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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
Back in the late 1980s, I lived as part of the Lee Abbey community. Lee Abbey is a Christian holiday
and conference centre on the north Devon coast ‘where Exmoor meets the sea’. Each week around
a hundred guests would come and stay for a holiday, retreat or a chance to get back in touch with
God. Lee Abbey is unusual in that it is not run by a paid staff, but by a resident community of Christians
who commit a year or more of their lives to work, worship and live together.

During my time there, each summer we would put on a musical show based on a Christian theme.
We would rehearse before supper and in the evening put on the performance. It seemed important
that the rehearsal should be done privately, behind closed doors and away from the eyes of the guests,
so that in the evening, it would be fresh and exciting.

But on one occasion, four people slipped in at the back to watch the rehearsal and nobody thought
to ask them to leave. The surprising thing about these people was that they were non-practising
members of another faith.  Why they had come to visit a Christian conference centre, I never found
out.  Anyway, they sat there quietly and watched us practice. By the end of the rehearsal, three of the
four had come to faith in Jesus.

So what had brought about this sudden conversion? Well, it turned out that it wasn’t the content of
the musical, despite its Christian teaching. Rather they had come to faith simply by watching and
seeing the joy, the care and the love that we shared with one another.

I was reminded of the writing of the Roman historian Tertullian. He reported that the Romans, on
seeing the lives of the first Christians, would exclaim: ‘See how they love one another!’

The story finishes at breakfast the next day. One of the women who had come to faith came down
to breakfast. She had no Bible knowledge and really didn’t know the Christian jargon. Despite that
she spoke enthusiastically about her new faith, describing it as “just like being born again”.

Questions
      1.   When visitors come to your church, what qualities would they see? 
            Think about the evidence for your answer.

      2.   Most people claim that their church is welcoming. But what would a 
            loving church be like? How is love given and received in your church?

For the Sake of the World
To live your love with 
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Comments and Observations
In his letter, the Apostle James writes:

                14 What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have 
                works? Can faith save you?15 If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, 16 and one 
                of you says to them, ‘Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill’, and yet you do not supply 
                their bodily needs, what is the good of that?17 So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.
                James 2.14-17

As it is with faith, so it is with love.  We are called to be loving not simply because it feels nice to be
surrounded by affection and warm feelings. Rather, our love should make a difference to those around
us, meeting practical needs.  As we say in our Living God’s Love prayer: “for the sake of the world”.

Throughout history the Church has been at its best when it has sought to address human need. We
think of men and women – motivated by their faith – who have worked to eradicate slavery, reform
prisons, found schools, oppose apartheid and liberate those who are trapped by poverty, addiction
or abuse.

Sometimes this ‘social Gospel’ of ‘good works’ has been set in opposition to the vital task of
evangelism and bringing people to faith in Jesus Christ: or as Living God’s Love describes it, ‘making
new disciples’. But the dichotomy is a false one. Jesus both preached ‘good news’ and brought ‘good
news’ to the people he met. He did this through healing the sick, cleansing the lepers, feeding the
hungry, forgiving the sinful and offering eternal life to the penitent thief hanging alongside him on
the cross.

If course Jesus Christ wasn’t simply ‘good news’ to the people of the first century. He is still ‘good
news’ today. So where might that ‘good news’ been seen? What are the places where Christian love
needs to be put into practice for the sake of the world? Where might generosity, joy, imagination and
courage make a real difference?

It could be in the life of the person with mental illness who feels isolated and unloved. It could be in
the chaotic existence of the single parent constantly struggling with family demands. It could be in
our communities that are divided along ethnic, religious and political lines. It could be in the global
inequality that still leaves billions without clean water and sufficient food. It could be in the destruction
of our planet’s fragile ecosystem by a world that constantly demands more.

Addressing these issues may not immediately ‘make new disciples’. But just as the Romans exclaimed
at how the Christians loved one another, it would be a real testament to the church as ‘good news’
is people today exclaimed:

                ‘I don’t yet share your faith; but I’m pleased there are Christians in our world.’
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Christian Belief
We all have within us a capacity, maybe even a need, to love. Most of us love certain, special people
such as our families and friends. Some of us have a love for a special place. Maybe it’s where we spent
our childhood, a favourite holiday destination, or a garden in which we’ve toiled day season after
season to make into a place of tranquillity and beauty. Other people love some possession which
may be the latest electronic gizmo, a family heirloom, or an album of photographs that conjure up
memories of happiness.

But what happens when the thing (or person) we love lets us down, or gets spoiled? How much
harder it is to love then! It’s much more difficult to love family and friends when they become old
and unwell, and they demand constant care and attention. It’s not nearly so easy to love that special
place when we return one day to find it dirty and litter-strewn; not bathed in golden sunshine, but
drenched by a miserable drizzle. It’s much harder to love your treasured possession once it’s become
broken and tarnished, or when the pictures have fallen from the album and become dog-eared at the
bottom of a dusty cupboard.

It’s easy to love when everything’s rosy, but is that really ‘love’? Is it really ‘love’ if it’s just an admiration
for what’s healthy or beautiful or precious or worthy? Anyone can claim to love the film star, the
perfect garden or the painting by Michelangelo. But surely love is proved to be really love when it
goes on cherishing the person even when they’re losing their faculties, appreciating that place despite
the dirt and drizzle, and treasuring the photographs even as they’re deteriorating with age. When
love does these things, it shows itself to be truly genuine.

That, of course, is what God’s love is like. God’s love embraces fallible, weak human beings like us.
We might sometimes feel ignored and spurned, but we’re never ignored or spurned by God.  We
might sometimes feel unthanked and unnoticed, but God always notices and appreciates. We might
have messed up, failed and fallen short, but God never give up on us.

Questions
      3.   Which people, places or issues to you have a special concern for?

      4.   Many individuals, churches and organisations are working to bring 
            God’s love to the world. You might like to list some examples.  Which do 
            find you inspiring and encouraging?

      5.   Are people in your community pleased that the church is there? 
            What would make them give this answer?
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This is a fundamental truth that we find time and again in the Bible.

            In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us
            and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. 1 John 4.10

             But God proves his love for us in that while we still were
             sinners Christ died for us. Romans 5.8

             For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that
             everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal
             life. Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the
             world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. John 3.16-17

Bible Study
In each of the following Bible passages we see love demonstrated in practical ways:

            Ruth resolves to stay with Naomi Ruth 1.16-18

             A dead girl and a sick woman Mark 5.21-43

             Choosing seven deacons Acts 6.1-7

Questions
      6.   How have you experienced God’s love?

      7.   Does knowing that you are loved by God make a practical difference to 
            the way you live? If so, in what ways?

Questions
      8.   What are some of the ways in which love is shown?

      9.   How are these Bible passages relevant to our lives today?
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Response
Looking back over the whole of these studies we have seen how the Living God’s Love prayer asks
that God would make our lives – and His Church – attractive and relevant in our world today.
However, as St Augustine said:

      ‘Pray as though everything depended on God.  Work as though everything depended on you.’

So as well as praying our Living God’s Prayer, we need to decide what it is we are going to do. 
Then, having decided, pray that God would give us the generosity, joy, imagination and courage
to carry it out.

Conclude by praying the Living God’s Love prayer, thinking especially of how God’s love can make a
difference to our world.

Questions
      10.   How has this course changed your view of God, yourself, the
              Church and the world?

      11.   In the light of this whole course, what one practical step will you
              take personally?

      12.   In the light of this whole course, what one practical step could your 
              church take?


