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The Church of the Nativity at night
 

 

Another was seeing the crosses lighting up the night sky. Jesus 
the light of the world! And I contemplated what it must have 
been like that first Christmas. What would it have been like to 
have been a participant in the story? Mary, a young woman, 

surrendering to the promptings of an angel; Joseph attentive to 
his dreams of danger; ordinary rogues and rascals, - the 
shepherds, innkeepers and star-gazers - who were caught up in 
the divine happenings. Not an ordinary night. And one of the 
joys of Christmas is imagining being part of the story.

And what I will always remember, while travelling around 
Jerusalem, was how one of our guides, Omar, spoke about his 
family having descended from the shepherd's family. Wow. His 
grandmother spoke of her grandmother and of their grandfather 
visiting a new born child. The story of Christ being passed 
down from generation to generation.

I am so conscious that nowadays Bethlehem isn't always the 
place of peace, that is sometimes depicted in our Christmas 
cards. Rather it is full of hustle, bustle and the focus of 
international tensions. As symbolized by a wall of division, and 
razor wire which surrounds Bethlehem like a womb. 

Omar Hamari, a living descendant of a shepherd

 
Razor wire at dawn, on the wall separating 

Bethlehem and Jerusalem

This reality came as a shock to me. The reality of a messy and 
mixed up world reaffirms my conviction that at Christmas what 
we need, is not to sentimentalize the Christmas story, but 
welcome the light that Christ brings into the dark places of our 
world, and into the dark place of our lives. A Christ who brings 
genuine hope.

Regards
Ian Stirling

When I visited Israel and Palestine earlier this year, I managed 
to visit the Church of the Nativity, in Bethlehem. Indeed, 
several times. Often early in the morning or late at night. 
Whenever I was there I wandered slowly through the sanctuary, 
watching the pilgrims come and go, watching the orthodox 
priests leading worship, incense rising to the rafters, and trying 
not to disturb the angels. Once I even sneaked a glance at the 
very place Jesus was born. It was a special time and a reminder 
to me that our faith speaks of a God who is closer than our 
heartbeats and dwells in time and space.

Dear friends,

            

The tiny door leading into the church. 
Looking from the outside (left) and from the inside (right)

One of the things which struck me most about the Church of the 
Nativity is the tiny door that leads into the church. And I 
wondered 'Why on earth?', this architectural design. Not so 
easy for a gangly six-footer to get into church. Then I 
remembered the tradition is of being forced to stoop low to 
enter in. A ritual of humility before encountering God.  I am 
struck by the image of God at Christmas stooping low, to enter 
into our world as a babe.

                          

Kincase congregation have financed the building of a maize 
mill at Chinteche, they have also had electricity installed at the 
mill. The congregation continues to finance the feeding of 
children and mother at the nursery. 

Girvan North congregation are assisting with the fundraising 
for the new church on Likoma Island.

Dundonald congregation have financed the windows of the 
sanctuary in Mdyaka

St Nicholas congregation have financed a feasibility study for 
building a healthcare unit near the very remote prayerhouse at 
Sanje which is attached to Phiri congregation.

Portland congregation have been assisting the Presbytery Art 
project and are currently working to assist in the fitting of 
electricity to the newly greatly enlarged sanctuary at Limphasa. 

Newton Wallacetown congregation have recently financed 
replacement windows in the sanctuary at Nkhata Bay.

St Andrew's congregation have financed the purchase of an 
electric autoclave, nebuliser, glaucometer etc at Kavusi Clinic 
as well as sending out 5 sewing machines.

The partnerships with congregations continues to be very strong 
with a huge amount of collaborative work being done, here are 
some recent examples:-

    

Alloway congregation are sponsoring 16 girls through their 
secondary education at Bandawe all girls secondary school. 
Along with the partnered schools at Alloway and Doonfoot they 
have assisted in the building of a new hostel at the Bandawe 
Primary School

As can be seen there is a lot of positivity and thanks are due to 
the Presbytery Malawi Committee and all the Malawi 
Committees in all the partnered churches. As one past 
Moderator of Ayr Presbytery said " it is one positive thing that 
can by shared by the whole Presbytery"

This edi�on of Presbytery Newslines was designed and 
printed by Jamie at Minuteman Press Ayr.
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Friends, 

Wally had learning difficulties and had been held back in 
school; this meant that he was much bigger than his 
classmates. 

When it came to giving out the parts for the Nativity Play, 
Wally wanted to be a shepherd, but his teacher thought he 
would be better as the innkeeper, because he towered over 
everyone else and when he spoke his one and only line, 
"There is no room here!", it could only add to the drama. 

“For to us a child is born, to us a son is given."

It will come as no surprise that my Christmas message comes 
in the form of a story. 

The day came when Wally and classmates were to perform 
and everything went well until Wally's big moment. 

Joseph opened the door and asked for a bed for the night; 
Wally, towering over him, looked firstly at Joseph and then 
to Mary and in the softest and most compassionate of voices 
said, "Come in, you can have my room!!!!" 

