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Today’s readings
Psalm 139: 1–12 (“The inescapable God”)
O Lord, you have searched me and known me. You know when I sit down and when I rise
up; you discern my thoughts from far away. You search out my path and my lying down, and
are acquainted with all my ways. Even before a word is on my tongue, O Lord, you know it
completely. You hem me in, behind and before, and lay your hand upon me. Such
knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is so high that I cannot attain it.
Where can I go from your spirit? Or where can I flee from your presence? If I ascend to heaven,
you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. If I take the wings of the morning and
settle at the farthest limits of the sea, even there your hand shall lead me, and your right hand
shall hold me fast. If I say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me, and the light around me become
night,” even the darkness is not dark to you; the night is as bright as the day, for darkness is as
light to you. Amen.  (NRSV)

Galatians 5: 19–26 (“The fruit of the Spirit”)
Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry,
sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness,
carousing, and things like these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do
such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.

By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity,
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things. And those who
belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. If we live by the
Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit. Let us not become conceited, competing against
one another, envying one another. Amen.  (NRSV)

Today’s hymns
Jesus calls us here to meet him (CH4: 510)
Jesus’ hands were kind hands, doing good to all (CH4: 351)
Oh, sing a new song to the Lord, for wonders he has done (CH4: 61)
I, the Lord of sea and sky, I have heard my people’s cry (CH4: 251)
From all that dwells below the skies (CH4: 146)



This sermon was preached in a summer service in 2015 when our theme for the season was
“people of faith”.

Back in 1974, when I was 10 years old, a new person came to my home congregation
of Wellington Church, Glasgow, and sat in the pew immediately behind us. This was
a thin, white-haired lady, dressed Sunday by Sunday in sombre, dark grey clothes.

She was far from old, yet she had the bearing of one who had seen life. And she had.
This quiet lady and I never had much of a conversation, but my parents knew her, and I
could tell that they had the greatest respect for who she was and for what she did. And so
today, I want to tell you the story of the lady who sat behind us. It’s quite a story, and
perhaps it’s a story which will help us all to realise that saints – true saints of God – can be
closer to us than we think.
Her name was Stella Reekie. She was born in 1922, the youngest of eight children who grew
up in the English town of Gravesend, Kent. In her youth, Stella was a very caring person of
deep Christian faith, and she decided that she wanted to train as a nursery nurse. But as with
so many of her generation, her plans, her hopes, her opportunities in life all came to a sudden
and terrible end with the onset of the Second World War.
One evening Stella went to a Red Cross wartime film screening, and there the young woman
learned about the distress being endured by ordinary people all across war-torn Europe. She
saw the hunger, she saw the poverty, and in particular she saw the need for relief workers.
She found a sense of calling that night, and so she joined the Red Cross and took evening
classes in preparation for work which would lie ahead in the horrors of a ravaged Europe.
Early in 1945, aged just 22, she sailed with other team workers to Belgium. While they were
there, an S.O.S. was received from the front line. A camp named Bergen-Belsen had been
discovered by the allies and liberated, and the Red Cross team, as non-combatants, were the
only people who could go in to care for civilians.
Stella later wrote: “That was the beginning of a long chapter of my life ... Here I saw much
but it is sufficient to say that it was here I saw before my own eyes (in the same dazzling
way in which Christ stood before Paul to tell him of the Truth) Jesus the Christ living to save
mankind. I saw in the horrors of Belsen what man could do if Christ was not in the centre of
men’s lives, and at the centre of the world.”
At Belsen, there were so many children needing an education. Adults too, deprived of
schooling throughout the wartime years, needed instruction and training. The Polish School
of Bergen-Belsen was the setting in which Stella worked day and night, trying to seek out
those capable of providing necessary tuition, to find sources of desks and paper, to search for
Polish books, and to cater for all the needs of her young charges. There were some 470
Polish children between the ages of 7 and 16, mostly peasant children whose parents had
been deported to Germany to work as slave labourers on farms.
After Belsen was finally closed, Stella stayed on in Germany, where she continued to work
with children, taking charge of a Children’s Block in a British Red Cross hospital for
displaced persons.
Once back in Britain, Stella moved briefly to Edinburgh to study to become a Missionary of
the Church of Scotland. Soon, she was posted to Pakistan, taking charge of work which was
going on among women in the Sialkot district of Karachi.



