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BBC RADIO 4 “SUNDAY WORSHIP”
LIVE FROM EBENEZER BAPTIST CHURCH, ABERTILLERY (20th June 2010)

PLEASE NOTE: This script cannot exactly reflect the transmission, as it was prepared before the service was broadcast. It may include editorial notes prepared by the producer, and minor spelling and other errors that were corrected before the radio broadcast.

It may contain gaps to be filled in at the time so that prayers may reflect the needs of the world, and changes may also be made at the last minute for timing reasons, or to reflect current events.

Opening anno: SW is a special service to mark the anniversary of one of Britain’s last major mining disasters. It comes live from South Wales, from Ebenezer Baptist Church, Abertillery, with the Abertillery, Beaufort, and Cwm Male choirs. Our worship is introduced by the Revd Roy Jenkins. 

ITEM 1: INTRODUCTION (REV. ROY JENKINS)

Good morning.  On a bright Tuesday morning fifty years ago this month, an explosion ripped through a section of the Arrael Griffin colliery at Six Bells, at one end of this valley town.   Forty five men were killed.

   Everybody in this community knew someone who had died, or a family which mourned.  For me it was a boy I’d been at school with, a friend who’d lost his father, two twins aged 21 who’d grown up in the next street.   Three fathers and three sons died together.

   Few will forget the strange silence of those days, people walking, as a visitor put it, ‘as though they had taken their shoes off.’  Or the bewilderment.
Still fifteen, and just starting work as a reporter on the local paper, I stood uneasily as thousands of dark-suited miners walked the mile from the pithead to the hilltop cemetery; logged some of the 26 funerals processing two-by-two at half-hourly intervals in the sunshine.

   At the town’s solemn memorial service in this chapel, I scribbled as the MP praised ‘the resilience of the human spirit’, and a young preacher offered comfort from the example of Job; but most of us were still stunned.   

   From this fiftieth anniversary there’ll be a new memorial, a massive statue of a miner, the largest figure of its kind in Wales, and a tribute to all killed and maimed in the quest for coal.   It’s a powerful image, raising questions about many other kinds of suffering, and we’ll be reflecting on it later.  But we begin, as at that first commemoration here, with the hymn,‘O love that wilt not let me go.’

ITEM 2: HYMN: “O love that wilt not let me go” (CHOIR) 
(Tune: St. Margaret)

1.  O Love that wilt not let me go,
I rest my weary soul in Thee;
I give Thee back the life I owe,
That in Thine ocean depths its flow
May richer, fuller be.

2.  O Light that followest all my way,
I yield my flickering torch to Thee,
My heart restores its borrowed ray,
That in Thy sunshine’s blaze its day
May brighter, fairer be.

3.  O Joy that seekest me through pain,
I cannot close my heart to Thee;
I trace the rainbow through the rain,
And feel the promise is not vain
That morn shall tearless be.

4.  O Cross that liftest up my head,
I dare not ask to fly from Thee;
I lay in dust life’s glory dead,
And from the ground there blossoms red
Life that shall endless be.

Author: George Matheson, 1842-1906
Composer: Albert L. Peace, 1844-1912



ITEM 3: LINK (ROY)
   
There are former mineworkers among the three choirs which have combined to sing this morning, at least one who was in the pit that day; and also here are people who lost loved ones, and the minister of Bethany Baptist Church, which stands right alongside the mine, the Rev Olwen Clatworthy.



ITEM 4: LINK (Rev Olwen Clatworthy)

As the colliery hooter sounded and word of the explosion spread, crowds gathered quickly – as they had at every disaster since mining began.   
Wives, parents, children waited desperately for news.  Some kept vigil without break for more than twelve hours.

 While rescuers tunnelled through tons of fallen rock more than a thousand feet beneath them, people supported one another as best they could: 
they wept together, prayed together.  The Salvation Army poured cups of tea, and ministers of various denominations led a service in Bethany, where many of the men still underground had been in Sunday School as children.   

Soon they would be back again - but only because the schoolroom behind the chapel had now been turned into an overflow mortuary.
 
Even at this distance, the memories remain painful.  And so our first prayer is for all who still grieve. 


