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I N T R O D U C T I O N

It is a year since I took over as editor of The Messenger.  It has been an interesting year, as Jennifer Cassels and I have worked out how the magazine can be produced with as little extra load on her as possible – for she is already a busy person without having to cope with laying out pages and transcribing copy.  It helps us both, of course, if contributors provide their copy by, even before, the deadline.

The first thing to acknowledge is that I have been heartened to find how many members of the congregation enjoy reading their Messenger, and the next, that friends and colleagues have rallied round splendidly in response to my requests that they should contribute an essay on some subject within their expertise.  Looking back over the year I am impressed at the spread of expertise within the St John’s family.  And I still have some friends left, despite my demands on their time!


Those who file away their copies, or are blessed with good memories, may have noticed that the covers have changed colour with the seasons: on the June issue we had a glacial blue cover (in fact the brief was so generously interpreted that the whole issue was blue!); in September a spring-like green; the December issue promised golden sunshine (but the promise was slow in its delivery); and this time the leaves are turning to russet-brown.  There is no prize on offer for predicting the colour of the June cover; but I hope it will contain suitably interesting material as my second editorial year begins.
WYN BEASLEY
_________________________________________
STOP PRESS : THE SYSTEM OF MEMBERSHIP
In the December 2004 Messenger it was reported that the General Assembly has decided to revise the categories of Church membership.
The new terms are:
MEMBERS are persons recognised by Session as

· Having been baptised; and
· Professing publicly their faith in Jesus Christ and
· Expressing their intention to live their discipleship as part of the congregation.

ASSOCIATE MEMBERS are persons recognised by the Session as expressing their intention to be associated with the congregation.  They are welcome to receive communion each quarter and to vote at congregational meetings; but they may perhaps not wish or feel able to commit themselves to all three aspects of membership as listed above.

MURIEL EWAN

THE YOUTH CAFÉ : AN UPDATE
Since the last issue of The Messenger quite a lot has happened in relation to the proposed youth café.  Session has had two meetings: at its December meeting it voted in favour of the proposal to elevate Spinks Cottage and locate the youth café underneath.  In February it approved a recommendation from the finance committee concerning the financial formula that is required to make the project happen.  On the basis of these decisions (90% in favour in both instances) a congregational meeting was set for 27 February to discuss a recommendation from Session that the project proceed.

A presentation of the proposal was made to the congregation on 19 December and two focus groups were held in January, at which time members of the congregation had an opportunity to ask questions and offer their opinions concerning the project.  This was a period of information-gathering and consultation.  A large scale model of the proposed café, graciously made and donated by Weta Workshop, helped people visualise the appearance of the café.  Background papers on the café project, the financial implications of the project, and a record of the discussion at the focus groups were made available to facilitate decision making.


The youth café is a collaborative project, the major partners being St John’s, the Boys and Girls Institute (BGI) and the Wellington City Council.  A project presentation was made to City Councillors and staff of the Council’s Heritage department and the Historic Places Trust was made on 8 February.  This was to keep them up to date with developments, especially regarding the conservation values associated with the project.


By the time this report is published the congregational meeting, set for 27 February, will have been held.  Whichever way the decision has then gone, we owe the BGI project team a debt of thanks for the way in which they have handled a very complex project proposal.  At all times they have welcomed feedback and advice, respected the sensitivities of the various stakeholders, and sought to maintain an open and transparent process.

GRAHAM REDDING

OUTREACH TO THE WORLD

THE ST JOHN’S WEB SITE

The St John’s web site continues to grow in popularity.  We keep detailed statistics that can tell us a lot about what interests people – but we can not tell is any specific person has visited: that is anonymous!


In the month of January 2005 there were 969 unique visitors to the site, well up on the 613 in January 2004.  For the whole of 2004 there were 8296 unique visitors, more than double the 3679 of 2003 (when we began keeping statistics). These 8296 visitors made 24,253 visits, downloading 45,405 
pages, with nearly 2,000,000,000 bits of information in them.


The total number of visitors to the web site would easily exceed the number visiting the Church itself.  It is a good way to reach people.  And ongoing costs are only a few hundred dollars.


