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NAURC service 

Sunday 14th June 2020   

Lighting the candle  

Call to worship Psalm 100 

 Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth. 

   Worship the Lord with gladness; 

    come into his presence with singing. 

 Know that the Lord is God. 

    It is he that made us, and we are his; 

    we are his people, and the sheep of his pasture. 

 Enter his gates with thanksgiving, 

    and his courts with praise. 

    Give thanks to him, bless his name. 

 For the Lord is good; 

    his steadfast love endures for ever, 

    and his faithfulness to all generations. 

Song  I will enter his gates with thanksgiving in my heart     

Prayers of approach and confession 

This is the time to worship God for he brings us life. 

This is the time to sing his praise for he brings us joy. 

This is the time to pray to him for he brings us forgiveness and renewal. 

This is the time to hear his word for he brings us guidance and hope. 

This is the time to show our love for him for he brings us love  

beyond our deserving.     

God our source and guide and goal: 

You have made us in your image 

And set us in a world full of beauty; 

You dwell in light unapproachable 

Yet you have come to be among us, full of grace and truth; 

You are the power from on high, 

Coming in wind and flame to work wonders in our midst. 

Gracious God, awaken us from sleep 

That we may worship you in spirit and truth.       

Yet even as we come to offer ourselves to you in adoration and worship, 

We sometimes hold back in selfishness and pride. 

You call us to renewal through your Holy Spirit, 
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But we have grown dull and tired 

Clinging to comfortable old ways. 

You call us to declare the saving power of your Son, 

But we have muffled your message with our doubts and indifference. 

You call us to share Christ’s ministry of love, 

But we have turned aside from those in need. 

You call us to witness to Christ’s rule in the world, 

But we have not allowed Christ to rule in our lives. 

Forgive us and help us to respond anew  

to your call to worship and service. 

There is rejoicing in heaven when we turn from our sins. 

Rejoice, people of God; 

In Christ your sins are forgiven! 

Thanks be to God.  Amen.    

Reading Genesis 18.1-15; 21.1-6   

Talk Knock, knock, who’s there? 

Knock, knock, who’s there? 

Potter 

Potter who? 

Potter gold at the end of the rainbow! 

I guess we’re all familiar with Knock knock jokes – a favourite with children and adults 

enjoying the wordplay, and I thought you might enjoy one that includes John’s name and 

his love of rainbows.  If it’s not being too flippant, the story from Genesis 18 today is a bit 

like a Knock, knock joke.  The story begins with Abraham sitting at the entrance of his tent 

in the shade of the trees at Mamre in Hebron – in Genesis 13 we find that it was – and still 

is – a holy site. Abraham built an altar there. These are nomadic people, travelling with 

family members, slaves, animals, pitching their tents along the way. You’ll have seen a re-

creation of a tent in the slide with the reading from Genesis. Just as a reminder - 

Abraham’s father moved his family and household from Ur of the Chaldees (possibly Iraq) 

intending to go to Canaan but they settled in Haran (thought to be in Turkey).  But in 

Genesis 12, the Lord calls Abraham and his household to travel on to a land that God 

would show them the land of Canaan.  Not that their journeying ended there – you can 

read what happened to Abraham and Sarah and Lot in chapters 13-18.  On their travels. 

God makes a covenant and promises that Abraham will be the ancestor of nations, but 

Sarah doesn’t bear children, so Hagar, Sarah’s Egyptian slave, bears a son, Ishmael. 

Anyway, that’s the background – we’ll return to Abraham sitting outside his tent – and he 

sees three men standing near him.  And this is where the knock, knock joke comes in.  

Who’s there?  Who are these people?  At first it looks like they are just men, but as they 

come with a specific message, one that particularly includes Sarah this time, perhaps they 
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are not just ordinary people– Abraham certainly pulls out all the stops to ensure that they 

receive the best food and hospitality that the family can provide. So who are they?   

The story starts clearly with ‘the Lord’ and then switches to the three men and so it goes 

on switching between they, one of the men, the Lord.  The mystery of who they are has 

captured the imagination of artists through the centuries.  Were they angels? That seems 

to have been a popular interpretation throughout the centuries because there seems to be 

a continuation between this story and the one in chapter 19 where two angels arrive at the 

gate of Sodom in the evening.  Or perhaps later Christian artists were influenced by the 

verse in Hebrews 13 which says: “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by 

doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it.”  Or is this story about visit of 

God and 2 angels – one of the ‘men’ seems to speak on behalf of the visitors – and some 

artists have picked up on this.  God appears to Abraham – a theophany, to use the 

technical term – it has the directness and intimacy of God walking in the garden with Adam 

and Eve.  Or is this story about the three men a way of revealing God as Trinity long 

before that was understood by Christians?  I should emphasise that is a Christian 

understanding of the three visitors.  One of the most famous paintings of that is Andrei 

Rublev’s icon of the Trinity – which is also known as the Hospitality of Abraham.  But if you 

look at the painting neither Abraham nor Sarah appear. The three figures do have wings 

but the symbolism of the colours of the robes suggest God the Father seated on the left, 

God the Son in the middle, God the Holy Spirit on the right.  So, what do you think?  On 

the website, we’ve included a list of various pictures and I’m sure you’ll be able to find 

more.  John is hoping to do something similar with the Exploring the Faith Course which 

starts tomorrow evening on Zoom. So read the story again and look at the pictures and 

see what you think.   

