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I

Good evening.  Thank you for your welcome which is much appreciated.  
I’d like to begin by saying that I would never I got where I am today without my satellite navigation system.  

I bought it back in June shortly after I got lost in the middle of Wales en route to talk to the entire faculty of Church in Wales Archdeacons.  Arriving late to talk to a group of archdeacons is not something you do more than once so I made the investment.  

And I begin with the Sat Nav as a suitable cautionary tale really as we reflect on a vision for the church of the future and the perils of navigation.  There really is no magic, guaranteed solution to knowing the right way to go.

This is my favourite salutary tale for Sat Nav users.  It’s a photo taken to accompany a newspaper story in April last year of a road near Luckington in Wiltshire.   Sat Nav systems have the road marked on their systems as passable so when a nearby B Road was closed for repairs, scores of drivers passed through the village.  

There is a sign apparently which indicates that the water is 1.2 metres deep.  Drivers are faced with a choice of obeying their Sat Nav system or obeying the sign.  And they drive into the river and get stuck.  The report says:  

“Local resident Lesley Bennett, 59, said it was ridiculous.  “Before the road closure there was one a week but now we’re getting one or two a day”.  Some residents are making money by charging motorists £25 a time to pull cars out with a tractor.

I discovered another hazard with Sat Navs two weeks ago when driving across Salisbury plain and I stopped for petrol.  I pulled the device off the windscreen and put it in my jeans pocket without turning it off.  All was fine until I had paid for the petrol and turned to  leave the filling station when this voice from my pocket sang out loud and clear.  “Turn around when possible.  Turn right at the roundabout third exit”.     

As a church at this present moment we are called to navigation.  We are called to navigate through a period of significant change and hazards of all kinds.  The question before us this evening and I guess before all of us in our ministries is how do we steer through that time of change?  Can we find and discover a vision for the church in the 21st Century which is authentic and faithful and helps us become all we are called to be.

David Isaac came to brief me for this conference back in the spring and clarified for me that what the organisers were looking for was some big picture thinking about the future of the church in the next twenty years or so.  I’ve found it both a very daunting and a very stretching question to think through.  At the time when the programme was printed I was very tentative.  Towards a vision for the Church in the 21st Century was the best I could manage.  I feel somewhat clearer now – so thank you for those who have been praying.  

What I want to offer you this evening is, I hope, a vision for the Church in the 21st Century and my subtitle – which I will explain as we go through is this:  A mission shaped church is not enough.  A vision for the church in the 21st Century:  a mission shaped church is not enough. 
I’m now three years into my role of encouraging and equipping the Church of England and the Methodist Church to be creative and imaginative in God’s mission and to develop fresh expressions of church.  The task is one I find both an enormous challenge and an enormous encouragement.  The enormous challenge is that helping our two churches to change and to take risks and think in different ways.  The encouragement is listening to and watching what is happening on the ground as people step out in faith and begin new communities.

There is no doubt in my mind that the mixed economy direction is the right way forward for us as a church at the present time:  we need to begin fresh expressions of church of all kinds alongside traditional congregations open and renewed in mission.  There is no doubt in my mind that the logic of that mixed economy is taking hold in a real way across both denominations.  There is no doubt in my mind that there is now a significant movement of fresh expressions of church in every part of the country, every church tradition, every social context.  There is no doubt in my mind that God is doing something in this movement to renew and stir up the exisiting church.  And there is no doubt in my mind that this movement needs your encouragement and support individually and as a diocese.  We are called to be a mixed economy church:  to cherish our fresh expressions of church and to nurture the creative, gifted people who can bring them about.  
But for the purposes of this evening session, I want to take that as a given.  Because it only answers a part of the question of our vision for the church in the United Kingdom  in the next 20 years.  That’s the reason for my subtitle:  a mission shaped church is not enough.  

What kind of church do we want to see?  A church which sets God’s mission as a priority again?  Clearly.  A church shaped by mission?  Clearly.  A church which gives blessing and permission to many different styles and forms of church – to midweek services and church in people’s homes and churches in pubs and gymns and coffee bars – to new network churches and youth congregations and messy churches.  Clearly.  All of those things.

