Dear All
We are already settled into 2026, a year of rain and wind so far, but one that brings much hope into our churches and Christian lives. We fill in data for the Diocese at this time of the year, a Parish Return, which highlights the attendance figures and occasional offices (baptisms, weddings and funerals) and last year was again a year of progress in many areas. It has been a delight to see new faces at in all our churches and to still be welcoming couples for weddings and families for baptisms and helping families at the end of a relative’s earthly life. 
Our churches are being used as much now as they have been in my time here, which goes against the apparent trend that the Church of England is ‘fading away’. I firmly believe that this is the result of not just a greater need for folk to find a purpose in their life, and perhaps a companion to base their life on and share their life with, but an ‘atmosphere’ within our churches which is relaxed, attractive and welcoming, enabling those who come to feel like they have been present for much longer. This is down to each and every member of our congregations, and although you shouldn’t be doing it for me, or any of the ministry team, can I say thank you, because it makes our life so much easier and brighter.
Karen and I went to Thicket Priory to see if it was suitable for the Parish Away Day and we stayed for their morning Mass and ate lunch with Father Pat, a retired Priest who had celebrated Mass. He had come from Ireland over 50 years ago and at that point there were 250 Catholic Priests in the Diocese of Leeds, he now reckons that there are no more than 30! Last August we sadly saw the closure of the last Methodist Chapel in our Parish (Rufforth): both bits of news just highlight the ‘struggle’ Christianity is living through. I think that part of the success the parish has in being able to continue to hold it’s own in a difficult time for any faith, is the fact that people are being able to feel comfortable in their faith and ultimately in their being. I am reading a very ‘non-theological’ book and recently came across a quote from a book by Jordan Peterson titled the 12 Rules for Life, which had been written on a post it note and stuck on a fridge to try and encourage a 10 year old boy to do better in his life, and it read “compare yourself to who you were yesterday, not to who someone else is today”. 
This saying could have come out of a theological book and not one about an imaginary operative trying to kill an imaginary President of America! Jesus’ teaching, or lack of teaching, is all about trying to let people live out their Christian life as themselves, and to try to not always be looking up to someone else, including himself. He would often send the disciples off to do their work without having fully instructed them how to overcome every eventuality. It’s like a car mechanic having a young trainee for a few weeks and showing them where the tools are and showing them how he or she fixed a few basic problems and then saying I’m off, it’s all down to you. The Trainee would make lots of mistakes along the way, but with time and patience they would find their feet and do things their own way. They would eventually succeed.
We are not to be robots, doing and believing the same things in our faith life, we have been given so much freedom to find Jesus ourselves, and in our own way, and this is what is so pleasing to see within our worshipping community. People are not worrying what others do or think, they are becoming very happy in their own skin, and this happiness is what I feel, is spilling out within our chuches. 
We have just had the first creation story from Genesis as one of our Sunday readings and after the creation on the first six days the scripture finishes “And God saw that it was good. And there was evening and there was morning, the x day” To me this is God relaxing after a hard day at work, sitting down in his armchair, in front of a roaring fire, and feeling totally relaxed in Himself. I think we are benefitting from more and more people within our worshipping communities feeling the same. If you don’t quite feel there yet, I pray that you find that space where you are totally happy and can let the love of God wash completely over you, and that the smile and joy this causes never leaves you. 
A second of the 12 rules says “make friends with people who want the best for you”. Jesus is that best friend, a friend who always wants the best for you, and who desperately wants you to find and live out who YOU really are.
Martin.