We know where the visitors come from.  In January 2005, 706 page downloads were to distinctively New Zealand web addresses, and it is likely that a good proportion of the 1870 with dot.com addresses (such as American hotmail addresses) or 570 unknown addresses would also be from New Zealand.  Beyond that, we had 149 page downloads from the USA, 45 from Australia, 37 from the UK, 19 from Japan, 18 from Canada – and a few from exotic locations such as Lithuania, Israel and Croatia.  About half the volume of material is downloaded to New Zealand addresses and the balance to the rest of the world.
SO WHAT DO PEOPLE LOOK FOR?

In January 493 people wanted basic information about the Church – where to find us, contact details, who the ministers and staff are (59); our mission (39) and so on.  Some simply want to know how to hire our facilities or how to get married at St John’s.  The web site is a good place for anyone, including long-term members, to get such information.

293 people looked for our Sunday School resources – learning challenges, communion resources and plays written for our Sunday School, available free to Sunday School teachers globally.

        These are indexed by a major US Sunday School Resources web site, www.mssscrafts.com from which we get a lot of enquiries.  329 resources were downloaded.  Plays about Naaman (44 views), Jeremiah, and Paul and Silas in prison are popular.    

276 people came to look at the main web page and 121 of these went on to examine at least one other page.  78 came in to look at the Church Diary where all the current events in the weekly Bulletin and other major news are listed.

This is a great way to check what is going on if you have lost 

the Bulletin or even if you want to see something from a few weeks ago that has since been deleted from the Bulletin.

Lots of visitors come in to look at our youth activities (200) including ‘Sunday at 5’ (42).  106 looked up the BGI.  75 people looked up our two Brigades (with an even split of interest between Girls and Boys’ Brigades).  60 people looked up our Sunday School separately from the interest in our free resources.


240 looked up other outreach items, including our detailed Outreach policy (34) and Outreach application form(7).


223 looked up our marriage records from 1866 to 1892.

There are more of these to come. Please contact Margaret Galt if you would like to help put these on line.


209 wanted to know about our worship or read particular sermons (65).  We have only a few selected sermons but are now putting on more of the recent ones.


207 wanted to know about Church groups such as the Women’s Association or the Choir.


Always popular are details about basic doctrines such as baptism (46) and Communion.  40 looked up the information about St John’s women contained in the book in the chapel.  Our publications are of ongoing interest: 65 people looked up annual reports, with the latest for 2004 the most popular (27).  153 looked up various editions of The Messenger back to 2002, with the December 2004 edition most popular at 27 downloads.  Even the oldest material still gets looked up, often for particular articles.  In fact, people still look up details on past events such as the 150th anniversary celebrations!

NOW WHAT’S THE POINT OF TELLING YOU ALL THIS?

Simple.  Telling you what there is may help you make use of it too.  Bookmark www.stjohnsinthecity.org.nz if you have not already done so, so that you can use the site to find out what is going on.

But wait – there’s more!  We are looking to include details of papers for congregational meetings, rosters and contact details in a confidential password-protected members-only section.  But first we need to double-check that privacy can be 

fully protected within the Congregation for such details. 

Moreover you can provide information you think the Congregation should have on the web site, by contacting dgalt@ paradise.net.nz.  Remember: people will use the site to check out the Church or your group within it, before joining.  Or you may even be able to help put material on the site: your help would be warmly welcomed by

 DAVID GALT
BOYS’ BRIGADE

2nd WELLINGTON COMPANY : ST JOHN’S-IN-THE-CITY

‘SECOND TO NONE’

The 55th presentation of badges and awards was held on 8 November 2004, with 26 boys, 3 officers and over 50 parents and friends present.  Jono Anderson won the Sports Cup, Ross Mackay the cup for ‘Excellence of Character’ and Simon Anastasiadis the Alford Dornan Drill Shield.


Three young men gained the highest award possible – the Queen’s Badge.  These were Peter Jackson, Simon Anastasiadis and Nathan Bayliss.  Peter received his award before departing for Thailand with his parents.  Simon and Nathan have been in B.B. since the age of six and now move into Leadership.


