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Come aside for a while to ponder the Christmas Miracle 
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THE INTERREGNUM 
Definition: 
“…….a period when normal government is suspended, especially 
between successive reigns or regimes.” 
Or 
……”an interval between the periods of office of two incumbents in a 
parish.”  (Google) 
Take your pick on the definition, but St Mary’s is now in an interregnum. 
This is nothing new for us of course, we have been here a few times!  
But I believe that this time we are in a better place than we were at the 
start of the last interregnum. 
Denise has been a breath of fresh air, and has worked tirelessly eight 
days a week, despite the fact she was only paid for two! She has 
introduced all sorts of new ideas, different services, outings etc, far too many to list here. Visiting the Care Homes was a special joy for her, and 
St Serf’s, at least, is devastated that there will no longer be fortnightly 
Eucharists in the chapel, which sometimes had a bigger congregation 
than St Mary’s! 
Our spiritual wellbeing has been well catered for, not only at Sunday 
Eucharist, but also with study groups and two retreats. The Ecumenical 
Tenebrae services were very well received and many people from the 
other churches commented on how moving they were. Different musical 
settings of the Eucharist have also been introduced, for different church 
seasons.  
The list goes on and on. In practical terms, mention must be made of the 
tireless efforts made regarding property – the Quinquennial Report was 
done, of course, and there was a huge amount of work done by Denise 
in ensuring that the recommendations it showed were in fact carried out. 
The last bit of this – work on the church roof and replacement of church 
gutters - is taking place this month. Denise initiated an application for 
grant funding towards this, and we were fortunate to have been 
recommended for a grant which will cover almost half the cost of the 
work. 
There were also the lengthy (an understatement!) discussions 
surrounding the rectory and hall, which after almost two years and many 
reports and meetings, resulted in St Mary’s applying to the Diocese for 
permission to sell. Many hoops had to be jumped through along the way, 
including long reports to the Diocese, visiting other churches to see how 



 

 

they coped without a hall (and toilet), etc etc. As of this writing, we are 
awaiting the final permission from the Diocesan Trustees, who, if they 
saw fit, could decide after all that we are not allowed to sell and will have 
to refurbish! The Trustees have the final say in the matter and I for one 
will not believe it till I see it in writing!! 
If we are allowed to sell, then we have to do all the usual things one 
does when selling property, except that the Diocese again have to be 
consulted at every stage, and they will set a minimum price for the 
property, hopefully ensuring that we have enough funds to either buy or 
rent a new rectory. Only when this is all done, can we advertise for a 
new Rector. This could take a while, so don’t hold your breath! 
In the meantime, we need to keep together as a congregation, 
supporting each other, and worshipping together at church as often as 
possible. It’s sometimes quite refreshing to have different clergy taking 
the service every week, and presenting their own interpretation of the 
scriptures, but it’s not the same……. 
Betty Evans 

Holy Cross School Girls 
A message from Denise 

 I am hugely grateful to St Mary's people for their generous donation 
when I left which is to go towards the school fees for the three little girls 
who had been sexually abused when 6 or 7 years old. As a result they 
and several other little girls and two boys had become very withdrawn 
and uncommunicative.  Fortunately the Scottish Borders Africa Aids 
Group gave money to pay for psychological therapy and the Happy 
Hearts club was founded and the psychologist's work did wonders in 
drawing these little people out of their dark world into happy, smiley 
children who were able to smile and communicate again.  As a result 
two were able to go to Victoria Primary School in Grahamstown and 
considering their background and limited English have done very well.  It 
is important they continue there for another year so your gift is helping 
them. Wonderfully SECMA has given a donation so there is  now 
sufficient money to pay for their second year.  I will be seeing them all in 
March so will be able to bring back news and pictures of the children. 
 Should St Mary's feel they would like to continue donating to this school fund for future years needless to say we would be delighted!    
Many blessings.  
Denise  



 

 

Denise’s last sermon at St Mary’s - September 2015 
SONG OF THE BELOVED The voice of my beloved! 

Look, he comes, leaping upon the mountains, 
bounding over the hills. 

