Christ the King: 25.11.07

Jeremiah 23.1-6; Colossians 1.11-20; Luke 23.33-43

How many members of the Church of England does it take to change a lightbulb?

100. 1 physically to put in the new bulb, and 99 to admire the old one.

If there is one thing that seems to be a feature of St. James’s Church over many years it is the capacity to imagine new things. I get a sense from what I have heard and read over the past eight months that though this is not a place where radical actions to turn everything upside down would be appreciated, nonetheless there is an openness to grow and develop. To change, and change is an inherent part of life. As much as we may want to stop the clock, we can’t. It is in this spirit that this church has, since they were first conceived back in 1992, had a Mission Action Plan. This plan is a way of planning for the future and not just reacting to events. It is a means of looking at what is important and having objectives to work at. Planning within a church community shows that our church really matters to us. We do not just leave things to chance, but thoughtfully and prayerfully look at what God might want us to be and to become, together.

You may recall back in September that I talked about our Parochial Church Council, the PCC, reviewing the last Mission Action Plan and then looked forward to the next three years. As part of this process the PCC had a day away together in October. We began by situating St. James’s Church in a wider context – the world and then the local community. Then we looked inwards and asked how we saw St. James’s in 2010. Our answer was:

A church community and local community brought closer to God.

 We then identified six broad theme and set ourselves an objective for each of those themes for the next three years. The six themes are worship; outreach; children and young people; communication; learning and development; and the environment. Each of these themes resonates within the church community here, but also more widely in the Church, and in the case of the environment, in the wider world. We have a good many initial ideas and plans which we will work through as time goes on. As you leave today I will offer each person here a copy of the Mission Action Plan for you take away, read, pray about. Today is a good day to do this. It is the Feast of Christ the King, the end of this church year. New Year’s Day is next Sunday, the First Sunday of Advent. I do not intend to go through the Plan now from the pulpit, but let me just illustrate two of themes and their related objective. Worship. Our objective is:

We aim to develop further our forms of worship in order to make them more appropriate and helpful.

Ideas around worship included making our service booklets reflect more clearly the Church’s year than they do at present and considering the place of both silence and posture during worship. Our PCC’s Music and Worship Committee will begin to consider these things in the New Year. 

A second them is communication. Our objective is:

We aim to develop channels of communication that support clear and consistent information and encourage dialogue.

Ideas around communication included looking at the printed information we produce, and how we publicise what we do. Again in the New Year, we will set up a group to look at this area and to bring proposals back to the PCC. 

There is much more besides and I do urge you all to read the Mission Action Plan, and particularly in the immediate future, if communication is an area of interest or expertise for you, please tell me. I would quickly to form a group in the New Year to get going on this.

Yet all this is fine. If nothing happens as a result of it then the Plan is worthless and we have just wasted paper. It is right for you to expect that the PCC will act on our fine words. Behind the words and the actions, though, there needs to be substance. A church has many parallels with other organisations particularly voluntary organisations. It is right we do things as well as we possibly again and we are not exempt from the high standards expected now in many areas of life. For example, child protection. A church, though, has its own particular reasons for existing. Each church is set in a given locality with a particular group of people identifying with it. In the Church of England locality and a building are very important. So what is there about this church that makes it distinctive? After just eight months as vicar it would be presumptuous of me to claim a great vision given to me by God, but something not given to anyone else over the past 143 years! I have to try and discern what God has already been doing here and put into people’s hearts long before I came, and which he will continue when I go. But I do want this morning to use three words – they come from the profile of the parish prepared by the PCC and others describing the parish, the church and much more besides for those who showed interest in becoming the vicar here. I believe that these three words point to a vision of God which lies behind our Mission Action Plan, and are there as the essence of this particular church in this particular place. 

The first word I want to use is liberal. Words mean very different things to people. For some within the wider Church ‘liberal’ is a dirty word. It suggests throwing out the historic Christian faith in the search of the latest trendy idea which just buys into the spirit of the age. It is selling out to the world. For others it may imply something wishy-washy and unclear. Yet the word also carries very positive connotations. Tolerance. Generosity. Broad mindedness. A presumption in favour of acceptance. A slowness to judge. For me it means these things and having also a critical spirit, a spirit of inquiry. When someone proclaims ‘The Church says’ or ‘The Bible says’ or even ‘God says’ a liberal attitude positively understood will want to say ‘Hang on, this needs to make sense to me.’ Personally, I want to see a church which can be liberal in the best sense. A place where inquiry is encouraged, and there is a spirit of generosity. If I look to Christ I see one who had an incredible generosity and did not tell the inquirer and the seeker just to do as they were told. Full stop.

The second word I want to us, to set alongside ‘liberal’, and to complement it, is ‘catholic.’ This word appeared also in the Parish Profile last year. Again, words mean different things to people. ‘Catholic’ does not mean ‘Roman Catholic.’ Literally the word means ‘universal.’ In the Creed one of the things we say is that we believe in ‘one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church.’ We look for, in other words, a church which is universal, reaching into every place. To describe St. James’s as ‘catholic’ means that we recognise that it is part of the wider Church that exists now and has existed for 2,000 years. That Church has had beliefs which have been handed down to us. It has a Bible, Creeds, Sacraments. It has traditions of prayer and worship. We do not simply have to receive all this uncritically. A good example of this is that in recent years the Church of England along with many other parts of the Christian Church has come to accept the further marriage of people who have been divorced despite the tradition that marriages cannot be dissolved which the Roman Catholic Church still maintains. But neither can we produce a new faith for ourselves. If we do, then we lose the catholic element to what we are about. For me, I would hope for our church here to be catholic in that we are concerned with what we have received, and with the wider setting for us. So, for example, we celebrate the sacrament of the Eucharist in accordance with 2,000 years of practice, but at the same time do not shut out the needs of the people of Bangladesh. Part of being ‘catholic’ means to me being aware of the world as well as the Church. A concern for the environment is a catholic concern – we see the whole world as God’s. Our concern is universal. 

So liberal, and catholic, and then a third word eucharistic. Again from the Parish Profile. The word ‘eucharistic’ is from ‘eucharist’ which is one of the other names for this service, this sacrament. ‘Eucharist’ means ‘thanksgiving.’ To be ‘eucharistic’ is literally to be thankful. More specifically to be a eucharistic community is to be a people whose life together centres on the eucharist, the Holy Communion. For many years this church has had the eucharist as its principal act of worship. It has been catholic in obeying Jesus’s biblical command to take bread and wine, and to eat and drink them in remembrance of him. It has been liberal in ensuring that the world features in that worship. By having the eucharist as our central act of worship, we demonstrate that we are a church which can look to the past, live in the present, and hope for the future. In the eucharist we celebrate the presence of Christ in the world now and acknowledge him as Lord and King, Master and Friend. We are called to be a thankful people having in mind always what God has done in Christ in the past, and why this still is real, and always will be. For me, I see us as a eucharistic church, with Christ as our focus, gathered to him in Word, in bread and wine, in one another, and in the world that is not the Church. If our focus is not Christ, then I see not a church, but some other kind of organisation. Worthy, perhaps, but not a church.

So my three words taken from that profile of last year, but accurately descriptive, I believe, of St. James’s Church, and underpinning our Mission Action Plan: liberal, catholic, eucharistic. With a spirit of inquiry and generosity, of the past but with a sense of the world in which we are set, with our focus on Christ and a sense of gratitude in our hearts, the life of St. James’s goes on. May Christ our King lead us always in the way we should go.

