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The St John’s Magazine is published
quarterly and is available free of charge.
People occasionally ask if they can
contribute to the cost. If you would
like to do so, we would suggest £12
per year would be a suitable sum.
The views expressed do not necessarily
represent those of the editorial team
or of the Vestry of St John’s, but are
intended as a sharing of the life of the
people who make up the community
there, and those elsewhere whom we
invite to contribute.
The next edition of the Magazine is due
to be in early March and the copy
deadline is 15/02/2021. Please send
comments and/or contributions to
pastadmin@stjohnsdumfries.org.
If you have any ideas or suggestions
for articles, please contact the Editorial
Team. Copy should ideally be 300-700
words, with supporting illustrations or
photographs (these available as separate
files), if possible.
Editorial team: Janice Aiton (Rector),
Ann Beaton, Kymm Byers, David Kerr,
Margaret Morton, Ann Toner, Mark Toner
You can contact us at
pastadmin@stjohnsdumfries.org,
or 07754 596140.
See www.stjohnsdumfries.org and weekly
notices for more information.

worship

____________________________________________

At the time of publication, normal patterns
of worship are suspended, though we
hope that, during the currency of this
edition, things may ease some more. For
the moment, there is a 1982 Eucharist at
11.00am on a Sunday and a 1970 Eucharist
at 10.30am on a Wednesday. Places are
less limited than they were but it is still
desirable to book (& provide contact details
for contact tracing). Call 07572 006290 to
do this. If there’s no answer, please leave
voicemail and we’ll come back to you as
soon as possible to confirm whether there
are seats available.

from the registers

__________________________________________

Funerals
6 October, 2020:

Derek William
Rangecroft

3 November, 2020: Jackie
(Jacqueline)
Helen Dunlop
13 November, 2020: William John
Harley Brown

In normal times, the church is open roughly
9am-5pm every day for private prayer and
reflection. During most of the currency of
this Magazine (from 8 January onwards)
we’ll be open from 2-4pm on Tuesdays and
10am-12noon on Fridays only. You don’t
need to book, but we will need to take
contact details from those attending. All
this is, of course, subject to Government
regulation etc., so please check the website
(www.stjohnsdumfries.org) for the current
position.

rector

____________________________________________

Revd Janice Aiton
07487 653069
01387 254126
rector@stjohnsdumfries.org
If you wish to contact any individual or
group within St John’s, please email
pastadmin@stjohnsdumfries.org, or call
07754 596140, stating your name and how
we can contact you back. We will pass on
your details to the correct person or people,
and ask them to contact you.
All post should be addressed via the Rectory/
Office, 8 Newall Terrace, Dumfries DG1 1LW.

getting in touch

__________________________________________

Our office is normally staffed between
9.30am and 3.30pm, Mondays
and Fridays. You can e-mail us on:
enquiries@stjohnsdumfries.org or
telephone us on 07754 596140.
Please leave a message if not
answered or you are calling outwith
these times.
ISSN 2059-0261 (Print)
ISSN 2059-027X (Online)
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editors’ notes

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

Welcome to the Christmas, 2020 edition of St John’s Magazine. Once again, we have
been slightly overwhelmed with material. Thank you to everyone who has contributed;
there’s still a waiting list for space (long may that continue!), so please be patient if
your submission hasn’t appeared yet; we will get to it!
This Christmas, the Rector is Embracing the New (with some help from TS Eliot) and,
elsewhere, recognising God’s continuing provision for us; we are catching up with two
of the charities we regularly support and which are the subject of this year’s Advent/
Christmas appeal and Annabelle Guthrie shares her life as a student. A number of
people have contributed depictions of how Christmas is celebrated in different parts of
the world and we learn about a couple of our near neighbours: Dumfries & Galloway
Mental Health Association and the Oasis Youth Project, both quartered in Newall
Terrace. Kate Lidwell talks about the Seasons of Giving course, now underway, Winifred
Wilson tells of her Faith Journey and there is a Christmas Carol Quiz. Our cover picture
shows just one small aspect of our magnificent new lighting system. At the time of
writing, we are looking forward to our Lucernarium (Blessing of the Light) services on
18 December and we will include material about these and the lighting in general in
the next edition. In the meantime, a blessed and joyful Christmas to one and all and
every good wish for 2021.
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The Rector writes…
Poem by TS ELIOT “Journey of the Magi”
A cold coming we had of it,
Just the worst time of the year
For a journey, and such a long journey:
The ways deep and the weather sharp,
The very dead of winter.
And the camels galled, sore-footed, refractory,
Lying down in the melting snow.
There were times we regretted
The summer palaces on slopes, the terraces,
And the silken girls bringing sherbet.
Then the camel men cursing and grumbling
And running away, and wanting their liquor and women,
And the night-fires going out, and the lack of shelters,
And the cities hostile and the towns unfriendly
And the villages dirty and charging high prices:
A hard time we had of it.
At the end we preferred to travel all night,
Sleeping in snatches,
With the voices singing in our ears, saying
That this was all folly.
Then at dawn we came down to a temperate valley,
Wet, below the snow line, smelling of vegetation;

