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Advent  

…seems to be a season that is 
increasingly drowned in Christmas 
activities. When I grew up we used 
to decorate the house on Christmas 
Eve, and though there was 
commercialism, we did Christmas in 
the twelve days following. At St 
Mary’s we have carol concerts and 
services through December – not 
least the various schools coming in 
to mark the Christmas season. 

The point of Advent gets lost 
somehow, but in our busy world 
where attention spans are reducing 
and screens are demanding 
attention, the Advent themes of 
waiting and of hope seem to be just 
what we need. In an era of “fear of 
missing out” a season in which we 
are invited to face our fears and see 
them in the light of our Christian 
faith seems to be just the antidote 
we need. One traditional set of 
themes for Advent addresses some 
of our deepest fears before inviting 
us to embrace the hope of heaven – 

the fear of death, the fear of judgment (a modern phrase is “imposter syndrome”) and the fear of hell. 
Hell is not so much feared these days, as it is diminished to an unreal status, but questions of eternal 
destiny are live in various ways, even when they are not taken particularly seriously. Such things run 
very much deeper than the fear of missing out in the moment. Advent is a season which invites us to 
step back from the pressures of the moment and the distractions of life, and the seasonal activities and 
commercialism seem designed to make this as hard as possible. 

One of the glories of Advent is the chance to sing some of the seasonal hymns – less well known than 
the familiar Christmas carols, but often having a special spiritual and theological depth. One theme is 
our Advent hope not of Christmas, but of Christ coming again as he promised – the imagination of that 
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encompasses the priorities of the kingdom that we get from the teaching of the gospels. The hope of 
glory echoes so many of the prophets and is present in the hymn “Hark! A thrilling voice is sounding.” 

Hark! a thrilling voice is sounding. 
"Christ is nigh," it seems to say; 
"Cast away the works of darkness, 
O ye children of the day." 
 
Wakened by the solemn warning, 
let the earth-bound soul arise; 
Christ, her Sun, all sloth dispelling, 
shines upon the morning skies. 
 
Lo! the Lamb, so long expected, 
comes with pardon down from heaven; 

let us all, with tears of sorrow, 
pray that we may be forgiven; 
 
that when next he comes with glory, 
and the world is wrapped in fear, 
with his mercy he may shield us, 
and with words of love draw near. 
 
Honour, glory, might, and blessing 
to the Father and the Son, 
with the everlasting Spirit, 
while eternal ages run.  

 
The hope of that glory is echoed in our Advent prayer that Christ will come again. “O come, O come 
Emmanuel” also echoes the prophets and finds echoes Christ’s coming in the history of the Old 
Testament. 

O come, O come, Emmanuel, 
and ransom captive Israel, 
that mourns in lonely exile here 
until the Son of God appear. 
Refrain: Rejoice! Rejoice! 

Emmanuel shall come to thee, 
O Israel. 

 
O come, thou Rod of Jesse, free 
thine own from Satan's tyranny; 
from depths of hell thy people save, 
and give them victory over the grave. 
 
O come, thou Dayspring, come and cheer 

our spirits by thine advent here; 
disperse the gloomy clouds of night, 
and death's dark shadows put to flight.  
 
O come, thou Key of David, come, 
and open wide our heavenly home; 
make safe the way that leads on high, 
and close the path to misery.  
 
O come, O come, great Lord of might, 
who to thy tribes on Sinai's height 
in ancient times didst give the law 
in cloud and majesty and awe.  

 

Another glory of the Advent season is the prayers (collects and post communion prayers) we use each 
week – the Advent Sunday prayers set the tone: 

Almighty God, 
give us grace to cast away the works of darkness 
and to put on the armour of light, 
now in the time of this mortal life, 
in which your Son Jesus Christ came to us in great humility; 
that on the last day, 
when he shall come again in his glorious majesty to judge 
the living and the dead, 
we may rise to the life immortal; 
through him who is alive and reigns with you, 
in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and for ever. 