  [Song of Solomon 2 v 8] 
 The Song of Solomon, or the Canticle of Canticles as it may also be known, 
contains love poems, or songs, of Israel - there is dialogue between a man 
and a woman with a mood of love and devotion being sustained throughout.  The essence is of mutuality and fidelity in love -  songs perhaps collected by the Israel sages because of these important values.  
However in both Jewish and Christian tradition, not least in the Middle Ages, the Song came to be seen at another level of the love between God 
and God’s people.  For Christians the man would be seen as Christ and his beloved as the Church, or indeed the individual soul.  Bernard of Clairvaux 
[1090-1153] the great Cistercian reformer very much valued the Song - 
even to today many find pondering its verses useful in seeking God in love.   
 
This seeking God in Christ links well with Psalm 45 - ‘my heart is stirring 
with a noble song; let me recite what I have fashioned for the king’ [v1a] 
and in a strange way also with the story of the Syro-Phoenecian woman. [Mark 7: 24-30]  
 
Many commentators are quite apologetic about her story and try to soften what Jesus was saying – surely Jesus couldn’t have been so rude!   In 
earlier chapters of Mark there is the story of the healing of the woman with 
the issue of blood – but she was Jewish  - as was Jairus’ daughter, and Jairus was an official and a male asking for help. There was no abrupt language!  
 
The story places it in Tyre, which had large non-Jewish areas – we are told that Jesus went to a house for privacy – though why we are not told - 
perhaps to rest, to meet friends, to avoid the crowds for a while.  The woman, who invaded his space, as we might say today, was a foreigner and she had the temerity to ask Jesus to heal her daughter.  She was a 
Phoenician from Syria and identified as Gentile or a ‘Greek’.  Moreover 
there was no mention of any kinsman, or her social status, but we are told that she had a demon-possessed daughter.  Mark’s usual brevity!  And 
bowing down, an act of obeisance, she asks Jesus to heal her daughter.   
 
Earlier in the gospel we learnt that the woman with the issue of blood when 
healed fell down before Jesus, and so did Jairus when asking Jesus to heal 
his daughter.  But the difference between Jairus’ request for his child, compared with the foreign woman, was Jesus’ response – which to us 
seemed downright rude. Was it because Jairus was male and Jewish, and she was neither?  Where is the Song? 
 



 

 

At this great length of time since it happened, and because of Mark’s brevity it is impossible to really know what was going on in Jesus’ mind.  Often commentators will say that Jesus felt his mission was just for the 
Jewish people, but he had already healed the demoniac at Decapolis – so perhaps one can only conclude at that point it was because she was a 
woman without a male protector – she was outspoken, determined, feisty – BUT on her own – no male support.  Was THAT the problem!?  
 
Yet we can see elsewhere in the gospel, and especially in St John’s 
gospel, that Jesus had a relaxed and often a close relationship with various women – he was concerned about them too, as he was when he saw the 
widow taking her dead son to be buried.   
 
Of course one factor is that the Gospels are not biographical and nor are they necessarily chronological – all the writers want to put across who they 
believe Jesus is.   So did Mark exaggerate the story too much, putting too 
much emphasis on Jesus’ words?  Or, as another commentator has 
suggested, the word ‘dog’ had quite a different connotation at that time – because in the 4th C BCE there was a philosophical movement associated with Diogenes Sinope, which began in Greece and was highly critical of 
current social and cultural conventions and political institutions.   
 
Adherents of the movement not only brashly criticized and satirized 
established social customs, but some of them also chose to shun all conventions in their style of living and behaving.  Because of this behaviour they were called kynes ‘dogs’ a name they adopted to describe their 
philosophical movement which in English we call the ‘cynics’.  Thus this foreign woman’s unconventional behaviour of demanding that Jesus heal her ill daughter, rather than it being done through a male family member – 
and then standing up to Jesus when he gave his initial response because 
of her great love and protective instinct for her child – perhaps make her a ‘cynic’ in the curt response. [Women’s bible commentary].  But who knows?   
 