With a running stream and a water-mill beating the darkness,
And three trees on the low sky,
And an old white horse galloped away in the meadow.
Then we came to a tavern with vine-leaves over the lintel,
Six hands at an open door dicing for pieces of silver,
And feet kicking the empty wine-skins.
But there was no information, and so we continued
And arriving at evening, not a moment too soon
Finding the place; it was (you may say) satisfactory.
All this was a long time ago, I remember,
And I would do it again, but set down
This set down
This: were we led all that way for
Birth or Death? There was a birth, certainly,
We had evidence and no doubt. I had seen birth and death,
But had thought they were different; this Birth was
Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death.
We returned to our places, these Kingdoms,
But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation,
With an alien people clutching their gods.
I should be glad of another death.
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“Journey of the Magi” is a deeply allegorical poem about the
pain of spiritual rebirth. It’s worth noting that it was written after
Eliot himself had just experienced a dramatic conversion to the
Anglican faith, which informed all of his poetry that came after.
Though the poem is directly about one of the magi who went
to visit the baby Jesus at the time of his birth, the poem is more
generally about the pains of letting go of one way of life—one
faith—and acknowledging the birth of another.
There are many variations on the magi story, but the biblical
account tells how the magi were dispatched by King Herod
to scope out whether what he had heard was true—that a
new King of the Jews, Jesus Christ, had been born. The magi
are tasked with finding Jesus and confirming his identity. The
whole journey depicted in this poem, then, takes place on
the border between two different worlds: pre-Christianity and
post-Christianity. And as the poem’s speaker recollects the
arduous journey to Bethlehem, he explores his own thoughts
and feelings regarding the seismic shift in the world that Jesus’s
birth represents.
The magi already had a pretty good way of life before they set
off. They enjoyed positions of privilege, staying in “summer
palaces on the slopes, the terraces, and the silken girls bringing
sherbet.” They lived in kingdoms, possibly as rulers, though the
Bible doesn’t actually say this, where they felt at “ease.” The
pilgrimage towards Jesus, then, is both a literal move away from
their old worlds AND a move towards a new spiritual world
based on a different faith. Perhaps that’s why this journey is so
arduous for the speaker.
The practical difficulties faced by the magi throughout speak
to the difficulties of spiritual rebirth, whether on an individual
or a societal level. That is, the poem suggests that any great
change comes with its pitfalls. The pain of the journey—with its
long roads, rough sleeping, and unfriendly strangers—works
like a kind of purification,
stripping the magi of their old
identities and preparing them
for the new.
Indeed, when the magi do
finally track down Jesus, it’s
beautifully understated. The
speaker frames it in an almost
off-hand, way: “it was, you might say, satisfactory.” He knows he
has just met the Son of God.
This is expanded upon in the final stanza. The speaker asks
rhetorically if the magi had been led all that way—and through
such hardship—for “birth or death.” He acknowledges that there

was a birth in that they did find the baby Jesus, but “death”
is perhaps the more revealing word here. With the birth of
Christianity, the speaker senses the death of the old ways. The
customs and traditions of his world—like magic, astrology, and
paganism—are no longer valid because he has met the true Son
of God, who now represents the only real religion in the world.
The speaker becomes an imposter in his own world, then, which
again suggests the pains of spiritual rebirth—those people that
he once considered his peers are now “alien” to him, and his home
doesn’t feel comfortable any more. That’s why, then, he seems to
long for another death—because he is no longer at “ease” in the
world he once knew. Spiritual transformation, then, is presented
as a kind of trauma which, in this case, is unavoidable.
Spiritual transformation is a
difficult journey, for new birth
inevitably brings death. As
Scripture says “the old has gone,
the new has come” and try as we
will we cannot pour new wine
into old wineskins. We need to
let go of the old and embrace
the new.
Christmas is a time for embracing
the new. The picture says “The
first Christmas was pretty simple.
It’s okay if yours is too.” This year
perhaps more than any other,
there is a greater opportunity for
simplicity. With the absence of
parties, concerts and Christmas
activities there may be more time to
ponder afresh the miracle of the Incarnation. Time to embrace
the new in Christ, to rest in his divine presence and enjoy his
peace, light and hope. Come Lord Jesus, be born in us today.

And the Word became flesh and lived among us (John 1, 14).
To all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave
power to become children of God (John 1, 12)

Wishing you a
peaceful and
joyful Christmas
and every blessing
in 2021.
Janice
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Aberlour Dumfries & Galloway
St J’s regularly supports Aberlour Childcare Trust, including as part of this year’s
Advent/Christmas Appeal. But did you know they did all this?
From March 23rd 2020—31st August 2020 due to the Corona
Virus, the Aberlour staff teams supported by our volunteers
became part of D&G Food Hardship Providers Network,
supporting the resilience teams in local communities.
Working with a range of partner agencies, services and
community groups we provided a critical infrastructure for the
provision of Aberlour food parcels/Aberlour meals to the elderly
vulnerable and also a delivery network for partner agencies,
including Firstbase, Annan Day Centre & Lochside Community
Association’s Grub Club to deliver their packed lunches to the
vulnerable/families in their communities
Working in Partnership Aberlour established, with the
proprietor of The Townhead Hotel and The Jolly Harvester, a
service to deliver hot meals: a free, home cooked nutritious
meal was delivered on a Tuesday & Thursday to the vulnerable,
shielding or elderly members of the community throughout the
Annandale & Eskdale, Lockerbie,and Nithsdale areas.
In addition to the hot meal on a Tuesday, the most vulnerable
received an additional meal to heat for themselves on the
Wednesday.
On the Thursday delivery they received a hot meal plus an
additional meal for the Friday and 3 home cooked meals that
were ready to freeze for Saturday, Sunday & Monday. Then the
process would start again on the following Tuesday.
We also provided a range of pop up stalls in all areas to give
away free fruit and veg to the community.
We provided or delivered in excess of:
• 16,586 meals hot /ready to freeze, to the most vulnerable,
elderly, housebound. shielding groups