Many of the parents thought the Play was the best Nativity 
ever.

May God's richest blessing and the peace of the season be with 
you and your loved ones over the festive period.    

Too often we think that we can do nothing for God, that we 
have nothing to offer. Wally's story reminds us that no matter 
how difficult our circumstances are, there is always 
something we can do to show God how much we love Him 
and how much we appreciate what He did for us at Christmas. 

When we compare what God did for us that first Christmas, to 
what we do in return, we come off second best every time. 
This year, as we celebrate the coming of the Saviour, let's 
follow Wally's example and commit to giving God a fairer 
proportion of our time, talents and money and who knows 
2020 might just be our best year yet!!!

David R Gemmell Acting Moderator of the Presbytery

A MAJOR reorganisation of the central structures of the 
Church of Scotland will take effect from the New Year. 

Ÿ Ministries Council and Mission and Discipleship Council 
to be merged into Faith Nurture Forum 

Ÿ Church and Society Council and World Mission Council 
to be merged into Faith Impact Forum 

The names of the Forums are felt to be 'dynamic as well as 
descriptive': "Faith Nurture was the idea of taking us into 
the heart of God, and Faith Impact was about the idea of 
taking us out into the heart of the world where our faith 
makes a difference." 

Your love for us is a mystery!

Holy Spirit,

Ÿ Detailed remits to be discussed and presented to General 
Assembly in 2020, with some areas of work to be devolved 
to new presbyteries and others discontinued 

God,

enable us to hold lightly
to the property, processes and plans that we have 

inherited.

Ÿ New agencies will have 15 members each, serving three 
years 

It amazes us that You have called us by name,

Ÿ Fewer meetings and better use of technology predicted to 
save £60-70,000 a year 

Ÿ Ecumenical Relations Committee and Theological Forum 
will sit within Faith Nurture and interfaith work within 
Faith Impact, but each will report separately to the General 
Assembly 

Ÿ Work to be overseen by small implementation groups, 
with authority delegated to staff to 'get on with the work' 

the gifts of Your generous love.

Ÿ The Forums and Assembly Trustees will hold joint 
meetings at least twice a year to share work and learn from 
each other 

afraid that change and growth might be the same.

You have given to us places for shelter and for us to 
share,

who was, and is, and is to come,

Peter Gardiner

You have poured such blessings into our hands,

to rejoice in a Church that embodies Your love for all.

If we have declared permanent,

Unchanging One,

Jesus, forgive us

people around us to love and be loved by.

if we have received Your gifts,

who makes all things new.

We praise and thank You,

and have held them too tightly,

to be Your people, wherever we are.

If we have thought rock, that which was only sand.

that which is other than You, Unchanging One.

Free our imaginations,

that You are making Your Church new.
Liberate us with the radical belief

Malawi Update
After all these years the partnership between Ayr Presbytery and 
the Presbyteries of Bandawe and Limphasa in Malawi is as 
strong as ever.
     

We are partnered with a part of the world where people are very 
open about their faith and are comfortable to pray and preach in 
public. A place where churches and prayer houses are constantly 
being built or expanded and there is a waiting list for candidates 
for ministry within the presbyterian church. We have a lot to 
learn from our African brothers and sisters.  However among 
this great faith there is great suffering. In October and November 
there has been little rain and a lot of heat in the north of the 
country which means they have not been able to plant their 
crops. As the last harvest was poor the maize has become more 
scarce and what there is is very expensive, many are going to 
bed hungry. In the south of the country in the last few days heavy 
rains are falling and already causing structural damage.

Every two years we participate in an alternative gift scheme, last 
time it was for seeds and fertiliser and the time before it was for 
solar lamps. With the wonderful paticipation of the Presbytery 
these have been a great success and very much appreciated. This 
year we are offering both seed and fertiliser (which are life 
saving ) and also the solar lamps (which are life changing) We 
are hoping that congergations in the Presbytery will once again 
get behind this wonderful venture.

As part of the partnership exchange visits occur and 2020 sees a 
delegation from Ayr Presbytery visiting our partners. These will 
be Fiona Ferrans from New Cumnock, Rev George Fiddes (joint 
leaders), Linda Bryson from Kingcase, Sandra Smith from 
Girvan North, Bill Weir and Jane Potts both Troon Portland, and 
Sandra McCall from St Nicholas. Fundraising for this trip is 
ongoing. 

 

Paul's always been lured by 'outspoken voices' in the sea of 
faith, such as Don Cupitt, and Bishop Spong from America 
whose mantra was exploring why the church must change or 
die. The pattern of his 7years at Radnor Park, Clydebank; 
followed by 15 years at Coylton and Drongan; is one of 
compassion and liberal theology. Many of his members used 
Paul as a plumb line to check where they stood on matters of 
importance. 

Now Paul sees himself as a minister to the community, and is 
keen for the church to be open and sensitive to the presence of 
faith, beyond the walls. To discover traces of the sacred in the 
midst of ordinary and everyday life. And it is the marriage of his 
vision with that of Castlehill Church, whose focus on practical 
expressions of faith, has enticed him back into parish ministry, 
but with a new energy and a new focus.

