"Smiling all the way through with such joy…”
Words from an email of thanks received after one never to be forgotten Unity Week Service. On the afternoon of Sunday 22nd January 2012, Preston Guild Hall was host to an extraordinary Ecumenical event. About 1850 people from almost 80 different Preston churches came together for a united service to launch the 2012 Preston Guild – a once-every-20-years Preston event which has enormous significance for the city. Carmelites, Pentecostals, Greek Orthodox and  Seventh Day Adventists rubbed shoulders with Anglicans, Roman Catholics, Methodists and Baptists. Never before has such a comprehensive collection of Preston’s Christians met to worship in one place.
This was not a performance by high profile presenters or musicians – there will be plenty of opportunities for that later in the year, most notably at the Open Air Service on September 3rd. Rather, this was the assembly of pilgrims at the start of the Guild, and the focus was on meeting people, simple group worship and common commitment.
Peter Lumsden, one of the coordinating team for the Churches’ involvement in the Guild, led the Service, and expressed the hope in his address that by the end of Guild Year "The Churches in Preston" may have become "The Church in Preston"  - a hope enthusiastically echoed by many. Churches Together in Lancashire sent words of support and encouragement. A group of young people performed ‘A Parade of Guild Values’ – movingly explaining what each value meant to them. And the Guild’s Festival Director, Stella Hall, gave warm endorsement to the central role the churches had to play in the work of the Guild Year.

Stephen Garsed, another member of the coordinating team, summed up the task that lay before the Churches in his commentary on Luke 4:16 – 21:
We live in a city where faith has been eroded by materialism, a materialism that is now beginning to fail people. It is ironic that Guild Year - our year of celebration - brings the bleakest economic prospects for decades. We have a widening gap between rich and poor. We have a crisis of faith, hope and love in our City. Many people in our city claim that the church is irrelevant because it is divided and doesn’t meet the needs of ordinary people. 

But therein lies a real opportunity to bring Lord’s Favour - by working together in social action to bring faith, hope and love to our city - to truly bring Good News to Preston. This is quiet purposeful work, and the enduring legacy from it will be the real measure of how well we have brought the Lord’s favour to our City.
Well done to the Preston team for such a wonderful start to a momentous year.