• 9,207 packed lunches 3 times per week to the most
vulnerable, both children & families for the Grub Club.
• 13,476 meals in the form of food parcels, provided by
Aberlour, to young and old throughout the D&G area
supporting 1,123 people.
• The staff team and volunteers travelled 18,133 miles over the
shielding period
During this period of time the Aberlour staff team continued
to support children & families via phone calls or Zoom and we
have undertaken garden visits to monitor children and support
the most vulnerable in the community.
Aberlour will be delivering a Christmas Eve dinner to 120 of
the most vulnerable who previously received food during the
shielding period.
Aberlour offers four distinctive family services in Dumfries and
Galloway:
• Intensive Family Support Service
• Families2gether
• Smarter2gether
• Communities2gether
INTENSIVE FAMILY SUPPORT SERVICE
The families we support are affected by a range of issues,
which include drug and alcohol use in the family. We work with
whole families as well as children on their own and will work
with children from birth. We offer support to Kinship Carers
and support children in the transition of returning to the family
home after a period of separation
Our family workers spend time with children and parents in lots
of settings, including their own homes, at our dedicated bases
or in other community locations.
We help by
• Offering practical help with schoolwork, homework and
attending meetings at the school when necessary.
• Helping with things like establishing routines and boundaries
and maintaining the family home
• Focusing on a range of issues and life skills such as healthy
eating and cooking on a budget, through group work
sessions
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• Encouraging engagement with community support networks
such as Mother and Toddler groups
• Delivering a specialist program called Parents As First
Teachers, known as PAFT, designed to help parents to support
their children to reach their full potential. The programme
is open to parents with children aged 1-3 years old. We also
offer a special program for children aged 3-5 years old, to
help them to transition to nursery or school.
FAMILIES2GETHER
Transitioning from prison back into family life can put a major
emotional strain on the whole family. During this extremely
vulnerable period, having a family member leave prison and
move back into the family home can lead to a break-down of
family relationships. Studies show that by ensuring people who
have spent time in prison have meaningful contact with their
families prior to release, they are six times less likely to reoffend.
The Aberlour Families2gether support service works with
people serving prison sentences of less than four years, those
on remand, and those on a Home Detention Curfew from 12
weeks prior to their release and during the first six months after
release to help ease the crucial process of integrating back into
the family home.
SMARTER2GETHER
We help children and young people (aged 11-18) who need
extra help with education. We support children and young
people who find attending school an emotional challenge

Our young people may have experienced trauma in their lives
and feel that no-one understands them. Some have a chaotic
home life, and are at risk of being taken into care, far away
from their own community. Others are already living in care and
experiencing the complicated feelings that come with it. In turn,
this can make school a difficult environment to be in.
COMMUNITIES2GETHER
In September 2019 we opened our community premises, based
at Lincluden House, North West Resource Centre, College Drive,
Dumfries. The Communities2gether building is open to all
members of the wider community and offers a range of services
that are free to all.
We provide a range of benefits to the communities of Dumfries
including:
• Community laundry
• Community clothing
• Food support through FareShare / Community Fridges
• Lending library
• Bookbug sessions
• Garden space
• Family rooms
• Meeting rooms

If you would like to find out more about Aberlour, visit
their website: https://www.aberlour.org.uk/services/familyoutreach-dumfries-galloway/, where you can also donate,
or sign up for their newsletter.
st

J

8

Student
Life During
Covid-19
Annabelle Guthrie shares her life as a
student and how study is adapting to
the Covid restrictions.

For anyone who doesn’t know me well, my name is
Annabelle Guthrie. I am 19 years old and I am in my
2nd year at the University of the West of Scotland
(UWS) where I am studying for a degree in Primary
Education. I was asked to write about my experience
of studying at home during a pandemic and the
challenges it brings. My typical week is outlined
here.

Monday 9th November
My day started at 9am. Every Monday is pretty similar and I quite
enjoy Mondays as I don’t have any classes but I complete assigned
reading for the week ahead and finish tasks from the week before.
At 10am, I had a short Zoom call with some of my peers to create a
group presentation for our class on Friday. I then worked on my section
of the presentation before taking an exercise break (I try to do at
least 30 minutes a day). I then have lunch before heading back to the
grind! This afternoon I created plans for my assignments which are
due in January. My day typically ends at 5pm on a Monday and I help
to make dinner. This evening I took part in a choir rehearsal over
Zoom.

Tuesday 10th November
Today I had a class about Expressive Arts. We started at 10am
with an Art and Design class where we had to paint a picture of a
landscape from a verbal description. This sounds easy enough, but we
were only allowed to use red, yellow, blue and white. We weren’t
allowed to use a conventional paintbrush – we had to make our own!
Some of the things I used included the side of a pencil/pen, a
chocolate wrapper and a ruler. My artistic ability is limited at the
best of times, but is even more so when I can’t use a conventional
paintbrush! The main challenge I faced was having to mix other colours
using the end of a pencil. My next class was music, where we learned
about body percussion. This is one area of this module that has been
impacted the most as a result of the pandemic – usually we would
get to use instruments such as ukuleles and glockenspiels, but we
can’t as we are not on campus at the moment. I then video called one
of my friends from university to catch up. I participated in another
Zoom choir rehearsal this evening before relaxing in front of the TV
watching The Great British Bake Off.

Wednesday 11th November
Wednesday is one of my favourite days of the week. Today’s module is
called ‘Inter-Professional Working in Education’ and it is all about the
different professions that work together within the education sector.
This module usually features guest speakers from different organisations
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such as Young Carers, but they are having to present to us over Zoom
now instead of face-to-face. At 11am, I paused to observe the 2 minute
silence. This afternoon I had tasks to complete which related to the
day’s sessions. This evening I logged onto my 4th Zoom call of the day –
a virtual Guide meeting with a unit I volunteer with.

Thursday 12th November
I have no classes on a Thursday and my mum and I take a trip into
Dumfries to get the food shopping. This offers me a nice break away
from uni work. I have to complete 40 hours of work each week, so this
afternoon, I worked on another group presentation which is due at the
beginning of December.

