Vicars Bulletin (9) Patronal Sunday 2009 Sermon
Today is Back to Church Sunday and it is also our Patronal Sunday when we acknowledge that we are named after Michael the archangel. Patronals are an interesting time as it is an occasion to look back, reflect where we are and also to look forward. As it is Back to Church Sunday to do this in the context of what is church, or more specifically how do we see the church, seems to be very appropriate. I don’t know if you saw in the media this week the comments from the bishop of Reading about how the church of England can be a bit like Marks and Spencer and needs to be also like Asda or Aldi. A good sound bite but I wonder how you see the church and how relevant you think it is for you. A letter from the Metro this week picked up on this – it suggested actually Jesus would have shopped in Co-op because of their ethical stance and then said – will I go to church on Sunday? No, but I will go to the Co-op! this I think sums up our love hate relationship for many of us with the church, be we regular attenders or very very occasional. Many of us are struggling to understand the place and importance of Church in our everyday lives and the decisions we need to make, especially over the use of our time. Interestingly one of the Lent books recommended by the archbishop this year was entitled why go to church.

I think the people who started St Michaels 152 years ago this Sunday would be surprised by this question, yet I think the issue was there even then, as not everyone attended church and many that did, did so out of social convention or other implicit reasons. Today we are not bound in the same way so free choice is much more powerful. But also there is much more competition on a Sunday, the busyness of the week for many of us means the things we want to do get squeezed into a weekend or a Sunday. Then as I was growing up there wasn’t the sport or shops around on a  Sunday that there is now. We live in a quite different context to even 20 years ago and that context keeps changing at a more rapid pace. We expect a greater choice and the time to choose.

This creates a number of interesting problems. The first is that the church needs to change and actually I think it has in many ways and places. 
One of the most frequent comments I receive from visitors at a baptism service in our 10.30 service is that they didn’t know church was like this. So many people are working on what they think church is like, which may not be the reality. But for those of us who are part of a church even we may not have the correct image of what church is for and who it is for as the context is changing as I have said. So what are the key elements that weave their way across the millennia of the church – well we will be examining some of them over the weeks during October and November to help our thoughts and prayers and actions. But it is not just us here at St Michaels who are part of this journey. The Birmingham Diocese is doing this thing called Transforming Church – an examination of how we do church so that those that are part of it build God’s kingdom better and those not part of it are drawn in. An ambitious target that the Bishop of Birmingham acknowledged will take more than simply a year or an initiative and in one sense is not fully attainable. However it is a good time to reflect and act, none more so for us here at St Michaels.
So what might be some of the key things that we need to consider in my opinion. We did a lot of work on the church last year – hundreds of thousands of pounds but what difference did you see in this building – bit of decorating in the south aisle and as for the this worship area – nothing. So where did the money go – into areas you couldn’t see but which we absolutely vital – the boiler house and the electrics. This next year I want us to spend a lot again – not money this time but certainly it will take a lot of energy and emotion because I want us to use transforming church initiative to change St Michaels. But just like the building works I suspect we won’t see much difference as we gather together on a Sunday. Our services are working on the whole, yes there is a little bit of touching up here and there that needs to happen but I am not suggesting major alterations. No what needs to happen is just like with the building it is the behind the scenes stuff, the stuff that keeps us going that needs to change.

Firstly the equivalent of the electrics – our structures and communication. In a PCC earlier this year I got us to list out all the committees that exist and the list was scary. Too long and the links between and overlaps meant that at times they work against each other. Just like with the rewiring there needed some laying out of new cables and removing of old circuits just so with some of the bureaucracy that is essential to keep us going.

As some of you will have picked up from the green sheet – the PCC have taken the decision to not appoint a Youth Minister to replace Matt. This is for a variety of reasons but I also see how the timings fits in with this examination of how we work and that includes us as a staff team. What is the right shape for future ministry here at St Michaels? Please note in all of this it is not about saying what we are doing is wrong but we do spend as a church a lot of time in committees and the time and energies of many people are drained by this. Also people have less time, particularly in this economic crunch and so getting volunteers for certain things has proved more difficult. The shape of society is changing and we need to be aware of this, not to bow down to it, but to ensure that the way we work reflects God priorities and builds his kingdom. Sometimes therefore we will be as Paul says in 1 Corinthians 9:22 - I have become all things to all people but equally at times we will be counter culture to challenge differing values. Alongside all of this is keeping the flow of electricity – our communication. The size we are and the way we gather in different congregations mean that this can get confused at times. I see our diversity of services and congregations as a strength but it means that we need to ensure our communication then serves us efficiently .
What about the equivalent of the boiler house – well this is what keeps us warm and our relationships with one another and our passion for one another. With the old boiler we regularly got cold spots and sadly we can get that as a people. Certainly the relationship between our congregations is very limited. Now I am not suggesting that we can all become bosom buddies but at times the other congregations are forgotten. 
To help this we will have the very occasional Sunday where we all come together for a joint service – we did it last year and it worked great just to remind us of the bigger church we are all part of. It will only be a few times a year but they will be an important part of keeping us warm to one another. 
Linked in with this there are our great socials and other activities organised by different committees which allow us to meet people from across our church and our community. We need to give these greater priority as having fun together is a great way of building relationships. Being mindful of this there is the bring and share after the 10.30 service – do not worry if you haven’t brought any food – you have brought yourself and our unofficial church motto is – never knowingly under catered!
But then even within a congregation we don’t always know many people and certainly don’t care for them in obvious ways – the early church stood out among all the religions because of the care they showed one another, are we copying that example. It is not just about being polite but about genuine care – of course it does happen but it is a bit random and more miss than hit so how we care for one another will be examined over the next year. Jesus said that it would be by our love one for another that others would know that we were his disciples – this is quite a challenge.
So as I have already stated – on the one hand Transforming church may not obviously affect what we do on a Sunday but it will be a more subtle transformation as how we operate and what we value is examined.

To pull my ramblings together I came across this book this week. it is a series of letters by a Christian Author who in their twenties is struggling with what is the point of church. It is entitled Dear Church – letters from a disillusioned generation. In the last letter in the book she says this which really scratched where I am itching and hope it will do likewise for you:

Dear Church. It may surprise you…sometimes it surprises me… that I am where I am today. That I can still say I love you.

I love you because I am part of you. Because when my friends and I are teamed in Christ’s mission, we are you. So I write – first and foremost – because I love you. 

I love you still. In fact, I somehow think I love you more.

There is something powerful about realising that someone or something is not perfect and loving them anyway.

Sometimes, love is all the reason a person needs to stay in contact. So I leave you with this final message: I love you. Keep in touch!
