Living Upside Down
FOUR SESSIONS FOR SMALL GROUPS

120 days of Christmas
Part 2 - The 40 days of Old
Christmas (to be followed by
the 40 days of Lent; also see
40 days of Old Advent)

RESOURCES REQUIRED:
A safe, welcoming space to meet.
Refreshments to keep the spirits up.
Someone prepared to lead each session
(you could take it in turns).
At least one Bible but preferably a
number of different translations.
A willingness to share openly and
honestly.

Setting up a small group for the first time?
The Methodist Church believes that meeting in small groups is a great way to
support each other on our individual journeys of faith. We believe no-one should
have to travel alone. However, we are aware that forming a small group for the
first time can be a bit daunting. To offer you some suggestions we have produced
three short films under the title Journeying Together to help you think through the
‘How and Why of Small Groups.’ You can either send for a free DVD by emailing
help@meetpraylove.co.uk or download from the MeetPrayLove website
www.meetpraylove.co.uk (‘Starting a Group’).
We believe that, with support, anyone can form and lead a small group in an
engaging and fruitful way. And we are convinced that what comes out of your
discussions will be life changing.
We hope you find the following four sessions helpful – let us know how they go by
providing feedback on the website. On the website you’ll find:
n More free materials for small group discussion
n Opportunity to link your groups to other MeetPrayLove groups
n Opportunities to share your ideas with other groups
Members of the Methodist Church in Scotland are exploring the idea of
MeetPrayLove as a starting point for small groups. Groups come in all sizes and
shapes, from established bible study groups connected with formal churches to pairs
or threesomes who meet in a coffee shop to talk through issues of faith. All are
welcome.

Sally Robertson
help@meetpraylove.co.uk
www.meetpraylove.co.uk
Front cover picture: Light of the World.
Holman Hunt. ©Manchester Art Gallery.
Reproduced with kind permission.
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Hi, I’m Andrew. I live and work as a
Methodist minister in Edinburgh,
seeking to help people explore the
journey of Christian discipleship.
Deep in my memory banks is the recollection
of seeing Holman Hunt’s famous painting ‘The Light
of the World’ in chapel vestries. I suspect that it had particular significance for the
mining community chapels in my native Northumberland. For miners used to
working in the dark and dangerous underground roads of the ‘pit’, the importance
of light was massive.
This second in the series of Living Upside Down bible studies has been inspired by
a series of art work images in which light plays a significant role. As we seek new
insights and attitudes to bring us closer to God and the people in our churches and
communities, I hope that these images and accompanying reflections will
encourage our thinking about the significance of the birth of Jesus – light for the
world.

The Revd Andrew Letby
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Introducing Living upside down – following Christmas
Living upside down
Living life ‘upside down’ is a theme that runs consistently through the teachings of
Jesus. He makes us re-vision human expectations through God’s eyes, and demands
that we act upon what is really important in our lives and within the societies in
which we live.
Nowhere is this theme more evident than in the way we respond to the great
festivals of the Christian year. This set of four studies (the second in our series of
‘upside down’ Bible study booklets) takes as its starting point the period following
Christmas, which leads us into the new year and places before us the question: ‘If
God’s light now shines in the world because of the birth of Jesus at Christmas, what
difference will that make to our lives?’
How do we welcome the new-born Christ? How do we share the good news of his
birth? These are questions that make demands on us the whole year round and
continue to offer a ‘counter-cultural’ challenge to our lives long after the celebrations
of Christmas and New Year are over.
Remembering ‘Old Christmas’
Like our series of studies inspired by the traditional idea of ‘Old Advent’, the
following four studies have taken as their starting point another period of the year
that nowadays slips under the radar: ‘Old Christmas’.
Traditionally, Old Christmas, like Old Advent and the period of Lent preceding
Easter, was a period of 40 days. It began on Christmas Day and continued until the
day on which Christians recall the presentation of the baby Jesus at the Temple in
Jerusalem by his parents, Mary and Joseph. The event is described in the Gospel of
Luke (Luke 2: 22-40) and it is one of the stories that we return to in the second of
these studies.
The presentation by Mary and Joseph would have been timed to coincide with the
end of Mary’s ritual purification after childbirth – a period of forty days. For that
reason, the day is sometimes referred to as the Feast of the Purification of the Virgin.
More usually, it known as the Feast of Candlemas (in the West, on 2 February). On
this day, candles may be blessed; a candle-lit procession may take place to mark
the day; and, on Candlemas night, many people place lighted candles in their
windows at home – all actions that remind us that Jesus is often described as the
‘light of the world’.
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There are other traditions associated with Candlemas (including the eating of crepes
in France and the more widespread reference to snowdrops as ‘Candlemas Bells’).
However, in these studies it is the idea of Jesus-as-light bringer that we will focus
on. We explore ideas around the theme of light and of making all things new – and
the questions they pose when we take these ideas seriously. These are Christmas
themes that have the power to challenge and comfort us the whole year round: to
turn our lives upside down in creative and exhilarating ways that we never knew
were possible.
An early Church writing known as the Acts of Peter captures in almost surreal terms
the idea of seeing the world in a different way:
‘Unless you make what is right, left, and what is left, right, what is above into what
is below, and what is behind into what is in front, you will not learn to know the
Kingdom’
There are four outlines for study in this booklet,
but each opens up a range of issues. Over a
period of time (the weeks following
Christmas, or perhaps some other period
of the year), take time to research more
about the questions raised and bring
your added understanding to the
group.

