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  Foreword

  I grew up in a congregation that used ‘Congregational Praise’ as a hymn book. It was first published in 1951 and the first lines of the preface said:

  
    ‘The Congregational Hymnary was published in 1916. In the Preface it is stated that ‘each generation requires – or, at least, demands – its own hymn-book.’’

  

  We used to laugh at that when we were still using Congregational Praise in 1989, when I started training for the ministry. That didn’t mean that things had stood still. The language and style of worship changed considerably in the last decades of the twentieth century, and many congregations used supplements to their traditional hymn books, either printed or projected. It is simple: God continues to be involved in this changing world, and our response of worship, and the words of hymns, need to develop to keep up.

  At the same time, hymns from the past help us to know where we have come from, and make us aware of the community of the Spirit of which we are part. I had a colleague who said, ‘We don’t sing any worship song that’s more than five years old in our church.’ Whilst that ensures a contemporary feel to worship, a hymn is not necessarily good just because it is new. Words and tunes and rhythms from our past help us to move into worship.

  Amongst some churches the hymn book tended to be seen as the prayer book for the congregation, they were arranged thematically and hymns were seen as a source of private devotion as well as corporate worship. Now hymn books are more likely to be arranged alphabetically by their first line, but they still express theology. I’ve always been impressed by the way that John Bell of the Iona community combines refreshing theology with new tunes or with old folk tunes that strike a deep chord. His conviction that we start ‘to believe what we sing’ shows the importance of reviewing the hymns and songs we use in worship and test whether they express what we believe.

  The hymns that John Henson has collected here resonate with these thoughts. John sometimes takes an established hymn and uses the themes and tune to give familiarity, but uses fresh words to update the theology. He sometimes takes a hymn which has given a false impression for years, and writes new verses to reflect recent scholarship. Always they are about praising God in whom we have faith, in words that reflect the faith we have.

  These hymns may not all suit you. You might not be able to imagine singing them in your church. Hopefully you will find them thought and faith provoking, and use them as a way into prayer. Maybe they will even encourage you to try adapting or writing a hymn yourself. Then they will have done their job of prompting worship of God.

  Simon Walkling. Minister St. David’s Uniting Church, Pontypridd.


  Introduction

  ‘Sing heartily, by all means, but think carefully about what you’re singing.’ Letters to Corinth. Good As New pg 346

  Gems Reset and Buttons Polished arose out of the concern of many Christians who have told me they find it difficult to join in the traditional prayers and hymns of the churches with honesty since the words no longer accurately express their genuine beliefs and commitment. Yet at the same time is felt a sense of loss that is more than just nostalgia for the tools of devotion of former years. Is there something that can be rescued from these hymns and prayers? The tunes, surely. But are the words all dross? Can we strip away the militarism, triumphalism, imperialism, flat-earthism, exclusivism, sexism and sentimentalism with which many of the great hymns and prayers are marred? Here we try. Whether we succeed or not, whether there is a market for such a product, time alone will tell. Maybe it will be up to others to do better than we have done. Indeed there are many others already working in this field.

  For some our efforts may simply create a new awareness. The new settings and polishing may get them to realise that much of what they say and sing in their churches is twaddle and that by continuing they are slowly sawing through the cord that connects faith with reality. The church that encourages its people to sing over and over again words that do not have the ring of truth is doing something very dangerous. It is not only endangering its own future, but damaging the psyche of lovely people, and that is very bad indeed.

  These reset gems and polished buttons are dedicated to my father, Revd. W. Clifford Henson who had a special love for the great hymns of the Church and introduced hymns of quality, both old and new, in the churches of Wales and the South West of England where he ministered. He believed we were expected by God to use our minds in worship, and among his pet hates were songs with trite poetry, shallow theology and weak tunes. He would certainly have agreed with the purpose of this book. Whether he would have been satisfied with its contents is less certain. We shall have to wait until we see him again to find out.

  John Henson, compiler.


  Gems Reset

  The Beauty

  (‘The Grace’)

  The beauty of Jesus our Leader, the Love of God our Parent, and the Joy of the Spirit our Uniter be with us for ever. Amen (Or ‘Be it so’ or ‘Yes’)


  Ready for God

  (‘Prayer of Humble Access’)

  

  (Alternative responses as above)

  Loving God, you know our thoughts, our feelings and our secrets. You accept us as we are. Fuse your Spirit with our minds and passions to make our love real and our thanks sincere. We meet you through Jesus, our Leader.

  Or (Closer to trad)

  All loving God, to whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hidden:

  Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of your Spirit, that we may truly love you and sincerely praise you for what you are.


  The Pattern Prayer

  (‘The Lord’s Prayer’)

  Loving God, here and everywhere, help us proclaim your values and bring in your New World. Supply us with our day to day needs. Forgive us for wounding you, while we forgive those who wound us. Give us courage to meet life’s trials and deal with evil’s power. We celebrate your New World, full of life and beauty, lasting forever.


  Passing on the Goodness

  (The Levitical Blessing)

  God cheer you and look after you; God convince you that life is good; God assure you that love is the lasting reality; God satisfy your deepest needs; God give you peace, now and forever.