But when we have said yes to all of that we still don’t have the full answer to the question:  What is our dream – our vision – for God’s church?  We may have parts of an answer – a sketch map – and I believe with all my heart it’s a true answer – but on its own it’s not actually enough.
To my mind the vicar of a traditional parish faces exactly the same question as a youth leader creating church in a skater park or the leader of a café church for young adults or church in a secondary school.  The questions is this.  I am trying to grow and form a Christian community – a church.  But what template am I working to?  What pattern is in my head.  What image do I have in my mind?  What vision inspires my work?  What makes me get out of bed in the morning?  Unless I have that clear how can I do the task of forming this community for the future..  

One of the most profound effects of change on clergy and congregations is that it takes away our default models for answering that key question of vision.  Our default model is the recent past.  What is our vision for the church?  To keep something going as we have known it from ten years ago or twenty years ago or in our childhood or as we think it was in the nineteenth century.  
Change knocks away that model, that default answer and makes us ask the question of vision again.  

We have the fortune or the misfortune to live at a time and moment in history where the changes are so profound and so concentrated that the recent past can no longer be a guide and a vision for the future.   Something new is needed.  As always in the life of the Church we discover the new thing by returning to our roots.  It is our particular calling, our vocation, to be the generation of Christian ministers who help God’s people navigate this change.  So what is our vision?

For many years I have been attracted by the story of the prophet Samuel at the end of his life told in 1 Samuel 8.  Samuel is the last and the best of the judges.  His template for his own ministry and the life of God’s people is taken from the recent past.  At the end of 1 Samuel 7, we read that he went on a circuit year by year to Bethel, Gilgal and Mizpah and so he maintained outward security and inner order in Israel.  That was the way it had always been.  

But then at the end of his life – perhaps when he was looking forward to retirement – comes this moment of immense change.  It is completely beyond his control.  The great tectonic plates are shifting in the Ancient Near East.  There are movements of people across the Mediterranean and new competition for fertile land and space.  Armed conflict is inevitable for the next hundred years  if Israel is to survive.  A standing army is needed for defence.  There are great advances in technology and war as the iron age begins in earnest.  Communication is improving and there are new opportunities for trade which means new structures are needed for the nation.  There are new and critical threats to Israel’s faith and to her standards of life from these new movements.  Every man has begun to do what is right in his own eyes.  And all of this leads to the demand for change and the request for a king.  
Go back to 1 Samuel to read how difficult Samuel found that request, how much he argued against it, how he interpreted change as failure and rejection of all that he stood for and how, finally, with God’s help, he saw his vocation as the midwife of change for God’s people as he anointed first Saul and then David to be king over the nation.  

As ministers today guarding and guiding the life of God’s people we face immense changes.  They are not our fault.  We did not cause them.  The questions and the opportunities they create are not because we have failed.   But it is our responsibility to respond to them.   

There are immense changes going on around us in terms of technology; in terms of how people relate to each other in society; in terms of economics; in terms of the environment; in terms of the religious make up of our country; in terms of globalisation; in terms of the intellectual challenges faced by Christian faith.   

These changes create a context of uncertainty and anxiety – and sometimes fear –in the Christian community.  We are feeling our way as a church in terms of our response.   

Most of those areas of change remain unpredicatable.  Who could have predicted ten years ago that there would be more mobile phones than people in Britain?  Who could have predicted the spread of electronic communications.  I read this week a suggestion that the Lord’s prayer should be redrafted to “Deliver us from email”.  Who imagined that the average person would spend more hours online that watching television?  Who foretold the rise and importance of Islam in religious consciousness?  No-one predicted, as far as I know, the resurgent interest in some forms of spirituality; the rise of militant atheism; the new priority of the family in the lives of young people; the dominance of reality television.