Friday 13th November (unlucky for some!)
Nearly the weekend! Today I had a Zoom call at 10am with the same
group from Tuesday. This is because we had to deliver our presentation
this afternoon. This presentation was part of a task the university set us
each year called Micro-Teaching. This is where we prepare a lesson, in
groups, and explain what you have chosen to do and why, while getting
feedback from our peers. This presentation went well and my group
received good feedback from the groups watching us.

Placement
In March-April 2021, I am meant to go on my second placement, which I
will complete in a Primary 4 or Primary 5 class. Placements are assessed
by my assigned university tutor against the Standards for Provisional
Registration – a document created by the General Teaching Council
of Scotland – and I have to pass with at least 14/16. If I get less than
14, I have to resit my placement in October/November 2021 and I can’t
move into the third year of my degree. This placement will be very
different to the one I completed in January/February due to the safety
guidelines we have to follow – face masks must be worn all day, we are
not allowed to keep a physical placement file (which contains lesson plans,
class and school information etc) so this has to be kept online and we
have to limit the amount of time we spend in the staff room. These are
just a few of these rules, and the guidance is changing each day.

There have been many changes that students are
facing while studying during a pandemic and I
have only highlighted a few. Many students, like
myself, decided to stay at home this semester
rather than travelling to shared accommodation
where there is limited freedom (students are
not meant to mix with other households within
shared accommodation) and they may not be
able to see their family due to travel restrictions.
Student trips and exchange programmes have
been cancelled this year due to restrictions in
other countries. This impacted me in May 2020 as
I was meant to travel to Spain with UWS to work
in a Spanish primary school for a week, but that
got cancelled due to the peak of the first wave.
UWS are hopeful that small groups of students
will be able to meet on campus after Christmas,
if the restrictions allow, and travel opportunities
may resume from April if they are able to.
Coronavirus has impacted the way students learn,
and I think some of these changes will remain
when the pandemic is over.
st
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Homelessness in Dumfries
Pamela Crosbie, Bethany Christian Trust’s Support Worker in Dumfries, tells us about her work. Readers
may recall that Bethany took over the rôle of Christian Care for the Homeless, of which St J’s was one of the
founding partners. Several people from the church still volunteer regularly with Bethany, which is another of
the charities supported by our Advent/Christmas Appeal this year.

Unlike Edinburgh and Glasgow, homelessness is not visible on
the streets of Dumfries. The problem of homelessness here is
hidden behind closed doors where individuals and families
are ‘sofa surfing’, living in temporary accommodation and in
unsecure tenancies. Last year almost 500 people presented
themselves as homeless to Dumfries and Galloway; that is
0.3% of the population. When considering that in the same year,
0.5% of the population in Edinburgh presented as homeless,
it is clear that, visible or not, the problem of homelessness
in Dumfries is significant and the people who are suffering
need help.
In the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation 2020 Dumfries
has data zones, like Lochside, Lincluden, Nithside and central
Dumfries, that rank 1st in the top 10% most deprived areas
in Scotland. Multiple deprivation in these areas includes the
highest rates of crime and poor health, the highest rates of
educational gaps, and huge deficits in housing, employment
and income. These are the vulnerabilities that often lead people
to become trapped in a cycle of homelessness. In the fight
against homelessness, supported housing and prevention is key.

HOUSING AND SUPPORT
Bethany Christian Trust is a Homelessness Charity that aims
to end homelessness throughout Scotland, one person at a
time. We were established 37 years ago as a small hostel for
people who had no one else to turn to and nowhere else to
sleep. Today, we operate across several Scottish towns and cities
working holistically with individuals and communities to tackle
the symptoms and causes of homelessness and to eliminate it.
Each year, with the help of over 2,000 volunteers and almost 200
staff members, we get alongside around 7,000 people to help
them live fulfilled and meaningful lives, resilient to the threat of
homelessness.
Our Supported Housing Service in Dumfries has been in
operation since 2002 and helps people to address issues
that undermine their ability to live independently within the
community. For people in Dumfries who are transitioning
from homelessness, or living with multiple vulnerabilities that
often lead to homelessness, we have 11 fully furnished, single
accommodation flats. Individual packages of accommodation
with support are in place to help the people that we work with
develop their ability to live independently in the community.
Packages include advice and support in budgeting, recovery,
independent living skills, emotional issues, benefits, household
management and education and training.
For many individuals, their vulnerabilities: addiction, rent
arrears, financial poverty, poor mental health, domestic abuse,
isolation, suicidal thoughts and low confidence, exclude them
from the ability to even make the first step towards supported
accommodation. That is why we run the Drop-In.
THE DROP-IN

Kay Solaja

The drop-in has served homeless men and women in Dumfries
for over 15 years and is widely known as a lifeline to those
who find themselves on the fringes of society. Located within
the Bethany offices at Whitesands, the drop-in typically opens
for two hours, three times a week, and accommodates around
16 people at a time. In partnership with St Andrew’s Church
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and Morrisons, our Support Worker
and three volunteers take orders
and then serve hot drinks, toasties,
sandwiches and cakes free of charge.
To maintain a safe and peaceful
environment alcohol and drugs are
prohibited from the premises and
attendees are asked to remain seated.
While tea and toasties, warm smiles and shelter from the
elements are key features of the drop-in, they are not what
define it. For those who are sleeping rough the drop-in is a
place where they can have a shower and replace their sleeping
bag or worn out and damaged clothes. It is a place where
they can find sanctuary, peace and people who will recognise
their value and potential as fellow human beings. For men and
women living with multiple risk factors of homelessness, poor
mental health and the chaos of addiction or paralysing low
confidence, the drop-in is a refuge where they can meet without
judgement. For everyone who knows it, the drop-in is a place
where lives are saved.
KENNY’S STORY
When his relationship with his family
broke down, Kenny found himself
sleeping rough in Dumfries. Through
getting to know others on the streets,
Kenny found out about the drop-in and
made his way to us. After tending to his
immediate basic needs, we supported
him in making a homeless application
to the council. The homeless department were unable to help
him and asked if Bethany had any accommodation available.
Thankfully, we did, and the council immediately referred him to
us for supported housing. On the same day as meeting Kenny,
we were privileged to accept him as a tenant and provide him
with a fully furnished flat and high-level support. Throughout
his tenancy, Kenny worked hard to re-establish the relationship
with his family. Four months later, the relationship was restored
and Kenny’s family welcomed him home.
PARTNERSHIPS, MONITORING AND EVALUATION
We work closely with, and have great relationships with local
police, Oral Health NHS, Department for Work & Pensions,
Social Work, Citizens’ Advice Bureau, D&G Alcohol & Drugs
Partnership and MSPs. Signposting is an important part of the
drop-in. Because the people who attend the drop-in are ‘hard
to reach’ (chaotic lifestyles), visiting agencies are essential. On
one occasion, we hosted a cancer screening service where many