The founding of the Boys’ Brigade was on 4 October 1883.  Noticing that we were actually meeting on 4 October we decided to celebrate by having a dinner.  One of the boys was dressed in the uniform of 1883, David Jackson dressed as the Founder, William Smith.  I wore a shawl to look like William Smith’s mother whose name happened to be Harriet!


In 2004 the NCOs took an active part in the running of games and taking a Drill Class, which was good ‘on the job’ leadership training.  This year 4 NCOs will attend a National Leadership Course.


The Anchor and Team Sections had their own mini-Olympics last year, complete with medals (made of chocolate) which they wore with pride – for a short time! 


Our Chaplain, Dr Redding, attended once a month last year to take Devotions.  He also took a class on Christian Education.  He always has something of interest to say to the boys and holds their attention.  We appreciate the giving of his time.


This year will see a change in the badge system where the boys, once they reach the age of 14, will work towards the Duke of Edinburgh award.


Three boys and an officer attended a B.B. camp at Foxton in January, at the invitation of Manawatu Battalion.  Our own camp is being planned for 19-20 April.


Our summer programme is under way with sports, beach volley ball, beach cricket and an ‘eat out’ on the beach.

HARRIET JOHNSTON (Acting Captain)
PRESBYTERIAN SUPPORT CENTRAL

The last twelve months have been a period of consolidation for Presbyterian Support Central.  The Elderly Care division now provides residential services at 17 locations in the lower North Island.  The mix of bed types available is now more suited to the needs of the region’s elderly.  More stringent assessment criteria mean that people moving into residential care are increasingly frail.  Presbyterian Support Central believes that as a result of this the need for hospital beds will increase significantly.  In spite of continued under-funding by the Government of residential elderly care, the Board of Presbyterian Support Central remains firmly committed to staying in residential care.


Home support services have been transferred to the Social Services division and streamlined to provide more services to people in their own homes.  In the last year Kapiti Home Support was launched and demand for their services is very strong.


Social Services has continued to develop the three service units introduced last year.  During the year counselling services in Taranaki were boosted by the appointment of a Co-ordinator Counsellor in New Plymouth, while services in South Taranaki have been made more available by a move of office.

A particular focus has been placed on meeting the needs of the South Wairarapa community and the service offering has been widened to meet the needs of that community.


The beginning of the 2005 school year saw the start of another Junior Kiwi Achievers course delivered by the Education arm of Social Services with more programmes planned in other schools.


Funding for these programmes has been madce available by various philanthropic trusts, including St John’s Community Outreach Fund.


On 8 February, Shrove Tuesday – or Pancake Day – was celebrated with the help of many volunteers from parishes throughout the lower North Island.  On the following Friday the annual street appeal was held and it was well supported by Wellingtonians.  Sincere thanks go to the many volunteers from St John’s who helped us so well with the Annual Street Appeal, and with Pancake Day.


Detailed information re Residential Elderly Care is available if required, from

HELEN NIXON  
_________________________________________
St J’s KIDS!
St J’s Kids are off to a great start.  We began in a flurry of bubbles, rainbows, puzzles and out theme: ‘Choosing God’s Way’.  Throughout the year we will be exploring the different choices we make, how God shows us His way and learning all sorts about people of God who made good and not-so-good choices.

We have about fifty children on our roll at present.  This year Anna Davis and Nicki Read are jointly coordinating the St J’s 

Kids.  We have a great team of leaders although we are very keen to hear from anyone interested in joining our numbers.  Our teaching crew and assistants are: Ian West, Nicki Read, Paul Ramsay, Ross Davis, Richard Read, Anna Davis, Jane Allen, Olive Alexander, Bronwyn Wood, Indri Joeng, Jenni Redding and Beth Beard.

Our thanks go to those of the congregation who have been so encouraging regarding our children’s ministry.  We really value the support and prayers of the rest of the congregation.  Please feel welcome to come and visit us one Sunday.


You can pray for:

· A sense of belonging for the children and their families.
· Growth of understanding of faith and how to live it.

· Inspiration and nourishment for the leaders.

