Vicar’s Blog by the Rev Graeme Dixon
Coronavirus update December 1st 2021
The national situation is presently moving rather quickly. The national vaccination
programme means the majority of people have some immunity. With the Delta form of
the virus levels of immunity do vary individually, for some people they will continue to
be significantly vulnerable to the virus and its potential long-term effects. However, the
Omicron variant has yet to be fully understood and its impacts assessed.
This being the case, the Government has moved to reintroduce mask wearing in some
public places. This new measure will be implemented in our two churches in full. Within
the parish of Nursling and Rownhams we believe that everyone is known and loved
individually by God and that as many members within one body we are called to be
responsible to and for one another, respecting the more vulnerable whose suffering is
our suffering (1 Cor 12:12-27). Where we are now means we are being asked to take
even more personal responsibility around coronavirus than when we were compelled to
adhere to Government restrictions. In the parish of Nursling and Rownhams we are
navigating the local situation, conscious of the environment, our community and the
vulnerable within it.
In every situation there is likely to be a range of feeling about risk, both to ourselves
and to others, that will need to be accommodated by our churches in a way appropriate
to each of them. Online and hybrid worship services will continue. We recognise the
ongoing difficulty deciding on the measures needed in some situations, and that the
approach to differences of opinion is, above all, pastoral.
Current restrictions in our churches:
•
•
•

Whilst the legal limits on the numbers of people allowed to meet indoors and
outdoors have been removed, we will continue to be vigilant in this area.
Hand sanitising, and face coverings will be mandated in our churches and for all
services.
Social distancing will continue in our evening services at St John’s church and
our morning services at St Boniface church.

As we look to our Christmas programmes, safety and minimising risk and spread of
infections are our key priorities. As a result:
•

Our Carol services at both churches will be held outdoors:
o St Boniface church Carol service at 15:00 on the 19th December will be
held in the churchyard at St Boniface.
o St John’s Carol service at 18:30 on the 19th December will be held
outside the church hall.
o Our parish nativity service will be held outdoors at Rownhams school field
on Christmas Eve at 13:00.
o Our community Carol-o-thon will be held on Christmas Eve at 18:00
outside St John’s church hall.
o Weather permitting, our family services at St John’s on the first Sunday of
each month will he held outdoors behind St John’s church hall at 10:00.

Vicar’s Blog by the Rev Graeme Dixon
Other services will still be face to face in our church buildings with our 10:00 service at
St John’s being live streamed on YouTube. This guidance may change as the situation
with Omicron develops.
Whilst singing and musical performances of all kinds are allowed in churches, we will
remain cautious.
•

Singing will only be permitted whilst wearing masks at St John’s and St Boniface
morning services. People may continue to stand to sing if they wish. There will
be no singing at our evening service at St John’s.

Singing can increase the risk of catching or passing on coronavirus as more particles
are produced as we breathe more heavily to sing or raise our voices. The risk is
greatest where these activities take place when people are in close contact with others
indoors, particularly in poorly ventilated spaces. We will continue to monitor national
guidance on this issue.
Our buildings will be kept well ventilated. During morning services, doors will be kept
ajar rather than fully open, as they have been of late and all vents will be kept open.
During evening services, the vents will be kept open but doors will be shut, due to there
being significantly fewer in the congregation and the stark drop in temperatures during
winter.
Life event services such as funerals, weddings and baptisms will have additional risk
because of the numbers of people involved. We request that the party comply with
wearing of masks and sanitising. In addition, measures such as limited numbers for the
safety of all those attending may be introduced by the vicar.
The Government continues to promote guidance that emphasises the personal and
corporate responsibility of individuals and organisations to protect others and
themselves.
As a body we now need to move forward carefully and as a parish decide how best to
manage the risk to ourselves and others as the situation changes, recognising we are
many members within one body that are called to be responsible to and for one
another, respecting the more vulnerable whose suffering is our suffering.
Let’s continue to be graceful towards each other.
Pastoral Letter 29th July 2021
Recent guidance from the church of England has been written in response to the
decision by the Government to move to step 4 of the ‘Roadmap out of Lockdown’. The
approach taken by the Government in this step is to remove most coronavirus
legislation but to promote guidance that emphasises the personal and corporate
responsibility of individuals and organisations to protect others and themselves.
The Bishop of London reminds us ‘Within the Church we believe that everyone is
known and loved individually by God and that as many members within one body
we are called to be responsible to and for one another, respecting the more

Vicar’s Blog by the Rev Graeme Dixon
vulnerable whose suffering is our suffering (1 Cor 12:12-27). The move to step 4
means we are being asked to take even more personal responsibility around
coronavirus than when we were compelled to adhere to Government
restrictions.’
For some these restrictions have been over zealous and seem unnecessary or overly
restrictive. For others, each easing of restrictions seems to bring additional risk to
themselves or those they love who have remained vulnerable to the virus.
As a body we now need to move forward without these legal restrictions and, as two
churches, decide how best to manage the risk to ourselves and others. I and the PCC
recognise such decisions are difficult, especially when it comes to a decision on a
specific point. As the Covid restrictions lift, there remain legal responsibilities for the me
as vicar, the PCC and of course the duty of our church wardens Randell and John to
maintain oversight for the church and churchyard, especially when it comes to issues
such as church capacity and seating.
In our collective discernment we have endeavoured to highlight sensible measures that
should apply to most church situations following the latest guidance from central
church. In addition, we have provided a risk assessment which is available for anyone
to look at on our website and tried to set out why these measures will vary from church
to church, even service to service.