But to return to the Song - as previously said the Song was highly valued by the medieval mystics and most especially the women – because of the 
path of love – the love of God for us and ours for God.  Besides Bernard, earlier spiritual writers such as Ambrose of Milan and even Augustine 
equally valued the Song – and all try to describe this mystical union of the 
believer’s soul with God.  Certainly the writing of many medieval woman mystics was extraordinarily erotic when talking of this union of the soul with Christ  - it was known as nuptial mysticism – how the soul and Christ are 
one in union.  
 
In a way mystical experience often cannot be conceptualized or verbalized, 
though attempts are made by the writers to express their encounter with God and they will try to describe it in a variety of ways; one Medieval mystic Mechtild of Magdeburg often uses the word ‘flowing’ to describe the 
relationship of the Trinity.  Bernard McGinn who has written tomes on mysticism is unhappy about the use of the word ‘experience’ and considers 



 

 

that ‘consciousness’ is a better term because of the greater awareness of loving and knowing that is given to the mystic. Often the consciousness of God is apophatic, that is there is a sense of absence of God, although in 
prayer God remains the focus and the true reality, although often unknown 
 
There is so much that can be said about this but I don’t want to wander too 
deeply down this path either, because what drew me to linking the story of the Syro-Phoenician woman and the Song was in fact woman-kind.  Though many of the medieval women did find some degree of 
independence from either their father or possible husband, such as some becoming a Beguine or entering the female Monastic life, they still were 
dependent upon men in many ways - not least needing a priest and confessor, as there were no women priests, of course.   
 
Very often the writing of these women mystics led them to be slandered, 
ostracized and even burnt at the stake because of their writing, such as 
Marguerite Porete.  She was a northern French Beguine and her writing 
seriously challenged her contemporaries, which led to her execution as a heretic on June 1st 1310.  Her book The Mirror of Simple Souls – which was condemned for centuries - has today become a book to be read with 
regard to the mystical life, but as a result of her death it is said that it was not just an individual tragedy, it also provided critical ammunition for an ongoing struggle between the mystical and the institutional elements of 
Christianity that has continued almost down to the present day. [McGinn 
Flowering p 244-245] 
 
For us to ponder these scripture readings today - perhaps is the continuing role of women, not only in protecting their families, and struggling for survival in many ways, but also how they are perceived still in society in 
many countries, and at times not least our own. 
 
Whilst I don’t wish to sound paranoid I do get the sense that women priests 
still have a more difficult time than men in some cases - how often will a 
parishioner actively tell a male priest that he has demonstrated poor leadership because they are wishing to vent their spleen but in the end 
have to write it, rather than being relational and sitting down and talking over the issue with the woman priest?   
 How many people still find it hard to cope with what is perceived as ‘strong 
women’ who have their own opinions and minds?  It was interesting to read recently of a transgender man – now a woman – who has discovered how 
often men talk down to her. The church sadly is still way behind in its 
thinking and still can be very bigoted and at times it feels that it is still sitting in the 4th C! 
 
So many rules of the church are still made by men, who – because they are male – are naturally territorial - just look at male cats and how they mark their territory!   Women on the whole are probably more relational, 
collaborative, trying to work together – and indeed research has been done 



 

 

on this in the secular world and happily in many cases has shown that when men and women work together and if all try to listen to the other, there can be a powerful and constructive interaction.  Unfortunately though 
many times both sides can become over assertive rather than stopping and listening to the other. 
 
However, going back to the Song and the Gospel - one does feel in the end Jesus might have been tired, wanted space, wanted to be alone – and was drained physically, mentally and spiritually.  The Syro-Phoenician woman 
possibly timed it badly when she came to ask for healing for her child.  But happily, despite Jesus’ hesitancy, he had compassion, as always, and 
healed the little girl. The woman had shown guts and tenacity.   
 
How often do we see on our television screens at present women clutching children to them while escaping from Syria and other destructive places – 
where there is devastation and beheadings, where Christians are being 
persecuted and murdered?   There is nothing mystical about that!  Yet 
surely our risen Lord is present with them, holding and yearning for them – loving them and carrying them in their ordeal.   Yet we have a massive responsibility for these refugees and Britain 
appears to be doing far too little for them and we need to heed the cry from the heart of the women and children to give them sanctuary – surely we can make space for the many who are suffering such atrocities – why must 
we be so scared of the foreigner?   
 
