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I

Three weeks ago I was very fortunate to be in Westminster Abbey for evening prayer during the visit of Pope Benedict.  It happened that I was sitting on the front row for what was an historic and moving act of welcome and prayer.  

The procession at the beginning and end was a long and formal one.  The most important symbol in that procession which you may not have noticed was the ancient Book of the Gospels.  The Book of the Gospels resides in the library of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge and I have seen it there behind its glass case.  Here it was carried in solemn procession by a senior member of the College. 

This Book of the Gospels is very ancient and dates from the time of Paulinus.  It was made in Italy and has been in England since the 7th Century.  It is reputed to be the very Book of the Gospels given by Pope Gregory in Rome to Augustine on his mission to Canterbury in 597.  This was the mission Paulinus was to join in 601.  

In that service in Westminster Abbey, the gospels were a powerful symbol indeed as Benedict, the successor of Gregory and Rowan the successor of Augustine prayed for the first time together in that place.  They remind us that though our two churches have grown apart in some ways we have grown from a single stock.  They remind us that our very foundation as the Church of England is a missionary foundation.  They remind us that our faith is founded on the ancient words of the gospels and must remain true to them.  They remind us that the task which Augustine and Paulinus began, the conversion of England, remains unfinished still.  We share now in their mission which is also God’s mission which has endured across more than 1400 years.  
This lecture is in three parts.  In the first I want to lay a foundation by describing the missionary strategy of the Church of England at the present time as I see it.  We are aiming to grow a mixed economy church.  

In the second I want to set out something deeper: something of a vision for the local church in the next decade – something to aim at in the present, sometimes confusing, climate.  I will argue that each local church needs a very simple vision: to become more Christ-like.  

In the third and final part I want to connect the two together and describe how pursuing this vision is the surest way to fulfil the strategy and engage in mission in our present generation.  It is only as we become more deeply rooted in Christ and more Christ-like that we will be able to grow a mixed economy church.  

The background and experience I bring to the subject is thirteen years of parish ministry, nine of them in this Diocese of Wakefield; eight years as a theological educator in Durham; five years working at national level in the Church of England as Archbishops’ Missioner encouraging fresh expressions of church and now just a year and a half as the seventh Bishop of Sheffield, doing my best to proclaim the kingdom of God and grow Christ’s church in South Yorkshire (and some parts of East Yorkshire around Goole). 

II

So what strategy is the Church of England pursuing as we engage in that mission in the early 21st Century?

The idea of strategy in God’s mission may be new to some of you here.  It may be a surprising use of language.  In fact the history of Christian mission demonstrates that there has always been strategy.  The spread of the gospel has not been haphazard.  No Christian minister or missionary can do everything.  That strategy has varied from generation to generation.

Even in the gospels we see that Jesus sets priorities, he does not go where the wind blows him.  In the Acts of the Apostles, Paul goes in every city where he can to the Jewish community.  Within a region he goes to the major centres of population.  He adjusts his preaching according to the audience he is speaking to.  

It is clear from the pages of Bede’s history that Augustine and his companions pursued a clear strategy for mission.  It focussed around preaching the gospel to the local kings and chieftains.  As they converted, so their people were converted with them.  Resources were released to build churches and found monasteries and parish churches which then deepened and extended the mission.  The Celtic missionaries coming down from the north pursued a slightly different strategy, working more among the common people and through them influencing the kings and the nobility.  
Even so no-one would suggest that Christian mission would work like that today.  A new missionary coming to Dewsbury would be most unlikely to go first to the council chamber and seek to convert the chief executive or the leader of the council in the hope that the whole town would follow.  We need to work in different ways.

Over the last four decades the Church of England – and to some extent the church in England – has needed to develop a shifting strategy for mission.  That strategy has shifted because the wider understanding of faith in our society has been changing and evolving all the time and is changing still.  In the early 1980s the dominant form of evangelism was still crusade evangelism.  The gospel was presented in large stadiums or gatherings or through parish missions.  These gatherings were advertised in the press.  The Christians brought their friends.  People came to faith.  