And no-one can predict today what the effects will be over 20 years of environmental change; of the rise of the Indian and Chinese economies; of religious trends; of new technologies of the impact of rising personal debt.  Except to say that the recent past is unlikely to provide us with models and a vision for the future.  

So we have  to look deeper than events for our vision for the church over the next twenty years.  We have only the sketchiest of maps.  Engaging with God’s mission gives us a direction.  Developing a mixed economy gives us flexibility to engage in that mission in different ways.    A principled and careful loosening of our structures is essential for a changing world.  The encouragement and resourcing of creativity is clearly right.  We have to surf these waves and see the opportunities in the changes rather than resist them.  The church must be shaped by God’s mission and shaped in part therefore by its changing context.  But beyond that the map has few details.  We are explorers of an unfolding future.  Is it safer then to stay in the familiar places and not venture out?  To do so will spell disaster for us as surely as it would have been the end of Israel in the days of Samuel..    

We may not have a detailed map therefore.  But I want to suggest that we do have a compass as a church – a means of setting direction for every community.  And that this compass for the church provides our way of navigating forward – creatively, constructively and fruitfully at local level, in a diocese and in the church nationally. It’s a compass we can all own whatever our tradition or emphasis.
What is the compass for the Church of Jesus Christ by which we set direction in times of change?  

The compass and the content of our vision for the church is Jesus Christ and the person of Christ.  To use a different image, Jesus gives the church its DNA:  its genetic code.  In so far as the church reflects the nature and priorities and value and character of Jesus Christ then we will be on course. In so far as we do not, we will be drifting away and losing our vision and direction.

This may sound a very simple and obvious thing to say: that we need to centre the life of the church on Jesus.  Forgive me if that’s the case.

But in actual fact recent thinking about the church has not been specifically Christ centred.  There has been a recent and prominent attempt to ground our understanding of the church in the doctrine of the Trinity and another to ground our thinking about the Church in our understanding of God’s mission.  Both are complex.  I’m not going to explore them in detail.  Both in their way are helpful in correcting imbalances.  We have needed to rediscover community and we have needed to rediscover God’s mission.        

However, the Church in the New Testament is inseparable from the person and the work of Christ.  We are baptised into Christ, members of the Body of Christ, together form the Bride of Christ.  We are branches of the true vine which is Jesus Christ and part of the flock of which Christ is the good shepherd and for which he gave his life.  We are fed and shaped in the Eucharist by the body and blood of our Lord.  We are called like the disciples to live in a rhythm of being with Jesus in community and being sent out.  We are called to live and proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ after the manner and the  pattern of the Son of God until that same Christ returns as king.    
My vision for the Church of England over the next twenty years is that we will be more than mission shaped.  It is that we will be shaped by and take on the character of Jesus Christ in our communities.  It is a centering on this vision which will I think give us the capacity not only to navigate through the next two decades but to flourish and be fruitful within them.  It is a vision which can be pursued by a small group of Christians meeting in an upper room, by a parish church, by a mixed economy deanery in its mission and by a diocese in its pursuit of discipleship. 

I want to move on in the second part of what I say to explore that vision in more depth in particular through exploring the character of Jesus and the character of the church in the beatitudes of Matthew 5.  But first a pause for reflection, a stretch and for conversation with each other.  

II
GOTH EUCHARIST CLIP
Our understanding of Jesus needs to shape our understanding of God’s mission and our vision for God’s church.  

So I have a vision for the Church of England over the next 20 years at local and at national level which strives to look more and more like Jesus Christ in terms of his nature and his character:  the bride reflecting the nature and likeness of her husband and giving glory back to Christ..  

It’s not inappropriate to speak of public institutions having characters – a shared ethos and nature shaped by their self understanding and their history and context and which in turn shape subsequent generations.  Dioceses I have discovered each have a particular ethos and character.  Each time I visit the diocese of Peterborough at least three people come up to me and repeat the old joke about the Diocese of Peterborough being the Dead See.  They are not like that at all.  Peterborough is a diocese with many points of life.  But that joke is a deep part of their character and self understanding.

