
ST. ANDREW’S, BLACKROCK & BRAY - 9TH MAY 2021 
Ess e ntial Q uestions about Churc h; When will C hurc h be 'Normal' Aga in? 

Welcome to our ‘Church at Home’ service transcript for Sunday the 9th May 
2021. This week we are continuing our series looking at the essential 
questions about church with “When will Church be ‘normal’ again?” This 
coming Sunday, the 16th May, we will be reopening our buildings for in-
person services! However, if you are unable to make it, or still don’t feel ready 
to return to Church, I will still be sending out these transcripts every week.  - 
Rev. Andrew Gill 

Call to Worship – John 15:9-12 (The Message)
Jesus said, “I’ve loved you the way my Father has loved me. Make 

yourselves at home in my love. If you keep my commands, you’ll remain 
intimately at home in my love. That’s what I’ve done—kept my Father’s 
commands and made myself at home in his love.

“I’ve told you these things for a purpose: that my joy might be your joy, 
and your joy wholly mature. This is my command: Love one another the way I 
loved you.”

Opening Prayer
Merciful God,

you have prepared for those who love you such good things as pass all 
understanding. Pour into our hearts such love toward you, that we, loving 
you above all things, may obtain your promises, which exceed all that we 
can desire; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who is alive and reigns with you 
and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever.

Amen.
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Readings - Psalm 84 
How lovely is your dwelling place, 
    O Lord of hosts! 
My soul longs, indeed it faints 
    for the courts of the Lord; 
my heart and my flesh sing for joy 
    to the living God. 
Even the sparrow finds a home, 
    and the swallow a nest for herself, 
    where she may lay her young, 
at your altars, O Lord of hosts, 
    my King and my God. 
Happy are those who live in your house, 
    ever singing your praise.		 	 Selah 

Happy are those whose strength is in you, 
    in whose heart are the highways to Zion. 
As they go through the valley of Baca 
    they make it a place of springs; 
    the early rain also covers it with pools. 
They go from strength to strength; 
    the God of gods will be seen in Zion. 

O Lord God of hosts, hear my prayer; 
    give ear, O God of Jacob!	 	 Selah 
Behold our shield, O God; 
    look on the face of your anointed. 
For a day in your courts is better 
    than a thousand elsewhere. 
I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God 
    than live in the tents of wickedness. 
For the Lord God is a sun and shield; 
    he bestows favour and honour. 
No good thing does the Lord withhold 
    from those who walk uprightly. 

O Lord of hosts, 
    happy is everyone who trusts in you. 
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Sermon - Essential Questions; When will Church be ‘Normal’ Again? 
Monday the 10th of May is the big day. Many of the restrictions that have 
been in place since December will be lifted; we can once again travel beyond 
our county, we can start to meet up with more people, personal services will 
be open again, and of course church next week. Then in the coming weeks; 
retail, restaurants, and gyms will reopen. Lockdown is coming to an end. But 
I wonder how you feel about that? Maybe you are excited. You have had 
both your jabs, the hair appointment is booked, and you are ready to jump in 
the car and travel around the country to see friends and family. But maybe 
you are feeling a little bit nervous. After so long stuck inside, maybe you feel 
a little bit uneasy about going out and about. Or maybe you are just 
burdened by the effects of lockdown. Perhaps it has been a difficult year for 
you, and you are still carrying those wounds, whether they are emotional, 
physical, relational, or financial.


I think for all of us, we have a longing for life to be normal. Over the last 14 
months, we have had, what I describe as, a homesickness for normality. We 
desire to know that we are getting the most out of life, we want to feel safe 
and at peace, and we want to enjoy rest. We long for life to be normal, and to 
have the comfort of feeling ‘at home.’


We are doing a series at the moment looking at the essential questions about 
church, and today we are asking the question, "When will church be ‘normal’ 
again?” But I feel I need to be honest with you, that title is perhaps a little bit 
misleading, because I don't know the answer to when church life will be 
normal again. (Although it probably won’t be for a while) And besides, I do 
not know what you understand, or expect ‘normal’ to be. But I do believe 
that the Bible has something to say to the desire that lies behind that 
question. The Bible does speak truth into our spiritual homesickness for 
normality. So today I want us to look at Psalm 84.


It is unclear who wrote it, or the exact reason why they wrote it, but it is clear 
from reading it that it is written by somebody who wants to be, but cannot 
be, with the community of worshipers in God's temple. See how they start 
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the Psalm in verses 1 and 2, “How lovely is your dwelling place, Lord 
Almighty! My soul yearns, even faints, for the courts of the Lord; my heart 
and flesh cry out for the living God.” The psalmist has experienced the 
blessings of being in the house of God, and now they want to be back there. 
Their soul, heart, and body longs to be in the presence of God, and to be 
singing his praises. Maybe you can identify with that longing.


