Two quotations to ponder ….

…the idea of 'the Christian religion' is a late and weak formulation: what first exists is the Assembly, to give the literal meaning of the Greek word for 'Church', as a fresh configuring of the whole of experienced reality – a new set of human relations, a new horizon for what human beings are capable of, a new understanding of the material world and its capacities.

I don't want to leave everyday life entirely - I like everyday life - but the niggly specifics of it can mean you spend your time fussing over the detail rather than considering the bigger picture. It's nice to stop microscoping and, instead, spend some time pondering other people, charity, the world, old stories. To silence the mind's circular chatter about deadlines and who's taking the kid to the childminder and have we got any milk and whither mortgage rates, and open it to the possibility that living might be about something more.

Now it may seem that these two quotations – one is from the Archbishop of Canterbury (it’s not hard to guess which!) and one is from a recent article by Observer journalist Miranda Sawyer –  are poles apart. Rowan Williams talks about the church, the “assembly”, as the venue for a life changing transformation of our understanding of everything. Miranda Sawyer is talking about going to mass with her Catholic husband and finding that “I like the congregation: all ages, wages, nationalities. The atmosphere - formal, friendly, tolerant towards children and what you wear…” and she finds in this experience chance to take time out from the busyness of her world and to wonder whether there might be “something more” to life. 

But these two perspectives are not so very different. They suggest that first and foremost “church” is not a set of rules to be kept to or doctrines to believe but an encounter – with God or perhaps something less certain, the sense of “something more”. In a world where people are suspicious of “religion” and organisations, what will count is whether there is, in the life of the church, this sense that here we can encounter something of the gift and mystery of life and be changed by it. For some this will be a full blooded discovery of the historic faith of the church in all its richness; for others it will be something more tentative, hesitant, just a wistful wondering about whether there might be something more to life than all its “niggling specifics”. The challenge – and it is a mighty challenge – is to be the kind of church where such discoveries can be made, such wondering can take place. So Rowan Williams puts it like this:
the believer ….. should be asking whether what happens when the Assembly meets to adore God and lay itself open to his action looks at all like a new and transforming environment, in which human beings are radically changed.

So what kind of environment are we creating here at St Edward’s? It is the day of our AGM and I’d like to take time with you to take stock and examine that question in the light of this challenge.

Church life has changed very much in relatively short time. I was recently reading some St Edward’s AGM minutes from the late 1950s (you see, I do need to get out more) and I was fascinated to see the sheer number and size of committees we had back then. There was, in alphabetical order, an Appeals Committee, a Curate’s House Committee, an Electoral Roll Committee, a Free Will Offering Committee, a Finance Committee, a Fabric Committee, a Mission Committee, a Maude Institute Committee, a Maude Club Management Committee, a Vicarage Committee, a War Memorial Committee and a Verger’s Cottage Committee. And these were not small committees either – there were 18 people on the War Memorial Committee! Indeed one or two past members of that committee are still part of St Edward’s today. I don’t want to mock this heavy reliance on committees, indeed I am a little envious of a church in which 14 people can be found to sit on the Electoral Roll Committee, but I don’t mourn the passing of this style of church either, not least because, I note, the clergy were ex-officio on all of them! We all know too that this level of commitment to formal committees would be impossible today, even if it were desirable. But we do need some organisation, some way of meeting with one another, to be sure that we are creating this environment where people can wonder and discover.

This year we have slimmed down our committees to a degree that would seem positively anorexic to our forbears. We have retained our leadership team and a group to keep an eye on the fabric but we have done away with the Mission, Education and Fellowship and Worship committees. Having scrapped these committees we have not scrapped any consideration of the areas of work they represented. Instead we are looking to more ad hoc groups that meet to tackle particular projects and having done so then to disband. We hope this will be a more nimble way of responding to the church’s needs. The Mission Action plan is key to this. The Mission Action Plan sets out the church council’s priorities for the future and is the basis on which we create these project groups. More of that later.

So what did we do last year that shaped our church to be the place where God can be found?

The heart of it lies in a text from our second lesson:

Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.

2007 was a year when we began to look at mission in a new way. Helped by David Banbury from CPAS and with the other churches in the Team we held our Reach Mission over two weekends in September and November. We also prepared for the mission with some special Lent groups based around the course Lost for Words designed to help us be more confident about giving an answer for the “hope that we have”. We put mission firmly on the agenda, the willingness to reach out to our friends, family and neighbours through well organised and appropriate events.