New Faces Paul Russell
'Looking at parish life through fresh eyes'.

Sitting in Souter's, my local, tucking into a fish supper, I'm 
catching up with an old colleague and friend. What can be 
better? Paul Russell and I have followed a similar path in life: 
'green behind the ears' parish ministry in our youth; followed by 
intense experiences in the world of health and social care; 
before returning with 'eyes open' to parish life. Lots of 
learnings along the way. So, I'm interested in how Paul is 
settling into the manse at Castlehill, with his family Shirley, 
Kirsten and Tristan, Caitlin and Matthew. And I'm interested in 
his vision for the future. What is clear, says Paul, is 'I won't be 
the same parish minister as the first time round'.

Paul's studies at university centred on an arts degree followed 
by law. His acumen in languages meant that he spent most of the 
time abroad. He travelled to Germany and Norway, where he 
met students within the Lutheran tradition and enjoyed talking 
about faith, 'with no agenda', but curiosity and openness. One of 
his favourite books, at this time, was Robert Davidson's 
Courage to Doubt: Exploring an Old Testament Theme - 
this in time has led to Paul finding himself preaching often from 
the Old Testament. And finding faith grounded and earthed.

Paul has been further shaped and influenced as a healthcare 
chaplain, where the 'ministry of presence' takes precedence. 
Loyalty, quality care, compassion and listening to what really 
matters are key aspects of this ministry. Experiences in 
healthcare chaplaincy lead to chaplains 'not being afraid of the 
intensity of life'. And one of the key influences has been Paul's 
involvement in Community Chaplaincy Listening - a project 
designed to create safe spaces for safe conversations. 'Care to 
chat?' Everyone needs a listening ear, at all times, stages and 
transitions of life. So, it seems that 13years of chaplaincy has 
given Paul a different lens through which to see the world. He 
has a new stance, and one that may be based on the psychologist 
Carl Roger's concept of 'unconditional positive regard'.



Lead us forward in faith and help us to deal with the challenges 
that will face us over the coming years with compassion and 
care. 

The Radical Plan from this year's General Assembly is an 
opportunity to share Mission and spread the Good News of 
Your presence in our lives.

Dear Lord, bless our Ministers as they strive to teach the gospel 
and care for their people.  

For hands to work, and eyes to see, and ears to hear:

A prayer for the church 

For the light of the day and the dark of the night:

The Mission Committee in October shared a concern is that 
there is no specific prayer strategy in place for this year's 
General Assembly's Radical Action Plan, which will change 
many aspects of the future planning within our churches.  It was 
agreed that Mission Focus Groups should seek to develop 
prayer support with Parish Groupings praying together.  It was 
also suggested that prayers be contributed to the Presbytery 
Newslines with the expectation that members within the 
bounds would willingly submit items to the Editor for 
publication, with an initial prayer offered by Isabell, who makes 
a plea to us all, 'Please support this important decision by 
offering your written prayers as we move forward into a new 
phase of the Church's life'.

We pray that all Your people will work together to achieve great 
things in Your name.  

Stained glass @St Magnus Cathedral, Orkney

 

O God our Father, be with us at this time of great change within 
the Church of Scotland. 

We ask that You guide and direct us in the way You consider to 
be right and true and help us to listen to You and to each other as 
we make decisions for the future wellbeing of the Parishes 
within the Presbytery of Ayr and beyond and give us the 
courage to face the future knowing that Your will be done.

May they always know that You are there to support and 
encourage them when times are difficult and the load is heavy. 

We pray too Lord for the members in our congregations and ask 
that they feel empowered to give willingly of their time, talents 
and money to spread the Good News with joy and thanksgiving.

We thank You for the world in which we live

For the glory of the sunlight, for the splendour of the moon and 
for the star-scattered sky. 

We thank You that You have made all things and made them 
well.

For the hills and the sea, for the busy city streets, for the open 
road and the wind in our faces.
We thank You for ourselves,

For minds to think, and memories to remember and hearts to 
love.

For a task to do, and for health of body, for accuracy of hand and 
eye:

For homes and for friends and for loved ones.

We thank You for all that makes life worthwhile.

And we thank You most of all for Jesus, our Friend and our 
Example, our Saviour and our Lord.
Bestow upon us all an atmosphere of Christian love, where 
Your presence can be found, Your word made known, Your will 
accepted and Your purpose worked out, For Your great glory.  

Amen     

Submitted by Isabell Montgomerie

For skill of mind and brain to do it:

Prayer in Parish Groupings

About six months ago the North Ayr Churches Parish Grouping 
comprising Ayr Newton Wallacetown, Ayr St. James' and Ayr 
St. Quivox, decided to hold a short time of prayer on the first 
Monday of every month. We meet from 6.30pm to around 
7.30pm. The idea got off to a slow start with only 4 or 5 
attending but has grown to 12 -14+ now. At these meetings 
representatives from the churches share their successes and 
their failures and pray about them.

We ask this in Jesus name. 