 

O Lord our God, 
make us watchful and keep us 
faithful 
as we await the coming of your 
Son our Lord; 
that, when he shall appear,  
he may not find us sleeping in 
sin 
but active in his service 
and joyful in his praise. 
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I hope you are able to take time this Advent top step aside from the busy world and the pressures of 
the upcoming Christmas and tune in to the deeper and more hopeful themes of the season. 

Mark 

Be still and know that I am God (Psalm 46:10) 

Loving Heavenly Father, 

As the end of 2025 approaches, we reflect on all those prayers that have reached, been heard and 
indeed answered by you in your great goodness, compassion and mercy. We thank you for each 
answer, each resolution and each new hope so kindly and graciously given. 

Lord, as we pray, you of course already know what's on our hearts and minds, those things that trouble 
us - even frighten us, those things for which we have no control, those things that may bring doubt to 
our faith, faith that you so lovingly bestowed on us. 

If our faith is non-existent, open our hearts that we might invite you in. If our faith is weak make it 
strong. If it is already strong, then make it stronger still so that we might place all that in your tender, 
loving arms and rest in you. Help us all... 

To be still and know that you are God. 

As we begin the season of Advent, a time that is often eclipsed by the mayhem and commercialism of 
Christmas, may we spend the next 4 weeks contemplating our personal relationship with you Lord, 
help us to spend more time in your company through bible reading, through our prayer, through just 
sitting quietly and reminding ourselves... 

To be still and know that you are 
God. 

We lift to you the work of the church, working 
in so many ways yet mostly unseen in many 
places. Be with all preachers and teachers, 
ordained and lay, as they are prompted by your 
spirit to tell of your saving love, endless mercy 
and unparalleled forgiveness. Give to each, 
energy, stamina and passion as they face the 
challenges that come with the job. We pray for 
Dame Sarah Mullally, who takes up the post of 
Archbishop of Canterbury in January 2026 and 
for Stephen Cottrell, Archbishop of York. Give 
them wisdom, insight and discernment in their 
respective roles. 

We pray for our clergy here in Thatcham. For 
Mark, Brenda and Angela and for our retired 
priests John and Michael. May each prosper 
under your watchful gaze. 

We lift up Churches Together in Thatcham, as 
they seek to raise the profile at this year's 
Christmas light switch-on in the Broadway on 
the 5th December. May people's curiosity be 
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aroused as they see what services are on and be prompted and guided by your Spirit in ways you have 
pre-destined. 

May all who come through the doors of every church find a place of sanctitude. Help each one... 

To be still and know that you are God. 

We pray for the world and for the many places that suffer because of selfish human action or natural 
disaster. Those places that indeed cannot remember the last peaceful day they saw. We remember 
people who must trek long distances just to get unsafe drinking water. Those, who for many reasons 
cannot get the medicines they desperately need. All those who have been displaced because of war or 
flood. All who are hungry and homeless. All burdened with debt and face even more pressure on their 
limited finances as they try to cope with finding extra money for Christmas. 

Lord, sorrow and sadness is everywhere but we cling to the hope and belief that you have it all under 
control, that it won't last for ever and that your mighty hand is big enough to hold and contain each 
war, each trouble, each problem, and that nothing is beyond your awesome power and strength. 

May the leaders of the nations recognise that they need...   

To be still and know that you are God. 

We look forward to the joy and hope that Christmas brings reminding ourselves of its' true meaning; 
God coming to Earth as a baby and growing up to show us His way of living and loving. 

Lord, we are all works-in-progress and seldom get it right first time. That's when we need your help. 
Help us to find the right path and lead us on it. 

As we embark on the New Year, fill us with your Spirit enabling us to make even a small difference in 
the lives of those we meet. May our love for you overflow and be a blessing. 

Help us remember, always remember... 

To be still and know that you are God. 

Amen. 

Sarah & Mike's Update 

Dear friends, 

This is our final update as members of World Horizons. Thank you so much for your partnership over 
the years, it is much appreciated! 

For those who support us financially, we ask that you would please stop your financial support by the 
end of December 2025 (when we will both leave World Horizons). If you support us via Stewardship, 
Stewardship will automatically stop regular gifts if you don't get around to stopping them yourselves.  

