
Collect, Readings and Reflection for 13 September 2020, 
the 14th Sunday after Trinity 
 

Collect (the Church’s prayer for today): 
 

Almighty God, 
whose only Son has opened for us 
a new and living way into your presence: 
give us pure hearts and steadfast wills 
to worship you in spirit and in truth; 
through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, 
who is alive and reigns with you, 
in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and for ever. 
Amen. 
 

Readings: Genesis 50:15-21; Matthew 18:21-36 
 

This week’s reflection is by Reader Cal Bailey:  
 

God call us to be a community of truth and mercy 

I’m finding our return to church very difficult – I wonder if you are too?  There’s a side of 

me which is absolutely delighted to be with St James’ folk again – to see you physically – 

and to be back in our church which is looking spectacularly fresh and bright after its re-

plastering, re-decoration and cleaning. 

But I’m finding it very difficult that we can’t sing, see each other’s faces or have coffee 

together afterwards; we have to be so distant from each other, so silent before God and 

so few in numbers.  So many people I miss; so many I haven’t seen for months.  Far from 

hugging, we can’t even shake hands!  I think I must admit that for all my British reserve, 

I’m actually quite a touchy–feely person!  I enjoy our community. 

I’ve heard people saying that our Covid experience is like an exile.  Like – in a way – the 

experience of the Israelites 2600 years ago when they were overcome by the 

Babylonians, rather than a virus; and were either killed or taken to live in Babylon 600 

miles from home – in a new world, with new practices, cultures, norms and rules.  I find 

the idea of exile helps to describe my feelings of helplessness, uncertainty and loss. 

Our first reading, from Genesis 50 verses 15-21 describes the fear which surrounded the 

first exile – 1200 years earlier still – when Jacob’s family left Bethel, which is about 12 

miles north of Jerusalem, in a famine,  and followed Joseph – who was so hated by his 

brothers that they sold him as a slave, to people who took him to Egypt.  Joseph had – 

extraordinarily – become Prime Minister of Egypt; and had invited his family to join him.  



But when old man Jacob died, the brothers wondered whether their powerful brother 

would seek retribution for their cruelty when they had been younger. 

They are afraid, and come to their great brother Joseph in trembling and offer to be his 

slaves.  Joseph is distraught – powerful he may be; dominating he is not.   He has forgiven 

his brothers, but they aren’t reconciled to him.  He wants to be in full brotherhood with 

them: but they haven’t believed him, haven’t heard his forgiveness, and still fear his 

punishment.  In how many families is fear such a force today? 

This is the first of many places in scripture where Joseph’s words of comfort are meant to 

be heard well beyond their original audience: “Don’t be afraid.  You intended to harm me, 

but God intended it for good.”  God has forgiven you; so have I; forgive yourselves too.  

Let’s be one now. 

So with this pandemic.  We too are called not to be afraid.  The virus is an evil amongst 

us.  But God has many times brought good out of evil.  And he is still our God and he will 

do it again.   We may be in a strange land of new rules and distant relationships and lost 

holidays and much else which is difficult and harms us – but God intends it for good.  Our 

task is to trust; it is to be one; it is to pray “Tell me O Lord what is mine to do; and help 

me to do it faithfully.” 

Our second reading, from Matthew 18:21-35, suggests what this might look like.  The 

parable of the unmerciful servant is a story of a big household with much business and 

many servants, with big debts and business difficulties and – to everyone’s surprise – a 

generous boss.  This boss has a servant who owes him a fortune, who can’t pay and who 

isn’t thrown into the debtors’ prison but is given time to turn his business around and 

raise the funds.  The boss isn’t greedy but generous.  

But this servant, who has been shown such mercy, fails to treat a colleague who owes 

him a few quid with similar generosity, throwing him instead into the debtors’ prison.  

The household is appalled by his behaviour.  It’s so unfair!  Look what the boss did for 

him?  What shall we do?  Should we go tell the boss?   

It’s a story about the mercy of God; and about the community he wants to build in his 

world.  His kingdom is a place of truth and mercy, not fear and punishment.  So what 

might that mean for us, as we adjust to our exile in a covid world with new rules, distant 

relationships, much economic damage - but trying to trust that our God is good, and that 

we are to be a community which reflects his truth and mercy?    

As you may know, our church income has suffered seriously without the Parish Centre 

income, without weddings and Easter Egg Hunts, and without being able to welcome 

visitors to church.   So today we’re launching a stewardship campaign to try to restore 

our income and balance our books this year and going forward.    But we’re going to do 

this stewardship campaign with a difference, which reflects our trust that God is good, 

and our goal to be a community which reflects his truth and mercy. 



For some, Covid has been a time of loss – loss not only of contact but also of income; loss 

both of freedom and of work.  I know at least 3 people in St James who have lost work or 

jobs.  For these people, we invite you to reduce your giving to St James!  At least until 

more work comes your way.   The rest of us will stand by you, and hold you up. 

For many of us, Covid has been a time of loss of contact, but not of income.  In fact it’s 

been so difficult to spend our money in the last 6 months, that a few people have talked 

to me of the saving they’ve done.  For these people, which includes Jo and I, we wonder 

whether you can raise your giving to St James?  Can you demonstrate the community 

which reflects God’s truth and mercy in this way?    

And we’re also asking those who currently give by standing order to move to a direct 

debit system called the Parish Giving Scheme, which will reduce the work of the 

Treasurer and accelerate the receipt of gift aid.   Let’s be a community which recognises 

the truth of Covid and its impact on us; and shares the burden across everyone.  Our God 

is a good God and his intention is to bless us - even in our Covid exile.  Let’s not be afraid; 

let’s share our burdens; let’s be a community of truth and mercy.   

 
Amen.  


