Sermon at Cornhill Church 
The Second Sunday of Epiphany, 18th January 2026


Psalm 40.1-12; 1 Corinthians 1.1-9


I think I’m right in saying that it’s not often, in Cornhill Church at least, that our Bible readings include one of the Psalms.  

This was not so much the case, of course, when we had those services of Sung Evensong in May, June and July last year.  And it was not the case in the ‘old days,’ when Sunday worship in the Church of England was primarily comprised of Mattins and Evensong, or Morning Prayer and Evening Prayer, according to the Book of Common Prayer.  

That is presumably because the Psalms are essentially a form of prayer, in which the psalmist wrestles with his understanding of God, and relationship to God.  The writer of today’s psalm, for example, said, ‘I waited patiently for the Lord.’  He then goes on to ruminate on his relationship with God, and says, Happy are they who trust in the Lord,’ and ends by saying, ‘You are the Lord; do not withhold your compassion from me; let your love and your faithfulness keep me safe for ever.’  

The days of people going to church twice on a Sunday are mostly long gone, of course.  But it occurs to me that what has really changed is the nature of worship itself.  In the ‘old days’ (some might say the ‘good old days’), Morning Prayer and Evening Prayer were the norm, and Holy Communion was the exception.  The Parish Communion Movement changed all that, with its emphasis on ‘the Lord’s people around the Lord’s table on the Lord’s day.’ 

In retrospect, I suspect that this might have been a mistake, for two reasons.  First, the phrase ‘the Lord’s people’ rather suggests that the church is a bounded set, meaning that you’re either in or you’re out; you’re either one of ‘the Lord’s people’ or you’re not.  This is intrinsically exclusive of those who might feel drawn to worship, but don’t feel part of the ‘in crowd’.  I have always bristled at the phrase ‘the Lord’s people’, or ‘God’s people’, because God loves all that he has made, and, whether we worship on a Sunday or not, we are all God’s people.  And I’ve said before that my preferred model of the Church is a centred set, not a bounded set.  In a centred set, there is no such thing as ‘in or out,’ because there are no boundaries.

And second, an emphasis on Holy Communion necessarily puts an emphasis on priest-led worship.  Holy Communion every week requires a priest every week, and, if clergy aren’t available, then what do you do?  The answer is to have fewer services of Holy Communion, but not fewer services per se.  The answer is to have more services of Morning Worship, that is, lay-led worship.  And this makes sense to me, because, as the saying goes, ‘Church is prior to ministry,’ meaning that the church, i.e. the worshipping community, comes first, and ministers come second.  

(In the Church of Scotland, by the way, many rural churches are closing because there are too few ministers.  But this is putting things the wrong way round.  The important thing is that the worshipping community should worship in a way that works for them, and the clergy should add value to what is already happening.)

And so we come back to Morning Prayer and Evening Prayer.  In Carham Church, of course, they have Holy Communion just twice a year, at Christmas and Easter, because most of the people who come to worship don’t wish to receive Holy Communion.  And in Norham Church, we have given up having school services of Holy Communion, because (a) children can’t receive communion, and (b) few if any of the parents come forward for communion – which rather defeats the point of having a Communion Service!  For those who aren’t already regular worshippers, Holy Communion can feel rather off-putting.  

Professor Linda Woodhead, of Kings’ College London, wrote a book some years ago, with the journalist Andrew Brown, about the state of the Church of England.  The book was called, That Was the Church That Was, and I am privileged to have ended up with the copy previously owned, and signed, by Fiona Maxwell, who used to worship at Cornhill Church.

Linda Woodhead has more recently written as follows:

One of the interesting things about prayer is that everyone knows what it is, and they always have, everywhere.  Secular people are not immune.  People can pray even if they are not sure about God or whether it even works.  Prayer cards left in a hospital chapel say things like ‘Thank you for the doctors and nurses’; ‘Please make my dad better again’ and so on.  No addressee is needed.  …

Thus prayer is open to all, in a way that an open, societal church like the CofE also needs to be.  Worship is much more exclusive.  It was called the Book of Common Prayer for a reason.  Worship is not common.  A lot of people don’t know what it is and certainly wouldn’t seek it out if they did.  The 20th century church gave it too much focus.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Parish, Prayer, Place, Past and Beauty - How the CofE Connects to England: A reflection on the William Temple Foundation publication ‘Towards the Conversion of the CofE by the Rest of England’, Linda Woodhead, F. D. Maurice Professor, King’s College London (October 2025).] 


I pretty much agree with all of that.  Linda Woodhead is, I suspect, using hyperbole (as Jesus often did) to emphasise a point.  I’m not entirely sure that ‘everyone knows’ what prayer is, but I’m fairly sure that everyone prays, sometime or other, whether or not they are consciously aware of praying.  Likewise, I’m not entirely sure that ‘a lot of people don’t know’ what worship is, since I’m fairly sure that a capacity for worship is intrinsic to human beings.  (When we see a beautiful sunset, for example, we naturally feel a sense of wonder, and a sense of wonder is the beginning of worship.)  Nevertheless, collective worship is not everyone’s cup of tea, whereas, as Linda Woodhead says, ‘People can pray, even if they are not sure about God, or whether it even works.’

[bookmark: _GoBack]The primary purpose of prayer, it seems to me, is to help us develop a relationship with God.  The more we pray, the more we become ‘sure about God’.  And, even if a particular prayer doesn’t appear to ‘work’, it is a step in the right direction of a right relationship with God, which means that no prayer is ever wasted.

So perhaps we should refer to lay-led services at Cornhill Church as Morning Prayer, rather than Morning Worship.  Cornhill Church will continue to have a future so long as it provides people with the opportunity to pray, and, though clergy have their uses, you don’t need a priest in order to pray.
