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Jesus tells two similar but contrasting stories in Matthew 13.  

“The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which someone found and hid; then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field.  

Again the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant in search of fine pearls: on finding one pearl of great value, he went and sold all that he had and bought it.” (Matthew 13.44-45)

Both stories draw attention to the immense value of the kingdom of heaven.  There is no sacrifice involved for the treasure seeker or for the merchant in these great transactions of their lives.  It’s a no brainer.  Each sells everything but at the end of the story is immeasurably richer than at the beginning.  Once you see the worth of the kingdom of heaven, becoming part of that kingdom is worth everything we have and more besides.

What exactly is this kingdom of heaven which is worth so much?  To be part of the kingdom of heaven includes, of course, the personal gospel of eternal salvation through Jesus Christ.  To see, to understand, to receive that gospel is indeed like finding treasure; like discovering a pearl of great price.  To be part of the kingdom of heaven includes the immense privilege of being part of the Church, the Body of Christ.  To be part of the kingdom of heaven includes becoming part of God’s vision for the whole of human society and the whole of creation and investing your life in that vision.  It is worth selling everything you have to come and follow. 

Jesus’ final command in Matthew’s gospel is to go and make disciples: to introduce others to the pearl of great price, the hidden treasure. 

In every generation, the church needs to gear its life to the treasure hunters and pearl seekers in our society.  We need to enable people to discover the wonder of the gospel, the grace of Christian community, the new vision for human society, the wonder of Christ himself.  

Some find this great treasure by accident.  You are digging for some other reason entirely and see treasure.  Some find the pearl by design after a long enquiry.  But both kinds of searchers need clear signposts, support, teaching, nurture and encouragement to make the journey.  

Those who are not yet searching need to be provoked and stirred up, loved and challenged.  Those who have just discovered the treasure need to be taught and nurtured in faith.   Those who have become Christians need to grow in their discipleship and their engagement with God’s church and God’s kingdom.  

But here is a mystery.  In a time of great change, activities which should be core to the life of every local church become squeezed to the edge of our attention and in some cases drop off altogether.   

Over time, we forget the core disciplines of growing new Christians in the life of every church of every tradition.  The flow of treasure-finders and pearl-seekers coming into our communities dries up.  It is rather like turning off a tap.  If that happens, the only possible outcome is the steady decline of our core, committed congregations.  People leave but seldom join. We find ourselves doing more with less.  We lose confidence in the transforming power of the gospel.

In October at the Diocesan Development Day we will begin as a diocese a more deliberate engagement with fresh expressions of church: beginning new Christian communities for those who have no knowledge of Christian faith.  

But my focus this morning is not fresh expressions of church.  It is the need for every parish church, every congregation, to learn again the craft of making disciples, the habit of growing new Christians in partnership with the Lord.  

In 1 Corinthians 3, Paul uses three images for this craft and habit.  All of them stress partnership with God.  All of them are about partnership with others.  All of them imply hard work and discipline.  All of them imply that this is work best done continually, over time.  

Growing new Christians is like parenting: “I fed you with milk not solid food” (3.2).  Growing new Christians is like farming:  “I planted, Apollos watered but God gave the growth” (3.6).  Growing new Christians is like building:  “Like a skilled master builder, I laid the foundation and someone else is building on it” (3.10).  

Good parenting, good farming, good building do not happen by accident.  They are disciplines, habits, core activities practised patiently over times and seasons and year by year.  
Our vision is to grow a sustainable network of Christ-like communities which are effective in making disciples.  How will we become better at growing new Christians and making disciples?  How do we move towards a time when adults are coming to Christian faith normally and regularly each year in the life of every parish church in this diocese?  

I don’t have all the answers.  But here are some of the things I am not going to do.  

I’m not going to set numerical targets.  This is God’s work, not ours.  It happens differently in different places.  Some soil is very fruitful.  Others are working more stony ground.  

I’m not going to tell any church precisely what to do and how to do it as if there was some magic formula or course or method you can use.  Or as if I know more than you do.  I don’t.  
I’m not going to run a series of training courses and tell you all to come.  I think that most churches already have some idea how to do this.  It is not that complicated.

