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In the Spring I attended the annual Church Action on Poverty Breakfast for faith and civic leaders in Sheffield.  The breakfast was addressed by a researcher, Jane Perry.  Her subject was  the Poverty Premium.  The Poverty Premium describes the reality of how in 2011 it costs you money to be very poor in Britain.  
Jane is a member of St. Mark’s Grenoside.  She has done detailed research in Goldthorpe about the financial cost of poverty to the most vulnerable
.  Save the Children estimate that this Poverty Premium is currently £1,170 per family per year nationally.  

Why does it cost more to have a very low income?  The very poor pay much more for credit.  They have to use doorstep moneylenders or rent to own agreements to pay for basic household items.  A cooker bought from Argos direct costs £160 but the same cooker bought from Brighthouse over 125 weeks will cost £405.  The very poor pay much more for utilities.  They often have to use prepayment meters for gas and electricity or mobile phones which means gas and electricity charges rise by 10%.  The very poor live in areas where it costs more to insure your  home contents and your car.  The very poor often live in what are called cash machine deserts where it can cost £3 to withdraw £30.  The very poor have little or no cushion when difficult things happen.  Many people across our region face financial hardship.  But the very poorest bear a significant additional cost.  £1,000 represents 9 percent of the annual income of an average low income family
.  
Over the last two years we have been engaging in a conversation about how we, as a Diocese, might grow a sustainable network of Christ-like, lively and diverse Christian communities in every place.  We share the hope that those communities will be effective in seeking to transform our society and God’s world? 

I want to begin to explore this morning what that might mean. 

I am sure you know our Diocesan vision statement almost by heart:

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.

We have reflected together on what it means to be a sustainable network.  We need to deploy our stipendiary ministry fairly and carefully and that has been the subject of much informed conversation in deaneries.  We need to grow more self supporting ministers and we are making a good start in the new group to explore such vocations.  
We have agreed a strategy for growing the Body of Christ.  I am about to write to every PCC secretary with a copy of that document and with 30 invitations to the 12 deanery evenings in the autumn.  All are welcome to those evenings but I hope that every PCC member and licensed minister will attend.  I am preparing a short, attractive booklet for those evenings for everyone to take home and thing about and put into practise.  
I have also asked PCC to ensure that this goes on the agenda of the Church Council in the autumn and to write back to me and tell me your plans for offering a regular nurture group next year in the run up to Easter and every year after that.  
Offering those groups will be the central theme of our Diocesan Development Day in October.  Publicity is available this morning for that.  Please make sure your parish is well represented to build on the great work done last year.
But what of the final part of the vision statement: seeking to transform our society and God’s world?  How do should we go about that task as a Diocese?  If we are to be a Christ-like church that means having a concern for the poor, the vulnerable, the forgotten and those on the margins.  It means making a difference where we can to the lives of others in loving service.  It means seeking to challenge the unjust structures of society.  It means tending and caring for the good earth entrusted to us.  
It means taking seriously the challenge to be salt and light in our society.  

An American Christian thinker, James Davison Hunter, published last year a very helpful study with the title: To Change the World
.  The theme of the book is to ask the question of how Christians should engage with the culture around them.  He explodes the myth that Christians have to be in the majority in order to change anything and therefore the main means of cultural change is evangelism.  History is full of minorities influencing and changing the world.  We should evangelise for all kinds of good reasons but we should also be impacting our culture and society in the name of Christ.  

Hunter explores the ways in which the church in America currently engages with its culture.  Some seek to take the culture back to the age when Christian values were dominant.  Others seek to engage with the progressive agenda and identify with it.  Both groups have reduced influencing our society to involvement in the political process.  Still others step back from the world in different ways and withdraw into a church which keeps itself pure.  

Hunter argues that none of these approaches is the right one and none is faithful to the vocation of the Church in the 21st Century.  He advocates a way forward for the Church which is centred on what he calls a theology of faithful presence.  The calling of the Church is to be present in different places and networks and layers of our culture through our Christian communities; through creating Christian institutions; through individual disciples who are salt and light.  That committed, faithful presence is not a passive state but a state of active engagement.  That active engagement is in many different ways which extend from personal acts of love and kindness to small scale community projects to the founding of charitable institutions to working for political change.  

Hunter draws his inspiration, as do many others, from the letter of the prophet Jeremiah to the exiles preserved in Jeremiah 29.  The exiles from Jerusalem are to live as a distinctive community in the strange land of Babylon.  They are not to merge into the general population.  However they are also to engage creatively and wholeheartedly with the welfare of the city of which they are part:

“But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile and pray to the Lord on its behalf for in its welfare you will find your welfare”
.

Our society is changing.  As the Christian community we are slowly becoming accustomed to the idea that we are living after Christendom.  We can no longer assume that we have the assent of the majority of our society to our faith and our values.  There are many other significant and competing voices.  This means we need to find a new understanding of our place within our culture.  That pathway lies partly in learning how to be a distinctive community.  As our society becomes less overtly Christian, the Christian church will need to learn how to live differently and against the grain.  It is partly for that reason that we need to pay so much attention again to Christian formation and making disciples who can live in that kind of world.  