In every situation there is likely to be a range of feeling about risk, both to ourselves
and to others, that will need to be accommodated by our churches in a way appropriate
to each of them. Online and hybrid worship services will continue in our Twinspires@10
services, whilst all remaining services will be in person only.
At present, incidence of the virus is relatively high in our area and the probability is that
during the summer numbers will reach or surpass those experienced at the peak of the
second wave of the pandemic at the start of the year. We will therefore review our
guidance as a PCC on a monthly basis as we take stock of local data.
From the church of England’s website ‘Vaccination cannot be the sole means of
containing the spread of the virus: hand and respiratory hygiene, social
distancing, face-coverings and good ventilation are also important factors in
lessening the spread of the disease. While these are not mandatory after 19th
July, they are still important public health mitigations.’ We have therefore
recognised this in planning our approach to church services. Specifically, our guidance
as a PCC is as follows:
1. Lateral flow tests: If you are able to do a lateral flow test before attending
church then the PCC would encourage that - remember many people are
asymptomatic and may not realise they have contracted Covid, a test will reveal
this. In addition, if you are feeling unwell then please do not attend church.
2. Face Coverings: It will no longer be a legal requirement to wear a face
covering, though the government expects and recommends that people wear
face coverings in crowded and enclosed settings to protect themselves and
others. We are therefore recommending that face coverings continue to be worn
in all of our church services.
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3. Hand Sanitising: The PCC recommend that hand sanitising is undertaken
upon arriving and leaving our church buildings. Sanitising will also continue to be
a feature of our Communion services, which will remain in one form only. (ie no
wine)
4. Social distancing: Although social distancing measures are no longer
required by law, the church nationally recognises that decisions to retain some
or all of these measures may be necessary to help people to feel more secure in
returning to worship and other uses of the building. The standing committee on
behalf of the PCC have therefore agreed that there will be a different approach
to each of our services.
a. Twinspires@10 services will allocate 50% of available space from the
centre to the front of church for those who wish to worship without social
distancing. The remainder of the church from the centre to the back will
be reserved for those who wish to continue social distancing as we have
been over the recent period.
b. St Boniface services, Twinspires@11, will continue unchanged with
social distancing throughout the building.
c. Twinspires@6:30 for those who may still have reservations about the
consequences of fully open church without restriction, will be unchanged
with social distancing, wearing of masks and no singing.
5. Singing in church: From 19 July singing and musical performances of all
kinds are allowed in churches, including congregational singing. Choirs and
worship groups can perform without legal limitations and without wearing masks.
However, some activities can also increase the risk of catching or passing on
coronavirus. This happens where people are doing activities which generate
more particles as they breathe heavily, such as singing or raising their voices.
The risk is greatest where these activities take place when people are in close
contact with others indoors. The standing committee have therefore decided that
at both St Johns Twinspires@10 and St Boniface Twinspires@11, singing can
resume whilst sitting and wearing face masks. Hymns and Songs that are
necessarily quieter and require less force to sing may well be chosen whilst
inside the church buildings. Where practicable services may finish outside the
church building with louder more energetic hymns and songs (weather
permitting). For Twinspires@6:30 services, there will be no singing for the
foreseeable future.
6. Refreshments: Please feel free to bring along your own coffees, teas and
other refreshments to drink outside after church as these in the short term will
not be served at church.
7. Fellowship after services: We are all I’m sure looking forward to meeting
one another again in person. However, in the short term, the standing committee
recommend that all fellowship after our services, occurs outside our church
buildings.
8. Funerals, weddings and baptisms - will be managed on an individual basis,
but social distancing, face coverings and sanitising will be encouraged.

Vicar’s Blog by the Rev Graeme Dixon
Finally, a comment from the Bishop of London: ‘Taking personal responsibility
means responsibility for our neighbour, not just for ourselves, and taking
precautions to protect those more vulnerable than we consider ourselves to be.
Local church leaders know their communities and their own circumstances, and
we will support them making local decisions to keep themselves and their
community safe. We would ask everyone to support those making local
decisions and respect risk assessments, which are in place to protect everyone
as we enter the next phase.“
Let’s pray that we have good grace with one another and bear with one another during
this difficult time of transition and that God will be with us through His Holy Spirit in the
days and weeks ahead.
Grace and peace,
Graeme
May 2021
Just by way of update. You may have seen on the news that the way in which we
register marriages is changing. From now on instead of registering the marriage in our
church wedding registers and receiving a certificate on the day, the couple sign a
wedding document that the priest then sends to the Registrar who then issues the
couple their certificate. The registrar then populates a new system on line called the
central electronic marriage register. Importantly, whilst couples will not be able to leave
the wedding ceremony with a marriage certificate, they are nevertheless still legally
married.
This replaces the former marriage registers and records the details of the parties to the
marriage, the witnesses and the officiating minister and is used by the registrar to
record the detail of the marriage in a central electronic marriage register. The marriage
document is used only for marriages following ecclesiastical preliminaries, i.e. Banns, a
Common Licence or an Archbishop of Canterbury’s Special Licence.
This means that our ancient marriage registers have now been closed. It also means
that priests are no longer registrars. The duty of registering a marriage now lies solely
with the General Register Office and regional counterparts. We will however, still keep
a copy of the register in the church and a record of who has been married there.
The new marriage document permits four names to be filled in for parents, something
that is long overdue. It means that both Mothers and Fathers are recognised and not
just Fathers. It also means, step parents, foster parents and legal guardians, where
applicable, can also be registered.
