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Apologies for not being the Bishop of Whitby.  

Thanks to Bishop Graham and all who have led workshops today.

As you will know, I spent five years travelling the country simply listening to people who were exploring fresh expressions of church.  

I know that fresh expressions of church began in a whole variety of ways.  Here are some of the ingredients in the mix.  

I walked round an outer estate in West Bromwich with a young pioneer who told me about the young families living on an estate with no facilities, who fed their children junk food, who had nowhere to go during the daytime.  He had a vision of building a big playhouse and opening it out to the whole community.  [NEED]
In Essex I talked to a youth leader who took seriously the challenge of serving the young people of the whole community.  He ended up raising over half a million pounds and building the biggest skater park in the country.  [LOVING SERVICE]
In Worcester I remember meeting two grandmothers who were very angry that their small country church had lost all contact with children.  Young families come, they said, but they are tutted away.  They started again in the middle of the week with a service for parents and young babies.  [ANGER]
In Portsmouth I heard about a church whose Sunday School had dried up.  It was hard to recruit teachers.  Sunday was a difficult day for families to come to church.  One thing wasn’t working so they tried another. They had the spark of an idea and Messy Church was born. [IDEAS]
In Liverpool I met someone who had walked the streets and listened and prayed for a year and out of that emerged a vision to begin making bread and forming a church. [LISTENING]
In central London I met a priest who had heard how lonely people were in their twenties and how few friends they had.  He set out to create a community. [COMMUNITY]
There were hundreds more.  And I have met scores like them since coming to the Diocese of Sheffield.  People God is calling to go to where people are; to sit, to listen, to grow Christian communities – fresh expressions of church.  

In my experience, such people come in every shape and size.  They come in every theological tradition.  They come with all kinds of gifts.  Not everything works.  They don’t have all the answers.  But out of all of this passion and vision and service, new congregations are emerging.  

We need to be the kind of diocese which names and encourages and releases these pioneers to follow the vision God is giving them and to carry the good news of Jesus to every part of our society.  

This is our diocesan vision.  This is what we are working towards.  

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.  

To fulfil that vision and be the church for the 1.2 million people who live in our Diocese we need to grow our existing churches.  And we need to begin new ones.  So that there will be all kinds of churches in all kinds of networks and places as part of one diocesan family.  

Week by week as we come together in the Eucharist, we remember that as a church we are the Body of Christ.  

You know the introduction to the Peace, I am sure:

We are the body of Christ.  In the one Spirit we were all baptised into one body.  Let us then pursue all that makes for peace and builds up our common life.

You know the words we share at the breaking of the bread:

We break this bread to share in the body of Christ

Though we are many, we are one body, because we all share in one bread.  

The Church is like a Body.  We are the Body of Christ.

The picture is deeply rooted in the New Testament letters: in Romans and Corinthians; in Colossians and Ephesians.  
For as in one body we have many members and not all the members have the same function, so we who are many are one body in Christ and individually members of one another.  Romans 12.4-5.

But, speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knitted together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love.  Ephesians 4.14-16.

As I reflect on the life of the church in this Diocese, I find it immensely helpful to remember that we are the body of Christ.

I find it particularly helpful to remember that we are the body of Christ when I reflect on the questions of how we are to grow the life of the Diocese as a whole and how we are to grow fresh expressions of church.

The picture of the body of Christ helps me to remember very clearly that the body only grows when it is connected to the head, to Christ, whose life flows through the body.  The more we would be active in mission, the closer we need to hold onto Christ.  It is only as we dwell deeply in God that we are effective and fruitful in God’s mission.  

In Christ Jesus the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are built together spiritually into a dwelling place for God.  Ephesians 2.19-22.

The starting point in digesting this day must be prayer and must be connecting the body of Christ more deeply to the head, Christ himself.  

Second, the image of the Body of Christ, teaches me very powerfully that we are meant to be different and to have different gifts.  We know it is true of individuals.  But it is also true of the different gifts which different church communities bring.  
Graham spoke this morning about the term mixed economy of church life.  That is the idea that we need to be many different kinds of churches to connect with a very diverse society.  

The idea of a mixed economy – literally a mixed household – should not be difficult for Anglicans.  On Sunday mornings the vast majority of parish churches still hold an 8 o’clock service in one style and a 10 am or 10.30 am service for another style and for another congregation.  Both are equally church.  Both are connected as part of one parish – one body.  Both are there because they are needed.  

Is it so difficult to imagine a third congregation meeting on Wednesday afternoons in the Church Hall for something like Messy Church?  Is it so difficult to re-imagine the monthly service in the nursing home as a fourth congregation and try to ensure it is more fully church.  How about creating something for the families who bring their children for baptism?  What about the informal service for prayer and praise once a month?  Can that be seen as part of the mixed economy?

Each one is a manifestation of the Body of Christ.  Across a town or a city, there are and there need to be many different kinds of Christian community.  Together they create a rich ecology of church life.  Parish churches and gathered churches.  Large churches and small churches.  Churches with an emphasis on families and young children.  Churches with an emphasis on students in a university city.  Churches which emphasise friendship and community.  Churches where you can simply come and sit on the edge and not be bothered.  Ancient churches which have been there for hundreds of years.  Very new congregations which may be there for a season.  We need congregations with can engage with high culture and congregations which engage with popular culture.  
The Church of England has a particular calling in this respect.  God has not called us to be the church for one particular group in our society.  We are not the church of the middle classes, nor are we the church of the working class.  We are for both. We are not the church of the posh or the church of the poor.  We are the church of the posh and the poor.  The church of the powerful and the powerless.  We are the church which refuses to withdraw from the most difficult areas.  We have a particular calling and we have always had a particular calling to be a church for the whole nation.  According to a national survey this week 71% of this nation still claims allegiance to Christian faith.  There are no no-go areas for the gospel.  And that means we need at this moment in time to be a diverse, flexible, creative and trustful church.  

