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Dear Friends

In 2011, the parishes, schools and chaplaincies of the Diocese of St Albans set off on a
shared journey of Living God’s Love. From the outset, we believed that it was important
for our journey to be undergirded by prayer, so we have been encouraging people across
the diocese to join together in our Living God’s Love prayer:

                                 Living God,
                                 Draw us deeper into your love;
                                 Jesus our Lord,
                                 send us to care and serve;
                                 Holy Spirit,
                                 make us heralds of good news.
                                 Stir us, strengthen us,
                                 teach and inspire us
                                 to live your love
                                 with generosity and joy,
                                 imagination and courage;
                                 for the sake of your world
                                 and in the name of Jesus,
                                 Amen.

As we pray these words, we ask that the Holy Spirit would inspire us – both as
individuals and as God’s Church in Hertfordshire and Bedfordshire – with generosity,
joy, imagination and courage. But what does that look like? How might our lives
demonstrate these qualities? And how do these qualities reflect Christian Scripture and
tradition?

This accessible course considers these questions. It can be used either by individuals or
small groups, during Lent or at any time of year. I warmly commend it to you, and pray
that God will use it to help us become more fruitful in our Living God’s Love journey.

Introduction
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Format

This course is divided into five sessions which may be studied over the five weeks of Lent. However,
the course is not intended solely for Lent and would be suitable for use at other time in the Church’s
year. Each of the first four session takes one of the qualities mentioned in the Living God’s Love prayer:
generosity, joy, imagination and courage.  The final session looks at the context in which these qualities
are set: “to live your love … for the sake of the world”.

There is probably too much material in each session to consider it all. It is intended that different
people and groups will choose to focus on those aspects that help them most. With that in mind,
each session is divided into a number of sections:

1.      An opening story sets the scene and helps to put the theme into context. Some of 
        these are the personal experiences of the contributors, while others are the accounts of 
        famous people from history.

2.      Some comments and observations give some definition to the quality being 
        described and draw out some initial points.

3.      A sections entitled Christian belief shows how the particular quality fits with the 
        doctrines that underpin our faith.

4.      Some suggestions for Bible study show where these ideas are explored and expanded 
        in the Scriptures. Three Bible passages are suggested for each session, but it may be wise 
        not to attempt a detailed analysis of them all if time is limited.

5.      A response section gives some ideas for prayer or practical action as a result of the 
        session.

6.      Throughout each study a number of questions are given to guide your thinking.  Again, 
        not every question will be equally relevant to each individual or group.

Contributors
Alan Smith – Bishop of St Albans

Richard Atkinson – Bishop of Bedford
Michael Beasley – Bishop of Hertford
Jeffery John – Dean of St Albans

Tim Bull – Diocesan Director of Ministry
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Opening Story
We had sat through an evening of truly excruciating Christian poetry. The convenor of our local
Churches Together group levered herself to her feet to close the evening in prayer. ‘We thank you
O Lord that tonight in the poetry that has lifted our hearts, we have truly experienced a foretaste of
the joy of the heavenly banquet that will be laid out for all people.’ A loud voice next to me
(it happened to be my vicar’s) said: ‘If heaven’s like that, I’m not blooming well going!’

The idea of joy is a two edged sword for Christians. Joy is great when we really experience it. But the
idea of joy can also lead some to feel pressured to appear happy when we’re not, to be smiling in
circumstances when that’s the last thing we want to do.  We can end up being ‘smiling depressives’ –
hardly the stuff of life in all its fullness.  What can we do about this?

Comments and Observations
There is, of course, quite a contrast between joy and happiness. Both of these are great when we
experience them but if we stop and think about it, they are rather different animals. Happiness is
perhaps an emotion that passes –how  we feel at the time when we’re pleased about something. It
tends to be shorter term and the stuff of adverts: ‘Buy this and you’ll be happy’. The advertisers suggest
that their product will meet our immediate needs, make life more convenient and help us to forget
the challenges and difficulties we face.

In contrast joy is something rather more substantive – a deep, overflowing state of being. Joy is life-
affirming and can be life-changing. It’s improbably serious and not the stuff of adverts.  Advertisers
don’t tend to say ‘buy this and you will experience deep and lasting joy’.