All Change!

March 2021
As we begin to emerge from the current lockdown, I wonder how we look back over the
last year. Perhaps as we emerge from the wilderness, the exile of Lent and into the

Vicar’s Blog by the Rev Graeme Dixon
new life of Easter it’s a good time to think about what lessons we take from a troubled
and disorientating year.
To reflect it helps to look from where we have come, it sometimes helps to look way
back. In the Old Testament the experience of God’s people, the Israelites, was one of
dislocation and loss as they were exiled from their usual place of worship, the temple.
However, it was not all doom and gloom. There were many upsides. They turned away
from idols, they rediscovered their teachings and wrote much of the Old Testament.
And when they arrived in the promised land, the land of milk and honey, it was a slow
and deliberate return.
The last year of this pandemic for most of us has also been a time of loss and
dislocation. And yet as we think about Easter and new life there have been many
positives to balance the losses. Pete Greig likens such times to the wiring of a plug with
terminals that are negative, positive and earth. We have to take both the positives and
the negatives together for the plug to give energy and life, rather like our own recent
experience of the pandemic or life in general with its highs and lows. The earth terminal
grounds us in God as he walks with us through these tumultuous times.
We have, over the year, grappled with online opportunities like Zoom, online church,
online prayer meetings and bible studies, online young people and families work, online
school assemblies and our online Alpha course, another one of which will be
commencing on the 13th April. Other positives are breakthroughs like vaccines that we
have been praying for over the whole lockdown.
I wonder how we will hold on to these positives as we move forward. As we begin to
look at how we return from our own exile back into our temples, our churches. Much
has changed in the last year, the world is a different place. If we simply fall back into
old ways and old habits, we may realise that we are out of step with the world of today
and cease to be relevant to our community.
When the people of Israel returned to normality they were filled with enthusiasm,
energy and imagination for the task of rebuilding what had been lost. However, the
reality was different, things were challenging – it all became rather difficult, a real battle
and many simply gave up. Sadly, indifference and lethargy set in.
Many around us have been deeply affected by the ravages of the last year. Fear,
anxiety and loneliness, Covid funerals, not seeing loved ones, the list goes on. We
recently marked the loss of so many to the pandemic. For many of us a time to grieve
and lament will be important, the words of the psalmist will be a great comfort as will
finding time to share our collective stories, for some this will need to precede rebuilding.
But as we emerge there is hope for new life, new horizons. There is with Christ always
resurrection, maybe for some that may mean an end to putting self first perhaps.
Seeing Jesus in others and being like Christ to others as Benedict teaches us is central
to who we are called to be.
Haggai was clear to the people as they returned from exile that building with vigour and
confidence and a renewed focus was called for – God said ‘I am with you and my spirit
remains among you. Do not fear,’ Haggai 2: 4-5. God through his Spirit went before the
people and led them, which gives us hope and confidence that our unchanging God will
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be the same for us today. Looking for signs of God’s Spirit as he does new things
amongst us means attentive prayer, reading scripture and sharing together.
As we digest and learn from our lockdown experience, I believe God is asking us to do
new things. To reflect on what we hold on to and what we allow to die, that is ultimately
to change for good, that’s where we will see new life. I wonder what that means for you
personally and what that suggest our church needs to look like?
From Easter Sunday our churches are opening up once again. St Boniface will be open
for worship every Sunday as normal, St John’s will open in the evenings for worship.
Our 10 o’clock service at St John’s is more complex as we work out how to conduct at
once both live stream and in person services within the constraints of Covid
restrictions. This in and of itself is a new thing we have never done before. Let’s be
bold, whatever we do, for the Lord our God is with us and goes before us.

December 2020
I have been watching many people in our church car park this week from my study
window. On Tuesday and Saturday, folks from our church community have given their
time and talents to help us maintain St Johns churchyard. There has been a small army
of people coming along to mow grass, cut back trees, tend graves, clear leaves, trim
hedges and much more. Wonderful acts of discipleship. All in a social distancing, often
mask wearing, group determined to do their best to get the place ready for those who
make the annual pilgrimage to visit the graves of loved ones at Christmas. Faithful
people, giving of themselves for the church and the community. A silent witness that
lets people know the church cares. It reminds me of the example of the wonderful
Friday gang that do such a fantastic job maintaining the church and grounds at St
Boniface Church.
When I first arrived in the parish, there were complaints about St John’s church yard,
the state of it, the fact that it had been left to overgrow and was untended it seemed. At
that time only a few folk would help to tend the grass and a few other bits and pieces. I
can remember asking the church to help, I can remember putting an advert in the
village magazine for volunteers and I can remember that nothing happened. Nobody
responded. So how did we get to the point where in the last few weeks many disciples
have been prepared to give their time and energy to make the difference they have?
Perhaps one of the great learnings is that in time, in waiting, things begin to happen.
It’s been many months since I first tried to encourage people to get involved. And yet
waiting is what we have had to do. Waiting is not something most of us do easily. All
around us the world encourages us not to wait but to have what we want now. Our
credit driven society demands that we have what we want now. In fact, many adverts
suggest ‘why wait’. Improvements in communication only erode the notion of waiting.
People become aggrieved if an email or text has not been answered within 24 hours.
In this ‘now’ world of instant gratification, it seems crazy for the church to have a time of
waiting, of advent. Why not abandon it altogether we could ask ourselves? If we want
to learn how to appreciate advent fully we need to learn how to wait. To rediscover the
art of savouring the future, of staying and living in the present and of finding meaning in
the act of waiting.
