Vicar’s Bulletin (7) April 2009
A prayer for St. Michaels
Loving God, we pray for this church, 
asking that your Holy Spirit may inspire our worship

and lead us into deeper fellowship; 
that we may pass on the teaching of our faith

and our traditions of service to new generations; 
that within our fellowship there may be found comfort 
for the sorrowful, strength for the anxious, 
compassion for those who are ill, 
and concern and love for all; 
that in unity we may strive to service this community 
with commitment, vision and enthusiasm. 
In the name of Christ, our cornerstone. Amen.

As I look back we have achieved an awful lot in the last two years. We celebrated our 150th in 2007 with lots of great events. Then last year we modified our buildings in quite a dramatic way. This time last year we were just looking at the plans and now we have got the money and done the job. Ann was licensed as a reader and we gained three new members for our pastoral team, Fran, Kathy, and Margaret. Chris has joined us as our Organist and Choir Master. We have gained new people in our congregations, in fact the attendance at the three Sundays over Easter, Palm Sunday, Easter Sunday and the first Sunday after Easter were all significantly up on last year and the year before. There has been a bit of a baby boom amongst church members! We had a small surplus of money last year and whilst this year will be difficult we still have a great deal of flexibility and possibilities (maybe David, our treasurer, should stand for chancellor!).  All in all we are in a very comfortable position, which can be a dangerous place to be.
There are two dangers that I see. Firstly we sit back resting on our laurels, which would clearly be wrong and would only come back to bite us in the future. The second is that we try and emulate the pace of the last two years with frantic doing but without the focus that the past two years had. This would I suspect just wear us out and not achieve much long lasting development.
Instead I have been very struck by a phrase in Chronicles and Psalms which talks of seeking God’s face. Thus I want us as individuals, as groups and as a church to seek God’s face. What does this mean? We have a mission statement but this is too big to be remembered by us all and not detailed enough to help us decide priorities. Thus a significant amount of time of our church councils over the next twelve months will be given over to this. It coincides with an initiative from the Diocese called Transforming Church. They are asking churches to look at seven areas of their life to set some priorities and plans for the coming years. The areas are Worship, Relationships, Discipleship, Leadership, Presence, Outreach, & Partnerships. Please note we are not expected to tackle all seven in one year. 
For some of these areas it will be a simple review  and probable conclusion that things are best left as they are and that would be sufficient for this time. For others we may need to invest in training, time or modification, depending on where we feel God is taking us. Also this is more than simply looking at these for one year and then forgetting about them. It is about regularly reviewing these areas before God. And how do we know where God is taking us? Well this is back to Seeking God’s face. Some people think that the church is a democracy, well it isn’t. Others think it is an autocracy with the vicar as the ruler, believe you me that is definitely not the case and should not be. Instead we need to constantly remind ourselves that it is God’s church first and foremost, thus it is a theocracy. 
It is also our church and so the purpose of the PCC is to prayerfully vote not as a democratic process or on behalf of groups of people but to vote ‘Is this where we think God is wanting us to go or to do?’. This is immensely more difficult but also more right. 
Recently we had a discussion about an issue and technically my proposal won the vote. But it was by one vote and many abstained. Thus we had not reached a common mind. So I asked for the vote to be overturned. We will not get total unity all the time but it is something to strive for. Not all votes will be unanimous but if the vote is too close then we need to check out why and probably take more time. This is because voting is not about saying this is what I want ,or this is what this group wants, but it is about saying this is what God wants – scary stuff and certainly not very comfortable. But then seeking God’s face or prophecy isn’t. 
Margaret, our curate, pointed out to me that prophecy is not single voiced in scripture but has different parts. It is multi stranded being rooted in a context and a history. It is multi voiced in that it involves different people at different times. But the key thing is that it is done together as God’s people discern what is God saying today to us.
So what next? We need to give thanks for all the good, but equally look forward. There are plenty of areas to consider and one of these will be around our structures. Not our buildings but our committees. Did you know that we have 13 committees plus pastoral team, staff team, standing committee, church council? That is a lot of meetings! Then I am on deanery synod, deanery chapter, diocesan synod, churches together and churches together minsters – that is an awfully lot more meetings! I don’t believe our structures give us the flexibility that we have built into our buildings. We need to discern together what they should look like. We need to work out God’s priorities and then alter the way we work to fit that. 
Our energies need to be focused not on keeping the ship afloat but refitting for the waters that God wants us to set out into. So the church council has a busy 12 to 18 months ahead as I think it will take that long. But it is wider than that. As congregations and as a church you have a busy time as well because we need you praying for us. Only as we are surrounded with prayer can we be helped to seek God’s face. 
To help this process, as we continue with the Apostles’ creed, we will be spending quite a bit of time on that often over looked person of the Trinity – the Holy Spirit. Sunday teaching will be accompanied by midweek teaching and ministry so that we are spiritually equipped for this discernment together. I think all of this is positive stuff because a growing, living thing is always needing to adapt and St Michaels is definitely alive. The only question is are we doing it in our wisdom and strength or God’s? Let us find out together.
God you strengthen & guide us and so we pray for the church here and throughout the world. Give us not only an understanding of your intentions but also a vision of what it is you want us to do. Amen.
A Practical Piece of Information
Please note that our charity status has altered marginally. Up until recently Church of England churches were automatically charities and came under the umbrella of the Church of England. This is now changing in that each church has to register separately and this is being phased in. We were one of the early phase and so we now have a charity number 1128965 which you will soon see appearing on our letters etc. However this is only a technical point and not something that alters the way we run or our entitlements or responsibilities. 