ITEM 5: PRAYER (OLWEN) 

Eternal God, our loving heavenly Father, you hear the cries of all your children, spoken and unspoken.   You know our fears, you feel our pain, you understand our questions.
 
We bless you for the hope we have in Jesus Christ.   By his death and resurrection you have defeated death, and through him you invite us to share your life here and for all eternity.

In this community, and wherever in our world there is hurt this morning, we pray that men and women may find hope renewed, faith restored and the strong comfort of your love.  For Jesus’sake.  Amen. 


ITEM 6: The Lord’s Prayer (CHOIR) 
Composer: Malotte

Our Father, which art in heaven,
Hallowed be thy Name.
Thy Kingdom come,
Thy will be done
In earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our debts,
As we forgive those who trespass against us,
And lead us not into temptation,
But deliver us from evil,
For thine is the kingdom,
The power and the glory,
For ever and ever. 
AMEN

Albert Hay Malotte’s setting of The Lord’s Prayer is published by G. Schirmer, Inc.



ITEM 7: LINK (OLWEN) 

 For some, this 50th anniversary has been an opportunity to express emotions which have been bottled up for decades. 

Others have found comfort in an annual service of remembrance:  
families and former miners have gathered on the site of the colliery, long closed, and walked to St.John's, the Anglican parish church for Six Bells, where every name on the memorial plaque is read out.

 Hazel Crandon is there every year with her husband George.  His father was among the victims, and like so many others, they remember vividly the anguish and turmoil of those days, the trauma of identifying the body, coping with a family's distress, and their ongoing admiration for those who risked lives in hope of a rescue.   She takes our first Bible reading, from the eighth chapter of the letter to the Romans.


ITEM 8: NEW TESTAMENT READING (Hazel Crandon)
Romans 8.31-32, 35, 37-39 GNB
 
   In view of all this, what can we say?   If God is for us, who can be against us?   Certainly not God, who did not even keep back his own Son, but offered him for us all.   He gave us his Son – will he not also freely give us all things?...
   Who, then, can separate us from the love of Christ?   Can trouble do it, or hardship or persecution or hunger or poverty or danger or death?...
   No, in all these things we have complete victory through him who loved us.   For I am certain that nothing can separate us from his love: neither death nor life, neither angels nor other heavenly rulers or powers, neither the present nor the future, neither the world above nor the world below – there is nothing in all creation that will ever be able to separate us from the love of God which is ours through Christ Jesus our Lord.     


ITEM 9: LINK (OLWEN)
 
   Such a disaster claims more victims than those whose names are listed.  Some men involved in the rescue lived into their eighties, but never fully recovered from what they had experienced.   Kay Wyatt’s father, exhausted from his efforts, suffered a thrombosis, never worked in the pit again and died two years later aged 47 - one of the hidden casualties.   She reads from the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 11.



ITEM 10: SECOND N.T. READING (Kay Wyatt)
Matthew 11.25-30 NIV
  
    At that time Jesus said, 'I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children.   Yes, Father, for this was your good pleasure.
   'All things have been committed to me by my Father.   No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.
   'Come to me, all of you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.   For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.'  


ITEM 11: LINK (OLWEN) 

The Lord who offers that invitation is with us even in the darkest moments.  It’s the assurance of the 23rd Psalm, The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.  


ITEM 12: The Lord's my Shepherd (CHOIR)
(Tune: Crimond)

1.  The Lord’s my shepherd, I’ll not want;
He makes me down to lie
In pastures green; He leadeth me
The quiet waters by.

2.  My soul He doth restore again,
And me to walk doth make
Within the paths of righteousness,
E’en for His own name’s sake.

3.  Yea, though I walk through death’s dark vale,
Yet will I fear none ill;
For Thou art with me, and Thy rod
And staff me comfort still.

4.  My table Thou hast furnished
In presence of my foes;
My head Thou dost with oil anoint,
And my cup overflows.

5.  Goodness and mercy all my life
Shall surely follow me;
And in God’s house for evermore
My dwelling place shall be.

Words: Francis Rous (revised for the Scottish Psalter, 1650)
Melody: Jessie Seymour Irvine 1836 – 1887





ITEM 13: SERMON - Part 1 (REV. ROY JENKINS)

   The Lord's my shepherd, another of the hymns sung at the memorial service here just six days after the disaster.  The hymn sheet from that occasion bears the name of every man who died, and you can see it on the Radio 4 History of the World website, where you can also add pictures of your own treasured religious or spiritual objects. 