We won't be sending updates to this mailing list from now on. However, a few people have asked us 
for future updates, so we've decided to write an annual newsletter. If you would like to receive this in 
future years, please let us know.  

Over the past few weeks, we've been handing over the ministries we run, or reshaping them for the 
season ahead, as well as continuing to meet individuals and families, and continuing work on the 
Community Garden. We've also been blessed by World Horizons members in many different ways, for 
which we're very grateful! - we've been prayed for, debriefed, and thanked with cards, gifts and a 
delicious roast dinner! What a wonderful blessing! 

Here's how the transition of ministries has been going: 
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- Prayer for the Nations (weekly prayer meeting) is in transition, and a fellow World Horizons 
member will take over the running of it from December. 

- Ladies' English Conversation Group is now being run by a lady in our local church (Sarah will 
continue to go along sometimes, and continues the friendships she has with the ladies - visiting 
them in their homes etc). 

- Church and Ministry Leaders' Breakfast will continue to be run by Mike in his new role, rather 
than in his World Horizons role. 

- Community Garden will continue to be run by Sarah, as a local church ministry rather than under 
World Horizons.   

In other news, S is doing well in her home country. She came to Swansea as an academic visitor and 
worked in the university here for about a year. She became a believer whilst she was volunteering at 
the Community Garden with us, so we've helped her to connect with local believers back home. Please 
continue to pray for her - for her protection, and that she'd continue to grow in faith. 

Thank you so much for journeying with us. Following God is certainly never boring, and we're excited 
for the journey ahead! 

We're praying that you and your families will know the special presence of Immanuel (God with us) this 
Christmas time. 

Prayer & Praise Points 

 Praise God for what He's doing through the Community Garden project. Please continue to pray 
for S. 

 Praise God for those who have stepped forward to lead ministries. 
 Please pray for all involved in the transition process. 
 Please pray for our international friends as they come to services and celebrate with us at events 

and in our home, that they will know the truth of Immanuel and find true peace and joy. 

Keeping St. Mary’s Sparkling — 
Can You Lend a Hand? 

We’ve noticed — and are so grateful — that some lovely 
church members have been quietly keeping things spick 
and span: dusting, vacuuming, polishing brass, and 
generally making sure our beautiful church stays 
welcoming and well cared for. Thank you! 

We’d love to spread the load a bit more, so we’re putting 
together a simple rota to help keep track of who’s doing 
what and what still needs doing. It’s not about perfection 
— just a shared effort to keep things ticking along. 

If you’re already helping out (thank you again!) or if 
you’d like to join the team, please have a word with Mark 
Backhouse or Colin Waters. Whether it’s once a month or 
once in a while, every bit helps — and truly, the more the 
merrier. 

With thanks, 

Lourdes - Buildings and Grounds Committee 
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The Touch of the 
Masters Hand 

Twas battered and scarred and the 
auctioneer thought it scarcely worth 
his while to waste on the old violin, 
but held it up with a smile; 

“What am I bidden good folks,” he 
cried, “Who’ll start the bidding for 
me?”                                            

“A dollar, a dollar” then two!” “Only 
two? Two dollars, and who’ll make it 
three? Three dollars once; three 
dollars twice; going for three.”                      

But no, from the room far back a 
grey-haired man came forward and 
picked up the bow; Then, wiping the 
dust from the old violin, and 
tightening the loose strings, he 
played a melody pure and sweet as 
carolling angel sings.    

The music ceased, and the 
auctioneer, with a voice that was 
quiet and low, said;  

“What am I bid for the old violin?” 
And he held it up with the bow.  

A thousand dollars, and who’ll make 
it two? 

Two thousand! And who’ll make it 
three?  

Three thousand, once, three 
thousand, twice, and going and 
gone,” said he.  

The people cheered, but some of 
them cried, “We do not quite 
understand what changed its worth. 

“Swift came the reply: “The touch of 
a master’s hand.” 