The writer of the Song calls the beloved as surely our Lord does “Arise, my 
love, my fair one, and come away”.   And surely we can echo that and act on it Come away from the horror of ISL – come to safety where your children can be secure and happy – where women will not be brutalized 
and raped – or we trust not in our country.   
 
Yet – that is not always so and how often have we heard tales even in 
Britain of women used as sex-slaves, children abused?  Where is the love?   
Where is the compassion?   We may feel that the superstructure is collapsing.  But William Johnson in his book Arise my Love writes 
  ‘Beneath all the confusion a greater power is at work, and something new is coming to birth ----  [this] appears in the hunger for spiritual experience, 
the longing for meditation, the search for mysticism, the martyrdom for 
social justice, the solicitude for the underprivileged, the compassion for the suffering.  Even if buildings collapse, the spiritual thirst of humanity will 
never die’.  [p 240] 
 
The Beloved, our Cosmic Lord, Christ Jesus speaks and says to humanity  
‘Arise, my love, my dove my beautiful one, and come away.’ [Song v 10] 
 Join him, hold him as he holds you – as infinitely precious and beloved – but also act by showing his love to those who suffer and cry from the heart.  
 Denise Herbert  [reworked by her from the last sermon preached at St Mary’s] 
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Sources: http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/topics/topic_christmas2.html  
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/books/authors/30-great-christmas-quotes/   

My idea of Christmas, whether old-fashioned or 
modern, is very simple: loving others. Come to think of 
it, why do we have to wait for Christmas to do that?'  

American comedian Bob Hope 

'Christmas is the season for kindling 
the fire of hospitality in the hall, the 
genial flame of charity in the heart.'  

Washington Irving 

Christmas in Bethlehem. The ancient 
dream: a cold, clear night made brilliant by a glorious star, the smell 

of incense, shepherds and wise men 
falling to their knees in adoration of the sweet baby, the incarnation of 

perfect love. 
Lucinda Franks 

Christmas is a season not only of 
rejoicing but of reflection. 
Winston Churchill 

Finding the real joy of Christmas 
comes not in the hurrying and the 
scurrying to get more done, nor is it 
found in the purchasing of gifts. We 
find real joy when we make the 
Saviour the focus of the season. 
Thomas S. Monson 

God never gives someone a gift they 
are not capable of receiving. If he 
gives us the gift of Christmas, it is 
because we all have the ability to 

understand and receive it. 
Pope Francis 



 

 

The banning of Christmas 
Extracts from “A calendar of Scottish national festivals” by F. Marian 
McNeill. 1961 
This book is part of a series “The Silver Bough” about Scottish folk beliefs, customs, and national festivals. The chapter on Yule (which embraces both 
Christmas and Hogmanay) describes the “Christianising” of this pagan festival and the influence of Queen Margaret who Romanized the Celtic church in Scotland during the 11th century.  The chapter includes 
descriptions of Christmas celebrations including rich detail about traditions 
surrounding religious observance, food, merry-making and decorations. This extract describes how Christmas changed after the Reformation. 
After the Reformation the pendulum went full swing from licentiousness to a 
narrow Puritanism. “Popery” was taboo. Every religious rite and custom, however harmless in itself, if ordained by Rome and not expressly ordained 
in holy Scripture, was ruthlessly condemned, in order to make the breach 
between the old Church and the new as wide as possible.  
How resolutely the Reformed Church opposed “the superstitious keeping of 
days” is revealed in the records of the Kirk sessions. In 1574, on December 
30th, certain persons were charged before the Kirk session at Aberdeen “for playing, dancing and singing of filthy carols on Yule day at even”.   
Even the baking of Yule bread (a rounded and notched cake said to resemble the sun), was an offence. In December 1583, The Glasgow 
baxters (Bakers’ guild) were required to give the names of those for whom they had made the Yule bread, so that these might be dealt with; and a few years later William Williamson, baxter,  was accused at Perth of baking and 
selling great loaves at Yule, “which was slanderous and cherishing 
superstition in the hearts of the ignorant”. 
In 1638 the General Assembly desired not simply the reformation of abuses connected with the observance of Yule , but its complete abolition as a holiday. But Scots folk are kittle (touchy and unpredictable) folk to coerce, 
and regularly on the approach of Yule, the spirit of carnival burst through its 
Calvinistic strait-jacket. 
In The History of the Troubles in Scotland by Spalding, we read “This year 1642, Yule day fell upon Sunday. Our ministers and ministers of 
Aberdeen preached against all merriness, play and pastime; and the night 
before, by tuck of drum through Aberdeen, the townsmen were commended to keep themselves sober and fell all superstitious keeping of 
days. Upon Monday the bell man went  through the Old Toun commanding all manner of men to open their booth doors and go to work; but the 
students fell upon the bell man and took the bell frae him, for giving such 
an unusual charge; so the people made good cheer and banqueting 