people were identified as needing help and were referred to a
specialist. To ensure essential appointments are kept, we often
accompany people to them.
Monitoring is kept informal because it is important to maintain
a relaxed and accessible environment. In addition to the
collection of basic information such as the number of first
and previous attendances, age brackets and names, we track
progress through relationship building and connecting people
to other vital services.
COVID RESPONSE
In response to the recent COVID-19 pandemic, we adapted the
drop-in to become a Take-Away service. Around 20 men and
women a week are able to take-away essential items that tend
to their basic human needs and receive referrals for essential
services such as the local foodbank. By appointment, we
welcome individuals onto the premises, one
at a time, to be referred for emergency loans
and grants and to use our IT. Throughout the
week our support workers and volunteers keep
in touch with the people that we work with by
telephone to befriend and ensure their safety,
and meet for coffees to help combat isolation.
FUNDING
The Dumfries drop-in is powered by volunteers giving up
their time to serve their local community. However, to ensure
efficiency, official compliance and optimum support for the
people that use the drop-in, we rely on the existence of my paid
Support Worker post, which is invaluable. It involves organising
and training the volunteers, ordering supplies, planning and
executing community events, evaluating the drop-in’s successes
and addressing the immediate needs of the people using it.
2019-20
FINANCIAL YEAR
1160 ATTENDANCES
62 INDIVIDUALS
27 NEW ATTENDEES

Donations to the work of
the drop-in help towards
the salary of the Support
Worker, who will continue to
spearhead the drop-in where
we reach some of the region’s
most vulnerable people.

St J’s contribution towards raising £2,000 will enable
Pamela and her volunteers to continue providing essential
care to homeless and vulnerable people during COVID-19
restrictions, and once again welcoming them into the
drop-in when restrictions have lifted. Readers will be aware
that we have also been promoting Bethany’s ‘Buy A Bed’
sponsorship scheme in recent weeks.
st
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Christmas Round the World
South Africa – Ashley Cross

Armenia – Deirdre Holding

The last Christmas I spent in South Africa was in 1975. It was
just like here. We had the tree and lights, the stockings, the
traditional Christmas dinner. The big difference, of course,
was the temperature. Durban is very hot and humid so many
families chose to spend the day on the beach rather than
swelter in the kitchen cooking a turkey.

In Armenia, as in all Eastern churches, Christmas falls on 6th
January so is celebrated after New Year. New Year is usually
celebrated more lavishly than Christmas which is primarily
a religious occasion. Small gifts are given at New Year and
celebrations are centred around the extended family and food,
copious quantities of which are prepared for everyone who will
visit. Children receive one present, brought by Grandfather New
Year (who replaced the atheist Soviet Union’s introduction of
Grandfather Winter).