There are many places to explore in the gospels in terms of what it would mean for the church to take on the character of Christ.  Its an inexhaustible theme.  However my starting point and my text for this evening which I have lived with for some months now in preparing this session are the eight short statements at the head of the Sermon on the Mount which we call the beatitudes.  

Matthew’s gospel, as you know, lifts up these sayings to the head of the first of five major discourses.  They are to Jesus teaching in Matthew what the 10 commandments are to Moses.  They form a beautiful and attractive description of Christian character.  They are addressed to a particular community:  the disciples and the disciples are for Matthew above all the prototype for the Christian community, the church.  It’s an obvious point but each of the beatitudes is in the plural form not the singular.  The sayings are primarily about how we are as a group not about how we are as individuals.  

The beatitudes are all statements of hope – each one is followed by a promise.  We can only seek to reshape the church in the perspective of resurrection hope – that great theological virtue.  You simply cannot reshape and renew God’s church if your starting point is cynicism or despair or  ambition for yourself   And they are all statements of affirmation.  Jesus does not shape the church in this text by criticising his disciples but by loving them and seeking to affirm them and build them up in certain virtues which they already reveal in part.  

And taken together the beatitudes are, I think, also a summary statement of the character of Jesus Christ.  Matthew will go on to describe the actions and the life of Jesus in great depth and detail and his gospel will demonstrate to us that Jesus is all of these things.  This is his character.  And this is to be our vision in our formation of Christian communities for the 21st Century.  This is our compass for the guiding and guarding of the church.

As we read them through together and explore them, try and apply them to the communities you are called to serve and shape.  If you are part of a fresh expression of church – how can you shape that community to reflect this character of Christ?  If you are responsible for three rural congregations – how can they grow to reflect these virtues.  If you are a rural dean or lay chair – how can your deanery be more Christ like in these ways?  If you are responsible in some way for the diocese then how can the Diocese of Portsmouth be a diocese which reflects the character and person of Jesus whatever the changing circumstances of the next decades?  We believe that the risen Jesus is with us as we gather together in his name.  We believe that the risen Lord is present with us now and through the whole of these days.  If that is the case then the presence of Jesus will be shown by the presence of this character in the life of his community.  
The first quality is, I think, genuinely the most important to Matthew:

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

It’s an intriguing phrase.  Of all the translations, I like the one best in terms of conveying the meaning – though it is less poetic than the original – which says.  

Happy are those who know their need of God.  Blessed are those who know they are spiritually poor and impoverished.  They are in the right place.  
The Church of England does not seem to me at the moment to know in a very deep way that we are poor in spirit and in need of God’s grace.  We more easily I think convey an impression that we are rich, that we have prospered, that we need nothing.  We boast of our rich heritage of buildings and music and liturgy and scholarship certainly in respect of other denominations in this country and other parts of the world.  You would not think to visit the General Synod or a diocesan meeting that we know we are spiritually poor and dependent in every moment on God’s grace.
Yet in reality in much of the church we are worse than bankrupt in terms of our knowledge of God.  There is no space for Jesus in many of our meetings because we believe we can manage quite well ourselves.  Our programmes for renewal all too easily turn into empty managerialism driven by budgets not by grace and vision.  We convey to one another in our chapter meetings and fraternals that we are doing well and have all we need.  

Every year at Cranmer Hall I would quote the survey that was done in the 1990’s on ministerial life.  It revealed that the average minister worked around 60 hours per week.  More than 22 hours were spent in administration.  38 minutes were spent in prayer.  If that is not a definition of spiritual poverty then I do not know what is.  
There is clear evidence of a spiritual search and spiritual hunger among some sections of our population.  But hardly anyone associates that spiritual search with the church.  We have somehow projected a vision that we are about everything but relating to God.  The church can be the most unspiritual place in the modern world.  The place where it is hardest to name the name of Jesus and to admit my need of God.
My dream and vision for the Church of England in 20 years time is that we would know our spiritual poverty, that we will be more like the tax collector than the Pharisee we resemble at present and that would be reflected in our prayer lives and in our meetings and in our planning and in our attitudes to those around us and that we would be known as a church which is humble before God and not one which is self sufficient.  A church of spiritual seekers not those who have arrived.  Such a church will be authentic and attractive to the world around us.  The BBC TV programme the monastery two years ago showed us a religious community which knew itself to be in need of God.  It has an immense effect.  
There is a marked difference as I travel across dioceses in terms of how much time is given to prayer at diocesan meetings.  Sometimes it is not there at all.  Sometimes it is well prepared. But it is nearly always brief and it is neither penitent or passionate.  