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We have been praying in church for a number of expectant mums. Waiting for a baby
can be a nurturing time. It’s not a drumming your fingers on the window and passive
kind of waiting. But an active occupation. The waiting of pregnancy is a profoundly
creative act, involving slow growth to a new life. As advent draws to a close it’s helpful
to think about the watching and waiting of Mary, the focus of the fourth advent candle.
Remembering not only the active waiting she did for her baby, but the waiting of his life
and beyond. A waiting that grows stronger, not weaker, as the years go by.
Mary writes, ‘my soul magnifies the lord and my Spirit has rejoiced in God my
salvation’. Luke 1:
Mary shows how we can change when we wait in the right frame of mind. How Mary
responds to waiting is inspirational – she writes this beautiful song. Mary tells us that
Godly active waiting is what shapes our lives. Waiting for a pandemic to end being an
example. Advent is a time that summons us to embrace waiting as a way of life, so that
when those times come in which we have no idea what to do, being caught in the
middle of a pandemic being one example, we fall back on that deep still waiting in the
present moment that opens up a space for God’s intervention in our midst.
The fifth and final candle of the advent wreath symbolises Jesus Christ. The one for
whom Mary waited, the one whom we wait for today. Jesus brings completion and
surprise in our waiting. Surprise, because the one for whom we wait has been present
all along, silently waiting for us in joy as well as sorrow, in delight as well as agony,
drawing us into relationship with him, a relationship full of new life and new beginnings.
And what of the churchyard? Well it turns out that there was a lot of activity behind the
scenes in the waiting. It’s culminated in the churchyard at St John’s looking as good as
I’ve seen in the short time I’ve been here. Go and have a look, it’s wonderful. Nine
months ago when I asked for help and received no response, I was very disappointed
and didn’t know what to do. All I could do was wait and pray. It’s amazing how the
world can change in 9 months. Just ask Mary.
November 7th 2020.
When we look back to March earlier this year, I think most of us would not have
imagined we would find ourselves in a second wave of the virus and back into
lockdown again. We have been here before. I’m sure the Israelites felt very much like
this with the building of the tabernacle – Exodus 27-27 reads very like Exodus 36-38.
Similar measurements and materials. However, the second time around the people
were more generous with their materials and gifts than they were the first time. In many
ways repeating the exercise for them meant they were on familiar territory and were,
through God’s grace, able to give that little bit more, to offer more of themselves to love
God and neighbour more.
The journey to complete the task was similar, it’s just that they looked at what was
needed in a different and more generous and faithful light. They gave more because
perhaps God had provided for them in the past and they were responding thankfully. A
familiar path was approached in a more generous way

Vicar’s Blog by the Rev Graeme Dixon
Steph and I have been walking, with the dogs, a fair bit in the New Forest recently. We
have done some of these walks many times before – the path is second nature to us.
Much like the Israelites in rebuilding the tabernacle. However, what has also happened
is that the leaves on the trees have fallen so heavily on the ground that the footpath
can no longer be found. It’s a carpet of leaves and we have to find a new way through
the trees. We know the general direction we are headed and yet the path has altered.
It’s impossible to do the route in the same way as before. We had to trust our instincts
in the parts of the forest that were very dense and dark.
I wonder then how you are reflecting on this second lockdown. We’ve been here
before. Maybe you can look back as the psalmist does and see how the Lord has been
with you since the pandemic started and praise and thank him that he will be with you
in the future – in fact he will always walk with you no matter what you encounter. Will
you tread the same path or walk a different route? We have been called by the
national church to join in a month of prayer during this second lockdown, if you haven’t
already done so, perhaps you can tread a new path and join us in morning prayer in the
next few weeks. Perhaps you can pick up the phone and talk to people you haven’t
talked to for a long time. We are allowed to walk with someone from a different
household outside. Is this an opportunity to reach out to a neighbour, someone at
church who you don’t know well, someone who could do with a chat, take a new road
and walk with them. Perhaps this time you could alter the course from last time and
write postcards to people sharing the joys of advent, thanking them for who they are
and what they bring. Perhaps you could write to our local businesses and shops and
thank them for making themselves available. Perhaps you could write to our schools
and thank them for the sacrifice they make and the work they do. Perhaps you could
simply be generous, buy someone a gift for no particular reason other than to thank
them for who they are.
Maybe you could spend some time in quiet reflection. Think perhaps about the journey
many have taken in the past few months, perhaps even you. An alarming future of
ever-increasing isolation, where many lives have shrunk within the bounds of four
walls. Where our inner nature and identity is self-determined and defined. Where we
become locked down, anxious, fearful and our world gets smaller. Where people turn
away from life outside themselves into secluded bubbles of personal autonomy. There
we find an opportunity to rediscover a way of life that is far more satisfying and fulfilling.
The opportunity to reach out in whatever way we can to others. After all, the command
to make a priority and focus of loving God and neighbours was never intended as a
demand to be begrudgingly obeyed, but a description of the way in which we can
flourish as human beings. This requires more than a short term burst of public
spiritedness. We can’t do this ourselves.
We can’t easily turn our concave inward looking nature outwards just like that. We can
though become convex and turn outwards by something more compelling than the
anxieties and fears that constrain us. It can be conveyed and sustained by a knowledge
that this world emerged out of and was forged by something great and powerful, out of
love. This allows us to avoid turning in on ourselves and enables us to look outwards to
God and through God to the love of our neighbours. To find a lasting sense of
connection, our true selves by letting go of our old selves as Jesus taught. This is the
choice, to find a new path not focused on ourselves but on God and those we share life
with, those who live next door, the person in the supermarket queue whoever they are
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and to find joy and fulfilment in the process. So which path are you going to tread and
who are you going to reach out to….?