December was the height of the holiday season. Schools closed
in the first week of December until the middle of January. As
a result of this there were no Christmas activities in class---no
nativity plays, making decorations or singing carols. Shops
closed at Saturday lunchtime until Monday morning so there
was no hectic late night shopping. Television had not long
reached South Africa (we didn’t have one!) and only began at
6pm—with prayers—one night English, the next night Afrikaans.
No commercials so we were not exposed to adverts for food,
toys etc. I don’t remember seeing a Santa Claus anywhere---too
hot for him.
There were advantages in having Christmas in summer. You
could spend time outdoors obviously. We lived next door to the
Japanese Gardens which were wonderful and we had almost a
whole hedge of poinsettia---a lot better than the pot plant we
see here.
If all this sounds a bit boring and unexciting you must
remember that Christmas then was not the commercialised
industry it is today. Definitely changed days.
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Family and food also feature at Christmas but it is a quieter time
than New Year. On Christmas Eve, January 5th, the Divine Liturgy
marks Jesus’s birth, his baptism and the visit of the magi - all
epiphanies (or showing forth) of Christ. The liturgy on Christmas
Day includes the blessing of water into which consecrated
oil (chrism) is poured and a cross is dipped into the water (a
symbol of Christ’s baptism). The water is then distributed to the
faithful who take it home and either drink it or wash faces and
hands in it.
The main meal at Christmas usually features pilaff and baked
fish, traditionally white fish but nowadays is sometimes
sturgeon for those who can afford it.
The photos show a meal in Armenia, prepared for me by friends
in their home. It was not a Christmas meal but it did feature
sturgeon, surrounded by lavash, the Armenian flatbread, an
essential part of any meal in Armenia. This amount of food (and
there is more off the photo) was for just three people. For New
Year and Christmas the whole table would be groaning under
food. By the way, the sturgeon was delicious!
Armenians do not traditionally send cards at New Year and
Christmas. This trilingual card shown must be for external
use. Both the Armenian greeting (the top line) and the
Russian greeting have the New Year element first, followed by
Christmas. The English greeting is reversed, presumably for the
sake of Western friends.
For all Armenians this New Year and Christmas will be bleak
and subdued. In Armenia itself not only are they coping
with coronavirus like every other country but there is also
the disastrous outcome, for Armenians, of the recent war in
Nagorno Karabakh. Many men went to the front line to support
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Sri Lanka (Ceylon) - Andrew & Getsy Ratnam
their fellow Armenians trying to protect Karabakh. Many were
killed in the fighting and many have been wounded. People are
grieving not only for the loss of loved ones but also for the loss
of places dear to their heart, and with fear of what the future
holds for their country.
st
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We remember when we were children Christmas started 3
months ahead in October. Why so early? All the family members
start making all the sweetmeats with love and care to be
distributed to the neighbourhood when the festivities start.
It’s a tradition that you wear new clothes in festivals; symbolic
of all things starting anew. The boys are taken to the tailors in
time to get their shorts tailored. In my own experience, when
the tailor took the measurement, my dad used to add two more
inches to the length of the shorts. The tailor used to plead
with dad saying that they were too long. Dad used to tell him,
‘If I am paying for this, you’d better do what I ask you to do!’
I can understand Dad’s plight; we were 5 siblings: 4 boys and
a girl. We were growing boys, so probably he had to do that
for reasons of economy. If there were ladies in the house they
would stitch their blouses and make dresses for the girls. And
because they were homemade, each one was unique.
Then of course there’s the shopping: it all depends on your
affluence. You might have to make a list and spread it out over
a few months. The most important people on the list are the
people who help you and work for you throughout the year
like the servants, gardeners, dhobies (who wash your clothes),
drivers, postman, binmen etc. They are considered almost as
family members; the cheer is in giving them gifts and receiving
their sincere blessings. You have to be very careful in selecting
the gifts; they may measure the strength of their relationship
according to the gift they receive
When it comes closer to Christmas of course there is the
soaking and baking of the rich cake. The children fight for the
bonus of licking the bowl.
We have arrived at the
first Sunday in December;
Bible Sunday. All the
churches will have a prize
giving for the Sunday
school children, following
the exams they have
had in November. The
church we went to had
a Bible calendar quiz.
The calendar had daily
Bible verses which had all
sorts of mistakes starting
with spelling and even
misquotation. You were
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expected to check this and report it to the church by the last
week of November and the person who detected the highest
number of mistakes got a prize along with the children. This was
a coveted prize!

The meal was a bit special though perhaps not as lavish as here.
Everybody will be very happy that, with God’s grace, they have
been to church rather than to worry about food. There would be
a Christmas tree, but it was a side show and not the main event.

On the 21st of December the Police force in Colombo, with their
band, have a candlelight carol singing in a big cricket ground.
The people who performed and those who went to spectate
or participate were from all walks of life and all religions:
Christians, Muslims, Hindus and Buddhist. There was a great
inter religious and multicultural relationship. Among ordinary
people it does exist even today but the politicians as usual have
interfered with it. We do really miss it.

On the 28th December, Holy Innocents’ Day, the church will
have a children’s service and a Christmas party with Santa and
a big concert performed by the Sunday school children. The
festivity is marked by fireworks. This goes on for two to three
days but people are tolerant and all enjoy it.

The Christmas tree is put up only on the 23rd or 24th of
December. Some houses have a display of the stable and a small
village church and also depict the household’s own activities in
the model of Bethlehem. Some devoted a whole room to this. It
was a delight for small children.
The people who worked in offices went to the bosses’ houses,
as did those from Getsy’s father’s office. They have Christmas
lunch and a takeaway for the family with clothes and, often,
financial help for the family.
From your Mother Church carol singers came to the
congregation members’ houses; sometimes a busload of them,
including a Santa Claus! They would give you an approximate
time of arrival to within half an hour or so of when they intend
to visit you, so you know to keep awake. When they arrive, they
sing carols and are treated to a mini Christmas feast (and use
the facilities...). They usually get some money from each house
and this was a good way of raising funds for the church.
Amidst all this, believe it or not, the service starts at 3am!
Of course, it’s not cold as it is here, but for the indigenous
folk there it was cold. This was, however, no excuse: children,
parents and elders all got ready to go to church. This was the
paramountly important thing about Christmas. You receive
God’s blessings, then God’s representative the minister, then
your grandparents and parents and so on to the rest.
The church we attended in Colombo was a special church
mostly attended by Indian Tamil Christians who have settled
in Sri Lanka, particularly in Colombo. The church used to be
jam packed. Even for a service at that time of the day people
travelled long distances by public transport. The service went
on for three hours, starting with Matins and going on to the
Christmas service. Then there is a big queue of people for thank
offerings and blessings, and then the communion… it’s not a
wonder it takes all that time.

So we see that the whole theme of Christmas is so different
from here. God first and then the elders and parents second, the
poor and downtrodden third, with self last.
We and the whole Ratnam family take this opportunity to wish
the family of St. John’s a very happy, joyous, peaceful and safe
Christmas. God’s choicest blessings most abundantly for life in
the years to come. With all our love and affection.
st
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Norwegian Christmas – Pauline Wilson
My mother was born on an island off the very north
coast of Norway so I have many memories of the
Christmas traditions she brought with her. Christmas
Eve, “Julaften” was always the main day of excitement
but the tree was brought in and decorated on the 23rd,
“Lille Julaften” with strings of miniature Norwegian
flags and colourful heart-shaped woven paper baskets
to hold sweets. When my mother was a child it was
the parents who decorated the tree, the children
not being allowed into the room till the candles had
been lit - and then the family formed a circle and
sang “Julesanger”, some of which I still remember. On
Julaften the presents were piled under the tree and
opened after the special evening meal of roast pork,
the first course being rice pudding served in a wooden
bowl in which an almond had been added for a lucky
winner. What a thrill if it was YOU! The table was
adorned with a festive cloth and traditional Norwegian
decorations - little red figures, “nisser” - and lots of
candles, now very common, but in the 1940/50’s quite
unusual. Oh, and if we had had a cow we would have
remembered to put a bowl of porridge out in the byre
for the “troll” so he wouldn’t curdle the milk!
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Neighbours 1:
Dumfries & Galloway
Mental Health Association
Lisa Todd, Manager, Claremont House
Lisa Todd, Manager

Keeping up with the neighbours: we may have less contact with DGMHA than
we did in the days of Ruth McLellan, but it’s good to know they’re still here and
flourishing. It may also suggest ways we can continue to be good neighbours.