One of the things which is deeply attractive to me about the people working in fresh expressions of church is that they genuinely have this poverty of spirit.  What they are doing often arises out of the admission of failure.  They know and understand that nothing can be accomplished without Jesus.  They are in the place of risk and adventure and of surprising fruitfulness.
Blessed are the poor in Spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

 Blessed are those who mourn for they shall be comforted.
The second beatitude is not of course a saying for the bereaved but is a description of the character of Christ and the character of the church.

To live in a world where there is so much suffering must mean compassion and sorrow and tears for the grief and sorrow and pain of this world.  

How can we hear of the pain of Iraq, the tragedy of Darfur, the horrific murders which have happened over this summer and not weep?  

The task of the church is not primarily to justify these events but to exercise compassion and solidarity and act as a focus for prayer.  

How can we live with the scandals of abuse and division and decline in the churches and not mourn and lament?

For my part, I think that the Church of England offers an outstanding ministry in times of suffering and bereavement to countless individuals thanks to the dedication of its ministers.  That ministry is visible in the public tragedies which strikes individuals and communities but it is exercised quietly and secretly week in and week out by, I would guess, each person in this room, often at great cost.  It is fed by many streams but particularly the setting of the psalms at the heart of our daily prayers with their wonderful and powerful blending of lamentation and praise, of penitence and passion, of life’s major and minor keys.

This is a capacity and a part of our tradition which I cherish, which I want to affirm, which I want to protect as we strive to engage and re-engage with our culture.  One of the key tests of fresh expressions of church will be that they have the capacity to engage with pain and difficulty as much as with joy and prosperity.  
This is one area where those who are beginning new forms of church need desparately to remain connected to and held within the wider body of Christ.  Renewal movements are often weakest in their understanding and experience of suffering.  Yet without a theology of suffering – without a willingness to mourn – what begins well ends with disillusion and defeat.  

My vision for the future is a church with the capacity and compassion to mourn.

Blessed are the meek for they shall inherit the earth.  

I long to see a church which is publicly known as meek and humble, which is not self aggrandising, which is known to be more willing to serve than to be served, which gives away power and influence rather than hoards it to itself.

That is a key challenge for an established church which thinks of itself as being at the centre of society and which is now called to live for a time at the margins, on the edge of our culture.  Our instinctive reaction to being marginalised is to call attention to ourselves – to demonstrate our worth, our wealth, our capacity, our wisdom – to justify our existence.

I think we must learn again this characteristic which is not at the heart of our churches public character but which is exemplified so well in much of our tradition:  in George Herbert and John Keble and Edward King.  

I think we must learn it in our discourse with other faith communities in these islands and across the world.  I think we must learn it in our openness to wisdom and knowledge from a range of discourses.  I think we must learn it in our disalogue  with other Christian traditions for we have much to learn from Roman Catholics, from Methodists, from the black led churches and the new churches.  I think we must learn it above all in our dialogues with one another as catholics and evangelicals, liberals and charismatics.  We must learn it in the relationship between traditional churches and fresh expressions of church:  each preferring the other if we can.    