Ÿ There also comes the realization that we are all in the same 
boat, facing the same problems and the same difficulties. 
This has brought the group closer to one another and closer 
to God.

We hope these feelings will be infectious encouraging others to 
participate in the prayer and discussion. When Parish 
Groupings were first suggested by our Presbytery they were 
looked upon with some suspicion and seen as a threat to our 
valued 'Congregationalism'! The experience of many has been 
that this is far from true for our participation in Parish 
Groupings has brought an additional enrichment to our notion 
of what it means to be Church not only in our own parishes but 
in a wider community of believers.

Commenting on the initiative Ken Yorke says, 

Ÿ The most vital advantage has been that we have all become 
intensely aware of our total dependence upon God in all we 
are called to do in or churches.

The process has brought many advantages to everyone.

'We in North Ayr strongly recommend joint meetings for 
prayer and discussion as a very important part of our 
Parish Groupings agenda and hope that others will try it'.

Ÿ Our prayers are offered spontaneously by those who wish to 
do so. Those who do not want to join in know that it is fine 
just to listen if that is what they choose to do.

Ÿ Those attending have found it to be a precious experience 
and leave strengthened, uplifted, and with a strong feeling of 
togetherness.

New Faces Mandy Ralph

"Church in a community near you”

 

"For just as urban and priority area churches do, our rural 
congregations equally have much to contribute to the 
building of God's kingdom." Mandy was instrumental in 
organising the Scotland-wide "Rural Resourcing Roadshows" 
which were aimed at helping congregations overcome 
challenges and embrace opportunities. So, returning to a rural 
Ayrshire parish is a natural fit. And Mandy is excited by the 
prospect of serving two congregations, three villages and many 
farms 

"Given my passion for the rural churches and the impact that 
they have in their communities, I feel honoured to continue 
the work of The Church of Scotland's Rural Working Group 
in a very practical way.

Proving pastoral support for the farming community is a 
keystone for rural churches

"Together with the congregations, I hope to bring God's 
mission to Annbank, Mossblown and Tarbolton in a way that 
allows them to flourish and thrive in the months and years 
ahead, not just survive.

Annbank and Tarbolton Parish Churches were on the lookout. 
Waiting and watching for a new and vibrant young minister to 
lead them into an exciting future. Yet although the 
congregations were on the lookout, Mandy Ralph "wasn't 
expecting to come back to Ayr". After all, having been brought 
up in Largs she knows Ayrshire well, and having already served 
the presbytery for four years, 2013-2017, as Mission 
Development Officer, during which time Mandy won the hearts 
and minds of many with her visionary outlook, it might have 
been time for pastures new. Yet, how lucky are you folk of 
Annbank, Mossblown and Tarbolton. Having made the 
transition from Ordained Local Minister into Ministry of 
Sacrament and Word, Mandy has felt the call and returned to 
Ayrshire. And what a delight for us to welcome her.

This led to her to becoming the convener of the Rural Working 
Group. This group is made up of ministers, elders, staff and 
volunteers who all serve in, or have a passion for, church-life in 
rural and remote communities. 

Sitting in her new manse in Tarbolton, and listening to Mandy 
tell of the twists and turns of her life, I quickly appreciate that 
there is much more to this young and vibrant lady than what 
meets the eye. There are many strings to her bow. For instance, 
having set up the Ayr Rural Forum Mandy joined the Church's 
Mission and Discipleship Council. 

And again, her own experiences in and around bereavement has 
allowed her to sit again and again with an inherent authority on 
the mourning bench. She understands the grieving process well 
and has been pivotal in setting up Bereavement Groups in West 
Kilbride and Largs.

Mandy Ralph is a new face and a familiar face. Young and 
vibrant, she arrives with a wealth of experience, a richness of 
faith and exudes an energy which is infectious. It has taken a 
surprising series of happenings (God-incidences) to lure Mandy 
back into Ayrshire, - the parish profile, the manse, the amazing 
welcome from the congregations and wider community- and we 
are all delighted she's here and encouraged to hear and to share 
her vision, 

Another string is Mandy's experience of mental health and well-
being. Again, she wasn't expecting this skillset to "follow her 
into the ministry". She trained as a nurse, and then moved into 
public health, gaining expertise in the Choose Life Suicide 
Prevention initiative. Working at the cutting edge of mental 
health improvement and suicide prevention has prepared her for 
supporting schools and communities facing times of crisis. She 
has a keen listening ear and a depth of wisdom that belies her 
years and equipped her to find creative ways to give support to 
both staff and pupils alike, in very difficult circumstances. 