And many a man with a life out of tune, and battered and scarred with sin, is auctioned cheap to the 
thoughtless crowd, much like the old violin.  A “mess of pottage,” a glass of wine; a game – and he 
travels on.  “He is going” once, and “going twice. He’s going and almost gone.” But the Master comes, 
and the foolish crowd never can quite understand the worth of a soul and the change that’s wrought 
by the touch of the Master’s hand. 

Myra 'Brooks' Welch (1921) 

The Old Violin (Date 1888) 

Artist Jefferson David Chalfant (American painter, 1856–1931) 
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Who’s Who in the 
Thatcham Team 
Ministry  

Team Rector 
Mark Bennet 867342 

Team Vicar - St. Barnabas 
Vacant 

Associate Clergy: 
Brenda Harland 865064 
Angela Brennan 07498801479 

Parish Administrator 
Vacant 

Parish Office 
Email: 
office.stmarysthatcham@gmail.com 

Churchwardens  
Mike Watson  07766531038 
Colin Waters 07985430769 

 

Future copies 

Connect is published trough 
out the year and is available 

from St. Mary’s and St. 
Barnabas Churches, 

Thatcham, or by post from the 
Parish Office, tel. 864567. 

Article Deadline  

Please give articles for the 
next 2026 edition to Steve 
Rice (860431) or any of the 
clergy or churchwardens or 

email julie@dunwell.org 

Services at  
St. Mary’s Church 

Sundays 

 8.00 am Sunday Service 

 10.00 am Sunday Service 

 6.30 pm Sung Evensong  
  (1st Sundays only) 

Wednesdays 

 9.45 am Holy Communion  

 10.30 am ‘ABC’ Adults, Babies, Children 

Every Weekday 

 9.30 am Morning Prayer  
  (In the chapel)  

Services at  
St. Barnabas Church 

(Meeting in Thatcham Park School) 

 10.00 am Sunday Service 

St Mary’s is fitted with an Induction Loop. 
If you wear a hearing aid, switch to the ‘T’ position to benefit from the 

system 

www.stmarysthatcham.org.uk 

Inspired by the love of Christ to build God’s kingdom 

www.stbarnabasthatcham.weebly.com 

Serving to Build Community 
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For the Record...  

Baptism 

12 October Dustin-Del Diamond-Cole 

 Luca Anns Milton 

26 October Dominic Smith 

 Malakhy Black 

Weddings 

 None 

Funerals 

6 October  Edith Scott (88) 

30 October  Charles Newport (70) 

 
 

Dates for your diary  

24 Oct CAMEO - 2 pm (every Monday) 

26 Nov A B C - 10.30-11.45 am (every 
Wednesday – no meeting 24 or 31 Dec) 

29 Nov Coffee morning (helpers required)  

30 Nov Christmas raffle after the morning 
service at St Mary’s 

Advent Carol service – 6.30pm 

7 Dec  Toy Service at St Mary’s – where we 
will be collecting toys for the 
Spotlight charity so that  children who 
might otherwise get little or nothing 
this Christmas will get a present. 
Good condition and unwrapped items 
welcome.  

(no service at St Barnabas because of 
work at Thatcham Park School) 

Swings and Smiles Carol Service – 
3.00pm 

14 Dec Mayor’s Carol Service – 3.00pm 

21 Dec Choir Carol Service – 4.00pm 

Christmas Eve 

24 Dec Crib service – 4.00pm, children are 
invited to take part email Brenda 
brenda.harland@ntlworld.com 

Carols round the tree – 10.45pm 

Midnight Mass – 11.15pm 

Christmas day 

25 Dec Quiet Communion Service – 8.00am 

Family Service of Holy Communion 
at St. Mary’s – 10.00am  

Christmas Day Celebration at St 
Barnabas – 10.00am 

 

West Berkshire Food Bank 
Shopping list 

Urgently needed items 

Dried milk powder 

Sponge puddings 

Size 6/7/8 Nappies 

Confectionery 

Orange Juice 

UHT Milk 

Tinned meat meals  

Low on stock 

Tinned Fish 
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Wishing you a Happy Christmas and a blessed new year 

No sooner have we hit 25th December than the world beyond the church moves on to the next thing – 
typically the January sales. The tradition of course is that the celebration of Christmas lasts for twelve 
days and finishes at Epiphany, when we remember that the magi (wise men from the east, “kings”) 
visited Jesus and brought their famous gifts of Gold, Frankincense and Myrrh. 