  It will be impossible to miss the new Six Bells memorial when it’s unveiled next week.  The steel sculpture of a miner, on its stone plinth, will tower more than 60 feet over the old colliery site, a permanent reminder of the cost of coal, and an iconic image for the whole of industrial South Wales.

Some have spoken of it as an Angel of the North type figure, offering a symbolic protection to the valley, and that theme is there, certainly.   
But for the sculptor Sebastien Boyesen the work is also raising a question.  The young face of the miner is simply asking, Why?
 
Why that disaster?   45 men died because a piece of stone fell on to a steel canopy, causing a spark which ignited gas and created an explosion – but that’s really an answer to the how? question.
 
Why should these particular men have been killed in this way?  Why the man who’d swapped shifts with a friend?   Why not the one who slept late, or the one persuaded to stay at home because it was his birthday?   It’s not that sudden death was exceptional in the pits: one collier who was in the mine that day said to me recently, ‘It’s on your shoulder all the time.  You know when you go down the pit you’ll get a bad back, get dust troubles, or get killed’; and more were to die in the mines of this small valley in the months after this disaster.  
 
But why my husband, son, brother? – the same question which wracked many after the tragic Cumbria shootings, and which follows every earthquake, flood, road accident, sudden fatal illness, random terrorist atrocity.  
Yes, we may discern good things happening through the tragedy: at Six Bells, the courage of rescuers who risked their lives and went on working through their exhaustion; the solidarity of a community united in grief; the unexpected depth of mutual care within families.  And, as after the earthquake in Haiti and similar disasters, support from around the world. ‘There was such love pouring out,’ as someone put it…reflecting, we might say, the love of God.   
   
But that still doesn’t answer the why?  which can nag on through the pain of loss and bewilderment – the sheer pointlessness of it all. No discernible purpose in such suffering.  And the Christian faith doesn’t offer a satisfyingly simple explanation.  

Rather, it points to the God made known in Jesus Christ, who soaks up suffering in himself, who has a purpose for every person within his creation, and is able to weave even the worst disaster into overarching purposes of love.

Which points to a yet deeper question in that memorial statue.  The sculptor is inviting reflection not only on particular events, but on a whole history of a people whose toil fuelled an empire and whose sufferings were usually ignored; and beyond that, too, there’s a query about life itself in there.  
Why?   What’s it for?   

It’s a challenge to the same kind of soul-searching presented by the war memorial a few hundred yards from here.   I’ll never forget my amazement at discovering that it bears no fewer than 601 names of men from this single community killed in action in two world wars – and that quite apart from the unknown number who died underground producing the coal to keep the navies afloat.

It’s in the light of such suffering, still seen, as we know, in our own day, that we are invited to consider what our lives are about – what shapes our values, what we think matters, the kind of people we are, and want to be.  In the light supremely of Jesus Christ, offering himself in love for a broken world.

The invitation is not to find answers where there are none, but whatever comes, to put our trust in one who has gone into a grave for us, and come out of it.
And so our hymn: God moves in a mysterious way his wonders to perform.


ITEM 14: God moves in a mysterious way (CHOIR)
(Tune: Dundee)

1.  God moves in a mysterious way,
His wonders to perform;
He plants His footsteps n the sea,
And rides upon the storm.

2.  Deep in unfathomable mines
Of never-failing skill
He treasures up His bright designs,
And works His sovereign will.

3.  Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take;
The clouds ye so much dread
Are big with mercy and shall break
In blessings on your head.

4.  Judge not the Lord by feeble sense,
But trust Him for His grace;
Behind a frowning providence
He hides a smiling face.

5.  His purposes will ripen fast,
Unfolding every hour;
The bud may have a bitter taste,
But sweet will be the flower.

6.  Blind unbelief is sure to err,
And scan His work in vain;
God is His own interpreter,
And He will make it plain.
 
Words: William Cowper, 1774. Music: Scottish Psalter, 1615

ITEM 15: SERMON - Part 2 (ROY)

  ‘God is his own interpreter, and he will make it plain,’ says the hymn writer. When it comes to any work of art, however, we are our own interpreters.   
We decide for ourselves.