Things are topsy-turvy in your kingdom, God. The
poor bear gifts of great worth, the dead rise, the
meek inherit the earth. Teach us how to live in an
upside down world where we are called to welcome
the outcast, prepare a feast for the ragged, and
forgive those who offend us. Amen.
Graffiti by Banksy, close to the
segregation wall, Bethlehem.
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How to use the study outlines:
1. Take some time to read out loud the suggested passage from the Bible. Read
out different translations if you have more than one version of the Bible
available. Pause for a few minutes in between each reading. (If you are
undertaking these studies on your own, still take time to do this and make sure
you read out loud so you ‘hear’ the story.)
2. Now read the passage again to yourself and note down anything that strikes
you as significant, and highlight any words or phrases that intrigue or inspire
you.
3. Now read the comments in the study material and share your immediate
reactions with each other. If you have read any other commentary on the
passage share anything you have learned.
4. Discuss your responses to the questions asked in each study.
5. Read the passage again and reflect quietly on what you will take away.
6. Share with each other what you are going to do as a result of studying each
passage and pray for one another.
7. Pray together, using the words that can be
found at the bottom of page 5 of this
booklet.
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Study 1: Christ at the door
Read: Revelation 3: 14-22
Spend some time reflecting on the picture ‘Light of the
World’ by Holman Hunt as shown on the front cover and
over page
‘Listen! I am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and
open the door, I will come in to you and eat with you, and you with me.’
These words, sometimes associated with the turn of the year, are thought of
affectionately as a message of hope for individuals, churches and communities
alike. They come from the Book of Revelation, which draws the New Testament to
a close. God dictates to the writer, known as John, a series of letters to be sent out
to the seven Christian churches in Asia. The words offered to the Christian
community in Laodicea are extremely critical, but there is consolation and hope
in this final vision of Jesus at the door, waiting to be welcomed in.
How often, when you are expecting to welcome guests into your home, have you
made a big effort to make sure everything is clean and tidy, that you have plenty of
food and drinks to offer and that you have spruced yourself up? We want to be
welcoming and to make our guests feel important and comfortable.
Is the same true of our desire to welcome the Christ child into the world, our
churches, our lives? We celebrate Christmas with great enthusiasm (as well as
indulgence and expense) but do we open the door of our lives to the transforming
power words and actions offers us?
As the New Testament editors close the written part of God’s new revelation, which
began unexpectedly with the birth of a baby in Bethlehem, they choose to use the
words of a man who speaks very much in the tradition of the vocal and radical
Hebrew prophets. John is not afraid to say what he thinks and describe what he
sees, and he is not happy.
His message for the church in Laodicea is the last of his comments to the seven
churches in Asia and is the only one in which the tone is almost entirely negative.
It seems that the Christian community here lacks passion, meaning or purpose –
they are muddling through – and it shows. This is the worst possible state of affairs.
The other six churches he addresses have variously been praised for their
endurance, their openness, love, faith, service and holding the name of Christ as
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supreme. John is not universally positive – most of the churches (like any community
or organisation) have weaknesses – but then comes his last comment and there are
no holds barred in his criticism.
The problem? They have left Christ standing outside the door. They are not
welcoming the radical message he proclaims.
They are so convinced they know all the answers that they miss the very obvious
that is staring them in the face. Like the
prophets of old, of course, John tempers
his condemnation with a hint of
possibility: the possibility that Christ can
still come in and transform if only the
people will allow. This is the postChristmas story. If we listen hard, then
what Christ has to say to us will turn so
many of our common assumptions upside
down.
Questions for discussion:
1. Can you identify what you think is
‘radical’ (and ‘upside down’) about
the message of Jesus? Gather
together as many examples as you
can and then try to name your top
three ‘radical challenges’.
2. Take time to reflect prayerfully and
ask God to help you name those
areas in your life that need turning
upside down. What are the priorities,
habits and commitments that make it
hard for you to welcome Christ
‘through the door’?
3. How will you live out God’s radical,
upside down message in the future?
Try to identify one relationship and
one situation in which you want to
make a difference.
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Study 2: The challenge of the new
Read: Luke 2: 22-38
Spend some time reflecting on the picture ‘Supper at
Emmaus’ by Caravaggio as shown on back cover and over
page.
There are many occasions in the life and ministry of Jesus during
which those who see him or listen to him recognise something entirely
new, not only in what he says but simply in the way he is. This painting, of Jesus
dining with two followers after his resurrection, depicts one such occasion
recounted by the gospel writer Luke (Luke 24: 13-32). Other people who see
something new in Jesus include two Roman centurions, a tax collector, a group of
fishermen, women on the edge of society… the list goes on. Towards the beginning
of his gospel, when Jesus is presented at the Temple in Jerusalem by his parents,
we meet two old and observant people, Simeon and Anna, who both recognise in
the baby Jesus God at work in the world. Simeon sings that God has prepared ‘a
light for revelation to the Gentiles’.
There are many people who make a very good living out of trying to turn back the
effects of time. There is no shortage of products and treatments that claim to keep
us looking young! Of course we know that nothing can stop the clock and perhaps
the best we can hope for is that as our bodies age our minds will grow wiser (but
even that is not guaranteed!).
The passage chosen for this study is about Jesus the child being taken into the
Temple where his significance is recognised: something new is about to begin. The
painting above, by the Italian artist Caravaggio, represents another moment of
recognition, which came some thirty or so years later. There are many significant
elements to the painting. Your eye might be taken by the basket of fruit perched
precariously on the edge of the table – pomegranate to symbolise the crown of
thorns; apples and figs representing original sin; and grapes for the Eucharistic wine.
You might be taken by the disciple with his arms outstretched echoing the
crucifixion, or the magnificent use of light which allows Jesus’ face to be flooded
with a clear light despite the presence of the innkeeper, standing beside him, whose
shadow should disrupt this. Caravaggio is often regarded as a master of the
technique of chiaroscuro – literally ‘light and dark’.
But the most interesting feature is the face of Jesus himself. This is a post crucifixion
image – yet Jesus’ face is youthful, reminding us more importantly that this is also a