Of course, at one level, that could just side-track us.  Unlike the punchline of a knock, knock 

joke, we move from identity of the visitors to the purpose of their visit – which was to tell 

Sarah and Abraham about the birth of a son. Like some other Bible stories about birth 

announcements, the impossible becomes possible – and the world changes. 

We’ll be thinking a bit more about that later. 

Song  Jubilate, everybody  

Reading Matthew 9.35-10.8    

Talk Me? You’ve got to be joking! 

I know it’s not on the screen but I called this second comment ‘Me?  You’ve got to be joking!’  

When we return again to the story from Genesis 18 and to the pictures and paintings, see if 

you can spot Sarah hiding in the background.  Most of the artists have included Abraham’s 

name in the title of their paintings, but this is very much Sarah’s story.  Those of you who 

were present at Princes Street the Sunday before last Christmas might remember hearing 

this story I wrote: 

Sarah’s story 

 We called him ‘Isaac’ - just like God told us to. It means ‘laughter,’ you know. But I didn’t 

feel much like laughing for many years. All that moving around from place to place 

because God told my husband to leave our birthplace. Oh, we’ve lived in towns and in the 

desert. We’ve made friends - and enemies too. We’ve been rich - Abraham’s a man of 

standing in our part of the world, you know - plenty of sheep and cattle, camels and 

servants - but we’ve been hungry too. That’s why we went to Egypt - that time I got to live 
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in Pharoah’s household - that caused a lot of trouble, I can tell you - but I’m not here to tell 

that story. 

No, it wasn’t an easy life. I found it difficult to believe in all those promises about a land for 

our people when all we seemed to do was up sticks, or should I say tents, and move on. It 

made it hard for me to trust in God. Abraham found it easier, but it was a real struggle for 

me. But what made it even worse was that promise God made about us having 

descendants - and God kept going on about it! I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry in the 

early days. Abraham - a father - and me - a mother - that was a joke - it was clear years 

ago that I’d never have children! But when God was still saying it when I was 90 years old, 

what else could we do but laugh in disbelief! 

But - would you believe it? It happened  I had a baby! Me....old Sarah - I had a baby! I 

can’t describe to you how delighted we were - completely overjoyed! I laughed then - and 

sang and danced. You know, I’ve not always been a very good wife to Abraham in many 

ways - but I’ve learned such a lot recently. I’ve learned that even though it seems 

impossible, even though we sometimes have to wait for such a long time ....God doesn’t 

forget us. God always keeps his promises - and now I have Isaac, my son, I have hope for 

the future. It’s never too late to learn to trust in God. God has certainly blessed me with 

laughter - and all who share the good news will laugh with me!  

Sarah laughed – in disbelief at first. And then just to make matters worse, she denied it!  And 

don’t think it was just Sarah who laughed – in Genesis 17 we read that Abraham laughed in 

disbelief too when God told him that Sarah would have a son. ‘Can a child be born to a man 

who is a hundred years old?  Can Sarah, who is ninety years old bear a child?’ 

Me? Us? You’ve got to be joking? 

I wonder if the 12 disciples also reacted like that when Jesus sent them out to share in his 

mission?  Tom Wright uses the image of a car journey and I quote, ‘up until this moment, 

Jesus’ disciples have been passengers in the car, and he’s been doing the driving.  They 

have been astonished at what they’ve seen, but he’s made all the decisions, handled all the 

tricky moments, steered them through the towns and villages, taken the criticisms, and come 

out in front.  Now he’s telling them to go off and do it themselves.  It doesn’t take much 

imagination to see how they would feel.  You want us to do it? By ourselves?’ 

And we might look at that list of disciples too and think about the ones we know about – 

Peter, impetuous, rushing to say the first thing that comes into his head whether they’re 

words of faith or denial, James and John, those ambitious sons of Zebedee, Judas, the 

betrayer, and everyone’s least favourite, the tax man Matthew. 

