Reﬂec%ons and Prayers: on Edges
This is the 18th in a series of weekly Reﬂec6ons and Prayers being oﬀered to the Norley Methodist Church
congrega6on and to colleagues and friends in many places near and far. They are kindly sourced by many
people. You are invited to use them freely for personal reﬂec6on and to share and retain them as you wish.

Edges – decep%ve and compelling
Some readers are familiar with our back garden. It’s on a steep
slope, with roughly horizontal pathways on several levels,
supported by walls of sandstone (40 tons of it). The accompanying
photo simply shows that, atop a 6-feet+ drop, toes protruding
from the edge of the wall, I stand relaxed without any trembling
or fear of fall. Why not?
In recent weeks, Joan and I have walked along the towpath of the
Trent and Mersey Canal, not far from here: would I have stood on
the towpath edge, facing the canal’s murky waters only 2 feet
below? I would have been vigorously discouraged. Now, like Jesus
in the wilderness, take yourself in imagina6on to the parapet of
the temple, or the chalk-cliﬀ edge at Beachy Head, near
Eastbourne (where Samaritans’ no6ces are prominently
posi6oned): would you or I stand with toes overlapping the edge?
No way, not a chance: we wouldn’t go within two yards.
Now, why is that? The situa6ons are similar, the apparent physical risk of falling not diﬀerent, but the
consequences of doing so veer from harmless, through unpleasant, to catastrophic: a sprained ankle, a dirty
soaking to certain death. Edges are indeed oddly decep6ve: yet, in these examples, is it all in the mind?
Now, go to Singapore and the Marina Bay Sands Hotel. It is
the most extraordinary structure with an ‘inﬁnity swimming
pool’ on the roof, propped up by three blocks of luxury hotel
bedrooms, accessed via several li]s from a vast, slightly
curved lobby of cafes, restaurants, lounges, shops and much
else on the ground ﬂoor. In the basement, there are more
shops (there always are in Singapore) and a casino. It has
become a new iconic image of the city state.

Up on the roof, swimmers seem likely to disappear
over the edge, which they don’t, but they do
enjoy fabulous views over the city while prac6sing
bu`erﬂy stroke or wading to the pool’s ‘inﬁnite’
edge. It’s a decep6ve edge too, as the water
ripples over an unseen wall.
There is something compelling about edges, both physical and, as Margaret and Sarah share in their personal
reﬂec6ons below, human and emo6onal.
John Bell, July 2020. Photos of our back garden (July 2020) and Marina Bay Sands Hotel (March 2018) by Joan Bell: the
inﬁnity pool from hotel publicity.