9

post resurrection image. The youthful face is a sign of life
renewed.
Perhaps equally significant is the contrast between the
youthfulness of Jesus and the aging of the disciples pictured
with him. There is a challenge here – the one who offers grace
and community is not the elder one, not the one with the flowing
beard. Ironically, it is often youthful excitement and challenge that can
make older members of an established church congregation, or indeed any
community, feel quite uncomfortable. And maybe that’s just how it should be.
For me, this picture captures so much of the contradiction that the gospel puts before
us. New life is offered amidst the old – light shining in dark corners, questioning of
the established order, symbols of pain: our lives are being challenged; turned upside
down!
Questions for discussion:
1. On what occasion or occasions have you been struck by understanding
something new about Jesus’ message? What was your response?
2. Many people within the Church are talking about “fresh expressions of
church: a changing Church for a changing world”. What does that idea and
that ambition mean to you? You can find out more about Fresh Expressions at
http://www.freshexpressions.org.uk (there is a great 36 second video defining
what ‘fresh expressions’ are at http://www.freshexpressions.org.uk/ondemand/
whatarefreshexpressions) or contact Gary Williams at
williamsg@methodistchurch.org.uk
3. Every new year brings with it fresh resolutions and hopes for the future. In
response to Jesus’ message, where might God be calling you that is new? To
which issues in the world or your community might God be calling you to
respond?