 

 

according to their estates; and past their times on Monday and Tuesday both for all their threatenings”.  
Eventually the Kirk ceased to gloom at Yule, that is, at the secular side of 
the festival, though she long remained hostile to the religious celebration. 
The people for their part, do not seem to have been seriously concerned about the latter so long as they could have their annual jollification. 
Until comparatively recent times, the Daft Days (as the period between 
24th December and 6th January were known) remained for the mass of people the one recognised holiday of the year. After the Reformation, the 
Yule customs were kept up more or less surreptitiously in the home but the festivities centred more and more around Ne’er Day and its eve, 
Hogmanay. This change was most marked in the covenanting South-West 
and least marked in the Roman Catholic “belt” beyond the Grampians, and in Aberdeenshire and the North-East, where Episcopalian influences were 
comparatively strong..... Whilst the more rigid and austere ministers with a 
vigilant eye for practices that smacked of paganism or (still more objectionable) popery, few if any, appear to have been opposed to ordinary 
demonstrations of the Christmas spirit of goodwill and we read in the Statistical Account of the distribution of meal, the gift of some benevolent 
individual, by the Kirk Session, so that the humblest in the parish might 
have his Christmas gudebread. 
The final chapter of the books speculates about the future of Yule (i.e. the 
period incorporating both Christmas and New Year). 
Christmas in modern Europe is above all the festival of the Church, the 
Child and the Family. New Year on the other hand, and especially in Scotland, is a secular, social and public occasion, “when kindly neebours 
neebours meet”. ... The natural line of development in Scotland would appear then to be that as in pre-Reformation days, and as in many 
Continental countries today, we should celebrate Christmas mainly as a 
religious festival, with a special place for the children and reserve our more boisterous Yule-tide merry making for Hogmanay. This suits our sense of the logical and orderly better than the “medley of pious commemoration 
and gargantuan feasting” that prevails south of the border (delightful as is the English celebration at its best), and would help the over-secularisation of Christmas. 
Fifty five years after this book was published, I wonder how much progress 
has been made in achieving this aim? 
Jean McGuinness 

 
 



 

 

Ecumenical Knitting Group 
Our ecumenical charity knitting group goes from strength to strength. We now meet monthly on the 
second Monday of the month at 10 am in St Mary's 
Church hall. Facilities there are excellent, in particular 
the storage space for our ever increasing number of large boxes! New members are of course always welcome. There may be only 7 or 8 of us who meet 