Augustine of Hippo had the task in his day of helping the church navigate through a great transition.  He too found refuge in meekness.  These are words from one of his sermons:

“Construct no other way for yourself of grasping and holding the truth than the way constructed by Him who, as God, saw how faltering were our steps.  This is way is first, humility, second, humility, third humility.  And however often you should ask me, I would say the same, not because there are no other precepts to be explained, but if humility does not precede and accompany and follow every good work we do, and if it is not set before us to look upon, and beside us to lean upon, and behind us to fence us in, pride will wrest from our hand any good we do while we are in the very act of taking pleasure in it”

Augustine Sermon 61.4

My vision is for a Church which is meek at local, diocesan and national level because we are the Church of Jesus Christ and this is the character of Jesus Christ.
I think this means that there is no place for rigid divisions of hierarchy.  I think it means that we do away with some of the false deference which abounds in the Christian community.  I think it means we may need to rethink our costumes and processions in profound ways to exalt the humble and put down the mighty from their seats.  

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness for they will be satisfied.

It is the character of Christ to long for righteousness and therefore this must be the character of Christ’s church.  If you hunger and thirst for something then you cannot help but work to bring it about.  Matthew’s concept of righteousness is of course much broader than individual righteousness before God.  It is social righteousness – justice – the values of the kingdom of God.  It is going beyond service of others to work for a just and wholesome society.  It is about keeping the perspective of the kingdom and reign of God in our common life and especially in our understanding of God’s mission.  

This means that in our work of telling the good news of Jesus and seeing people come to faith that we are concerned about more than the filling of pews or the making of converts.  We are about seeing maturity of discipleship and lives enlisted in the whole time service of the kingdom of God.  It means that our vision of discipleship has to be much wider than that of turning up and giving regularly and doing things in church but must embrace the whole of live and most kinds of work and service.  It means we must learn to be a generous church giving the gifts and talents of our people in the service of others and it means I think that we must learn to travel light in terms of our own structures.  And it means that whenever we gather together we are mindful of the needs of others.  
We are only already half way through the beatitudes.   You will be relieved to know that we cannot explore them all but I must mention the remaining ones briefly.

I long to see a church which is merciful in every aspect of its life and is shaped by and in concerned for the poor and those who suffer.  

I long to see a church which is pure in heart which takes holiness seriously which is single minded in its devotion to Jesus Christ

I long to see a church which is known as a peacemaker seeking reconciliation in every situation.  We stand in a time of testing in this coming year where our vocation as the Church of England is to seek peace within the Anglican communion.  We will face other times of testing in our desire for peace within the church over the next decade.  Will this be our character? I hope and pray so.

I long to see a Church which is clear in its understanding of God’s call that it is prepared corporately to be persecuted for the sake of righteousness and justice – a church which will not bend to every trend in society but which will speak out for what it knows and believes to be the truth.  It is likely – though not inevitable – that our society will be a less and less comfortable place to live as a Christian.  We must prepare ourselves and our fellow disciples for that journey.  

III

So what then is the vision I offer you for the church in the 21st Century?

It has to be a vision which will stand in a rapidly changing world.  The past cannot be our model.

It is a vision for a mixed economy church, for a mission shaped church, for a church which encourages with all its heart fresh expressions of church in a changing world.

But a mission shaped church on its own will not be enough.

It must be a church which is shaped and expresses in its corporate life the character and the nature of Jesus Christ.  

I hope and I pray that we may become, by God’s grace, the church of the beatitudes as we go forward into the 21st century.

Let me end with this beautiful picture – Holmann Hunt’s light of the world.  My wife and I went to see the original a few weeks ago in Keble College chapel near to where we live.  Fittingly you have to look hard to find it in a small side chapel off the main building.
The original passage has been the basis of countless evangelistic sermons and tracts and played a role in my own journey to faith in that way.

However, lest we forget, it is a passage originally addressed not to an individual but to a community and not to a non Christian but to a Christian church.  

This particular church, in a place Laodicaea, does not bear and carry the character of Jesus Christ.  And so the risen Lord uses this beautiful image of knocking on the door, not forcing his presence but requesting admission.  

I suppose my hope, my heart, my prayer, my vision, is that we will hear the knocking and open the door.  
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