In the Old Testament, the temple, and the tabernacle before it, were essential 
for worship. At the centre of the temple complex there was a place called the 
Holy of Holies where the Ark of the Covenant was kept, above which the 
presence of God dwelt in a special way. Temple was where God’s spirit lived 
on earth. It was where the priests ministered, and where the people of God 
had to go to make sacrifices to atone for their sin. But in the New Testament 
that all changed. The centre of our worship is now Christ, because in him the 
fullness of God gladly dwells. He is our great high priest, and he is the 
atoning sacrifice for our sins. Through his Spirit living in us, the people of his 
church, we are his holy temple. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 3:16, “Don't you 
know that you yourselves are God's temple and that God Spirit lives among 
you?”


For the psalmist, the temple was a physical building made of stone, but for 
us, the temple is a spiritual building made up of people. Next week, for those 
of us that are back in church, we will be experiencing the presence of God in 
a special way, not because of the building we are in, but because of the 
people we are with. We will experience God through his Spirit living in us, the 
people of his church. But even when we are back together again, we still 
have that sense of longing. Things will not be normal just yet. There will be 
no singing, we will be socially distant, wearing masks, and some of us will 
still be at home. It won't feel quite right, but there's a really helpful image in 
verses five to seven of a pilgrimage. This is what it says, “Blessed are those 
whose strength is in you, whose hearts are set on pilgrimage. As they pass 
through the Valley of Baka, they make it a place of springs; the autumn rains 
also cover it with pools. They go from strength to strength, till each appears 
before God in Zion.” 
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At several points during the year the Israelites would make a pilgrimage to 
God's dwelling place,  journeying from their homes towards the temple to 
celebrate a religious festival. We are on a journey too, moving towards 
normal church life. But it is really important that we understand that this 
journey is moving forward, not backwards. The aim is not to have church be 
is exactly like it was back at the beginning of March 2020. But to move 
forward, following after God, to a church life that we will eventually call 
normal. Over this last year the world has changed, and maybe we’ve 
changed too. So how we do church might need to change as well, so that 
we can continue to love God, love others, and make disciples in this place at 
this time.


Next week, when we are back together again, that is a big step on our 
pilgrimage, but it's not the final destination. Ultimately this spiritual 
homesickness we have for normal life and to be at peace will only be met 
when we reach the end of our journey which is being with Christ in heaven. 


The final verses of psalm 84 are a prayer seeking God's blessings of  
goodness and protection on those making their pilgrimage, and on those 
that are waiting for it to begin. One of the things I love most about this Psalm 
is the way the author speaks of his longing to be with God's people 
worshiping him. In particular I have found verse 10 helpful this week, which 
has reminded me that one day with God is better than all the other days put 
together. He say, “Better is one day in your courts than a thousand 
elsewhere; I would rather be a door keeper in the house of my God than 
dwell in the tents of the wicked.” One day of worshiping God with his people 
is better than a thousand elsewhere; it is better than a thousand days of 
lockdown, a thousand haircuts, a thousand meals in a restaurant, and it is 
better than a thousand days of sitting on a beach in the sun. The times when 
I have experienced the power of God's presence in worship, and I felt the 
love from being in a community of his people are the highlights of my life. 
When I have been in those moments, I do not want them to ever end.


This desire we have for normality, and this sense that things just are not quite 
as they should be, is not caused by lockdown, it is caused by life. And only 
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Jesus can satisfy this desire. If over this last year you felt like you have 
missed out on life then hear the words of Jesus in John 10:10 when he says, 
“I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.” Or if today you are 
feeling nervous about the future, Jesus says in John 14:1, “Do not let your 
hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in me.” For those of you who 
are feeling tired and weighed down from the experiences of lockdown Jesus 
says in Matthew 11:28, “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying 
heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.” And if today you feel like restrictions 
have been holding you back Jesus says in John 8:36, “If the Son makes you 
free, you will be free indeed.” The rest, the freedom, the life, and the safety 
that Jesus offers us is a thousand times better than anything this world can 
give. We experience the blessings of his goodness now on earth through his 
Church, and one day we will experience them in their fullness when we are 
with him in the new Jerusalem.


Closing Prayer (Based on Psalm 84) 
How lovely is your Church, 
    O Lord, my King and my God

I faint with longing 
    to enter into your presence. 
With my whole being, body and soul, 
    I will shout joyfully to you the living God. 

Help me to worship you today, and to find my strength in you. When I walk 
through the Valley of Weeping, may I know that you walk with me. May your 
Spirit refresh and sustain me as I continue on this journey until I appear 
before you in the New Jerusalem.


Lord Jesus, be my shield and my defender. Cause my longings for you

to be greater than the joys of earth. Give grace and glory to your Church, 
withhold no good thing from us, and help us to do what is right. 


Come Holy Spirit,

fill me with faith in Christ today. Amen.
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