That form of evangelism was considered effective because the majority of the population knew the Christian story from childhood.  They had learned the gospel stories in school or Sunday School.  The evangelist in the stadium is not seeking to tell them everything but to appeal to their heart and spirit – to give them a new perspective and understanding of the faith they already know in part.  The pieces of the jigsaw are already in their mind.  During the talk the pieces are lifted up and set down in a new pattern.  There is a new understanding of the claims of Christ.  There is a conversion.

This approach became not invalid but less effective as the numbers of people who knew the story in a society declined.  New strategies and approaches were needed.  In the 1990s the churches began more and more to develop ways of teaching faith to those who were interested enquirers, not in a single evening, but over a number of weeks and months.  Care was taken to identify those who showed an interest in faith through occasional offices; through members of the parent and toddler group; through community ventures.  Then a group was offered to teach the faith, assuming very little, and lead people to Christian commitment and discipleship.  

This was the approach that led to the development of the Alpha Course, to Emmaus groups, to all kinds of resources and materials.  It is still an extremely valuable and fruitful approach.  It is a hugely valuable area of work to be engaged in.  Every church should be establishing this kind of course or group to journey with those who are coming to faith.  

But alongside the crusade or mission and alongside the nurture group or short course, the churches began to realise in the early years of this decade that we need to do still more.  The water table of the understanding of Christian faith continues to fall with each generation.  Church congregations nationally have just about stabilised during the last decade.  We may no longer be in decline.  However other studies have shown that a growing portion of the population has never had contact with any church.  
There has therefore been a movement by the mainstream Christian churches in these islands, not only to invite people to come to church and join us here in worship but a complementary and growing movement to go to where people are and sit and listen and explore together and form church in those networks and cultures, beginning with the gospel and allowing the church to take its shape from that gospel and the local culture.  

The Church of England and the Methodist church have called these new communities “fresh expressions of church”.  There are now many thousands of them growing across the land.  Through them many hundreds of people are finding faith and growing as Christian disciples.  

Does this mean that we are abandoning traditional forms of church?  Not at all.  They remain important.  We need to grow and develop our existing parish churches.  Many fresh expressions of church are part of existing parishes.  Just as once you had an 8.00 am and a 10.00 am Service on Sundays for different groups of people, so now its very common to have a Saturday teatime service for families or a youth congregation or a Messy Church midweek once a month as church in its own right.  

We are seeking as a church in this decade and the next to grow what Archbishop Rowan Williams has described as the Mixed Economy Church: fresh expressions of church alongside existing churches with an interwoven life to address the needs of a complex and evolving society.  

For many hundreds of years British society has been shaped to bring the majority of the population into contact with the Christian church through the rhythm of the year; through the key moments in life; through the interweaving of Christian faith with the structures of our society.  We call that interweaving of church and society, Christendom.  

In the last generation or two, Christendom has begun to break down, but not entirely.  For some people in some places, the shaping of society still draws you towards the church, sometimes in surprising ways.  We are finding in the Diocese of Sheffield at the moment a sharp increase in the number of infant baptisms and the numbers who are coming to baptism services.  That remains a very good example of the church making the most of opportunities which come to us.  

But for many people in much of their lives, the shaping of society draws you now not towards the life of the church but away from it in the rhythm of the week and the year; in the divergent ethics between church and society; in the cultural forms of church and of society.  

What should we do?  Should we ignore that large and increasing proportion of the population and concentrate on the ones who are coming?  How can we do that and claim to be the church for the whole nation?  Or should we remain comfortably in our churches trying harder and harder to drag people back to church against the flow of culture and society?  Many congregations have found that that is a wearying, backbreaking business with little fruit.  

Or should we leave behind the safety and security of what we know as church and go to where people are and sit and listen and form community and form new churches there which will take a different shape?