All the fuss around Christmas makes it seem as though the original events must have been a big deal, 
but the truth is that most people didn’t notice. A child was born in Bethlehem – not an extraordinary 
event – and they went on with their lives as if nothing much had happened. It isn’t so very different 
today, as the message of Christmas gets drowned out and the “celebration” revolves around gifts often 
unwrapped in haste and enjoyed briefly. The importance of family at Christmas is a plus, but in a world 
of complicated families, even that is less significant than it was in my youth. 

One person who did notice was Herod, representing in his age the powers of the world, the Roman 
occupiers. He felt threatened by anything that might upset or challenge the balance of power, so he 
went about trying to make sure than any hope of change was extinguished, even slaughtering children 
to make sure. There are echoes of such horrors in the modern world too. And powers, including the 
pervasive power of money, try very hard to move us on. 

But the extended, joyful celebration of Christmas marks a challenge to the way things are – the world is 
not good enough: this beautiful world, created and loved by God, is in the grip of forces that destroy 
and diminish its beauty and its people. Climate change, war, famine, disease are too present and too 
common and too taken for granted. Christmas marks the beginning of the chance of something 
different – of God taking a hand in the world to change things. To change the world so that it becomes 
what it was meant to be “the kingdom of God/heaven”, and to change us and to enable us to be part of 
that global change through the “forgiveness of sin”. In the words of psalm 51 to create in us a 
clean/pure heart and renew a right spirit within us, 

The celebration of Christmas marks a new start and a new direction for the world, and for each of us. 
And carrying through that celebration instead of moving on at the world’s pace can be our first act of 
resistance. It is an annual reminder of the journey we have begin in our Christian faith, and a chance to 
begin the new calendar year taking our next  joyful steps on the way. 

So, when I wish you a happy Christmas and a happy and blessed new year, I really do mean it. 

Mark 

Matthew’s Gospel 

During the next year (“year A” in the church calendar) we will be reading Matthew’s Gospel through 
our Sunday morning services. Each of the Gospels tells the story of Jesus in a different way, bringing its 
own insights of hoiw Jesus’ coming is good news for the world. 

Matthew, for example, locates Jesus in history, relating his ancestry and locking him into the story of 
God’s action. Jesus is also located in the world – the magi/wise men represent a connection beyond 
the Jewish nation and the threat to Herod is an early indication of the battles of power that are being 
played out in the background of the story. 

Matthew also foregrounds Jesus as a teacher – there are five collections of Jesus’ teaching, which some 
think mirror the five books of the law (Genesis to Deuteronomy), setting Jesus in the pattern of Moses. 
The most famous section of teaching is in chapters 5-7 – the Sermon on the Mount, which addresses 
issues of the law, but also contains the “beatitudes” (Matthew 5: 1-12). 
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When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, his disciples came 
to him. Then he began to speak, and taught them, saying: 

‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

‘Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 

‘Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 

‘Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. 

‘Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy. 

‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 

‘Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. 

‘Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven. 

‘Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you 
falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same 
way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

It is perhaps particularly appropriate to 
reflect on these texts as Bishop Stephen has 
announced his retirement in 2026. This was 
the first passage Bishop Stephen brought to 
our attention when he was first appointed 
bishop. We still have some copies of the 
study materials he produced – so do ask for 
the little booklet of you are interested. They 
reflect Matthew’s concern that Jesus is for 
everyone and not just for those who seem to 
think they are entitled to God’s attention. 

And Matthew has his own take on the last 
supper, the institution of our communion 
service: it is Matthew’s gospel we tend to 
follow most closely in our own communion 
services. 

Two other features of Matthew’s gospel are 
worth some attention. The first is his concern 
with showing how Jesus connects not only to 
history (genealogy) and law (teaching)  but 
also to the prophets, and there are significant 
and repeated references and allusions to 
Jesus fulfilling prophecy. The whole of the Old 
Testament points to Jesus. 

