Advent 3: Year A

12.12.10

The Metro newspaper reported on Thursday a gentleman in Birmingham receiving a rather unusual letter from the Norfolk and Norwich Hospital. It read:

Dear Mr. Pletall,

Please attend with a full bladder, which is important for your planned ultrasound. An ultrasound scan is used to check the pregnancy, to determine how far pregnant you are, and sometimes it can show twins.

Mr. Pletall was a little surprised as his only connection with the hospital was the removal of kidney stones eleven years ago!

Not every surprise is as great as this - some are also welcome, and some are the opposite. In many ways, the greatest surprise for me is the continuing persistence of faith and belief in a very secular society such as that we have in the UK. A new breed of militant, evangelistic atheism has been very vocal in recent years, but if its aim is to convince people in large numbers to renounce the foolishness of faith, it doesn't seem to have happened. Charles Dickens published his novel 'Hard Times' in 1854 as a counter-blast against a view o the world that seemed too narrow, and frankly inhuman, reducing people to numbers, and enslaved them to machine. His novel begins with the principal protagonist, the aptly named Thomas Gradgrind, saying this to a new school teacher and the assembled children, known by number, not name:

Now what I want is, Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts. Facts alone are wanted in life. Plant nothing else, and root out everything else. You only form the minds of reasoning animals upon Facts: nothing else will be of any service to them. This is the principle upon which I bring up my children, and this is the principle on which I bring up these children. Stick to Facts, sir!

A rather different take on life from Gradgrind's was evident in our own area less than a decade after Dickens published his novel. The hamlet that was to become Hampton Hill was rapidly expanding. Railways workers and others were moving into the area, and the then Vicar of St. Mary's Hampton, the Revd. J. Burrows, saw a need to address a problem. He described our area as:

 …a wilderness with a number of habitations of the most wretched kind, inhabited by a still more wretched class of people.

A church was planted - a building built. Fitzroy John Fitz Wygram became the first vicar in 1863 and dedicated himself to a key task. He wrote that:

…if people are taught to say thanks to God, they must have something to give thanks for.

For him that meant combining word and deed in proclaiming faith in Jesus Christ. Into a pretty desperate and deprived community, he brought the surprise of faith and belief into a new world of industry and commerce that seemed to have little need of it.

Nearly 150 years on, and society is more secular still, yet faith and belief persist. This is not the silly survival of superstition, but something deeper - the desire there seems to be in people to seek something more than themselves, and the Church sees that 'more' incarnate in Jesus. Over the summer and the autumn, the Parochial Church Council, the PCC, has been working to produce a new Mission Action Plan for the next three years. Mission Action Plans or 'MAPs', have been part of the life of this diocese of London, and this church as part of it, since 1993. They are, quite simply, a local church's way of not simply carrying on as it always has, but rather setting out some priorities and actions that result from them. At the core of a MAP is mission. 'Mission' comes from a word that means 'to send.' Jesus was sent into our world, and then sent out his disciples. Today we are part of the company of disciples sent out into the world with the surprising news of the love of God in Jesus. A MAP expresses something of how a local church views this mission. Today there is available to you on paper and on our website, our MAP for the next three years, taking us through to our 150th anniversary year, in 2013. I believe that it is in the spirit of our forebears who took the brave step of a founding a church here.

Our MAP contains ideas for the future, but crucially also celebrates what we have done, as a church, as a result of our previous MAP. Do read it - do see that word and action have combined to try and take forward the Church's mission in new ways, and build on what is already being done, by God's grace. I want to take a moment to look at what it is hoped by the PCC will happen in the next three years.

Our Mission Action Plan has three broad categories, each of which has a word in common - Growing. The first category is Growing towards God. Rightly, this comes first. Why? Because God comes first. If a local church, let alone the wider Church in which it is set, fails to pay first and primary attention to God, then it is not a church at all. It is simply another well-meaning organisation in a particular community. If a church is rooted in its faith and belief, then it is motivated by what it believes about God. As Christians, we are to take our inspiration from the story we have to tell - of God who made us; of God who rescued us; of God who sustains us. We have set out some ways in which we may seek to grow towards God as a community of faith, but in this time of Advent, each person could do well to ask - How can I grow towards God? For the Body of Christ is only as good as each of its parts. Is each of us still seeking to grow towards God? The means by which individually and collectively we seek to grow towards God are secondary to the reality of doing so. The first reading conveys the vision of the Prophet Isaiah of God acting dramatically to make new his people and his world. This is a glimpse of the God we grow towards.

Our second category is Growing towards each other. Within any church community, people will understand belonging in different ways. There will be people who jump at the chance of a social event with their fellow church members; there will be others who prefer to meet in smaller gatherings, even one-to-one. There is in any organisation a danger of groups forming that for one person will feel like a supportive group of like-minded people, but to another person will feel like an exclusive clique. Yet however we may view a church community, growing towards each other is not an optional extra. Why not? St. Paul speaks of the Church as the Body of Christ in which each part of the body finds a place. No part of the body can say to another 'You're not needed.' The Church is a communion or fellowship. There is to be reflected in its nature the very nature of God who reached out and did not keep to himself. So we are called as fellow members of the Body of Christ to grow towards each other - which is nothing to do with liking or disliking people. It is rather an imperative - if we truly take seriously what it means to be 'church.'

Then thirdly - Growing towards the world.  It is still the case that Christians punch above their numerical weight when it comes to involvement in charities and voluntary activity. Part of this church's approach from its very foundation has been to look outwards. Why? Well, God sent his Son because he so loved the world' and not because he so loved the Church! Through care for creation, through use of new means of communication, through welcoming people in who would not otherwise step through our doors, through being visible in the community - we can grow towards the world. This is no uncritical affirmation. If it is clear that something is wrong, then we should say so. We heard of John the Baptist in the Gospel reading - he did not flinch from taking to task  the leaders of both religion and state. Growing towards the world will often mean challenging it to discover its true nature as God's creation, and to behave accordingly.

So these are three categories or themes through which we can view our activities over the next three years with the common concern for growth. Specifically towards God, each other and the world. I hope that we can each play a part in this, and when we come to our 150th birthday in 2013, be surprised at what God has done.
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