Claremont House is a mental health residential care home; we
currently are at full occupancy. We have 9 full time residents
of varying ages ranging from 44-77.
Claremont house is part of the Dumfries and Galloway
Mental Health Association, which is a charity, DGMHA was
established in 1988. It was registered by people with mental
health problems, their families and their carers.
At Claremont we have a team of 13 staff. At least two staff are
always on duty in the home. Staff support the residents to
lead their lives as independently as possible by supporting,
assisting and encouraging them.
Through the COVID-19 pandemic the team of staff have
been supporting the residents to stay safe and follow the
guidelines set out by the government to stay safe. The staff
are tested weekly and take all precautions.
The staff not only support the residents to live their lives but
also provide a programme of activities for them, including a
walking group, knit and natter group and arts and crafts.
Through the summer the residents keep the gardens at
Claremont blooming and looking fantastic.
I started in Claremont as manager in August this year and it is
a lovely warm welcoming home with a great group of people.
st
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Neighbours 2: Oasis
Another near neighbour: good to learn more of what they do;
there’s plenty of it.
The Oasis Youth Centre is located on Newall Terrace in Dumfries
and delivers youth work provision for young people aged
between 12 – 25. Over 20 groups are delivered from Monday
– Saturday each week and the centre is a known safe and
welcoming place for young people to come together with
friends, take part in activities, learn new skills, grab something
to eat and chat with our Youth Workers.
The Oasis is overseen by a youth-led management committee
and supported by Dumfries and Galloway Council’s Youth Work
Service and has been a dedicated youth centre since opening in
1999.
The programme for what’s on changes 3-4 times per year in line
with the aspirations, needs and interests of young people in the
lower Nithsdale area. We deliver a combination of universal and
targeted provisions.
Some examples of our current services include:
• Super Mondays, a group for young people aged 12 – 25 with
additional support needs and disabilities to come together,
socialise and take part in activities.
• Duke of Edinburgh’s Award Open Centre, a group for young

•
•

•
•

people aged 14 – 17 who are working towards their Bronze,
Silver or Gold Duke of Edinburgh’s Award. The Open Centre
programme supports young people to learn the skills, tips
and tricks they need to undertake the expedition section of
the outdoor education award.
Junior Youth Group, open to young people in P7 and S1, this
is a transition group to support young people as they move
onto secondary school.
Bouncin’ Bairns, a group for young parents aged under 26.
Open to mums, dads and tots, the group is an opportunity for
parents to come together, share their experiences, learn from
one another and experience new things with their children.
Cooking Group, for young people with an interest in cooking
and baking, this group supports young people to research
recipes and try their hand at a new skill.
The Oasis Graffiti Art Project is focussed on developing young
people’s creative and artistic skills and making murals for
display in and around the centre.

In addition to the above, we also run Lunch Clubs Tuesday –
Friday, Bite and Blether after school on Monday, Wednesday
and Fridays, and evening Hangouts from Wednesday – Saturday.
These groups do different activities every week and are open to
any young person aged 12-17.
In March, the pandemic resulted in the building closing and
groups stopping for the foreseeable future. Quickly we were
able to put in place a Digital Youth Work Programme for
young people to connect with from their home and worked
with families and young people to ensure connectivity and
devices were provided where possible. We were also able to
secure funding to create and deliver isolation packs which
were distributed to over 4,000 young people throughout the
region in the initial few months and an additional 500+ summer
programme activity packs were delivered throughout June and
July. The packs provided distraction, activities, and resources for
young people to learn at home.
After the schools went back, we were able to begin re-opening
the centre for outdoor groups before moving back to an indoor
Continued overleaf
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programme from October 5th. Groups are different
to how they ran at the start of the year; our capacity
is reduced and the types of activities we are able to
deliver is different, however, since re-opening we have
seen an increase in the numbers of young people
participating in youth work opportunities.
Within the Oasis, we are fortunate to have a dedicated
café area, outdoor space with a shelter, computer
and gaming room, rehearsal space, recording studio,
performance area and meeting room. The gaming
room, rehearsal and recording spaces are currently
in the process of being refurbished and will be reopening in early 2021!
In addition to the Oasis Youth Centre, there’s also the
Youth Enquiry Service which is located on the top
floor of DG1, and groups for young people running in
Lochside and Georgetown weekly.
A full programme of what’s on in Nithsdale and
elsewhere in Dumfries and Galloway can be found on
our website: https://youthwork.dumgal.gov.uk/
Or alternatively you can e-mail youth.work@dumgal.
gov.uk or call us on 01387 260243 if you would like to
know more.
st
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1.
2.
3.
4.

Away in a Manger
Come and Join the Celebration
Hark! The Herald Angels Sing
It Came upon the Midnight Clear

Chistmas Carol Quiz Answers

5.
6.
7.
8.

It Was on a Starry Night
O Come All Ye Faithful
O Little Town of Bethlehem
In the Bleak Midwinter

9.
10.
11.
12.