So what are we to make of the suggestion that this memorial figure stands in some sense as a protector of the valley?  Not much, I suppose, if we really were to believe that a huge pile of stone and steel could of itself offer any kind of security. It won’t stop bad things happening to good people, won’t insure against accidents, illness, redundancy, sudden death.   It will no more work magic than the pagan idols derided by the psalmist (115): ‘They have mouths, but cannot speak, and eyes but cannot see.  They have ears but cannot hear, and noses but cannot smell.’ 
 
But this memorial is no idol.  As well as prompting grateful remembering, it can point beyond itself.

The outstretched arms remind me of a very different contemporary sculpture, the massive Christ in Majesty which spans the nave of Llandaff Cathedral.  Jacob Epstein’s ascended Christ has hands open, showing his Father that his task of suffering love for the world is completed. Now the invitation is for all to taste the life for which he has given himself.

Those same hands are held out in welcome: in the words of one of our scripture readings, Jesus says, ‘Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.’  The gruelling, dangerous work of mining often left men drained – just as teaching can, or carrying a responsibility which leaves you awake at night; just as caring constantly for someone who’s ill can, or trying to keep looking for a job despite the fiftieth rejection.  Here is Jesus offering not to remove the load, but to reshape it and share it.
 
The memorial takes me as well to a picture which I stood before the other day by Nicholas Evans, a remarkable chronicler of mining life.   Both his father and his uncle were killed in the pits, and he worked underground himself until he was 19.  

He didn’t begin painting until he was in his late sixties, and then the work came in a torrent and to great critical acclaim: no romantic notions, but stark portrayals of faces ravaged by back-breaking labour, cramped, pitch-black, claustrophobic conditions.  His picture ‘Entombed – Jesus in the midst’ shows the aftermath of a roof fall.  Four men kneel, hands clasped to their faces, and before them stands Jesus in miner’s working clothes, with wounds to hand and side.   In one hand he holds a lamp, in the other two large keys. 
From Nicholas Evans, a Pentecostal preacher from his teens, the message is clear.   Christ is to be found in the darkest place, offering light and the keys to life.  

Even where all seems lost.    ‘It’s absolutely hell down there,’ said one of the rescuers as he emerged on that night in June 1960.  But the Apostles’ Creed asserts boldly, ‘He descended into hell’ and in the process by his own death mastered death, offering hope where humanly there is none left.

The young Welsh priest Owain Trystan Hughes has a degenerative spinal condition which leaves him in constant pain.   But it also sharpens his sensitivity to others trying to make sense of their suffering, and he’s written about a man in a late stage of dementia who stood up at the end of a service and sang a word-perfect solo, long lost memories triggered by the words of a hymn.  As he sat down, he held his heart and muttered, ‘You see, He’s still with me; I thought He’d gone, but He’s still with me.’  The crucified and risen Christ descends even into the dark pit of dementia, just as into every other tomb of despair and fear, and offers life and hope.  

Not everyone will interpret the Six Bells memorial in these terms. 
But I’m grateful it’s what I’ve seen.  It’s a truth to be celebrated, and responded to in faith: ‘All we have to offer and all we have to be, Body, soul and spirit, we yield unto thee’:  Eric Jones’s anthem, Christus Salvator. 


ITEM 16:  ANTHEM - Christus Salvator (CHOIR)

1.  Saviour blessed Saviour, Oh hark and listen while we sing,

“Christus Salvator” (Saviour Blessed Saviour)
Gounod (translated and arranged by Eric Jones, president of the Pontardulais Male Choir)


ITEM 17:  LINK INTO PRAYERS (OLWEN)

Now our prayers of intercession, led first by the minister of this church the 
Rev. Andy Ladhams.




ITEM 18: INTERCESSORY PRAYERS

VOICE 1 - ANDY 
   Lord Jesus Christ, you descended into the darkest places.
   We pray for all who languish in the deep gloom of grief; 
all whose lives are blighted by bad memories;
all perplexed because they find no answers to their question; and
all who cannot bring themselves to believe that you love them whatever they have been or done or said.
   May your light shine in their darkness, renewing with life and hope.

