and then there's another word he uses when he sees an 
insect in a flower head, or feels the texture of the bark of a tree, or watches a 
little robin skipping from branch to branch in front of him, he says ‘wow, 
wow, wow!’ And John Calvin tells us that the whole of nature is the theatre of 
God's glory. Wherever we look, whether it's the first snowdrops, the starlet 
sky, the crashing of the waves, the scent of roses, or the breaching of a great 
whale on the Wexford coast, all of these are designed to cause us to look 
upwards and say ‘wow, wow!’ Or to put it in the words of this psalm, “Give to 
the Lord the glory due to his name; worship the Lord in the beauty of his 
holiness. (v.2)” 

The third means of grace is to set aside time for daily devotion. God gives us 
an amazing invitation in Psalm 27, he says, “Seek my face.” (v.8) And our 
Lord Jesus Christ did just that when he drew aside to a quiet place daily and 
communed with his Father, and he instructed his disciples to do the same. 
And the Apostle James assures us, if you draw near to God, he will draw 
near to you. (James 4:8) And I suppose for most of us that means the age-
old practice of reading our Bibles, when God speaks to us, and saying our 
prayers, when we speak back to him. And perhaps for some of us, if that's 
not been our practice, this is an opportunity to perhaps take a gospel or 
some part of the Bible and during this period say, ‘I'm going to read a little 
bit every day.’ Just a small section, not rush through it, read it, think about it, 
meditate, see what God is maybe going to say to me, and then to turn that 
into prayer as I speak back to him. And perhaps what may begin for us as a 
discipline or a duty, may end up becoming a delight, for Psalm 19 reminds us 
that the law of the lord enlightens the mind and refreshes the soul, and 
rejoices the heart, and will become sweeter than honeycomb to the soul.


The fourth discipline is to do everything for the glory of God, 1 Corinthians 
10 verse 31. What the mystics call ‘the sacrament of living’ because we have 
inherited a mindset in this country which distinguishes between sacred and 
secular duties. It gives the impression that God is most pleased with us 
when we're at church, or singing hymns, or praying, as distinct from the rest 
of our life, at work or at play, or with our families. But is it not significant that 
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after 30 years of living as a carpenter in a local village, having preached no 
sermon, and worked no miracles, it was then that God the Father looked 
down on the Son and said, ‘this is my beloved Son, with whom I'm well 
pleased.’ Because Jesus lived an undivided life, he did everything for God's 
glory. So whether we're driving a tractor, or serving in the ward, or serving 
customers in the shop, or doing up the books, or ploughing a field, in the 
factory, or in an office, Paul says “Eating or drinking, do everything to God's 
glory” 


And then fifthly, the Bible calls us to maintain a spirit of thankfulness. Paul 
says in 1 Thessalonians (5:18), “Give thanks in all circumstances.” It can be 
so easy to moan about the things we don't have, rather than to be thankful 
for the things that we do have. Just over a week ago I received a letter from 
someone who's a member of one of our churches in the Dublin and Munster 
Presbytery. This letter was written over ten days because the lady has 
Parkinson’s disease, she walks with crutches, she suffers from osteoporosis, 
she has two metal knees and a metal hip, which help ease the pain. She's 
had this for years, and this is what she writes, “I'm so grateful to God to be 
so well. Lockdown is not as bad as lockup. The very word reminds me of 
that terrible little room on the locked ward in a psychiatric hospital. No 
handle on the inside of the door, and the shutter over the window, For I was 
a suicide risk. Thank God that those days have gone, though I can't avoid 
the memories.”


And then she goes on to recall how on Palm Sunday, 23 years ago, through 
a caring friend, she was invited to church to hear a choir. And she writes, 
“During that service something happened to me. God spoke to me. I realised 
for the first time that a very special somebody loved me. I didn't have to be 
afraid anymore. Heaven began for me, then I began to walk along his path 
and everything changed. I became a new person. The body is wearing out, 
but the spirit is young again. I have pain, but I have never been so happy. For 
I can talk to him anytime. without having to make an appointment. So I don't 
waste time thinking about the things I cannot do. I'm so happy to enjoy what 
I can do. Life is wonderful.” A spirit of thankfulness.
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And finally we're told to remember that God is sovereign in all things, even in 
a covid pandemic. Back to Psalm 115, what did the psalmist say our God is 
in? Heaven, and he does what he ordains. Israel's exile in Babylon was no 
surprise to God, for indeed he ordained it, and he told Isaiah in advance that 
was going to happen, and also that the people would return to their home, 
which they did. God was working at his purposes for good, even in exile, and 
he still is during this pandemic.


Let me give you just one example, here's a young teacher who was assigned 
on teaching practice to a school where a former teacher was the vice 
principal, a man who he found difficult to work with. The older man was 
cynical and critical of his young colleague’s Christian faith, and didn't mind 
letting him know. He gave him a hard time, but in due course the young 
teacher was called into full-time Christian ministry and just over a year ago 
took up his first charge. And covid intervened, forcing him to conduct his 
services online.


Just a couple of months ago he received a letter from his former vice 
principal. “When I heard you'd become a minister,” he wrote, “I decided to 
listen to one of your services, I've been tuned in ever since. I've come to see 
that you were right, and I was wrong. And I want to let you know I've just 
committed my life to Christ.” We never know what God is up to, what 
blessings will flow from these difficult days.


But just a final word during this year. Some of us have lost friends and loved 
ones, and they remind us that even when we return to going to church and 
this whole thing is over, we will still be isolated. For as the Bible reminds us, 
“Here we have no continuing city, but we seek that which is to 
come.” (Hebrews 13:14) We still are pilgrims and strangers, and the ultimate 
comfort this morning is to know for certain that we are on that road home to 
that city. And that is possible not because of anything we have done, or any 
merit that we have achieved, but because God's Son left home, and he 
faced the ultimate isolation on the cross, so that he could blaze open a trail, 
a way home to God for us to follow, and he says to us ‘Follow me.’
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If some of us this morning find ourselves like the Psalmist in 139, still on the 
run from God, we could learn from how that psalm ends. Note how the 
psalmist says he came to his senses, he stopped running from God, and he 
turned to God, and he prayed. He said, ‘Lord I've got it wrong, please lead 
me in the way everlasting.’ And that's where the journey can begin for each 
of us.


Dundrum shopping centre in Dublin has been described as a secular 
cathedral. Some years ago as hundreds of shoppers were going about their 
business, they were stopped in their tracks by the sound of 400 voices 
bursting into magnificent song, using the words from the last book of the 
Bible, what we call the ‘Hallelujah chorus.’ “The lord God omnipotent reigns! 
King of kings and Lord of lords, forever and forever. Hallelujah, Hallelujah, 
Hallelujah!” A so-called secular space filled with the music of heaven, 
pointing to that day when there will be no more isolation or separation, when 
the Church on Earth and the Church in Heaven will be one, when Christ has 
reconciled all things in Heaven and on Earth to himself. When we shall see 
him, and we shall be like him, and when we shall renew fellowship with those 
who have gone before, and when God's whole creation will be filled with the 
glory of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.


But we're not there yet, and tomorrow is Monday. So let's remember that 
while we're still in lockdown to recognise God's nearness, to delight in God's 
works, to seek God's face daily, to do everything to God's glory, to be 
constantly thankful, and to rejoice that he is sovereign even in the depth of 
covid.


Prayer 
Father, even in these days when we cannot meet together to worship you, 
help us to see you more clearly, to walk with you more nearly, and to love 
you more dearly, through Jesus Christ our lord. Amen.
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