Some people say that happiness and joy are all too readily confused. That happiness can’t be sought
of itself, it’s a by-product of deciding to live not for ourselves but for others and the world around
us. Joy, in contrast is what we experience when we live out values and convictions that are deep and
solid and strong. 

Questions
      1.   When do you experience real joy? 

Questions
      2.   What makes you happy? What makes you joyful?

      3.   Are these the same things or different things?

      4.   Do you think there’s a difference between happiness and joy? If so, what?

Joy
To live your love with 
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Christian Belief
The Bible makes some surprising statements about joy. Perhaps the most remarkable is found in the
letter to the Hebrews which speaks of Jesus:

                who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its 
                shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God. Hebrews 12:2

This would seem an extraordinary statement to make – that Jesus endured the cross for the joy that
was set before him. What could this joy be that made that terrible experience worthwhile, bearable?

The joy was that of Jesus living out his values and self to their truest end – an end that saw fallen
human beings brought back into relationship with God. Our isolation from God was reversed, and
our communion with God was re-established.  We see this set out in various writings of the New
Testament. In his letter to the Romans, Paul writes of us being reconciled to God.

                For if while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of his Son, 
                much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved by his life. Romans 5.10

We find the same idea expressed slightly differently in Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians:

                […] In Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses 
                against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. 2 Corinthians 5.19

In his first letter, Peter expresses the idea in terms of us having been brought close to God.

                For Christ also suffered for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, in
                order to bring you to God. 1 Peter 3.18
                
Over the centuries, Christians have called this re-establishment of relationship, achieved through the
cross as ‘atonement’ – literally ‘at-one-ment’. Quite how the cross enables us to be ‘at-one’ with God
has been a source of considerable debate.

1.    For some Christian thinkers, the central aspect of the cross is that, in his death, Jesus is 
      bearing the punishment for our sins.  When Jesus died for us, he was in fact dying instead of us 
      so that we could be forgiven by God.

2.    Another strand of thought sees Jesus dying in solidarity with the innocent victims of the 
      world, rather than in place of the sinful villains of the world. Jesus absorbed human violence in 
      much the same way that a black hole absorbs light.

3.    According to other theologians, on the cross Christ engages in battle with all the forces of 
      evil, and in the resurrection he celebrates victory over them.

4.    Others understand Christ’s death as a demonstration of God’s love for humanity – an 
      example which we should now be inspired to follow in our own lives.

However we understand what is happening as Jesus dies, the central point is that Jesus Christ died
for us (Romans 5.8).  All this is for our benefit.
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Questions
      5.   Christian faith is sometimes referred to as “good news”.  Why is the 
            atonement good news?

      6.   How would you explain to a friend what it means to be “at one”
            with God?

Questions
      7.   Where does joy come from in these Bible passages?

      8.   Do the same things bring us joy?

      9.   Would people in your community describe your church as joyful? 
            What would make them give this answer?

Bible Study
The Bible has a lot to say about joy. Examples include:

                The lost coin, sheep and son Luke 15

                The disciples’ sorrow will be turned to joy John 16.16-24

                Rejoice always 1 Thessalonians 5.16-21 

Response
If there is one place in the Bible where we discover the most about joy, it is in the Psalms. The following
are just a few of the many references to ‘joy’ and ‘rejoicing’.

Conclude by praying the Living God’s Love prayer, thinking especially of joy.

            You show me the path of life. In your presence there is fullness of joy; 
            in your right hand are pleasures for evermore. Psalm 16.11

            You have turned my mourning into dancing; you have taken off my  
            sackcloth and clothed me with joy. Psalm 30.11

            Clap your hands, all you peoples; shout to God with loud songs of joy. Psalm 47.1

            O come, let us sing to the Lord; let us make a joyful noise to the
            rock of our salvation! Psalm 95.1

            This is the day that the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it. Psalm 118.24

Questions
      10.   The Psalmist wasn’t afraid of expressing joy. How might you express joy? 
              Perhaps you might try writing a psalm of your own.

      11.   What practical steps could you take to make your church a more
              joyful place?