  Friends Not Servants

  (Prayer of Ignatius Loyola)

  Teach us, Jesus, to help you all we can; to give without resentment more than we intended; to love and accept love and cope with its pain; to enjoy work, rest and play; to be friends you can rely on; for your sake and ours. Amen (Or ‘Be it so’ or ‘Yes’)


  Duet for Heaven and Earth

  (‘The Gloria’)

  Enjoy God’s beauty above and around,

  And share God’s peace with every living thing.

  Our God and eternal Friend,

  Mother and Father of all,

  We value you, we thank you

  We praise you for your love.

  Jesus, faithful likeness of God,

  True God, God given as a present to us,

  You remove the world’s misery and mess:

  Help us and comfort us;

  You share our full humanity:

  We know you listen.

  For only you are genuine;

  Only you are pure love,

  Only you are worth everything else and more;

  Jesus, God’s character, with the Spirit, God’s presence,

  The beauty of God for all to enjoy.


  Mary’s Song for Lisa (Elizabeth)

  
(‘The Magnificat’ As in ‘Good As New’)


  I sense the greatness of God

  Who makes my joy complete;

  God smiled at me and asked my help,

  And everyone will dance with glee

  At the wonderful thing happening to me.

  What a God!

  In every age God helps the good,

  Upsetting the plans of the arrogant:

  See how the powerful fall off their perches!

  Honor for the modest, a banquet for the hungry;

  The rich get nothing and slink away!

  God keeps promises to friends and companions-

  Abraham, Sarah, and their like today.


  Simeon’s Goodbye

  (The ‘Nunc Dimittis’)

  Now God your helper is ready to move on,

  Because I have seen your plan for the world.

  Soon the secret will be out -

  New hope for every land,

  The greatest event in your people’s history.
OR

  (As in ‘Good As New’)

  Your helper, God, moves on content,

  Your plans my eyes have seen;

  A new day dawns for every land,

  Beyond your people’s dream.


  Kerry’s Song

  
(‘The Benedictus’ – ‘Song of Zechariah’

  As in ‘Good as New’)


  What a wonderful God,

  The God of Jacob, Leah, and Rachel!

  This God has come to help us and set us free.

  The world will be healed by the power of love,

  By a descendant of David and Bathsheba.

  Those who spoke God’s promises were right:

  The days of hate and having enemies are passing.

  God was generous to our ancestors,

  A loyal and reliable friend.

  God promised Abraham and Sarah

  An end to hostility and fear,

  Freedom to worship and serve.

  You, little baby, will speak for God;

  You will go in front of God’s Chosen Leader

  And roll out the carpet.

  You’ll tell people their problems are over,

  Free from guilt at last.

  God is kind and gentle;

  God will turn darkness into daylight,

  So we can make our way in peace.


  Giving Credit where Credit’s Due

  (‘Te Deum Laudamus’)

  We praise you, God:

  You are greater than everything.

  The whole world marvels

  At the one who loves forever.

  All those close to you sing your praise:

  Their songs echo through time and space.

  Artists and musicians

  Speak with one voice -

  ‘Great, wise and beautiful God,

  Lover of millions,

  Everywhere your brilliance

  Startles and surprises us.’

  Those who announce your good news praise you:

  Those who speak your words praise you.

  Those who have died for you praise you:

  Your friends the world over praise you.

  All who know about your love

  Through the one who is your Likeness,

  With the help of your Spirit.

  Jesus, you are the greatest of all;

  You are the true likeness of the Loving God.

  To save us from our folly,

  You became one of us.

  You did away with death and its horrors

  And invited everybody to God’s New World.

  You are one with the being of God.

  God’s love shines through you.

  We believe you will put right

  Everything wrong with us.

  So your friends look to you for help.

  You have made us yours by dying for us.

  Help us to be like you

  And reflect your beauty.

  God, heal your people and improve their lives;

  Teach them to love and inspire them with confidence.

  You seem greater to us every moment;

  There is always more to learn about you.

  Help us today to avoid being selfish;

  We are glad you keep on forgiving.

  Your kindness makes us want to please you.

  Each says, ‘I trust you God.

  You will not let me down.’


  Spreading the Word

  (Introduction to readings from Hebrew writings, Early

  

  Christian Writings and Post-Biblical writings)

  Bidding before readings.

  Listen to this reading from Jeremiah the Prophet

  Listen to this reading of Good News from Mark

  Listen to this reading from the words of Theresa of Lisieux
Response (optional) We are ready to listen.

  Bidding after readings

  Give thanks for every way God speaks!

  Response (optional) We thank you God!

  Or:

  Bidding

  Praise God who speaks to us!

  Response

  Amen.

  Note. It has become fashionable in some quarters to precede the reading of the Bible with the words ‘Hear the Word of God as found…etc’ and to conclude with ‘This is the Word of the Lord’, to which the congregation are expected to reply ‘Thanks be to God.’ This form of words, besides sounding authoritarian , equates (intentionally or otherwise) the expression ‘Word of God’ with the Bible, thus excluding the recognition of the Word of God in later and contemporary Christian writings and the writings of other faiths, as well as through the physical universe, the arts, preaching, prayer, fellowship, etc. For the Christian, Jesus is paramount as ‘The Word made Flesh’.
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