My first church was Viewpark Parish in Uddingston and, like 
many colleagues, I remember my first charge with great 
affection.   After six and a half years, I was called to Mayfield 
Salisbury Parish in Edinburgh.   A very stimulating 
environment, it was during these past nineteen years that I 
further developed my interests in mysticism, religion and 
science, personal spirituality and interfaith dialogue.   I was 
fortunate to complete my MTh and MPhil at the University of 
Edinburgh and my PhD at the University of St Andrews.   My 
doctoral research explored the mystical theology of the blind 
Victorian minister of Innellan, George Matheson DD.   Famous 
for his hymn, O Love that wilt not let me go, Matheson led and 
encouraged his congregation to find God in silence and 
darkness.   Open to the insights of other world faiths, he 
engaged imaginatively with Scripture and, in a similar practice 
to that of Ignatian Spiritual practice, Matheson often spoke of 
biblical stories from within the story:  it was as if he stood 
alongside Mary, Lazarus, Martha, Zacchaeus or Paul.   
Matheson had a true sense of the Divine within us:  faith means 
to see with the soul or, as Augustine said, to listen with 'the ear 
of the heart'.   

For me, the spiritual journey is to use our meditation on 
Scripture or our gazing into an icon as a doorway into the 
Divine.   Eckhart said, 'There is no eloquence greater than the 
silence of God'.   For me, in prayer and often in pastoral 
situations, meaningful silence is the holy ground we share with 
others as spiritual leaders.   This is the spiritual journey that 
fires my soul.   

I am grateful to the Kirk Session and congregation of St 
Columba for their warm and generous welcome to me, my wife 
and son.   I am grateful also for the welcome of local clergy:  it 
has been good getting to know new colleagues.   Though our 
dog is becoming leaner, I am moving in the opposite direction 
and must learn to eat less at an ever-increasing number of social 
events!

Inducted to St Columba Church in Ayr on Thursday 24 October, 
I am thoroughly enjoying the move from the busyness and noise 
of south Edinburgh to the beauty and relative peace of Ayrshire.   
Our dog thinks she's on holiday or in heaven with numerous 
refreshing walks along the beach, across the Low Green, round 
Belleisle Country Park and in the grounds of Rozelle House.   
The rich and striking autumnal colours have meant that this has 
been a particularly good time to move west.

New Faces Scott McKenna

As in the Victorian period, so today, the Church has nothing to 
fear from the science narrative.   With informed biblical 
theology and a grasp of the claims (and limits) of science, I have 
come to appreciate the Sacred in and through the complexities 

of nature and the universe and, in respectful conversation with 
Humanism, see the hollowness and gaping holes in much of 
their argument. 

Over the past decade or so, I have been blessed in my 
friendships with people and religious leaders of other faiths.   I 
remain enriched by the insights of Judaism and Islam.   Though 
the Abrahamic faiths have irreconcilable philosophical and 
doctrinal differences with Christianity and each other, insights 
shared from our Scriptures, shared as friends, is a fruitful 
pathway and there are numerous parallels in the mystical 
experiences and stories of Judaism, Christianity and Islam.   
Like Christianity, Judaism and Islam are immensely diverse.   I 
recently spoke alongside a friend, an imam, to students at the 
University of Edinburgh.   

He spoke of an eighth century Islamic mystic, a woman, whose 
experience of God and the language she used could easily be 
found in the heart and on the lips of a Christian mystic.   As with 
Augustine, Matheson and an Islamic mystic, union with the 
Eternal is the point of the inner journey.   

In my own spiritual journey, silence and the practice of stillness 
have become increasingly central.   One rabbi has said, 'If 
words are the avenue of spirituality, then silence is the 
destination'.   The Sufi mystic Rumi said, 'The quieter you 
become, the more you are able to hear'.   To illustrate the 
importance of silence, the former Archbishop of Canterbury, 
Rowan Williams, says that the fleeting moment of silence 
which follows the final note of a great symphony is the point to 
which the entire symphony has been moving; every note is 
contained in that tender silence.   The 'meaning' of the 
symphony is found in that fragile moment between the final 
note and before the first clap of applause.   

I very much look forward to a new chapter in my ministry at St 
Columba.   

Mahatma Gandhi

"Look deep into nature and then you 
will understand everything better”

"Peace is its own reward”

John Muir

The Kirkoswald Kirk Wood garden team are planning on 
placing some inspirational quotes on wooden plinths 
throughout the garden next Spring. 

“You'll never find peace of mind until 
you listen to your heart"

"And into the woods I go, to lose my 
mind and find my soul”

Here are some of the quotes being considered.

John Muir

George Michael

John Muir

"The sun shines not on us, but in us”

"Earth has no sorrow that cannot heal”

"Peace is always beautiful”
Walt Whitman

Albert Einstein

"Just living is not enough ... One must 
have sunshine, freedom and a little 

flower"

and enjoy.

Hans Christian Andersen

Kirk Wood belongs to us all so please get involved 

‘What can we do for our young people?' 

A Youth Networking Event.

What was on offer? 

"What can we do for our young people?" This was the question 
that arose one night at the education committee. And it was 
quickly agreed that offering a networking event for everyone 
working with young people was a good starting point. 

If you have any inspirational quotes that you would like 
to see around the garden then please submit them to 
either Linda Stroud, Karen Paterson or Ian Stirling

So, we invited youth workers, Sunday school teachers, messy 
church volunteers, in short everyone who has anything to do 
with young people in our presbytery to the Auld Kirk on 7 
September. And they came. Representatives from 11 
congregations plus one student attended the event. 