See back cover for larger
version of this picture.
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Study 3: Seeking the light
Read: John 8: 12-20
Spend some time reflecting on the picture ‘Life Light’ on the
next page.
‘I am the light of the world…’, proclaims Jesus in this challenging
passage from the Gospel of John. In it Jesus is declaring his identification
with the will of God – an identification so inseparable that to see Jesus is to see
God. God’s judgment on human standards is to be discovered in the life and
ministry of Jesus himself.
This picture is another example of the method known as chiaroscuro (‘light and
dark’) mentioned in Study 2. This drawing started life as a sheet of paper almost
entirely blacked out with charcoal. Light was then introduced by literally rubbing
out the black. The dramatic result not only shows the power of light but reminds us
that the darkness still exists.
Our contemporary experience is often of light that floods out and illuminates every
part of a room or the street. This often results in what we term ‘light pollution’,
which makes it difficult for many of us ever to experience true darkness or
appreciate the source of the light. However, if we walk in a very rural area on a
clear night – for example in the Galloway Forest Park in Dumfries & Galloway
(designated the UK’s first Dark Sky Park) – our view of the stars makes it very clear
where the source of our light is while, at the same time, allowing us to navigate
dark places.
I used to work with people with severe mental health issues. Too often I heard stories
of them hearing from well-intentioned religious folk that, if only they gave their life
to Jesus, all their problems would go away instantly. As a result, when life still
proved tough, they ended up with an even greater sense of inadequacy. We must
be careful of offering glib answers to the difficult questions of life. We need to use
the light to rub out the darkness; not hope that we can just swamp it and pretend
that it is no longer there.
For Jesus and his contemporary hearers, the kind of blanket light coverage that we
take for granted would have been quite unknown once the sun set each day. Instead
he speaks of the light of a candle flame or oil lamplight that does not flood an entire
room but highlights specific areas and leaves others in the dark.
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To bring light to the dark areas we must move the light (holding it; becoming one
with it, as it were) and shine it in particular places without being afraid of what we
might find.
Questions for discussion:
1. Find a photograph of light pollution across Britain or Europe. How does this
affect your concept of light and dark? Have you ever experienced true
darkness? What did it reveal about the power of starlight against the backdrop
of space? You may be interested to find out more about ‘dark sky places’ at
http://www.darkskydiscovery.org.uk/images/darksky02.jpg
2. Pause and pray for the world, your community and the Church. Where do you
see the light of Jesus already at work, changing things around you? You may
find the words of Jan Berry’s hymn, ‘Deep in the darkness’, helpful and
challenging. You can read it on
the inside cover of this booklet.
3. What is the ‘darkness’ in the
world and how can we be
instrumental in rubbing it out?
4. Take some time to reflect on
Psalm 139, in which the writer
imagines God’s understanding
of darkness and light:
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.
(Psalm 139, verses 11 & 12)
Here is a picture I drew as part of my
journey of art exploration and
thinking about ‘Light. ’ It is drawn
using the chiaroscuro method . I
have called it ‘Life Light’. I hope my
work may encourages you to explore
spirituality through art. It’s been a
fascinating journey!
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Study 4: Sharing the light
Reading: Luke 2: 8-20
Spend some time reflecting on the stained glass depiction
of Martin of Tours on this page and page 15.
‘The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they
had heard and seen, as it had been told them.’ The gospel writer Luke
doesn’t end his account of the birth of Jesus with the local shepherds kneeling
beside the manger. Instead, he sends them back out into the cold, to where they
work and to where others live and work – to spread the good news where ordinary
people are.
The first of this series of bible studies introduced St Martin of Tours. (See 120 days
of Christmas, Part 1) That study encouraged us to consider how Martin’s Christian
faith led him to seek justice for all. We also looked at the most famous story
associated with his life, captured in the painted glass image above. We return to