· Enjoyment and fun for us all.
NICKI READ
_________________________________________
A DIAMOND JUBILEE

In January the Very Rev. Dr David and Mrs Steedman, with
 members of their family, returned to St John’s in celebration of 
the 60th anniversary of his ordination.  These photographs were 

taken by Lynn Pollock, on an occasion St John’s folk felt privileged to share.

___________________________________________________
THE SEASONS
LENT AND EASTER
It is the season of Lent, a season of preparation for Easter.  The practice of a 40-day preparation period, beginning with Ash Wednesday, began in the Christian church during the 3rd and 4th centuries.  It is a season for contemplating the mystery of the Cross and the final days of Jesus’ ministry.

In the church, we are well used to recognising the biblical and theological significance of Easter, not least because of its focus on the death and resurrection of our Lord.  On thing I have discovered over the years, though, is that the Easter narrative offers profound pastoral insights as well.


All of us will experience at some stage of our lives a personal tragedy of one sort or another – the death of a loved one, a broken relationship, a serious accident or illness, public humiliation, etc.  In a way, when we go through these experiences the reality of Good Friday becomes painfully present.  The Cross is no longer just a symbol of Jesus’ death 2000 years ago: it is a personal reality. 


Then come the questions: Why me?  What did I do to deserve this?  What does this mean for the future?  With these questions there may be feelings of despair, grief and hopelessness.  Sleepless nights.  Overwhelming tiredness.  Paralysing confusion.  Loss of meaning.  In a way, this is the reality of Holy Saturday, the day after the Crucifixion when the disciples tried to come to terms with what had happened.  One can only imagine what they must have felt.  The Master they had given their lives to was dead, and with his dead body lay their hopes and dreams for a better world.  And as if that wasn’t enough, guilt – guilt for having abandoned him at his time of need.


And then there’s Easter Sunday, the day of resurrection.  Unexpectedly, we find that life does go on.  We learn to laugh again, to experience joy.  Restored equilibrium.  Not that the realities of Good Friday and Holy Saturday have gone entirely, but they no longer dominate our consciousness or determine our future.  We may even be able to look back and detect that in our most difficult moments we were not alone.  The seeds of resurrection were present even if, at the time, we were least able to recognise them.

If the Easter narrative has the capacity to describe the stages that we go through in times of personal tragedy, the biggest mistake we can make pastorally is to try to move from Good Friday to Easter Sunday too quickly.  What people need most during their Holy Saturday period is not platitudes but accompaniment, not a pep talk but understanding.  Encouragement without pressure.  Time.

Some years ago a person who had been struggling with depression said that the turning point in his experience was not someone telling him yet again to pull his socks up and get on with life, but a friend sending him a bottle of wine with a note that said, ‘Thinking of you.  Would love to share it with you.  Enjoy!’


As Christians we believe in the Resurrection.  The Lord is indeed risen!  But the Easter narrative covers three days, not one.  It addresses the totality of our human experience.  We do well to remember that, when we seek to comfort someone in their time of need.


My prayerful best wishes to you all at this Easter season.

GRAHAM REDDING
_________________________________________
SUFFERED UNDER PONTIUS PILATE
… Suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and buried; He descended into Hell; the third day He rose again from the Dead.

· The Apostles’ Creed.

There is a class, or breed of theologian who might better be called a THEOCLAST, because his vocation seems to be to diminish or destroy the beliefs associated with the Christian faith.


Members of this class, having cast doubt (somewhat indiscriminately) on both the Manhood and Godhead of Jesus – as we saw in the last edition of the Messenger – turn refreshed to the demolition of Easter.  Some of them doubt if Jesus died; some cannot accept that he rose again; and there are those who will accept His death but not His resurrection, and so assert that GOD IS DEAD: a slogan that appears to have originated with Nietzsche, and even found its way on to the cover of Time magazine, if my memory serves me.


It seems worth offering a lay editor’s view on some of these matters, especially since one member at least of the St John’s family has spotted an early draft of the paragraphs above, and has asked (like Oliver Twist) for more.


