Parish Notes

January 2019

Parish Clergy:
Services:
Sundays
Eucharist at 8 am and 5.30 pm,
Matins 10 am High Mass at 10.30 am
Weekdays
Eucharist at 12.15 pm and 6.00 pm
Morning Prayer 8.15 am,
Evening Prayer 5.40 pm
Confessions
Daily after the 12.15 pm Mass,
Wednesdays & Saturdays at 6.30 pm
Baptism, Confirmation, Marriage by
appointment with the Parish Priest

The Reverend Canon Dr Peter Groves
Telephone: 01865 247836
peter.groves@theology.ox.ac.uk

*
The Reverend Dr Jonathan Jong
Telephone: 07799 271913
jonathan.jong@stmarymagdalenoxford.org.uk

The Reverend Dr Jarred Mercer
Telephone 07583 503796
jarred.mercer@merton.ox.ac.uk

*
Parish Administrator
Dr Jonathan Roberts
Telephone: 01865 246143
admin@stmarymagdalenoxford.org.uk
Website
www.stmarymagdalenoxford.org.uk

Events and Notices

January Feasts
The Epiphany is celebrated this year on Sunday 6th January. Sunday 13th January is the
Feast of the Baptism of the Lord.

Vicarage Tea
All are warmly invited to tea at 15 Beaumont Street from 3.30pm on Wednesday 23rd
January. Steven Hilton, our ordinand on placement from Cuddesdon, will speak about
his training and journey towards ordination.

Weekly Bible Study
From the 15th of January there will be Bible study in church at 12.45 every Tuesday.

Film Night
There will be a film night for students and others at the Vicarage on Tuesday evenings
from 7.30pm also starting on the 15th of January.

Scripture on Saturday
Our monthly Bible study mornings continue on Saturday 19th January, as we continue
to examine the Letter to the Colossians.

Week of Prayer for Christian Unity
There will be a service to mark this at St Michael at the Northgate at 4pm on the 20th of
January. The preacher will be the Revd Dr Myra Blyth.

Wesley Memorial Methodist Church Community
There is an opportunity for two graduate students to live in a small Christian community.
From 1 February 2019. More details at www.wesleymem.org.uk

Gatehouse sandwiches
We will be making sandwiches for the Gatehouse on the 20th January. Further dates for
this year can be found by the North door.

Visiting Preacher
On Sunday 27th January the preacher will be Fr James Koester SSJE, the Superior of
the Society of St John the Evangelist, a religious order founded in Oxford and traditionally
known as the Cowley Fathers. The order now thrives in the United States and Fr Koester
is based at the mother house in Cambridge Massachusetts.

Nuptial Mass
Fr Jonathan and Ellan Mae’s wedding will take place in church at 11am on the 26th
January. All are welcome.

Day of Prayer for refugees and asylum seekers
On Saturday 26th January St Clements Church Marston is hosting a time of reflection
and refreshment praying for refugees, asylum seekers and all walking alongside. 9.30am
to 1.30pm with a simple shared lunch. To register email joanna@ccow.org.uk

Midnight Mass 2018

by Fr Peter

For many of us, certain words and images belong at Christmas time. There are whole
sections of our vocabulary which probably owe their origin to the carol services we
attended as children, often not understanding the words. I’m sure we all, as eight year
olds, merrily trilled along to the line ‘Lo, he abhors not the Virgin’s womb’ without having
the slightest idea what we were singing about. And how many of us are likely to encounter
myrrh apart from as a gift of the Magi?

Of course, the Christmas stories are stories of a nativity, a birth. And so, and I imagine
this is especially true for men, when one first has children, one understands them in a
new way. I never thought I would find myself using the verb to swaddle as a piece of
everyday talk. But faced with a new born baby, who needs to be wrapped up, what other
word would one use?

It’s a lovely English word, swaddle, one of those sounds that has a nicely medieval feel
about it. In our carols we meet a very similar alternative – the Shepherds who are
watching their flocks by night are told that they will find the heavenly babe ‘to human
view displayed, all meanly wrapped in swathing bands, and in a manger laid’. Swathing
is in some way the clearer word, because it conveys the sense of cutting into strips –
swathes of corn are cut strips of land, and swathing bands, or swaddling cloths, are strips
of cloth cut as bandages for the purpose of wrapping up a baby. This is not done simply
to keep the baby warm, there are lots of simpler possibilities to do that. Rather, swaddling
properly describes the ancient practice of wrapping children in cloths or bands to restrict
the movement of their limbs. Among the various early sources for this process we find
the Old Testament prophet Ezekiel, who tells us that after an infant was born, the
umbilical cord was cut and tied, and then the baby was washed, rubbed with salt and
oil, and wrapped with strips of cloth, which ensured that the child's limbs would grow
straight. When the same prophet describes Israel as unswaddled, he is using the very
painful metaphor of child abandonment to refer to the people of God.