We would all agree that a garden is much more interesting if there are many different sorts of trees and plants and flowers.  A garden which was all oak trees or all roses or all dandelions would be a dull place.  The church of Christ serves its purpose best if all kinds of things are encouraged to grow, yet also to stay connected.  

For this is the third lesson of the picture of the Body of Christ.  We need to stay rooted in the Christ the head.  We need to allow one another to grow in different ways.  We need to stay deeply connected, one with another.  

Isn’t it easy for one part of the Body of Christ to despise another?  Isn’t it very easy for one part to look down on another?  One group dismisses another as dry traditionalists.  Another part dismisses a different group as the happy clappies.  Nonsense.  Nonsense.
Some things are a question of taste.  Some things are a question of what makes for good and appropriate mission.  Why can’t we allow each other to be different?  Yet we need to stay closely connected within our parishes and benefices; within our deaneries and within the Diocese.  

As we move forward on this journey, fresh expressions of church are going to need the churches which are deeply rooted in the tradition for stability, for maturity, for depth.  As we move forward the churches which are deeply rooted in the tradition need the fresh expressions of church as we seek to engage with the whole of our society.  Is it difficult to be different and connected?  Yes.  Is it essential.  Absolutely yes.  
If anything keeps me awake at night as Bishop of Sheffield it is the diversity of the churches of the Diocese.  We are without a doubt already one of the most diverse dioceses in the Church of England.  We have strong representation of a range of different traditions.  No-one can ever accuse Sheffield of being bland.  The key is to stay connected.  To build trust.  To love one another even in the midst of that diversity.  To see our differences as a gift not a problem.  

Ephesians once again:

But, speaking the truth in love, we must grow up (auxesomen) in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knitted together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth (auxesin) in building itself up in love.  Ephesians 4.14-16.

You and I, the lay ministers and the ordained ministers of the Diocese are the ligaments and sinews.  We hold this diverse body of Christ together and we help it to grow.  

How does a ligament hold a body together?  A ligament does two things.  It catches hold with a very firm grip at one end and at the other.  And it is prepared to be stretched in the process.  

No-one ever said that growing is easy.  Ask a teenager if you’re in any doubt.  But to be the Body of Christ is to grow.  We need to stay connected to the head.  We need to encourage diversity in mission.  We need to stay connected, one with another.  

As you know I’ve been the Bishop of Sheffield for about 18 months now.  Long enough not to be brand new.  By the end of this month I will have been to see all the clergy and been in just about every vicarage and many of the churches.  I still have almost as much hair as I started with and so far it has not gone grey, though they tell me it is only a matter of time.  

Here are some of the wrong ideas I think are around deep in the psyche of some of the churches in this Diocese.  I want to knock them on the head.

The Church in South Yorkshire (and parts of East Yorkshire around Goole) will never grow.  

Things will always be like this.  By which we mean, small and struggling congregations.  I don’t believe you.  According to one set of measures, congregations across the Diocese have been growing for the last three years and pretty steady through most of the last decade.  We are not locked into a spiral of inevitable decline.  There are good news stories in most places I look.  The landscape of faith in our wider society is changing.  There are sure grounds for hope in the gospel of Jesus Christ.  

The evidence is that if we sit and wait for people to come to church on our terms then we will have to wait for a long time.  But that’s true everywhere, not just round here.  If we go to where people are and pray and listen and love and serve and share our faith then the gospel evokes a response.  Good things begin to happen.  There is new life and new growth.  

We don’t have enough resources to do this.

I can see why you might think that.  Resources do feel stretched in many places.  We are a very generous diocese but we are not a rich diocese.  I would far rather be Bishop of a generous diocese than a wealthy diocese.  Our lay ministers and our clergy work extremely hard.  We have had to learn to depend on God’s provision.  
But resources are not the key to developing fresh expressions of church.  The key is imagination and vision and courage and the willingness to step out in faith and try something new.  Sometimes resources are found by using the gifts of different people.  Sometimes resources are found by cutting back in one place so growth can happen in another.  Sometimes resources are found only as we pray and step out in faith.  Sometimes they are found through God’s extraordinary provision.  Where there is vision and prayer and God’s people seek a way forward, normally those resources emerge.  Don’t let that stop you.  

That could never happen here.  

Sometimes on days like today, people listen to the wonderful stories in the workshops and in the plenaries or you read about them in books and we think: that’s all very well for such and such a place, but it could never happen here.  

Couldn’t it?  Why not?  

As I said at the beginning, I’ve talked with thousands of people over the last five years who have started fresh expressions of church.  Every single one of them had very little idea where those first steps would lead.  Nobody knew if it was ever going to work.  Like the disciples putting out into deep water, we don’t quite know if there will be a catch of fish.  But look what happens.  

Try it and see.  What is there to lose?

I hope and pray you will take good things away from this day.  I hope like yeast those who have been here will leaven the Diocese with a vision of new good things growing in many different places. 

I hope you will take time to spread the vision.  If you want resources you can use with your PCC or small group in church then the fresh expressions website has lots of them inexpensively priced.  

The Resources Centre in Church House has all the DVDs and books.  Buy a DVD to watch together.  Get hold of Mission-Shaped Congregations and set aside a Sunday morning service to think about what you’ve learned today.

If there are people who need training then we will be running Mission-Shaped Ministry, the one year training course for pioneers in South Yorkshire again in 2011.  You might want to think about coming as part of a team from your church.  
Above all listen and pray and think and imagine ways in which we can grow the mixed economy church in this part of God’s world.

Amen.  