First, then, the curious matter of Pontius Pilate’s special mention in the Creed.  Pilate was, after all, not a Jew but a Roman official, and had only a passing interest in what he perceived as local religious squabbles.  Why should he be mentioned?  Well, there are two matters of importance that need to be noted in the business of Jesus’ trial (and subsequent handing over for judicial murder) and two others more specific to Pilate himself.

In the first place, this whole nasty affair tells us about MAN’S ATTITUDE TOWARDS GOD. In Dogmatics in outline, Karl Barth writes:

Such is man’s attack upon Him, upon God Himself.  Here there is an unveiling of man’s rebellion against God.  God’s son is denied and rejected.  With God’s Son men can only do what they did according to the parable of the wicked vine-dressers: ‘Here comes the Son and Heir, let us kill Him and take His inheritance for ourselves.’  Such is man’s answer to the gracious presence of God…  It is the nation of Israel, with the promised Leader of its entire history, to which He gives meaning, concludes and fulfils it, which knows nothing better than to deliver Him finally to the heathen to be put to death.
And Dorothy L. Sayers, in her preface to The Man born to be King, makes the point that:

God was executed by people painfully like us, in a society very similar to our own – in the over-ripeness of the most splendid and sophisticated Empire the world has ever seen.  In a nation famous for its religious genius and under a government renowned for its efficiency, He was executed by a corrupt church, a timid politician, and a fickle proletariat led by professional agitators.

She also provides, in Creed or Chaos, a reminder of GOD’S ATTITUDE TOWARDS MAN.
For whatever reason God chose to make man as he is – limited and suffering and subject to sorrows and death – He had the courage and the honesty to take His own medicine…  When He was a man, He played the man.  He was born in poverty and died in disgrace and thought it well worth while.

The reference to Pilate in the Creed serves also to draw attention to the man’s CHARACTER.  His fault was not so much malice as a refusal to stand firm.  Barth emphasises this: Pilate, he observes,
…does what politicians have more or less always done… : he attempts to rescue and maintain order in Jerusalem and thereby at the same time to preserve his own position of power, by surrendering the clear law, for the protection of which he was actually installed… he gives way.  True, he does not condemn Jesus – he cannot condemn Him, he finds Him not guilty – and yet he surrenders Him.  
 .  
 
Jesus brought before Pilate : ivory casket lid.
It is for this weakness that Pilate deserves to be remembered, as an object lesson: and it is this weakness in politicians, in the state, which prompted the development of the Scottish church as a Kingdom of God independent of the kingdom of Kings.  The history of the Church of Scotland is of a church respectful of the legitimate authority of the state: the Scots Confession of 1560, echoing Jesus’ own words about rendering to Caesar [Matt. 22:21] stated:
We farther confesse and acknawledge, that sic personis as are placed in authoritie are to be loved, honoured, feared and holdin in most reverent estimatioun.

Yet the Scots kirk was quick to assert the state’s proper place under God:  addressing James VI of Scotland (whom he once called ‘God’s sillie [i.e. weak] vassel’) Andrew Melville reminded his monarch that 

There are two kings and two Kingdoms in Scotland.  There is Christ Jesus the King and His Kingdom the Kirk, whose subject King James VI is, and of whose kingdom not a king, nor a lord, nor a head, but a member.

We can imagine what a relief it was to James, to escape in 1603 to his second kingdom of England, and preside over an assembly of more pliable divines.


Finally, in that clause in the Creed, reference to Pilate places the trial and execution of Jesus firmly as AN EVENT IN HISTORY.  In her preface to The Man born to be King, Miss Sayers points out that

All over the world, thousands of times a day, Christians recite the name of a rather undistinguished Roman pro-consul – not in execration (Judas and Caiaphas, more guilty, get off with fewer reminders of their iniquities), but merely because that name fixes within a few years the date of the death of God. 

Perhaps Christians recite the Creed less often now than when Miss Sayers wrote her play.  And perhaps the theoclasts have had something to do with that.
WYN BEASLEY
ACQUAINTED WITH GRIEF

He is despised and rejected of men; a man of sorrows,

and acquainted with grief.

Isaiah  53: 3.                 