regularly, but what a huge network of knitters we have. We are continually amazed at the tremendous productivity of our members and knitters. Indeed, at our monthly meetings, much of the time is taken up 
sorting out all the finished squares, garments, toys and blankets which 
have appeared since the last meeting. Our knitters are of all levels of skill and ability. Some concentrate on simple squares using up all their 
oddments of wool. Others produce quite detailed and 
complicated pieces, beautifully 
finished off. One of our members shows amazing ingenuity (and 
probably a great talent for jig-saw puzzles) at fitting together 
completely random squares and 
rectangles all of different sizes and thicknesses, finishing up with beautiful blankets. Without 
exception I am sure every item is knitted with love and comes with 
the hope that it will help to keep warm someone not as fortunate as ourselves. And it’s not just the 
recipients who benefit. One lady in her late 80s apparently found a new 
lease of life and felt she was once again doing something worthwhile as she busied herself producing bundle after bundle of the most beautiful crocheted blankets.  
Some statistics which will astonish you! To date, in less than three years we have sent off the following:  
 Baby jumpers/cardigans 934 Adult hats      
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Baby/child hats 754 Scarves      81 
Bootee pairs       166 Pairs of gloves    43 
Child/adult jumpers    396 Pairs of socks     6 
Medium/small/baby blankets 304 Pairs of mittens        51 
Large blankets       40 Hand-warmer sets    14 
Squares  2020 Headbands   12 
Knitted toys 35   
 



 

 

We continue to support a huge range of charities in Africa, in 
Eastern Europe and in Dundee, 
but there is space here to mention only one or two. For 
the second time we were able to support Arbroath Academy 
pupils as they visited Rwanda 
to participate in the work of charity Comfort Rwanda. This 
charity helps street children and orphans, and has also 
established a maternity 

hospital. The Arbroath pupils and staff are each allowed to take an extra suitcase filled with goodies for the children, and we were able to contribute blankets, jumpers and dozens of baby items. Another African charity with 
local connections is the Raven Trust. Based in Dundee it regularly sends containers of goods to Malawi and we contributed to their most recent 
delivery. We continue to support the Lubasi children’s home in Zambia, and they have sent us the photographs shown here. How we love the happy, 
smiling faces of these children who have so very little compared to our own 
families.  In September we were delighted to be able to respond to Tayport Community Council’s Syrian refugee appeal. We handed over 26 blankets, 33 jumpers and a selection of hats, scarves, gloves 
and knitted toys. Closer to home we are once again 
supporting the Salvation Army in Dundee by donating to them as many hats, scarves and gloves as 
possible, to be distributed as Christmas gifts. 
 
I close with the usual appeal for any spare knitting wool, especially double-
knitting weight that may be in your cupboard, loft or shed. And of course, if you want to get creative, pick up those pins and get knitting! If you would like any further information about our group please get in touch. 
Mairi Shiels (Tel: 543495) 
 
“Properly practiced, knitting soothes the troubled spirit, and it doesn't 
hurt the untroubled spirit either.”  Elizabeth Zimmermann



 

 

St Mary’s Mission Action Plan  
Vestry has reviewed the Mission Action Plan twice since it was signed 
off 14th April 2013. The Review dates were January - February 2014, 
and April-May 2015.  
Mark of Mission 8 Serve the community in practical ways: reaching out 
to others, especially those in need is still in our plan. However, in light of 
the interregnum it was agreed to include a new mark of mission, Mark 5 
- Rooted in Prayer, Word and Sacrament: experiencing God and God’s 
will for us. This replaced Mark 9 – Ready to seek growth and cast the 
net. If anybody would like to look at the actions for our congregation 
associated with Marks 5 and 9, the Mission Action Plan is available on 
the website http://stmaryschurchnewportontay.org/mission-and-vision/. 
Copies are also available in Church. 
The plan is still to have a Congregational Review in the summer of 2016. 
This will depend on the Mission focus of the Diocese in general, and the 
situation at St Mary’s in particular. The Mission Action Plan is still a 
“living document” which may have to be changed during the course of 
the interregnum, especially if it proves long. When we reach the stage of 
advertising for a new Rector, It has been decided by Vestry that the 
MAP, together with a new Charge Profile, will be used to demonstrate to 
possible candidates for the incumbency that St Mary’s is thriving and 
wishes to move forward spiritually and in mission and outreach under 
the continuing guidance of the Holy Spirit.  
Prayer will be a strong focus to ensure that the Church remains faithful 
whilst it strives to experience God’s will for the future.  
 

 Prayer 
Gracious Spirit, Holy Wisdom Guard and guide us Help us to live in faith, hope and trust To listen, to act and to Glorify God’s Holy Name Through Christ our Lord Amen 
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