Edge Walking

Those of us who have enjoyed walking in the Peak District will
be familiar with the “Edges” - Baslow, Curbar, Frogga`,
Stanage and Derwent being the main ones. Some of us, but
not me (!) may have walked Striding Edge (publicity photo),
the ver6ginous route up Helvellyn, the third highest hill in the
Lake District and in England.
A few years ago, I completed a course at the Tavistock Centre
in London which oﬀers, amongst many other things, postgraduate training for those working in therapeu6c sehngs of
various kinds with troubled people. They had a phrase which
has remained with me ever since - “working on the edge”.
They didn’t mean working with people whom we might think
of as being on the edge of society. No, they were referring to
us the professionals as being “on the edge”, walking alongside anyone of any age and from any sphere of society
who might be teetering on the edge of a crumbling cliﬀ face, likely at any moment to give way beneath them.
The message was that we were not to remain at a distance just shou6ng encouragement, but we were to be
right there with them, pushing ourselves to the limits of our own experience and, some6mes, knowledge. I have
been there a number of 6mes in my work as a therapeu6c social worker and some of my edge walking has been
with children and adolescents.
In reﬂec6ng back on this from the safety of re6rement, and especially in the last few months, I am aware that
Jesus can call us to walk the edge in our Chris6an lives. He certainly talked a lot to those then regarded as being
on the edge of society - the Samaritan woman, lepers, beggars and tax collectors. However, he also engaged with
those who were at the edge of their experience and coping capacity. Some6mes these were the ones closest to
him. Before the Cruciﬁxion, Peter lacked courage at the point he might have witnessed about Jesus and, instead,
denied he knew him. A]erwards, Thomas lacked faith at the point which should have been his greatest joy and
doubted the iden6ty of the risen Christ. Jesus himself walked the “edge” in the Garden of Gethsemane - “He
took Peter and the two sons of Zebedee along with him and he began to be sorrowful and troubled. Then he
said to them, ‘My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death. Stay here and keep watch with me’”.
(Ma`hew 26: 37-38)
Some6mes walking with Jesus is like walking in green pastures or by refreshing streams and that gives a glow to
our Chris6an experience. There are 6mes, by contrast, when we are called to walk “on the edge” which can push
us to the limit of our tolerance and leave us fearing we may topple over the cliﬀ.
In a recent sermon from Wesley’s Chapel in London, which I viewed on You Tube, the Superintendent Minister,
Rev Canon Dr Jen Smith, said that “a healthy church must have excellent peripheral vision”. She added that
“miracles are more likely to be experienced at its edge, in the things we didn’t plan for, budget for, or risk
assess”. I’m thinking, therefore, that we need this “peripheral vision” to see where it is we need to be and, when
there, the ability to recognise that miracles may be happening even as we teeter along trying not to fall oﬀ. In
prac6ce, we may only see the miracle once we feel safe again and this was certainly the case in my own
experience. I know now I have been part of several miracles but certainly didn’t recognise them at the 6me,
partly because some miracles are not a quick ﬁx and are much more of a slow plod.
This sort of edge walking can be a ma`er of choice because we feel called to be there. However, we can also ﬁnd
ourselves there in an unexpected way because of the circumstances of life. This present situa6on may feel like
that for a lot of people. Either way we can know that Jesus is walking alongside us, suppor6ng us and anybody
we may be walking that path with.
“Then Peter got out of the boat and walked on the water to Jesus. But when he saw the wind, he was afraid and,
beginning to sink, cried out, ‘Lord save me’! Immediately, Jesus reached out his hand and caught him.” (Ma`hew
14: 29-31a)
Margaret Lee, Swanwick, Derbyshire, July 2020.

Lightening the edge of grief, then and now

My husband Peter died in December 2017. By nature, I am a person who copes with what life gives me. By
nature, I also like to be able to ﬁx things. And of course death can’t be ﬁxed, except in the hope of an a]erlife.
And I’m pre`y rubbish when faced with a problem that I can’t ﬁx.
I spent the be`er part of my marriage not knowing whether or not Peter was a Chris6an. He was a cradle
Anglican and I’m a cradle Methodist. I went to church. He didn’t. At least not regularly for the ﬁrst 20 years or
so of our marriage. And then he turned up for worship with me on the morning a]er Saddam Hussein was
executed, didn’t like the fact that this was totally ignored in the service and started a`ending regularly. Funny
what draws people to church.
By the 6me he died Peter had become a member of the Methodist church, and a circuit steward, and had
men6oned to me, just in passing, that he’d once considered a call to ministry. Who’d have thought it? Certainly
not me. But it meant that when he was diagnosed with a par6cularly troublesome cancer we were ﬁnally able
to talk about God. And we did. And he insisted that we pray for strength to deal with what was in front of us
rather than a cure. And that was what we did.
So there I was in December 2017 with a problem that couldn’t be ﬁxed. I walked. And walked. And walked
some more. And I wept. Lots. I dealt with my 60th birthday and then Christmas and then the funeral and then I
got on with gehng on. I worked hard at being busy. I joined our church Open the Book team - low stress,
people I knew well, short bursts, no excuse not to leave the house. My Chair of District heard my plea for a job
and found me something tricky to deal with which involved staying away from home. I restarted the house
group that we had been hos6ng. I volunteered at a local country park. I joined with a handful of others and we
bought the village pub. And most foolish of all (already being a church steward) I became a circuit steward.
For a long 6me a]er Peter died, I found it hard to pray. I like to walk and my habit of years has been to talk out
loud to the Almighty when walking - in the fervent hope that only God would hear me. When he died, I started
talking out loud to Peter rather than to God. I expect many people talk to loved ones they have lost. I hope it’s
not just me. By and large I work on the basis that he’s probably in good company. And gradually I learned to
include God in the conversa6on again.
And so it went for just over two years. I kept busy, learned to laugh again, and got on with living on my own.
And then came March 2020. And everything stopped. Church stopped. No Sunday worship, no coﬀee
mornings, no house group, no Open the Book. The country park closed. And the pub closed. Stay at home.
Protect the NHS. Save lives. And say goodbye to your coping mechanisms.
I found myself rudderless. And unable to pray. Again. In lockdown on my own I had to work hard not to be
envious of those in lockdown with loved ones. I found Zoom calls and quizzes isola6ng - others had families in
the background. I was more on my own at the end of the call than at the beginning. If I went for my daily
government-sanc6oned walk and didn’t meet someone to talk to I probably wouldn’t see someone to talk to
face to face for the whole day. Hearing others talk of how much they were enjoying lockdown did not help. It
wasn’t a good 6me. Cleaning cupboards just didn’t cut the mustard. Gardening was about the only solace.
I have had to learn how to cope with grief without being busy all the 6me. And I’m not good at not being busy.
Being busy is my default coping mechanism. I can’t explain what has got me through this 6me, but something
has. I can’t ﬁnd a biblical text to explain this or back it up, but God must be in there somewhere, giving me the
strength to carry on without descending back into the depths of grief.
I have worked on praying to God rather than talking to Peter. (I s6ll do a bit of both.) I’ve found pleasure in the
small things and in the occasional chats with people who were strangers in March and whose names I know
now. I’ve varied my worship by following a small rural high Anglican congrega6on and have enjoyed the
language that Peter grew up with. I’m thankful now that we had 6me to talk together about our faith. I’ve
realised that it doesn’t ma`er how late you have that conversa6on as long as you have it.
And I’m thankful that Peter died at a 6me when I was able to be surrounded by people who loved us. If you are
close to someone with a loved one who is dying or who has been recently bereaved, or even who is just
spending lockdown living on their own, you can help in the smallest of ways. I didn’t cook for the 3 weeks that
Peter spent dying at home. A small group of friends from church and elsewhere brought meals and cakes. Some
knocking on the door. Some leaving food on the doorstep and then sending a message. A]er he died the same