I’m not going to write or commission a set of materials or a programme for everyone to use.  It is just not that simple.   There is lots of good material out there.  Some will prefer one flavour, others another.  That’s fine.  

But I am going to do two things and I am going to try to do them for as long as I am Bishop of Sheffield.  

The first is to suggest a simple pattern for the year.  The second is to lead by example.  

The pattern for the year is there because I think we all need some support to make these habits and disciplines part of our ordinary life again.  We also need to support one another.  
We are all used to the cycle of the Christian year.  The pattern of the year is of a resource for teaching the faith; for telling the story of the gospel; for making sure our diet is balanced.
My suggested pattern is that every autumn we focus together on proclaiming the gospel to those who haven’t heard it before: that we get outside the church in some way onto the streets and into the market place and the schools and meeting places.  There are a thousand ways to do that.  The great festivals of harvest and remembrance and Christmas all help us.  So does Back to Church Sunday.  Let’s encourage each other to proclaim the gospel with humility and confidence in every place.  Let’s sow the seed and see what happens.  
Then from the late autumn through to Easter I suggest we focus together on seeking to nurture the faith of enquirers and new believers.  Lent was originally a time to prepare new adult believers for baptism.  I want to recover that tradition and make it central to our life again: to renew the catechumenate as a normal and natural part of our life.   Some churches might be working with just one or two people each year.  Praise God for them and care for them.  Others might be working with half a dozen people exploring faith.  Others might be working with far more.  Groups might begin in November or January or later but they would run up to Easter.  

Finally, from Easter to the summer, I suggest we focus together on deepening the faith of the disciples – both the new Christians and the existing church.  Let that time of year be a time of encountering Christ in deeper ways, of spiritual refreshment, pilgrimage, renewal, learning.  As we move towards this cycle and pattern, this will be our main season for confirmation services as it is also our season for ordination retreats and ordinations.  It is also the season of our Ten Days of Prayer between Ascension and Pentecost as year by year we seek God’s grace for this cycle of proclaiming the faith; working with the enquirers who come and deepening the discipleship of the whole people of God.  

Sowing the seed far and wide in the autumn.  Working with enquirers and new Christians in the winter and spring.  Deepening discipleship in the summer.  

I believe this gives us a sustainable, practical pattern which sets the habits and disciplines of growing new Christians at the heart of our common life.  It is also a pattern which can be worked out in 200 different ways across the churches of the Diocese.   

I hope this pattern is something we can work at over the years ahead.  Over time it will support growth in discipleship and growth in congregations.  Alongside that regular rhythm we will set our calling to plant fresh expressions of church and we will have a way forward to grow the Diocese for the future.  

My second contribution, I hope, is to try to lead by example.  For the past two years, I have been pondering what it might mean to be a bishop who is genuinely a leader in mission.  

Of course it means many things.  But I reached the conclusion during the Ten Days of Prayer that for me it must mean, in part at least, setting an example in making a priority of helping to grow new Christians.  

So I hope in planning my diary for each year that every autumn I will be able to focus on proclaiming the gospel in different contexts and places in the Diocese.  Each Lent I intend to focus on teaching the faith to enquirers and new Christians including those preparing for baptism and confirmation.  Each summer I will set time aside for teaching days, retreats and renewal to deepen the discipleship of church members.  

I plan to begin that pattern next Lent with a series of six Wednesday evenings in the Cathedral, teaching the faith to anyone who will come, but especially geared to enquirers and new Christians.  

Over the next years, I hope to move around and across the Diocese in this annual pattern.  Sowing the seed far and wide in the autumn.  Working with enquirers and new Christians in the spring.  Deepening discipleship in the summer.  

The prophet Samuel judged Israel in an annual cycle moving from Bethel to Gilgal to Mizpah.  My circuit won’t be geographical.  I hope to move with the seasons from sowing the seed of the gospel to working with enquirers to deepening the discipleship of all.  I hope that over the next ten years, that cycle will become more and more of a reality in the life of the Diocese and its parishes and that many will discover the pearl of great price, the treasure of the gospel.  
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The Diocese of Sheffield is called to grow a sustainable network of Christ-like, lively and diverse Christian communities in every place which are effective in making disciples and in seeking to transform our society and God’s world.