Like Abraham and Sarah, none of these disciples stand out as being the most likely people 

to be chosen by God for anything.  None of them are portrayed as being super holy, super 

spiritual – far from it.  The Bible doesn’t hide their failings.  And yet, God does choose 

Abraham and Sarah, Jesus believes in his disciples and sends them out to share in his 

mission.  And that’s the story of people taking part in God’s story throughout the ages. It’s a 

story of obedience and disobedience.  It’s a story of faith – and of doubt. It’s a story of people 

losing their way and yet it’s also a story of hope and joy and laughter. 

Who would believe that the writer of the Hebrews writes about the faith of Abraham and 

Sarah with such positivity? 

Who would believe that Peter becomes a great leader of the Church, his habit of speaking 

out becoming a gift for preaching? 
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Who would believe that questioning Thomas would be remembered for his confession of 

faith ‘My Lord and my God’? 

Who would believe that Andrew would be recognised as a patron saint by several countries? 

Ordinary people, just very ordinary people with all their good and bad points, doing 
extraordinary things in response to God’s calling.  What seems impossible becomes 
possible – and the world changes.  For this is, ultimately, God’s story. God's drama of 
salvation is not a story of saints so far removed from our own experience of life that we could 
never hope to be like them 

Eugene Peterson puts it this way:  

‘the fact is that all these people, good and bad, faithful and flawed, are worked into the plot 
of salvation. God, it turns out, does not require good people in order to do good work. 
………He can and does work with us, whatever the moral and spiritual condition in which he 
finds us. God, we realize, does some of his best work using the most unlikely people.’  
 
Sadly, the news we see or hear or read day to day often reminds us of the worst version of 
ourselves from the past and the present and that can lead to cynicism, disbelief, or a lack of 
trust that things can ever change for the better. 
But the last few months have also reminded us that ordinary people can be amazing and 
extraordinary.   
 
Sometimes, as Christians, we may not feel that we are worthy of our calling, and we too 
might say ‘Me? You’ve got to be joking.’  But I hope today’s words will remind us that ‘God 
does some of his best work using the most unlikely people.’  Is anything too hard for God?   
The impossible becomes possible.  A baby is born, Jesus is raised from the dead, the wind 
of the Spirit blows - the good news goes out across the world, lives are changed, hope is 
born and laughter is heard. 
 
 Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth. 
 Worship the Lord with gladness; 
 Come into his presence with singing….. 

For the Lord is good; 
His steadfast love endures forever, 
And his faithfulness to all generations.  Amen.  Psalm 100 
 

Song  Jesus, you have called us    
 

Prayers of intercession 

Loving God, 

We give you thanks and praise 

For all that you have done for us. 

For your whole created universe 

Bursting with life and possibilities, 

A universe created and yet still being created. 

For the fragility of our spinning planet, 

The blue oceans, swarming with life, 

And the green and fruitful earth. 
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For our fellow human beings, 

People of many colours, of many languages, 

Of many abilities, yet all your children and our sisters and brothers. 

Your creation has a variety that astounds us, a complexity beyond our comprehension. It 

amazes us always and at times makes us laugh with joy. 

You, O Lord, are our hope and joy. 

Yet, O Lord, we know that laughter, joy and delight can quickly turn to cynicism, doubt and 

disbelief when we see the state of the world we live in.   We forget that you are the God of 

possibilities.  Keep us hoping for change and new things.  We pray for all victims of this 

world’s mistakes and evils. We ask for your guidance, wisdom and courage for our leaders 

and advisors, that they may remember their calling to responsible leadership and act with 

integrity.  

You, O Lord, are our hope and joy. 

Lord, we thank you for the joy of our families and friendships. Although it’s been difficult to 

meet for a while, we thank you for the opportunities we’ve had to share together in new 

and different ways. 

We particularly remember those who have found it difficult to live with families at this time, 

and those who have no one to care about them and nowhere to go. 

We pray for those we love and worry about, and for those who love and worry about us, 

commending one another to your keeping. 

You, O Lord, are our hope and joy. 

Lord, we thank you for all the medical research that has brought healing and quality of life 

to so many. 

We pray for all who work in hospitals, hospices, clinics and care homes, for carers and 

social workers, and for all the people in their care.  We remember all who are grieving, 

praying that you will comfort them in their sadness. We pray for all who are stressed and 

anxious and long for the peace of mind that eludes them. 

You, O Lord, are our hope and joy.  

Gracious God, who gifts us with joy and laughter, as we contemplate the world around us 

and the precious life of every human being, let us not doubt that everything is possible for 

You. 

Help us to fulfil our calling, take us with all our human frailties and failings and strengths 

and guide us, that we may become the people you want us to be. 

We pray in the name of Jesus, who taught his disciples to pray: 

The Lord’s Prayer 

Song Send us out     

The Blessing 

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, 

so that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit. 
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The blessing of God, the source of life, 

of Jesus Christ, the way to life, 

and of the Holy Spirit, the sustainer of life, 

be with us today, tomorrow and forever.  Amen. 

 

 

 