However we must not become so distinctive that we retreat into ourselves.  We also need to remain engaged: committed to the welfare of the city or town or village where we live.  We are to be salt and light in our different ways, as individuals, in our parish churches and fresh expressions of the church and in the projects, charities and institutions which we found.  

James Davison Hunter’s book could I think have been written to describe the best of the Church of England, the Anglican way.  Our diocesan vision statement speaks of faithful presence.  We are called to grow Christ like communities in every place:  Christ like communities which are distinctive yet engaged fully in the life of their locality and more widely.  
The Archbishop of Canterbury gave a passionate Presidential Address to the Diocesan Synod last Saturday on the theme of the God who does not abandon us.  He began the address with a moving account of his recent visit to the Congo:

“....listening to the experiences of young men and women who had been forced into service with the militias in the civil wars, forced therefore into atrocities done and suffered that don’t bear thinking about, I discovered all over again why the Church mattered.  One after another, they kept saying, ‘The Church didn’t abandon us.’  Members of the Church went into the forests to look for them, risked their lives in making contacts, risked their reputations by bringing them back and working to reintegrate them into local communities.

And I thought, listening to them, ‘If it wasn’t for the Church, no-one, absolutely no-one, would have cared, and they would be lost still.’  It was almost a fierce sense, almost an angry feeling, this knowledge that the Church mattered so intensely.  It put into perspective the fashionable sneers that the Church here lives with, the various excuses people make for not taking seriously the idea that God’s incalculable love for every person is the only solid foundation for a human dignity that is beyond question.  It left me wanting to be a Christian.  It left me thinking that there is nothing on earth so transforming as a Church in love”.

The Archbishop develops in the address the theme of faithful presence which is both distinctive and engaged in maintaining our presence in every place; in re-imagining ministry and the importance of a distinctive person as a focus of our presence; in education and in the care for the poorest in our society.  

This, I believe, is the approach and these are the shaping ideas which need to undergird our diocesan strategy for serving and transforming our society.  Our starting point needs to be the recognition that, without being self congratulatory, the parishes and Christians of the Diocese of Sheffield are already doing a tremendous amount in terms of service and renewal and transformation of our society and God’s world.  Many clergy and communities represented in this synod are maintaining a faithful Christian presence, energised by worship in the heart of the poorest communities in the country.  We have more areas of such deprivation than almost any other diocese.  That is a difficult and costly calling.  I am not in this address or in any eventual strategy paper wanting anyone to do any more but rather to celebrate and recognise the value of what is being done.  

We also need to recognise the good that is happening through our continued engagement with Church Schools across the Diocese which we will be hearing more about this morning.  The commitment to the National Society over 200 years has been to offer education to the very poorest children in the poorest communities.  Every ideal of the National Society is focussed and celebrated in this Academy in which we sit this morning which would never have come about without the dedication and vision of the Diocese of Sheffield and its Board of Education.  This Academy and all it represents are a sign of the ways in which the Church is able to make a difference in its presence and its engagement.  

As education provision changes rapidly over the next few years we need to stand with our church schools and do all we can to support them.  I have already agreed that the new Bishop of Doncaster, will take the Education portfolio as a significant part of his brief and will chair that Board following on from the Archdeacon of Doncaster. 

But let us return to where we began: to our care for the very poorest.  How does the existence of a Christ like and lively Christian community help and serve the families caught in the poverty premium?  I speak as someone who was the Vicar of an outer estate parish for nine years.  
In those communities a parish church which is distinctive and engaged makes an immense difference.  A parish church in that context is like a tree growing in a desert landscape: it provides shelter and stability and a focus and support for a whole range of projects and communities.  It holds out the gospel of new life in Jesus Christ through whom there can be transformation of individual human lives and families and communities.  It acts as a shelter and anchor for community projects of every kind which offer ways of drawing isolated people together; practical help and support; counsel and advice on debt or drugs or addiction; credit unions to fight the evils of loan sharks; clothing exchanges; parent and toddler groups to grow friendship and community where people are isolated; lunch clubs for the elderly who would otherwise be forgotten.  Above all the presence of a parish church and its lay and ordained ministers grow community and relationships: they grow social capital which in turn provides support to the very poorest people in times of crisis – a community to which they can turn.  
No-one has ever attempted to put a cash value on the presence of a parish church: a faith premium.  Occasionally estate agents tell me that the presence of a church in a country village does put up the property prices compared to one where the church has closed.  It is hard to maintain Christian presence in some of our communities.  However I believe that the presence of a Christian community in every place in this diocese is actually priceless in terms of the service and transformation which can be effected.  

We are a people who are energised and sustained by the love of a God who does not abandon us, who is present with us, who seeks to transform us by his grace.  We in turn are called to be salt and light in our society.  

Thank you for all you are doing.  I seek your prayers and your engagement as we develop this third key area of our strategy and common life.  

+Steven Sheffield

16th July, 2011.    
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