For six years that has been the official policy and strategy of the Church of England and of the Methodist Church and it is increasingly the official policy and strategy of the other churches in these islands.  For Anglicans it is expressed in the report Mission-Shaped Church; in the resolutions passed by General Synod and Diocesan Synods; the recommendations followed up and brought into policy; into resources invested in this kind of venture; in the continued support of Bishops and Archbishops.  It is proving an immensely fruitful and creative strategy and I commend it to you.  If you are not following it in your parish or church then explore it further; find out more; take part in some training and catch up with what the rest of the Church of England is already doing.  We are seeking to become a mixed economy church.  
III

But is an appropriate strategy for mission enough to shape the lives of our congregations and communities?  Is mission really enough and sufficient to shape the church? Certainly that strategy gives a broad shape to our activities and helps us prioritise our energies but is it enough to give life and shape and vision to our local parishes and congregations and fresh expressions of church?

My answer to that question would be no.  A mission-shaped church is not enough.  We need a clearer and sharper vision for Christian community which goes beyond a strategy for outreach or for seeing people come to faith.  Praise God that people should come to faith but what then?  What kind of community are they joining?  What is our vision for the local church, for the Diocese, for the fresh expression of church in the next five, ten or fifteen years, for the next generation?  

How are we to have a vision which will set our hearts on fire?  A vision which will help us love and serve and transform our communities – because that too is part of our understanding of God’s mission.  How are we to have a vision about deepening discipleship and community?  A vision which will help us navigate through all the complex decisions we need to take about gender and ministry; about sexuality; about ethics. How can we nurture a vision which will help us to be a united church even as we become more diverse as we surely must?

Every so often in life, I have learned that it’s very good for me to be asked some really hard question or another.  About three years ago, I was asked a really hard question by some representatives of the Diocese of Portsmouth.  They asked me to come and talk to their Diocesan Conference – a major gathering of clergy and lay people.  And they said, “We want you to give us your vision for the church in Britain over the next twenty five years”.  What is it that inspires you and gives you hope?  What kind of church do you want to see?
They also said something else.  My role at the time was encouraging fresh expressions of church.  They said to me:  “We don’t want your normal fresh expressions talk thank you very much.  Take us further”.

I found the question very challenging and absolutely fascinating.  I was very glad they had given me about nine months’ notice.  I went away and thought very hard.  What kind of church did I want to see in 25 years time – I turned 50 that year so it was interesting to look ahead to probably the end of my active ministry.  What was it that was going to make me get out of bed in the morning to go and do?  

I was and remain committed to a mixed economy church – but that only takes us so far.  What then?  What was the vision?

I read some more ecclesiology – the doctrine of the church.  I went back to the New Testament.  I explored the ninety or more images of the church in the New Testament.  You will be able to think of some of them: the body, the bride, the vine, the way and so on.  I asked what was it that they all have in common.  Three things.  They all say something about community.  They all say something about God’s world.  And they all say something about Jesus Christ.

The Christian understanding of the church is inextricably bound up with the Christian understanding of Christ.  We are not just a body.  We are the body of Christ.  We are not just a bride. We are the bride of Christ.  We are not just the branches of a vine.  We are branches of the vine who is Christ.  We are not just sheep.  We are sheep who belong to Jesus, the good shepherd.

I believe we need at this time to shape our common life around a very simple but very profound vision of what it means to be the church.  We need to focus our energies, our thoughts, our reflections, on what it means to be a Christ-like church once again.  Most of us have forgotten completely what the word Christian means.  It is meant to mean Christ-like, centred on Christ, taking on Christ’s nature both individually and as a community.  
So my vision for the church over the next 25 years is nothing more or less than that we strive to become more Christ-like – more Christian if you like.  