We figured that money was one of the most frequent stumbling 
blocks to realising youth projects, especially when they become 
more ambitious, and consequently the first part of the event 
dealt with just that: how do we finance our visions? Our very 
own acting treasurer Keith McKellar explained how to tap into 
the 'discretionary allowance' available to presbyteries and 
emphasised again that supporting mission projects are a priority 
for the committee. David Williams, the manager of the Church 
of Scotland's Go For It Fund (soon to be replaced by the Growth 
Fund) talked us through their application process and inspired 
us with examples of youth projects from across Scotland. 

Exchanging ideas about existing and future youth projects was 
the purpose of the stalls at the back of the hall. From "Room 60" 
Newton Wallacetown's scheme to support teenagers in a priority 
area to exciting models of cooperation from the Troon churches, 
participants were clearly curious what happens across the 
presbytery. 

On a more practical basis Messy Churches from St Andrews and 
St James demonstrated how to illustrate the message of 
Pentecost with flames that come from candleholders made of 
recycled CDs, showed how the Biblical message can be shared 
with old plastic bottles or how to challenge the children to build 
a tower of Babel. "I have learned a lot, so I did", was the verdict 
from Moyra Smith, Junior Church teacher and messy church 
volunteer at St. James.

Rev Dr Barbara Suchanek-Seitz

This year we reached about one third of the presbytery's 
congregations. Would it not be great if it was two thirds next 
year?     

Plenary

Session One         10.15- 11am

Comfort break

Session Two         11.15am- 12 noon

Close                     12.30pm

Speaker Rev Prof David Fergusson

PRESBYTERY ANNUAL CONFERENCE

ALLOWAY PARISH CHURCH

SATURDAY 11th JANUARY 2020

CHANGE AND THE FUTURE OF THE CHURCH

Breakfast Served  9am- 9.45am
Worship                10am



Ayr Auld Kirk

The Church also hosts the Town's annual Remembrance Day 
Service and its Minister leads the act of Remembrance at 
Wellington Square.

For four centuries the Auld Kirk has served the Town and the 
people of Ayr faithfully and has always been ready to offer 
support and assistance. It has been there through plague and 
pestilence, the Killing Times and two World Wars, to name but a 
few troubles and it will go on being a light shining in the 
darkness, a place of hope, somewhere that offers Good News, 
for years to come.

We were also honoured to be asked to host the funeral of one of 
the Ayrshire Yeomanry, who was buried with full military 
honours, after he was killed in a training accident.

When the present building was opened in 1654, the old one 
having been requisitioned by Oliver Cromwell as a stables, the 
Town Council met in one of the gallery's to have its meetings. 
This continued until the county buildings were completed, two 
hundred years later. Together church and council created the 
first hospital in the town (down beside the new shopping centre 
car park), over four hundred years ago.

The minister is also the official Chaplain to the Council and 
assists with events like Armed Forces Day.

The Big Climate Fightback: planting trees across the UK

We don't know exactly when the Kirkin O the Council began, 
but we have a bible in the Church signed by every Provost of the 
Town since 1837; a practice which still continues to this day.

 
Ever since it held the Parliament of Robert the Bruce in the early 
fourteenth Century, the Auld Kirk of Ayr has been at the very 
centre of social and political life in Ayr.

The Auld Kirk also hosts many other civic events e.g. the 
service to mark the four hundredth anniversary of the Hospital, 
the Freedom of the Burgh Services for both 6 Scots and the 
Ayrshire Yeomanry. This service was attended by HRH Prince 
Charles, Honorary Colonel of the Regiment and the Duke of 
Westminster, the actual Colonel at the time.

a silver birch being planted by members of the church 
and community in Kirk Wood, Kirkoswald

 

 

a beech tree planted by members of Fisherton Kirk 
andFisherton Primary School

Preaching to the converted

Please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Andy Muir, 
and as some people will already know, I am a trainee for full-
time Word and Sacrament Ministry. For those who don't know 
me, please come and say hello next time you see me. 

 
I'm currently on my second Autumn placement, where I'm 
under the supervision of the Rev. Dr Ian Stirling, minister at 
Kirkoswald and Fisherton Churches. This six-month part-time 
placement consists of ten hours per week, and as a part of this, 
Ian and I have set S.M.A.R.T goals for different projects 
throughout the placement. This anacronym means that the goals 
need to be specific, measurable, attainable, relevant and time-
based.

For the period up to Christmas, I had requested that perhaps Ian 
and I could work together on exploring different types of 
preaching. As I write this, I can imagine many of you thinking, 
"you're a glutton for punishment! Do you not get enough of that 
on a Sunday?" If I'm honest, the answer is no. I answered my 
call to ministry later in life than many, and so now at 51, I feel 
that I need to make up for the lost time. 