Then in our worship, we finally welcomed the full restoration of the organ, a project begun in 2006, supported by a wonderful range of fund-raising events and brought to a great conclusion with a celebratory recital given by Paul Hale, organist of Southwell Minster. Thank you to all who arranged events and gave so generously. We have an instrument now fit for the next fifty year for use in the worship of God!

And St Edward’s went to court three times in 2007! Our choir and members of the congregation took part in the opening of the High Court in Stafford and in October we hosted here the North Staffordshire Magistrates’ legal service. It’s good to be able to bring to God our concerns for justice and its administration. This kind of event reminds us of ways in which mission and worship come together in hopefully creative ways.

If you were to ask me which two areas of our church life most keep me awake with worry, I would have to identify the building and our work with children and young people. We have an excellent and committed team of children’s leaders But this kind of work is getting harder and because we think it is so vital and needs our full support we, with the other Team churches, have in 2007 employed Becky Guerrard to work with us on this area. Not to do the work for us but to support us in it. This is an important aspect of mission, the transmission of faith across the generations and allowing children to find their own way into faith. It’s not easy. 

But I want to mention too our vital connection with St Edward’s Junior High School. The school itself was judged in a recent Ofsted inspection to be “good” and we should celebrate its success. In a recent report, Lord Dearing concluded that church schools should be at the centre of the Church of England’s mission. This does not mean that our schools are places where we can evangelise young people and so turn them into willing members of the Free Will Offering Committee. That would be an abuse of the privilege. But mission is more than converts and through church schools we express God’s desire that children and young people might flourish and grow. Can I commend, in particular, a scheme we identified in our MAP to get members of the congregations here into school to hear children read? Some half-a-dozen of you have taken up this option and it is immensely valued both by the school and the children. It is said to be adding 2 years on to the reading age of some children. 

As for our church building, well, apart from the organ we also redecorated in 2007 after some years of living with very flaky paint work. But we have suffered this winter with a heating system that is failing. I am sorry it’s been so cold. Thank you very much for putting up with it. I can report that we now have the Archdeacon’s permission to renew the system and a company has been commissioned for the work. We shan’t benefit now until next year, of course. After having “sponsor a pipe” for the organ appeal there will be no appeal to sponsor a kilowatt or a length of ducting but it will cost us £20,000 to do this work. A warm building that gives a warm welcome is essential to our mission too.

What is it that will make a church a place where, as Rowan Williams puts it, people feel they are in a “new and transforming environment, in which human beings are radically changed”? Is it the heating system? The fine organ? The wonderful preaching? All have a part to play no doubt but the thing that will count most of all is the people. Remember, the church first exists as the “assembly”, a gathered community, the arena of God’s grace though a new way of living together. It is you and I that will make the difference, one way or another.

So I would like to thank you for all that you give in God’s service. In a very important sense we do what we do not to be thanked but because it is our response to God’s love towards us. But it is important to value all the work that goes on at St Edward’s in creating a place where people can ask the important questions of life and discover God at work. 

Looking back over 2007, I want to acknowledge and give thanks for the service given by Susan Taylor as our administrator, a post she laid down in August and I want to thank her successor Annette Walker and, of course, Jayne Baxter both of whom work unstintingly on our behalf. They make a great team.

Sadly, Peter Chatwin is not with us this morning due to a family bereavement, but I want to pay tribute to Peter’s work as he steps down having reached the end of his term as churchwarden. Peter has always been an active and supportive warden bringing tremendous dedication and wisdom to the post and his work in this respect will be much missed.

You don’t need to join the Curate’s House Committee to serve God but we do trust one another to create a church where each person discovers and uses his or her gifts to build up the body of Christ so it becomes the place where people experience “a fresh configuring of the whole of experienced reality” or put more simply “be open … to the possibility that living might be about something more.”

Some Plans for the future:

I have spoken at some length about what has happened in 2007 and this is what an annual meeting is for, in the main. I don’t want to start another sermon (you’ll be releived to hear!) but I want briefly to look forward to some of the things in our Mission Action Plan so that in a moment we can all committ ourselves to living out God’s mission to the world:

We want to create a network of smaller groups where we can meet to support one another, reflect on the scriptures and apply our faith to our daily lives. You will here more of this very soon

We want to continue to develop and strengthen our links with Trinity Church in Leek, finding ways of working together.

We are working on trying to devise a better ststem of pastoral care across the congregation so we can care for one another better.

We need to train up new people to take on leadership roles in the church. We will continue to hold events like those we held during the Reach Mission.

We are going to take a fresh look at baptism preparation and follow up.

These are the headlines. There’s a lot of work to be done. You can play a part and togther we will work to grow God’s church in this place.