In my first six months as Bishop of Sheffield, we developed a new vision statement for the Diocese which now gives shape to all we try and do together.  Its central idea is forming Christ-like communities.  This is the vision statement in full:

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.  
So my vision is that we become more and more Jesus’ people: people like Jesus.  
What in turn does that mean?  At this point there are many different places you can go for inspiration and guidance.  We could turn to many parts of the Old Testament and anywhere in the New Testament.  

But the place I was drawn to in that original talk to Portsmouth Diocese and to which I have been drawn back ever since are the beatitudes: those wonderful sayings from the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount which formed our reading this evening.  You may like to turn to them on the service sheet for a few moments and look at them again.  

In Matthew’s gospel the sayings of Jesus are drawn together into five great blocks of the master’s teaching, like the five books of Moses.  The first of these in Matthew 5 to 7 is the most important.  It is addressed not to the crowds but to the disciples – a key word in this gospel.  And at the head of the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew places these eight sayings.  

We often misread them in English because of a confusion over the word “you”. We use the same word in the singular and the plural.  Most languages use different words, as does the Greek of the gospels.  It is very clear in the original language that Jesus is speaking not to me as an individual but to us as a community.  Jesus is affirming eight different characteristics – eight beautiful attitudes – which he wants to see in his disciples – among his people.  Jesus is describing here the character he wants to see in his church.  It is also, of course, nothing else than the character of Christ.  Matthew will show us as the gospel moves forward the different ways in which Jesus demonstrates all of the qualities described here.  We are to strive to be Jesus’ people.  
Let’s look at them briefly as qualities for the church.  

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are those who know their need of God, says one translation.  Blessed are those who know they haven’t arrived.  Who know every moment their dependence on God’s grace and love and power.  Blessed are those who know they haven’t a hope without God.  

That for me is exactly where the Church of England needs to be in 2010.  Not full of ourselves and our own achievements.  Not effortlessly superior when it comes to the things of God.  Not proud of our liturgy or identity in any way.  But poor in spirit, seeking God’s grace to revive us and move us forward.

Blessed are those who mourn for they will be comforted.  The second beatitude is not a word for the bereaved alone.  Jesus describes an attitude of mourning he wants to see in his church at all times.  It is the attitude of compassion and sorrow for the sins and the plight of the world around us – for those who suffer near and far.  We are to be people who know how to rejoice with those who rejoice, but we are also to be people who know how to weep with those who weep.  I am naturally suspicious of Christians or a church which smiles all the time.  We will need in this life the minor key as well as the major key.  We need to lament as well as to celebrate.  

Blessed are the meek for they will inherit the earth.  We are not to be proud of ourselves as Christians in relation to others.  We are not to big ourselves up.  We are called instead to be humble, to be open to others, to see the good in them.  Meekness seems to be the only way the Church of England will navigate through the immense challenges we face over gender and ministry and human sexuality.  Meekness is the key to listening to one another.  Meekness seems to me to be the key to ecumenism.  Meekness seems to me to be the key to relationships with other faiths and indeed our secular society.  We need to become again a diaconal church: a church which is committed to serving the society around us.  

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness for they will be satisfied.  Righteousness here is an important word.  It draws on a deep Old Testament tradition.  It is more than personal morality.  It is more than good living.  It is more even than being set right with God as an individual through faith in Jesus Christ.  
This is social righteousness.  This is longing for justice.  This is working towards the fulfilment of the Lord’s Prayer:  your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  

For the church to take on the character of Christ means to be filled with longing for fairness and justice in the world and especially to take the part of the poor.

Blessed are the merciful for they will receive mercy.  I long to see a more gentle and merciful church.  I long to see parish churches which are known for and characterised by mercy: where welcome and acceptance is the first thing you encounter, whoever you may be.  

Blessed are the pure in heart for they will see God.  We are to be a church which seeks holiness in every part of our life together.  We are to be a clean church, an honest church, a truthful church, a single minded church.