Once in Royal David’s City
See Amid the Winter’s Snow
Love Came Down at Christmas
While Shepherds Watched Their Flocks by Night
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Seasons of Giving –
Kate Lidwell
We are running a revised version of this course again at St John’s,
starting this Advent and extending into the New Year.

Hopefully you are already aware of our Stewardship campaign,
and the Seasons of Giving materials which we as a congregation
are using to help us navigate the choppy waters of giving and
finances.
We did a course of the same name a number of years ago,
but please be assured that the materials have been completely
rewritten, and anyway it’s probably about time we all considered
where we stand in terms of our financial commitments.
Two Zoom groups are ongoing, and others are working on
their own with the materials (including a DVD made especially
for St John’s), meeting to chat with a partner on a weekly basis.
The materials are available in printed booklet+DVD form, or as
electronic versions. Please contact David Kerr
(pastadmin@stjohnsdumfries.org) if you would like a copy.

These first four sessions are not really about money, but rather a
chance to use biblical examples to help us examine the choices
we make in our dealings with people, how we spend our time
and how and what we value in terms of ‘stuff’. After Christmas,
we will embark on Part 2, which develops this thinking to help
us evaluate the relationship between our faith and our finances.
Some inspirational ‘generosity stories’ can be found at
https://www.stewardship.org.uk/be-inspired/stories click the link at the bottom of the page to find more (the
Scottish ones!).
I hope that many people in the congregation will find time to
look at and use the resources, and that it will be a source of
encouragement and refreshment to us all.
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Life and faith – Winifred Wilson
Winifred shares some insights with us
‘Where are you from?’ or ‘Where have you come from?’ Two
very different questions in my case, and when Paul and I moved
here in 2007 one of the things which endeared me to the
Doonhamers was that, when I answered ‘Glasgow’ to the first
question, they didn’t either raise their eyebrows or even take a
step back, as I had experienced elsewhere on my travels. The
answer to the second question was slightly more surprising
to most folk, as Paul and I had been living on board our
narrowboat (not a barge) for 12½ years.

Since eventually leaving home at the age of 24, my life could
be described as nomadic, as I’ve lived in ten different places,
counting the three consecutive winter bases for the boat,
although in between, we covered a lot of the 2000-mile canal
system.
So how did I reach that point? My family belonged to the
Christian Brethren, and I was baptised by full immersion at
the age of 14, in the large Assembly where my father was an
elder. He also served as the precentor, with his music book and
tuning-fork, as there was no organ accompaniment for the
Sunday-morning worship.
I worked in public libraries on leaving school, and qualified
as a librarian at college in Glasgow, but then a college friend
applied to Voluntary Service Overseas, and went off to Malawi,
where she still lives. A year later, I also applied, and was sent to
Northern Nigeria to work in a university library. That was a lifechanging experience, and shaped a lot of my attitudes for ever. I
was in the ancient city of Kano for 3 years, and then returned to
study for a degree in African History at the University of Sussex,
where I met Paul, then in the 2nd year of his DPhil research. We
were married the following summer.
The next life-changing experience was fostering long-term,
but after that came to an end we both got involved with
evangelism, and eventually found ourselves buying Veritas, a
60-foot-long narrowboat, selling our house, leaving work and
moving aboard. This, we felt, was a clear call to be a Christian
presence on the waterways, and we thought we could afford to
do it for 3 years, which we did. At the end of that period, with
not much left in the way of material resources, we looked for
work – and no-one wanted to know! So the life of faith really
began. As I once heard myself say to a clergyman who was
seeking a different way of life, ‘You are only really living by faith
when you have nothing left!’ He looked at me and said, ‘I wish
you hadn’t said that, Winifred!’
To cut a very long story short, God is good, and here we are,
able to buy a small house in a part of the country we love, and
we are still asking ‘what next, Lord?’
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St John’s Christmas Carol Quiz –
Mark Toner
Name the carols that these lines come from. Answers can be found on p.18

1. The stars in the bright sky looked down where he lay
2. Wise men journey, led to worship by a star
3. Hail the Sun of Righteousness!
4. And ever o’er its Babel sounds the blessèd angels sing
5. Earth lay sleeping, sleeping calm and still
6. Sing, choirs of angels
7. So God imparts to human hearts the blessings of his heaven
8. Heaven and earth shall flee away when he comes to reign
9. With the needy, poor and lowly lived on earth our Saviour holy
10. He who built the starry skies
11. Love be yours and love be mine
12. Glad tidings of great joy I bring to you and humankind
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God’s Provision For The
Deferred Quota And Lighting –
Janice Aiton
‘Thus far, God has helped us’ (1 Samuel, 7, 12) was the theme of our 150th Anniversary celebrations, back in 2018.
We are pleased to report that the help is continuing…
God’s promise of meeting our needs is a cause for thanksgiving and celebration in St John’s. I and the vestry were
concerned about whether we would receive the necessary funds on our Gift Day to pay our deferred quota. God is
good. We are so grateful to all who gave so generously on our Gift Day. We were able to pay our deferred quota as
well as make a substantial donation to First Base, leaving us still with a surplus of £505 which will be used for future
quota payments. On the Gift Day we received a generous donation for IT, which will allow us to purchase a much
needed computer for the office and, depending on funds available, a new projector.
We are blown away by the generosity of so many people towards our Lighting Project. We can pay all the bills for
the Lighting Project, thanks to your generous donations and thanks also to some loans that we have received. We
intend to pay back the loans, which amount to £26,000, as soon as possible. We have almost raised the required
funding for the Lighting Project. We are exceedingly grateful to Anders, Brian and their team for their incredible
work with the lights, which look absolutely stunning. We hope to showcase our lights on the 18th December in two
“Lucernarium” Services (Service of light).
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