Some may be familiar, as I am, with the poems of Patience Strong.  One which comes to my mind often is called The Healing Years.



Though all may suffer loss and grief…


Time is kind and brings relief…



The passing of the healing years – 

deadens pain and dries the tears.

At first… hearts break and sorrow numbs.

No word consoles.  No comfort comes…

But slowly to the quiet mind

Life flows back, for Time is kind.

And although for many this is true, there are some who never really recover from their grief.  It depends to a great extent, of course, on the degree of one’s grief.


But grief is not associated with death alone.  It is our response to the loss of anything precious, and is a perfectly normal, natural process in which we make adjustments to cope with what has happened to us.  It may be the loss of a loved one, a pet even, a treasured possession, a broken engagement, separation or divorce, the loss of a job, children leaving home, a transfer to a new environment, the loss of health, our eyesight, hearing or any part of our body.  The loss could be of prestige or dignity or loss of faith, hope or love.  The list is endless, and we face minor grief almost daily in some situation or other.  I know I do when I cannot find my cheque book or car keys!


And the intensity of our grief has to do with how significant the thing or person was in our life.


There are various stages of grief, although we do not necessarily experience them all, nor always in the same order.  I well remember being called to a home in the early hours of a morning when the new widow went through about all the stages of grief in the book, quite dramatically, one after the other.  And on the other hand, I was talking to a lady just last week who had not gone through any, or at least none that she seemed to be aware of.  There is the shock; numbness – a feeling of being partially anaesthetised; when fantasy competes with reality; when emotions take control; and when there is an overwhelming sense of guilt for what we did or didn’t do.  Finally there is the reaffirmation of life, and the adjustment to a new pattern of living.  For some this is straightforward, but for others it is not.

We have all experienced grief within ourselves and seen it in others.  And our hearts often go out to the known and unknown as they did in the recent tsunamis, and a few years earlier in the Twin Towers disaster in New York.


So, being aware of grief and its implications, as Easter approaches I think we can all appreciate the grief that was associated with the trial and death of Jesus.  There was the grief of Jesus Himself, the grief of His family, especially His mother Mary, and the grief of the disciples and all His followers.  Not all would go through the same stages in the same order, but there would be a sense of loss, affecting everyone involved to some degree.  Certainly there was shock and disbelief; some would have been partially anaesthetised (dazed, we might say) by the events they had witnessed.  And indeed fantasy would have competed with reality.  There would have been plenty of emotion.

Some would have been weeping, some angry and some (like certain of the disciples) would have just ‘shrunk into themselves’.  Oh yes, and there would have been a lot of feelings of guilt, too (think of Simon Peter, for instance).  Indeed the emotions which accompany our own grief were there at the Cross; and we are encouraged to know that our feelings when grief overtakes us are quite normal.


However, we must not overlook one of the most important elements in the whole are of bereavement, and that is Caring.  It is important for people to ‘be there’.  Immediately after a death, sympathy flows like a river.  But a month, two months, six months later, when loneliness and loss make their strongest impact on the bereaved, friends are needed more than ever.  Yet commonly by that time others have forgotten what the sufferers cannot forget.
 Drawn by Lorna Rodgers

Again we see this caring aspect to the forefront at the Cross.  Jesus cared for the penitent thief when He said, ‘Today you will be with me in Paradise’.  He had compassion, even, for those who were responsible for crucifying Him, saying, ‘Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.’  And then there were those poignant words to His mother, Mary, and His beloved disciple John: ‘Woman, here is your son.’  ‘Here is your mother.’  Even while dying on the Cross, Jesus was concerned for others, especially those closest to Him, and we are reminded by His concern that nothing whatever should excuse

us from our duty to care for others.

‘Woman, here is your son.’  Detail from the Eisenheim altarpiece (Grünewald, 1475-1528)

Ongoing care is part of the grief process: we need to stand where other people stand and care for others as we would hope others would care for us should we be similarly placed. 


The stages of grief affect us all.  What better place than the Cross to look for help and strength, as we see the grief and caring that is Easter.

BLAIR RODGERS

[Blair Rodgers, a retired minister and member of the 
St John’s congregation, is a grief counsellor.]

