West Midlands Forest Church

As Autumn moves into Winter

An outdoor celebration for

All Hallows
Introduction and Welcome

Be still

Be attentive to the divine presence
(a silent pause is kept)
God of death and resurrection

as the seasons move into winter, we come to you 

Hail and Welcome

in the midst of death, we welcome your life-giving Spirit

Hail and Welcome

as mortals made in your image, we welcome each other 

Hail and Welcome

Welcoming the God of the circle of the seasons

God of the East and sun rising

We call to you to bring us light

Hail and Welcome

God of the South and the warm breeze

We call to you to be the embrace between us

Hail and Welcome

God of the West and sun setting

We call to you as we enter the dark season

Hail and Welcome

God of the North and the cold winds

We call to you to be the fire in our hearts
Hail and Welcome

Christ Jesus

Be the life within us

Be the love between us

Be the light that guides us

This day and for eternity

Our celebration this afternoon picks up the ancient themes of the season of All Hallows, many of which are given modern form in Halloween customs and were reflected in the Harvest Carol ‘come ye thankful people’.
This is the second harvest festival of the old calendar. Lammas in August marked the beginning of the harvest as a festival of grain, all hallows marked the end as an apple festival. The Romans called this festival Pomona and had games like apple bobbing as part of that. Mulled cider was the seasonal drink. The seasonal food however was soul cakes, and this pointed to another tradition. At all hallows as the harvest was over people stored up food for the winter months. The poor however might be short of food and so the practice of souling and guising developed as the poor went door to do collecting winter food from those better off. They would dress in costumes and at the door would offer to pray for the souls of the departed from that house in return for a gift of food. From this developed soul cakes as food given to the poor in return for that blessing. Indeed, by the Victorian period various soul cake rhymes would accompany the costumed procession. This is the real origin of today’s trick or treat. Finally, that story reminds us that this was the time the dead where remembered. This predates Christianity and was the reason in the west All Hallows was moved to the first of November as the dark winter months began. 

Today’s celebration explores all those themes.

A Season of Reflection and Rest 
A time for stories and games after the harvest was over and the days cold and people gathered round the fire

A season of Remembering ….
Falling leaves are very much part of Autumn. We invite you to collect leaves to represent people that are no longer with you but who you want to remember. We are going to float these leaves are floated in the dishes of water as a way of giving them into the care of God. The Celts saw the journey beyond this life as a setting out to sea trusting in God beyond the horizon – this is expressed in the song ‘Beyond these shores’ which will be played as we gather and offer our leaves.
God our protector, we ask for your presence with all our loved ones and with us and at this time particularly on those fighting the global pandemic and all who have lost loved ones. Amen
A Season of facing the darkness 
As we enter the dark days of winter it is also a time to face our fear of what may lurk in the dark. Fear of monsters and the dead is part of our All Hallows eve traditions, our fairy stories and horror tales. 

we need to acknowledge these fears, but we need to remember that fear itself can become what that holds us back. With Jesus we have nothing to fear. Jesus told us “perfect love drives out fear”. We are called to love others even those whom we fear but we must also trust in the love of God who goes before us into the darkness. 

When facing a challenge or danger the Celtic Church used a prayer called a CAIM or encircling prayer. You can do this by drawing a circle around yourself with your finger. As you do this, become aware that you are safe and encompassed by the love of God: that you are encircled, enfolded and protected. 

St Patrick’s breastplate is such a prayer attributed to the 6th Century saint. It speaks not only of God surrounding us but God even inhabiting the stranger transforming them from threat to friend. 

God’s love not only protects us, but it embraces the darkness to befriend and transform it.

A setting of that prayer is the song ‘I arise today’ and as this is sung we may want to do some actions to join in or to draw a circle around ourselves remembering God’s presence with us.

(I Arise Today)

Hear the words of St Paul: Neither death nor life nor any power can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus.

Departing and travelling further 
God of the East and the suns rising

Bless us now with the inspiration of your light

God be with us

God of the South and the promise of Summer

Bless us now with your warmth

God be with us

God of the West as the sunsets upon us

Bless us now through the dark hours and at the time of death

God be with us 

God of the North and the season of coming winter

Bless us now with a season for reflection

God be with us

And May the blessing of the God of life and death 

In whom the seasons grow and fade

In whom all of us are held in love

Our Father and Mother who made us

Our Brother Jesus who mends us

Our Sustainer the Spirit who moulds us

Be upon as at this time 

And in all times to come

Go in peace, God is with us