14th October 2020
At our recent APCM we reviewed the church year and the impact of Covid on church
life. When the year started back in January, I’m sure none of us were able to imagine
how the year would play out, even as news of the pandemic began to kick in. It feels
we have been on the backfoot for so much of the year, reacting to guidance from both
government and church and more latterly to new acts of law.
As autumn unfolds, it clear that restrictions are tightening up again, though mercifully
they are less prevalent in the area in which we live. As a nation we are heading into
uncharted waters, with a struggling economy, job uncertainty and the fear of how much
the second wave will affect us in the coming months. When this all started back in
March, I’m sure many of us had hoped the worst would be behind us and that
Christmas would be something approaching normal. We are now well aware that
church life as we have known it will be unlikely to return to ‘normal’ for some time.
Facing more of the same when we had hoped otherwise is not easy to live with. Now
more than ever it is essential that we establish habits that enable us to drink deeply
from the wells of our faith. The God who made us and made the world, and who has
come to us in Jesus Christ gives us faith to trust in his care for us, hope for the future
however dark the days may be, and the inspiration to love our neighbours at a time
when COVID-19 might make us view our neighbours as threats to health and
wellbeing.
When we were mandated to close our churches back in March, we went through a very
steep learning curve of developing online capability and content that would support our
churches in what we naïvely understood to be the short term. Many months later, what
is equally challenging is discerning how to begin to open up our churches in a safe and
appropriate manner. For St John’s having a large congregation in a small church poses
many questions when considering how to safely open up again.
Whilst online services have given us many previously unthought of opportunities, I do
believe in the public and corporate gathering of the saints. Over the last few months, I
have missed gathering with the church to worship Jesus together and for the real
fellowship we share in our churches. And I know that I am not alone. The reality is, I am
concerned about sustaining this model of ministry throughout the winter and well into
next year.
And yet we need to be safe and practical. We are likely to have to grapple with our
current format well into next year. And whilst online church presents many positives, it
also tends to lend itself to a consumer led approach which becomes a little pic and mix
as we have the option to attend virtual church at whatever time and from whichever
church we wish. I would like to encourage you that we are the people of God in this
place and that attending church is a privilege but also a habit. Our online worship on
Sunday morning at 10:00 as the body of Christ in Nursling and Rownhams is the time
when we meet together, to worship God, to pray and build one another up in unity and
in the bond of peace. I encourage you if you are able to make a habit of joining us for
the live act of worship, rather than picking things up later when the service is
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downloaded. Church is meant to be a shared and corporate experience and the best
way we can achieve this is together on line until we manage to return to church
physically.
In the meantime continue to Pray in the Holy Spirit who prompts us to pray - our first
calling as Christians is to do just that - for ourselves, our families, our neighbours and
communities. Building the faith to cope will mean we need to be rooted in disciplined
habits of prayer, as far as we are able, turning to God each day for our daily needs in a
way that expresses our dependence and trust in him.
God through his love for us gave us this world and the joy we have as Christians is to
learn to experience God’s creation through the lens of the love of Christ. We can be
brought back to that love in many ways – through sharing our worship together, daily
Bible reading, finding time for silence, accessing online content, enjoying God’s
creation as we go out walking, listening to music, reading or being active in our local
community. As we intentionally make time for these things, a sense of the deep reality
of God’s love for us and for his world, will encourage us and enable us to be drawn
back to Christ, and begin to see ourselves and others the way Christ sees us. It will
also remind us that we are grounded in the knowledges that we have the hope of
eternal life
Let us also continue to reach out to the lonely, anxious and those who doubt. To
redouble our efforts, despite ourselves, to be salt and light to others, to bear one
another up and to give ourselves to our neighbour as Christ sacrificed himself for us.
We can only do any of this if we find our hope and strength and faith rooted in Christ
through his Holy Spirit. My prayers are every day as we go through this time of
challenge and doubt, that we will continue to rise to the challenge of the days ahead as
the people of God in Nursling and Rownhams.
August 22nd 2020.
In my recent letter, I asked a number of questions regarding going back to church. In
the main the results were mixed. Folk from St Boniface were prepared to return to
church – though by no means everyone. Whereas many from St John’s were happier to
wait until restrictions had lifted.
Whilst new guidance emerges every week the most significant seems to be the wearing
of facemasks inside churches, which is now compulsory. In addition, congregational
singing has been withdrawn for both indoor and open-air services. It’s a bit like being at
a football match and not chanting. Our sung worship creates the atmosphere in which
we meet with God. It doesn't mean that we can't worship without singing. But our main
service would be a very different experience without singing. Until we can sing something that online worship does permit - then the heart of what we do will be
missing.
As a consequence, we are going to have to be careful how we migrate back to church.
In August we began to worship at St Boniface twice a month in the morning. This will
be expanded to include St John’s also twice a month in the evenings at the start of
September. This means there will be an act of worship somewhere in our parish every
week for those who would like to attend, though there will be social distancing, no
singing and face masks must be worn.
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In the last six months we have developed an online service that helps us to meet
together and stay connected to God as a church. The numbers attending, we estimate,
have been between 100 and 150 – more than we would normally have attending on
Sundays. This has been supported by a whole team of gifted and talented people. God
has blessed us in being able to do this and we are likely to continue for at least another
few months. In fact, it’s likely that even when we return to church our online offering will
continue.