CHOIR	Wait for the Lord, His day is near
		Wait for the Lord, be strong, take heart.

(Jacques Berthier as sung at Taize Community)
		


VOICE 2 - OLWEN 
   Lord Jesus Christ, you offer healing and renewal.
   We remember all who battle every day with pain and disability and the fear of what might lie ahead.
   We pray for those who are trapped in mental confusion, no longer knowing who they are, unable to recognise their loved ones, frightened because the familiar is now strange.
   With those who care for them, may they be sure of your presence and your peace. 
   And on this 100th anniversary of Fathers’ Day, we pray for all responsible for families – may they know wisdom, patience and understanding.

CHOIR	Wait for the Lord, His day is near
		Wait for the Lord, be strong, take heart.

VOICE 1 - ANDY
We pray for all who risk their lives as they go about their daily work.  Protect them, Lord:
miners across the world, especially those toiling for long hours and poor pay, and with little provision for their safety; 
members of fire, ambulance and other emergency services;
military personnel engaged in making peace and keeping peace.
   And we remember men and women who despair because they can find no work: may they not lose hope, Lord; and may they know that they are of infinite value to you.  

CHOIR	Wait for the Lord, His day is near
		Wait for the Lord, be strong, take heart.


VOICE 2: OLWEN

   Creator God, in Christ you can make all things new.
   Inspire with your love those who seek to mend broken lives, to rebuild damaged communities, to make the world what you want it to be.
   And grant us grace so to trust and to follow you, that we may be your agents of renewal. For Jesus’ sake.  Amen. 


ITEM 19: CLOSING HYMN LINK  (ROY) 
  
For whatever lies before us, we need what God alone can give; and so in our closing hymn we pray, ‘Guide me,O Thou great Jehovah, pilgrim through his barren land.’


ITEM 20:  Guide me, O Thou great Jehovah (CHOIR)
(Tune: Cwm Rhondda)

1.  Guide me, O Thou great Jehovah,
Pilgrim through this barren land;
I am weak, but Thou art mighty;
Hold me with Thy powerful hand:
Bread of heaven
Feed me now and evermore.

2.  Open now the crystal foundation,
Whence the healing stream doth flow;
Let the fiery, cloudy pillar
Lead me all my journey through;
Strong deliverer,
Be Thou still my strength and shield.

3.  When I tread the verge of Jordan,
Bid my anxious fears subside:
Death of death, and hell’s destruction,
Land me safe on Canaan’s side:
Songs of praises
I will ever give to Thee.

Words: William Williams (1717-91)
Music: John Hughes (1873 – 1932)



ITEM 21:  FINAL BLESSINGS (ROY)

BLESSING

DURATION
1

  Lord of light, shine on us, that we may see your way clearly, and walk in it courageously.
   Lord of life, flow through us, that we may bring hope and healing to our world.
   Lord of love, live in us, that by humble service, joyful giving and open-hearted forgiveness, the most despairing of your children may taste your mercy and grace.

2

Grant us faith, 
to trust where we cannot see, 
to believe when we are overwhelmed with doubt, 
to take for ourselves the great promise that no tragedy, no fear, no pain will ever be able to separate us from the love of God which is ours in Christ Jesus our Lord.

3

  And the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with us all, now and for ever.  Amen. 


ITEM 22: ORGAN PLAYOUT 	(PENNY HUGHES)

ITEM 23: RADIO 4 CONTINUITY CLOSING ANNO 

Sunday Worship came live from Ebenezer Baptist Church, Abertillery and was led by the Rev Olwen Clatworthy. The preacher was the Rev Roy Jenkins.  The Abertillery, Beaufort,  and Cwm male choirs were directed by Steven Bard and the organist was Penny Hughes.  The producer was Sian Baker. And you can see the hymn sheet used at the memorial service for the victims of the colliery disaster on the History of the World website. And if you own an object which has been part of your family history, or has a particular religious or spiritual story associated with it, and would like to share it with Radio 4 listeners then go to the Radio 4 website and click on “A History of the World” where you can find details of how to add a picture of an object you own to our growing collection.

We go live to St. Martin-in-the-Fields in Trafalgar Square next week for a service celebrating Christian ministry around the time of ordinations at Petertide.