that story and think of another way in which it has profoundly influenced our
understanding of Christian discipleship.
One bitterly cold night Martin saw a scantily clad beggar huddled by a wall. Seeing
the man’s need, he cut his military cloak in half and shared it. That night, Martin
dreamed of Jesus wearing the half-cloak he had given away saying: ‘Here is Martin,
the Roman soldier; he has clad me.’ The cloak was called a capella. St Martin of
Tours became known as the first capellain or chaplain.
No one knows precisely what happened that night by the gates of the city of Amiens,
but the story of the shared cloak gets right to the heart of chaplaincy. Martin of Tours
saw someone who had an obvious need and shared something that made a real
difference. In this case, the cloak filled a material need, but the need might equally
have been a word of encouragement or someone to listen to at a moment of crisis,
stress or celebration.
Chaplains are sometimes said to be ‘taking Christ into places’. After ordination,
Martin was commissioned to work away from the main church building in places
where people were in special need. My experience of chaplaincy work suggests
that, as for St Martin, it is often in the unlikeliest places and people that Christ is to
be found. Chaplaincy has taken me into places as diverse as a hospice, a secure
psychiatric hospital, an aeroplane cockpit, a Crown Court, a bus drivers’ canteen
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and an engineering workshop. Chaplains are to be found in many more
environments but they all share one thing in common – they are places where the
business of ordinary day to day living is going on.
This is one of the messages we take away from the Christmas story. The shepherds
had to return to their place of work – there were still sheep to feed and keep safe.
But they went “glorifying and praising God”, re-entering their workplace with a
wholly new outlook on life. Likewise, the wise men who were to seek out the baby
Jesus later on would eventually return to their homes and routines – but knowing
that everything was changed. Chaplaincy, too, arises from a sense that God gets
everywhere with the potential to make things different.
There are lots of opportunities for any of us to share Christ’s light in unlikely places
– and in that sense we all have the potential to be ‘chaplains’ during the course of
our daily lives. We need to go out and live actively and intentionally in the name
of Jesus.
All those who visited Jesus in the Bethlehem stable were profoundly influenced by
what they witnessed. When they left they took with them a new experience, which
would have affected their life and attitudes. Is that our post-Christmas experience
also? Can we embrace the New Year in a new way?
Questions for discussion:
1. In what unexpected places or people have you met Jesus? How have they
shown to you his light and example?
2. What chaplains do you know or have you come across? Pray for chaplains
and for the many, varied situations in which they find themselves. You can
find out much more about chaplains at http://www.methodist.org.uk/
mission/chaplaincy
3. If one aspect of chaplaincy is to ‘go out and live actively and intentionally in
the name of Jesus’, ask yourself how you are already doing that, and how and
where you might encourage others to share Christ’s light in unlikely places. At
the supermarket? In the school or community centre? On the streets, engaging
with young people in the evening? Find out what is happening near you and
see how you can help.
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Deep in the darkness a starlight is gleaming,
calling us out from the safety of home.
God of the questions, the mystery of dreaming,
lighten our journey into the unknown.
Out of the darkness the voices are crying,
terror and fear screaming loud in the night.
God of the hurting, of innocence dying,
fire us with anger to struggle for right.
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Still in the darkness we search for your healing,
hoping for meaning to comfort our fear.
God of the silence, of unspoken feeling,
teach us the wisdom to make your truth clear.
On through the darkness we follow your leading,
searching for joy and a refuge to stay.
God of our longing, the bliss we are seeking,
journey with us to the brightness of day.
© Jan Berry. Reproduced with permission. Available in Singing the Faith (Hymn
book of the British Methodist Church) #625
Stained Glass of St Martin of Tours,
Basilica of St Martin, Tours, France
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Supper at Emmaus, Caravaggio. © National Gallery, London. Reproduced with kind permission.