We have also tried hard to develop other online content. We have initiated on line
Alpha which has been extremely encouraging. So much so that we hope to repeat
online alpha again in October. If that is something you would like to support or get
involved with, then please let me know. We have also developed some wonderful youth
work activities which Andy has overseen. Our online bible study will recommence in
September. If you have not joined us before then please do, it’s suitable for those with
families as you can jump in and out as family needs dictate. And of course, every day
of the week we have been engaging in morning prayer – a time to reflect on scripture
and pray in fellowship together, if you haven’t managed to join us, then please do
because your prayers can change the world.
We are also going to run a family concert on Zoom on Saturday the 26 th September – I
hope you are practicing hard, whatever it is you can do. Our family quiz will begin again
in September and will be available on the first Saturday of every month.
If you have any ideas about how we can support other people, improve what we do online, or how we can further adapt what we are doing then please get in touch. The
church office phone and email are being monitored during normal working hours,
please do call or email if you need support.
It’s time for us to be the church without walls: a place that connects communities
together, keeps hope alive, and demonstrates that peace that only Jesus Christ can
bring. Now is the time to be a great neighbour, to stay in touch with others, to pray for
one another and to listen to each other’s stories. Now is the time to share our faith and
keep our heads.
This time away from the church building has reminded us of the vast difference
between our relationship with God as Christians against those of ancient Israel who
worshipped in the great Temple in Jerusalem. For them it was all about a day spent in
the courts of the Lord. This Covid crisis has shown us that we have God with us in the
form of His Holy Spirit wherever we are. We have this gift of grace because Jesus died
so that we might know God's presence in every moment of our lives. As we slowly
begin to return to the church building may all that we do seek to bring glory to Him.
July 8th 2020
In the last few days we have been given advice by the Church of England on how we
may go about reopening our church buildings for services. The guidance is clear that
we can open only if we deem it safe to do so. In addition, all clergy are encouraged to
consider continuing to stream worship or other events, both to avoid large gatherings
and to continue to reach those individuals who are self-isolating or particularly
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vulnerable to COVID-19 as well as to those who have joined worship for the first time
online during the lockdown period.
The steering committee and then the PCC will be considering how we return to our
churches and when. The recommendation may be different for each of our churches.
For St Boniface where many of our congregants are over 70, the Church of England is
clear, individuals who fall within this group are advised to stay at home as much as
possible and, if they do go out, to take particular care to minimise contact with others
outside of their household. We may need to reflect this in our decision making. For St
Johns, the size of the congregation means that we will not all be able to worship
together, as social distancing recommendations mean we will probably be unable to
seat more than 30 people in church at once safely. Our normal congregation size is
almost three times that number.
We also need to reflect on the additional measures that we shall need to put in place to
comply with the new requirements – singing is not allowed at the moment, hand
sanitation is mandatory, social distancing will be 2M and over, and then there are
additional cleaning requirements. The list goes on…. We also have limited resource
as some of our leadership team are in the vulnerable category.
So how we move forward with the restrictions that have been put in place is a matter
for careful consideration. As we reflect, services will continue online as they are now as
well as opening our buildings for prayer on Wednesday mornings. It is also possible
that we take the opportunity to have an act of worship outside, perhaps at our next All
Age worship service in August, but that is to be confirmed and is subject to us being
able to sort out the logistics. We may also consider running a midweek service for
those who have little access to our on-line content.
In the meantime, your support in answering the following questions would be useful:
1. Under what conditions would YOU feel you can return to worshipping in church?
2. Would you feel safe to go back to worshiping in church with social distancing
provisions in place? Y/N
3. Would you choose to return to church knowing that singing is not recommended
until further notice? Y/N
4. Would you be happy to undertake ticketing arrangements or a rota system for
services on Sunday, in order to allocate fairly the limited numbers permitted in
church at any one time? Y/N
5. Do you plan to wait until all restrictions are completely lifted / a vaccine has been
developed before returning to worshipping in church? Y/N
6. Would a said act of worship on Wednesdays be something you would attend?
Y/N
Please add any other additional relevant comments.
Please email the office with your responses at Office.twinspires@gmail.com as soon as
possible.
We want to make sure we get things right, where people are as safe as they can be,
before we go back to church. Your prayer and support at this time is valued and
appreciated.
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In times of challenge God said to Joshua, ‘I command you, be bold, be strong do not be
frightened or dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.’ Joshua 1:
9.
If you would like to talk to any of us about this, then please contact the office or call me
on my mobile.
June 28th 2020.
There is a Hymn I used to sing as a choirboy. Through all the changing scenes of life,
in trouble and in joy. I haven’t heard that that hymn for many years and yet it seems to
resonate with where we are as individuals, as church and as a community at this time.
We are about to mark a rather strange anniversary. Its 100 days since lockdown
began. I wonder if you thought it would last this long, or indeed, that it would not be
over yet – there is more to unfold.
When I worked in the secular world of business it would be typical to ask a potential
employee at interview, what would you like to achieve in your first 100 days. Some
people wanted to change the world, start again, rewrite the book. Others would hope to
ease into the role, learn the ropes as it were, take time to settle. Whilst others wanted
to have a single impactful moment, do one thing really well, that would define them and
cement their future in the business.