I remember some years ago as my journey to ministry began, 
hearing one particular minister deliver a sermon with so much 
passion and enthusiasm, so very boldly, and without having a 
single note present, that he was able to keep everyone in the 
congregation engrossed. I can also imagine at this point, that 
many of you are wondering, "who could that be?", but I'm afraid 
I'm going to preserve his anonymity and keep you all guessing. I 
have returned to see this minister several times when I have not 
been on placement, and he has never disappointed. As my 
training developed and I was asked to deliver sermons of my 
own, I was always aware of the possibility that, where this 
minster had left the congregation silenced in anticipation, 
perhaps I had silenced them for a very different reason! 

Getting to grips with preaching

After discussing this with Ian and explaining how important it 
was to me that I understood sermon structure to the best of my 
ability, I was pleased when he suggested that we could work 
through the various chapters each week, of the SCM Study 
Guide on Preaching by Peter K. Stevenson. 
 

Every blessing 

The information I have learned from this book as well as from 
Ian's years of experience have been invaluable to me, and I am 
very grateful for the patience which Ian has shown. It is central 
to my call that I honour and serve God to the best of my ability, 
and when my ability falls short, then I know I can trust on the 
presence of the Holy Spirit to enable me. I realise as I write this 
that I am a long way from being able to deliver the quality of 
sermon which I mentioned at the beginning of this article, but I 
am a work in progress. If I am aware of a silent congregation in 
my next sermon, then at least now I shall know that it is for the 
right reasons!

Andy Muir 

I have personally found it very rewarding to have achievable 
goals to aspire to, and It has been so good to have clear, concise 
examples of how these goals are attainable. Among the different 
chapters, we have looked at the working definitions of 
preaching, and the type of language which I should and should 
not use. We have explored the difference between a Bible-based 
sermon and relating Bible-based truths to personal experiences. 
We have looked at the Biblical text from different viewpoints, 
from the world in front of the text, or the assumptions we bring. 
We have examined the world behind the passage, or how things 
may have been in that time, and we have also observed the 
world within the reading or the 'where, why and who' of the text. 
In doing this, it allows us to examine not only what it means in 
the context of the people contained within the passage, but also 
how it relates to the modern-day listener. We see too, that it is 
critical to understand the text literally, as it appears on the page. 
In the latest chapter, we have explored 'the recipe for preaching'. 
The book gives the extremely appropriate metaphor that if you 
wish to bake a ciabatta or focaccia, you will see many 
ingredients that you may use, but it is vital that before you begin, 
that you have mastered the basic bread making recipe! This 
chapter has helped me enormously with structure as well as the 
focus and function of each of the constituent parts.

In the short time that we have been exploring this book together, 
I feel I have learned so much. Instead of just blindly guessing 
how I should put a sermon together, or sometimes I must admit, 
delivering my latest expository ramblings, I have learned many 
different methods of sermon building, but the key element to 
them all has been content and structure.



The bible encourages the human race to look after one 
another, but how can we possibly achieve this without 
ensuring we have a home in which to do this? Sustainability 
is intrinsically linked to Christianity: why love thy 
neighbour when not thy earth? 

"The lungs of the Earth are in flames".

I'm Iona, 21, in my fourth year of legal studies at university. 
Originally from Ayrshire and residing in the Fisherton area for 
the past couple of years, I lived most of my life knowing very 
little about politics and global issues. Starting university in a big 
city gave me a flavour for worldly issues, especially when my 
degree is focused around politics and legislating on issues our 
country faces, but this was nothing compared to last year: I had 
my eyes opened to climate change through the Scandinavian 
lifestyle during my year abroad. 

You may remember this trending on social media and the news a 
few months ago when the Brazilian Amazon was ablaze, leading 
to global outrage and a call for action. Indigenous people were 
dying, hundreds of species native to the rainforest were lost, and 
the destruction attributed to President Jair Bolsonaro who 
encouraged the deforestation that led to the wildfires in the first 
place.

Life on earth has been evolving since the dawn of time, adapting 

to the changing conditions of the planet. However, change is 
coming too quickly and evolution cannot keep up. Weather is 
becoming more extreme, and animals cannot survive it. Polar 
bears are losing their homes as ice melts, koalas starve to death 
as CO2 affects Eucalyptus' nutritional value, and the Great 
Barrier Reef is getting bleached to death as oceans warm.

The world today:

The Swedes are focused on living as sustainably as possible, 
recycling wherever they can and following the practices 
promoted by the word 'lagom', the art of living with just the right 
amount, or living a balanced clutter-free life. This indirectly 
makes them aware of unnecessary clutter through living a 
minimalistic lifestyle and resisting buying single-use objects 
that would otherwise harm the planet when it is manufactured 
and thrown away within a short lifespan (e.g. cheap clothing, 
plastic/paper plates and cups, take-away coffee cups, etc).

The global issues given above are just some of many examples 
of how climate change is having adverse effects on the planet. 
Discussions of deforestation, deadly weather conditions and 
plastic pollution may seem far removed from our daily lives, but 
they affect each and every one of us on a national, local, and even 
individual level. 

It's raining plastic, and it's our fault.