Stella would go out from the big city to visit villages, supporting Christian communities and
making friends with Muslim women too. She helped women by turning them from
dependents into wage earners in their own right. The women were paid well for their work,
making this an early and very effective form of fair trade.
The next step in this remarkable story was possibly the most amazing of all. In 1968 she
headed back to Scotland, where huge cultural change was underway. In the post-war years,
many Asian people had been coming to the industrial cities of the UK, and the churches were
exploring ways of serving the growing number of immigrants arriving in their parishes.
For religious and cultural reasons, many Asian men in Scotland would not allow their wives
and families to go outside their homes even to meet other women, unless the husbands could
be satisfied that no men would be present. The need emerged for a worker, a female worker
based in the Woodlands district of Glasgow, where many Asian families were settling.
In March 1969, Stella was appointed by the Home Board of the Church of Scotland to work
three days a week among immigrant women in Glasgow. Stella and her friends would visit
Asian families in their homes. They found many of them reluctant to open their doors more
than an inch, but when Stella spoke to them in Urdu the doors were opened wide. Three
years later, through the purchase by the Church of Scotland of a larger property, Stella’s
work could expand. And so was born the International Flat.
“When we meet together,” Stella once said, “we find that we have so much in common, and,
although our faiths are not the same, we can learn to respect one another because of the
differences that we discover together. By doing this we can build a much happier set of
relationships within our own city and can make sure that Christianity will be better
understood by others.”
In September of 1982, she was admitted to hospital, but soon she discharged herself in order
to get back to the International Flat for a special meeting. The next day, she was re-admitted,
and there she remained until her death on 28 September 1982, aged 60. At her memorial
service in Wellington Church, Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, Baha’is, Jews and Christians
gathered together to celebrate her remarkable life. The Bible passage which was read that
day was the same one we consider today.
In Psalm 139, we find the familiar words: “Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too
high to grasp, too great to understand”.
The minister, journalist and author, Ron Ferguson, has a very high regard for all that Stella
Reekie achieved in her life. In his Herald column back in 2007, he wrote this:
The work of the International Flat has become the stuff of legend. We can see more clearly
now that Stella and her friends were true visionaries. In the 21st century, religion can be
dangerous. How the world religions co-exist will have a bearing on the future of this old
planet we inhabit. The answer is not, cannot, be to melt down genuine difference into some
ecumenical relativistic mush. It has to lie in the intellectual and emotional territory of
respect, dialogue, celebration of distinctiveness, tough love and co-operation in matters of
mutual concern. Stella Reekie’s enduring legacy has been to model a way of being, true to
one’s own convictions while remaining open in heart and mind to new and transforming
learnings. … Stella Reekie was a woman ahead of her time. Her time is now.
Amen.



God of all the earth,

Today we remember before your throne of grace
people whose Christian faith makes such a great difference in our world:

teachers and carers whose commitment to children
brings blessings to the young;

mission partners who are ready to go far away
to build justice in foreign lands;

peace-makers who, despite enormous odds,
still cling to the glow of your light in often shadowy places.

Shed your great heavenly light where it is most needed, we pray,
so that wrongs might be righted, with hope rekindled.

Help us to remember in our prayers and in our actions
the needs of so many whose lives are weighed down by oppression.

And in all our living, be our Guide along the way,
showing each and all in your Church the route to take through all our Christian living.

In Jesus’ Name we pray. Amen.

Praying for others

And finally …
Frances Cunningham reflects on getting back to something called “normal”:
Statistics show that by the end of lockdown, there will be 80% fewer blondes. It’s also been
proven that the virus has had an adverse effect on our clothes. (Most of them will have shrunk!)
For those who have been isolating, and more-so for those who have been shielding,
integrating back into a more normal way of life may be a daunting process. I for one have no
great desire to embark on a shopping expedition to Tesco (other supermarkets are available)
or even to go to the Fort for a browse through the many sale rails in Marks or Next. The
thought of going to a restaurant fills me with trepidation. Thank goodness for online
shopping and the odd takeaway from the Main Course!
I’m sure that over the last few months, we’ve all said “when this is over I’ll …” So let’s all
honour those pledges we made to ourselves. Appreciate the freedom we have to come-and-
go as we please even if it means wearing face masks. Smile and say hello to people we meet
in the street. The hellos and the chats I’ve had with passers-by as I’ve worked in my garden
have certainly cheered me through lockdown.
Don’t put off till tomorrow what we can do today (though I’m grateful that the MoT period
has been extended!). And remember to continue with what you’ve learned these last few
months. Keep dropping off the flowers, and surprise neighbours with wee treats – they’ll
appreciate them just as much as before. The phone calls and those Zoom quizzes don’t have
to stop. It will be just as important to stay in touch, then as now.
And when – in due time – we can all come back to our waiting church building and our
singing raises the roof, forgive me when you hear me singing off key (as usual) and please
remember, at least we’re back to “normal”.