I wonder how the scene has changed in your life over the last 100 days? For me it feels
like we have re-written the book in some ways, though that was rather unintentional. In
any given week we are likely to be live streaming many things – Sunday services, daily
morning prayer, Alpha, virtual home groups, MORE and NET, vestry vigil etc. 100 days
ago none of this was even remotely a possibility. And now for many of us the weekly
scene is so very different. Some have not been part of this virtual journey, lockdown
has been isolating, defining and debilitating.
It’s important at these times to take stock and reflect. As a church we have perhaps
rather awkwardly adapted to online opportunities. And now as things are beginning to
open up again it’s a real chance to explore together what has happened over the last
few months. The good and the bad. Maybe think about what life was like before
lockdown, what did we do well, what has changed, how have we changed, what have
we learned, what is God saying to us and how do we discern through prayer where
God is leading us as things unfold. These are very much questions you could ask
yourself as you look back.
During lockdown we journeyed virtually through Easter. Easter tells us that over three
days the world changed. Over those three days nothing anywhere could be the same
again. Creation, humanity, our relationship with God all changed, because of that first
apocalyptic Easter Sunday. One of the profound learnings of the Christian journey is to
live as Easter people. Easter reminds us, that in order for something to live, something
else may have to die. New life often comes when we re-evaluate our priorities and
decide that if we want to change something, we are going to have to give something
else up, in other words something else has to be sacrificed.
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It would be, I suggest, foolish to simply return to normal as we tentatively and gradually
migrate back into church. We have come so far and learned so much in such a short
time. And yet we can only move forward by first looking behind us to see where we
have come from. To work out what God has done and where he might be leading.
I urge you to take time to reflect on a big question. ‘what happens next’. What happens
next in our churches. What do we retain from lockdown as church and individuals, how
do we emerge well and what might have to die, to enable us to start new life. The hymn
I mentioned tells us – Your wants shall be his care. I wonder what that is for all of us as
we seek to live well between the now and not yet in our community. Between this new
virtual world, the world we left behind 100 days ago and the world of the future that lies
before us.
Isiah 43:19 tells us: See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; do you not
perceive it? I am making a way in the wilderness and streams in the wasteland.
God through his spirit is always on the move, always doing a new thing. He is doing a
new thing in our churches, with all of us. Together we have the opportunity to join in
what he is doing, as we seek to hear his voice. We are sailing into unchartered waters,
be bold and be strong for the Lord our God is with us.
May 25th 2020
At the start it was clear. We knew that there was a terrible disease to fight and we all
needed to play our part by beginning lockdown overnight. Coming back from those
deepest days of lockdown is not going to be easy. The close down was clear. How to
reopen again will be less straightforward. It seems that new patterns are now falling
into place. There is the obvious desire to get back to a more normal way of life. But it’s
tricky to work out the best way back.
For us as a church, we have developed the technology to do church the best we can
during lockdown. There is likely to be continued live streaming for some considerable
time. The problem is that whilst we have adapted to this intermediate existence, we will
need to gather strength to start again as restrictions are eased. We are busy getting on
with what we are doing now and yet the real challenge still lies ahead as we finally
fashion our new future.
When lockdown started, we hoped we might be able to meet in some way for Easter.
That was over 10 weeks ago. Now we look forward to the next big festival of our year,
that of Pentecost, in the same lockdown mode. To some degree we have adapted, and
in some way, learned to live with the challenges and obstacles the disease brings. We
have started new things and reached new people. There has been an increase in social
get togethers, like quizzes in our church community, even if they are over the internet.
It has been so encouraging to share thoughts and prayers during our daily morning
prayer sessions. Many of our elderly and vulnerable have been supported with lots of
good will, phone calls and practical support such as picking up medicines etc. Many
people are being nicer to one another and saying hello more.
And yet, change once again is in our midst. At our primary schools last week
preparations were being made to welcome children back to school. The mood had
definitely changed amongst the staff. The task of getting things ready for classes of
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fifteen children in different year groups is huge. It presents a massive logistical
challenge and will undoubtedly emotionally affect both teachers, parents and children
as this will not be ‘normal’ school. The underlying issue is that there are more
uncertainties than many of us can imagine. Both our head teachers are being asked to
organise and implement an awful lot. Our thoughts and prayers must be with them and
their staff. In the end we can all simply do our best.
We are learning afresh to live each day as it comes. Jesus said some wise words about
each day having enough trouble of its own so we shouldn't worry about what tomorrow
might bring. Now is a time in which these words have never felt so real. We must trust
in God and leave the future in His hands. In God we trust.
We have all changed in the way that we act and interact. There will be less chance of
the dreaded spread across communities because we've all been trained to behave
differently. I’m not certain that any of us can emerge from lockdown the same people.
Some have experienced profound isolation, which still continues, some have lost and
buried loved ones in the most disorientating and cruellest of ways, no farewell or family
hugs. Others have spent 10 weeks in the grips of intense fear and anxiety. We will
need to hold on to each other and simply listen to each others’ stories as they unfold,
for many months and years to come.
There is much comment and thought on the internet about not just simply shifting back
into old habits and ways of behaving. This is a chance for a whole new way of doing
life. A big part of that should be seeing that we are not ultimately in control of our lives.
We never have been. There are always seismic shifts that knock us off balance. Many
of us have been following the journey of the people of Israel over this whole period of
lockdown in morning prayer, as God’s people wrestled with challenging and
inhospitable circumstances with forty years of wilderness and wandering many
centuries ago. Much hope has been found as we have reflected on what God did for his
people in the midst of adversity. Perhaps we should reflect more on the God who has
engaged in the biggest search and rescue mission in history, the saving of humanity
through his son Jesus Christ. Despite God’s people getting it wrong time and again,
even when they turned their back on Him, this God, our God, never turned his back on
his people. He never stops caring and he never stops giving and he never stops loving,
even when we journey through the valley of the shadow. And yet today, we still forget
to build the kind of world that God wants. A world based on kingdom values. This God
wants us to be different, to love one another, to put others first, to bear one another up.