Mary gave birth to her first-born son and wrapped him in swaddling cloths, and laid him
in a manger. The first part of that description is normal enough. We don’t tend to think
much about it. It is the manger, the feeding trough, which attracts our attention. But
perhaps we are missing something. After all, when the angel appears to the shepherds,
he says ‘And this will be a sign for you: you will find a babe wrapped in swaddling cloths
and lying in a manger’. Why should a baby in swaddling cloths be a sign? It seems too
ordinary. Now it’s hard to tell exactly how to read that single verse – it may just be that
the sign is the angel appearing to the shepherds, and no doubt we’d all agree that the
sudden apparition of the celestial choir to a bunch of unsuspecting herdsmen is
something rather less run of the mill than a baby looking like a baby. Or perhaps the

sign is just the fact that the baby is in the manger – clearly not something one would
expect. Or perhaps the sign is all of these things – the ordinary, and the extraordinary,
come together in the child who is the sign of God’s love for a world so ready to ignore
him.

Whilst we focus on the wonder of Luke’s story, and we should, we must not overlook its
worldly aspect. A husband and wife travelling to conform with the demands of earthly
power, a mother on the margins, forced to lay her newborn in an animal trough, the
herdsmen guarding the sheep, all-night workers protecting the property of those much
better heeled than they. This is not a glamorous tale, no matter how much tinsel we place
upon it. But those swaddling cloths are particularly easy to miss, simple strips binding
the baby in the way the world wants it to be bound, instructing the newborn how it is to
grow, trying – with the very best of intentions – to restrict its every possibility, for fear
that it will go wrong, will fail to conform, will skew itself and the world around it by
growing in a way which it ought not to grow.

How wonderfully, miraculously, ironic. We can tie this baby as tightly as we like, we can
tell and inform and instruct him until we are blue in the face, we can assure ourselves
that we know about life and newborns have everything to learn. But this child is different.
This child will not conform, he will not grow straight, he will not do what the world tells
him to do. Bind him as expertly as we can, he will throw off our inhibitions and make not
himself, but us, grow differently. He will make the world anew, re-form, re-order human
life even as he turns the world upside down. Love your enemy. Blessed are the poor.
Forgive those who hurt you. Do not judge. Make peace. Do not condemn. Above all, love
God and love your neighbour.

We won’t, of course. We won’t, and we don’t. We’ll listen to these words of love, and find
them less than comfortable, find them unexpected, out of the ordinary, find them
threatening as they pull so persistently at our prejudices and our securities and our
certainties that self is best and stranger is truly strange. We will meet this child and
watch him grow up and we will flee from his love, watch unconcerned as that love submits
to power and violence, look on unsurprised as the one who refuses to conform is pushed
and pulled and flogged and nailed into conformity, joining the ranks of those who dared
to rebel, who paid for their difference with their lives.

In the end, we all have to conform, we suppose. Even this child, wrapped in swaddling
cloths, forced to grow the way the world wants him to grow, to what the world is expecting.
But life cannot be contained, by cloths, by stone, by human power and pride. Bind the
love of God as tightly as you can, and it bursts forth just the same. When he was born,
he was wrapped in cloths and laid in a manger, and when he is killed, he will be wrapped
in cloths and laid in a tomb. And one last time, he will refuse to conform.

Intercessions
Please pray for the long term sick and those in special need, among them:

Holly, Wendy, Ann-Marie, Abigail, Melanie, Dan, Angela, Anna and
Phoenix, Philip, Chris, Julie, Michael, Sue, Alex, Richard, Brian, Jonathan,
Allan, Ian, Alan, William, Chloe, Sybilla, Liam, Di, Tracy, Abigail, William,
Jane, Tony, David, Charlotte, Barbara, Jo.

Sunday readings
Sunday 6th January: Isaiah 60.1-6; Ephesians 3.1-12; Matthew 2.1-12
Sunday 13th January: Isaiah 42.1-4, 6-7; Acts 10.34-38; Luke 3.15-16, 21-22
Sunday 20th January: Isaiah 62.1-5; 1 Corinthians 12.4-11; John 2.1-11
Sunday 27th January: Nehemiah 8.1-6, 8-10; 1 Corinthians 12.12-14, 17; Luke 1.1-4,
4.14-21
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