Then in the story of Jesus’ death and 
resurrection you might perhaps notice how some significant stories about women are woven in at 
absolutely key moments. God’s love and purposes are for every human being (children get a mention 
too). It is this rich text that we will be exploring through the year. Matthew is probably the easiest 
Gospel to read through as a whole book – why not give it a go. 

Mark 
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Just imagine... 

...helping a stroke survivor regain sufficient 
strength to walk upstairs like they used to, 
...supporting an ex-serviceman to get out of his 
wheelchair unaided, 
...assisting someone recuperating after a brain 
operation to restore their balance, 
...restoring mobility to a sports enthusiast after 
he suffered a shattered hip. 
You're imagining being a volunteer at the West Berkshire Therapy Centre, where unique power-
assisted exercise makes a real difference to independence, well-being, and everyday life for clients with 
a wide range of challenges. 
Clients may be coping with a long-term health condition or recuperating after operation or injury. They 
may be wheelchair users. All will have been assessed by a Therapy Centre staffer at an initial 
appointment and then start on a bespoke programme of exercise. 
The smart machines at the Centre in Thatcham do as much or as little of the work required, and part of 
your role as a volunteer therapy assistant will be to ensure the equipment is used safely while helping 
monitor client progress ...as strength and mobility improves the machines will do less and less of the 
work. 
No special qualifications are needed.  A caring approach, a wish to support others at a time of need, 
and a reasonable level of fitness are the key requirements. Training will be provided, expenses are 
paid, hours are flexible, and you will never be left to try and cope and your own. 
Here's what Therapy Centre volunteer Heather says: 

“I have been a volunteer for 10 years and I can honestly say it's uplifting! You see the difference 
the exercises make to people and their demeanour changes and it's not just the exercises but the 
camaraderie that they share with fellow clients. 
It really is a privilege to work there” 

John, another volunteer, says: 
“I have always enjoyed working with people to achieve goals they didn't think they could achieve. 
I retired in 2022 and looked at various volunteering roles through the volunteering centre in 
Newbury. Sports and fitness have always played a big part of my life and I saw this role as an 
opportunity to give a little of my passion back to others. 
At the West Berkshire Therapy Centre, we offer individuals with challenging lives, an opportunity 
to exercise on specialised equipment designed to give anyone the opportunity to develop their 
bodies. As a volunteer it is our role to ensure clients use the machines safely and to get the 
maximum benefits from the centre; it is important that our clients feel relaxed and safe while 
using the equipment. 
Much of our role is talking with clients to encourage and show how equipment can be safely 
used. The work is rewarding as many of our clients gain so much from using the equipment” 

West Berkshire Therapy Centre is an independent charity founded in 2014. It is not part of the NHS or 
West Berkshire Council, and is largely funded by donations from users. 
Please pop down and see for yourself what a difference YOU could make as a Therapy Centre 
volunteer.  Or call 01635 864561 for a chat. You can find out more on the website 
www.westberkshiretherapycentre.org.uk 
Kimble Earl 
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Organ restoration project 
– Adopt a Pipe 

Our very lovely 1865 Grey and Davison organ 
is badly in need of restoration and we have 
already over the last few years raised £60000 
towards this.  Last month we launched Adopt 
a Pipe and have already raised £1000 through 
this. If you have already adopted a pipe, 
thank you very much.  If you don’t know 
about it, read on… 

You may have been married in St Mary’s, …said goodbye to someone dear to you or …attended a 
Christmas service here. On all these occasions the organ will have been central to the service. It’s the 
backbone to the music and style of worship we have here so if you would like to Adopt A Pipe we 
would be very grateful.   

You have a choice of pipe to adopt from 16ft to 2ft from £15. Payment can be by BACS (referencing 
Adopt a Pipe) or cash (in an envelope please given to someone in Church). You can adopt a pipe for a 
loved one, to celebrate a special occasion or just for fun. You will receive a certificate and when organ 
is fully restored, your contribution will be recorded in a commemorative book. Forms are available at 
the back of the Church or on the website. 

http://www.stmarysthatcham.org.uk/organfund.html 

Mary Stagg 