We have the opportunity to learn as church and as individuals not to fall into the trap of
returning to normal, of forgetting what God wants the world to be like. We have the
opportunity to press the reset button and start to live again in a way that would honour
God and each other.
April 23 2020
So here we are in the middle of this very strange time, the number infected seem to be
declining, the end of lockdown maybe in sight. We long for things to get back to normal.
We wonder if life will ever be the same? So how will we look back on this time? What
will we tell our children of how we responded?
I have seen wonderful local initiatives where people are supporting each other. People
buying each other shopping, dropping bits and pieces round for neighbours, looking out
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for each other. People praying for each other, for those in need, for those who are
struggling. New on line forms of worship have ben explored. Schools remain open to
support children. Teachers putting themselves in harms way to keep things going.
Parents trying to keep families on track, to educate their children, to hold it all together.
NHS staff in some cases literally scarifying themselves for others, the core of the
Easter story in real life everyday on our screens. On the whole the community has
seemed to respond well, even when we know that so many of our loved ones are
putting themselves in the front line to care and support others. The increased sense of
community has been a real blessing.
At an individual level it's interesting to recognise how this is affecting us as people. It's
tiring in a way that you don't expect. Perhaps, because of the sense of threat you feel
to be under constantly. When outside you have to watch each person coming towards
you to make sure they are keeping their distance. If you touch anything when you are
out you wonder if it might possibly have the virus on its surface. Arriving home there's
the need to wash hands immediately. Some have vivid dreams as if our brains are
struggling to process what's going on, others struggle to sleep at all. The day then
seems hard work after disturbed nights sleep.
I wonder if like me you have found these last weeks draining. There is always more that
you feel you can do. There are so many more people to call, or contact than you will
ever have time to reach. Each day is made up of decisions about how to your spend
time. It seems that we have to make it all up as we go. There is no precise pattern or
model to follow to navigate through this particular season. We have done our best and
there has been lots of encouraging feedback. There have been mistakes and moments
of deep spiritual connection. We pray, we read the bible, we reflect and we try to hope
in faith.
I have seen many respond in a loving and joyful way, personifying what Christ urges us
all to do everyday. We strive to listen to his voice and do as he did by following the
three commands that he gave us. To love God, love one another and love those
around us. If we manage to do this, to be people of faith, love and hope, in this
disorienting time, then as a consequence we will see we have responded by becoming
more like the one who came to save us.
April 8th 2020
The whole situation we are going through is starting to find a rhythm where routine is
clicking in. There are so many changes that have all happened so fast. We are running
a new streamed service on Sundays, a new experience for all of us. We are gathering
in the mornings to pray and worship using Zoom. We have started a virtual home
group.
My own routine is centred around staying in touch with others. Lots of calls on the
phone, emails preparing for Sundays and a huge amount of time simply in prayer. I talk
to colleagues and seek advice and at last I have started to engage with Facebook.
I am conscious that we are all in very different places. There are those of us who are
isolating alone, there are families who have had new and huge demands placed upon
them. There are those who on the face of it are managing well and there are those who
are really struggling. And there is no knowing when this will all end.
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Most of us are keeping up with the news and the tragic numbers we see every day. I
must admit to watching the news feeds less than normal. There are endless emails
from the central Church of England and the local Diocese to keep up with. They all
need to be read and inwardly digested.
There are those who can’t join in for practical connectivity issues. Often they are the
ones who are most vulnerable and in need of company. We are still working hard to get
a good process for ensuring that everyone is contacted regularly by phone. If you can
help please let Claire know.
There are so many ways in which this crisis is working out. At times there is hope at the
end of the tunnel as other nations begin to emerge from the grip of the virus. But then
the news that our Prime Minister has succumbed to the disease grips us all and the
proximity seems palpable and unsettling.
Perhaps we just have to get used to this uncertainty. Perhaps we need to learn from St
Paul who endured so many different trials and tribulations for in Jesus he found the
way to a peace that passes all understanding. In Philippians 4.11 Paul says that he has
learned to be content whatever the circumstances. We can do this by fully trusting in
God and yet there is a lot of adjusting to do.
During Holy week we remember the great sacrifice of Christ on the cross and the hope
that we find in the resurrection, where in three days the world was changed. Where
death was conquered and fear overcome. And yet in these times rather like Peter, we
often struggle to embrace Christ and stand firm in faith and trust in his Lordship on our
lives.
The most important thing we can do is to love God, by praying to the Lord, talking to
him about our hopes and fears and holding onto his promises. God hears our prayers
and answers our prayers. Pray without ceasing. Keep going, it’s what we are called to
do, it’s what the church has done down the ages. We need to hold in our prayers the
ones who are actually keeping us safe by putting themselves in danger. These people
need our on-going appreciation and constant prayer.
It’s also time to reaffirm that we must love our neighbour as ourselves. Putting others
needs first, calling people, listening to and praying for others. It’s time to rediscover our
reliance on a God who saves. For there are some things too big for us to handle. And
we need to realise in whose care we must leave our worst fears. John 14:27 Peace I
leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let
your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.
Rev Graeme Dixon