friends invited me for meals and for walks. They didn’t ask what I needed or wanted; they were just there for
me. How much harder for anyone star6ng this journey now. Don’t ask what you can do. Just do something.
Oﬀer to sit on the garden wall with a ﬂask. Invite them for a picnic. Leave a cake or a meal in the doorstep. Go
with them for a socially distanced walk. Make a phone call. Write a le`er. Tell them that they’re in your prayers.
And mean it. Make the ﬁrst move because they probably don’t have the strength to. And keep making the ﬁrst
move because when they are in the depths it may be all they can do to keep aﬂoat.
Sarah, NoKngham & Derby District, July 2020.

Prayers for those on the edge
In silence, we pray with people on the edge, in diﬀerent circumstances:
o feeling stress in their work, wondering what the day or night or shi] may bring;
o separated from family, unable to meet with parents and grandparents, children and grandchildren;
o isolated, conﬁned to their homes, with li`le or no escape;
o overwhelmed with grief, following the loss of a loved one;
o anxiously awai6ng medical diagnosis, or results of tests, fearing the worst;
o ques6oning God, or their faith;
o u`erly depressed to the point of contempla6ng suicide;
o on the margins of society, without friends, feeling neglected, even abandoned;
o discriminated against because of their ethnic background, gender, orienta6on, ……., feeling side-lined;
o especially now, Methodist ministers and their families in the midst of their ‘re-invita6on process’;
and others we call to mind.
We pray too with people who seek to bring comfort, support and assurance:
o the staﬀ of the Samaritans and similar organisa6ons;
o counsellors, therapists and pastoral carers;
o friends, neighbours, families and kind strangers;
for all who walk alongside those on the edge.
We bring all our prayers in the name of Jesus. Amen.
John Bell, July 2020.

And ﬁnally, words of commitment
We are pilgrims on a journey,
and companions on the road;
we are here to help each
walk the mile and bear the load.
Richard A M Gillard, StF 611 and R&S 474.
Photo by Joan Bell, on the Whitegate Way, Cheshire, May 2020.
Note and encouragement to all readers
I have collected and compiled these reﬂec6ons and prayers, including some of my own thoughts. If you wish to oﬀer pieces
for inclusion in future weeks, please send them to me at johnabell@supanet.com. Each edi6on will be released on a Friday
so that it can be distributed for Sunday and the following week.
Any hymns are referenced from their most recent publica6on in a Bri6sh Methodist hymnbook (Singing the Faith – StF,
Hymns and Psalms – H&P or even the 1933 Methodist Hymn Book – MHB), and for URC readers, in Rejoice and Sing (R&S).
the URC’s present hymnal.