We have a global social, political and moral responsibility to 
look after our planet for future generations of humans, animals 
and plants. Children's education is being taken away from them 
as they protest around the world for a future, a possibility that is 
currently being taken from them. Species that have lived on the 
earth for billions of years are becoming extinct because humans 
try to make life more efficient with cars and plastic waste. Air 
quality is suffering as it becomes more polluted, especially in 
cities where there's less flora to absorb the CO2. People live life 
through social norms, and rely on bodies like the Church to lead 
by example. 

Not only is it falling from the sky, it's finding its way into our 
bodies. Fish consume these microscopic particles, and in turn, so 
do humans. Between the food that we eat and the liquids we 
drink from 'disposable' plastic bottles, it is estimated we 
consume the equivalent of a credit card every two weeks. Food 
for thought. 

About me:

We are choking our planet with single-use plastics and other 
waste that takes centuries to break down. Whether it be water 
bottles, drinking straws or food packaging, unrecyclable 
material slowly makes its way from landfill sights to bodies of 
water where it breaks down slowly over years, polluting all in its 
path. As mother nature does her job of collecting water from the 
oceans to rain down and water the earth, with it goes the 
microplastics. Scientists recoded 365 microplastic particles/m2 
in daily rainfall in the Pyrenees Mountains in southern France.

There are groups specific to this issue such as 'Caring for 
Creation' and 'Eco-Congregation Scotland', both advocating for 
climate change and encouraging churches to become more 
sustainable in their operation, such as disinvesting in fossil fuels 
and turning their focus to renewables. Christian Aid pushes for 
action, realising that a better world cannot come if farmer's crops 
are being damaged by extreme flooding and droughts. Climate 
Change endangers the world that God created, so why let it 
continue? 

How climate change affects the community and the Church:

The Church of Scotland encourages sustainable living. 
Unbeknown to most, every September is dedicated to 'Creation 
Time' with the 1st of the month being celebrated as 'a day of 
protection of the natural environment'. Ministers are encouraged 
to incorporate this into their services to spread awareness and 
encourage best practices within their community.

As my year in Sweden drew to a close, I was told time and again 
about how hard it will be to adjust back to 'normal' life, 
especially from relatives and people from the Ayrshire 
community at home. This got me thinking- what IS 'normal'? 
Over the past few years I've travelled to many countries, and 
discovered how much of a priority some governments place on 
sustainability in people's lifestyles. I decided to bring this back 
to my home, and encourage it among everyone I meet.

Extreme weather leads to extinction.

Ÿ Reuse plastic/canvas bags. Plastic bags were invented to be 
a bag for life, not a one-use carrying vessel.

Ÿ (many coffee shops will give you a discount if you bring 
your own!)

What can I do?

Fisherton Church and the local community are taking action. 
The Parish have joined the Eco-congregation Scotland group, 
ensuring that they are running sustainably, and are working on 
an eco-garden by planting trees in the carpark to provide clean 
air when beside the main road. Alongside Fisherton Primary 
school, they are participating in the Big Climate Fightback 
campaign organised by the Woodland Trust through their 
pledge to plant trees by the end of November 2019. Planting 
trees is a sure way to improve air quality, and get the whole 
community involved in protecting the planet.

Ÿ Swap your electricity provider to a company that is reusable 
(such as Bulb or Ecotricity)

Sustainable living is an important step towards combating 
climate change. However, to make this effective, it must be a 
collective mass-movement. 

Suggestions of small steps to live a more sustainable life:

It is also important for individuals and families to make changes 
to their lives if they want the world to continue to be habitable. 
No matter how big or small these are, every little thing will 
make a difference. Electricity and plastics are easy ways to cut 
down on pollution, but implementing it into daily lives can be a 
challenge when old habits die hard. 

Ÿ Avoid over-packaged items and buy loose when you can 
Carry a travel mug with you for coffee when you're out 

Ÿ Spread the word about sustainable living to everyone 
around you!

Have a look online for some more ideas and information on the 
climate crisis, or ask your Minister how to get more involved.

 

Goodness is stronger than evil;

Candles lighting up the cloisters in Iona Abbey

Candles were first made by the Romans round about 500 BC. As 
well as lighting their travels & homes, candles played an 
important role in their early religious ceremonies. Candles still 
have a distinctive place in our society. In a unique way candles 
radiate messages of romance, passion, security, warmth, hope, 
spirituality & mystery to name but a few. There is something 
peculiar & symbolic in a solitary flame & the aura of light 
surrounding it. Light communicates with our souls.

Light speaks beyond words. Light enlightens, enlivens, 
inspires, comforts & ultimately connects.

Lighting up the darkness

Iona Murdoch, getting a feel of environmental matters 
while studying environmental law in Sweden

As we live in the darkness of midwinter its worth remembering 
- No matter the darkness the light of one candle conquers it. 
Here is a lovely song by Desmond Tutu which connects Jesus 
with being the light of the world.

Love is stronger than hate;
Light is stronger than darkness;

Victory is Ours

Life is stronger than death;
Victory is ours through Him who loves us.

Desmond Tutu

Enjoy lighting your candles throughout the festive season & 
any other time (but please stay safe).