Blessed are the peacemakers for they will be called children of God.  Note that Jesus does not say blessed are the conflict avoiders.  Nor does Jesus say blessed are the nice and polite.  

This saying does seem to imply that there will be a level of conflict in the church and in society.  If there were not, how could we need peacemakers?  But in that conflict and disagreement, the Christian community must constantly be seeking peace, shalom, the well being of the whole of society.  We must seek to reconcile the estranged in every way.

Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness sake for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are those who are content to live against the grain of their society so much that they are distinctive.  Blessed are those whose lives are so different that they make others uncomfortable and from time to time they make life difficult for them.  Blessed are those who are so committed to their faith that they will take a stand for it when necessary even if that results in persecution.  

If we are serious about becoming a Christ-like church that commitment will cash out into these characteristics: spiritual poverty; compassion; humility; a deep longing for justice; love for all; holiness; seeking peace and perseverance in the face of persecution.  

This is not, I have to say, a portrait of the average Anglican parish or the average Anglican diocese at the present time.  But that is what we need to work towards if we are to grow Christ-like communities in every place.  A parish church is called to be more than a community which shares beliefs and worships in a particular style.  A parish church is called to be a Christ-like community.  A fresh expression of church is called to be more than a group which meets at different times in different places and does trendy things in worship.  A fresh expression of church is called to grow the qualities of Jesus Christ in its own common life.  We are called to be Jesus’ people once again.  

And that, for me, is a vision of the church which makes me want to get out of bed in the morning.  That is a Church of England I want to be part of and to help form and grow and celebrate.  That is the vision I want to help keep at the centre of our common life.  We are called to be more than a mission-shaped church.  We are called to be a Christ-centred, Christ-shaped, Christ-bearing church in the midst of God’s needy world.  

IV
And how exactly does that come about?

There is much we could say.  It is vital to make a strong theological connection between the two parts of what I have said so far.  We are called to engage in the mission of God in our generation with a clear and appropriate strategy: to grow the mixed economy church.  We are called to seek to become a more Christ-like church in the qualities described in the beatitudes.

These two things could so easily be set against each other.  You can imagine one church saying to the other:  we haven’t got time for nurture groups or fresh expressions of church – we are too busy concentrating on being meek and pure in heart.  Or another church saying: we are so busy planting fresh expressions we haven’t got the energy to be hungry and thirsty for righteousness.  Or both churches hearing this agenda as simply a requirement to do more and to become frantic places where there is no time or space for any kind of growth.

Growth in Christ-likeness is never truly the opposite or alternative to growth in the number of disciples or the number of communities.  But often it feels that way.

One vital place of connection is the wonderful and profound image of the Body of Christ.

Every Anglican knows the image because we celebrate it week by week in our liturgy.
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.

This Body of Christ image allows no separation whatsoever between these two aspects of character and growth; between growth in depth and growth in numbers.  They are two dimensions of being and becoming the Body of Christ.

The Ephesians passage in particular talks clearly about a two fold growing.  We are to grow up into him which is the head, into Christ.  It is as we grow up into Christ that we draw on the energy and life to grow outwards as the Body of Christ as we engage in mission.  It is as we are connected to the head that we stay connected to one another through ligaments and sinews and build ourselves up in love.  

There are no alternatives here, no false dichotomies, no simplifications.  Our connection to Christ enables our growth in character and our growth in numbers.  As we push our roots deeper so our shoots should spread wider.  Growth is not an activity but an overflow of grace.  The whole has a coherence, a discipline, a grace shaped wonder to it.  We are called to be part of a body, a community, which is itself called to grow in character and in numbers generation by generation in this place as in any other.

We are called to engage in God’s mission in our generation through a sensible and realistic strategy:  to grow the mixed economy church.

We are called to recover a sense of growing Christ-like communities.

These two are linked together by the powerful picture of becoming the Body of Christ.

May God give us grace to fulfil this vision now and in the coming years.
Amen.    
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