The reflections of the outgoing Assembly Moderator, July 2005  

There are many parts to the role of the Assembly Moderator, but the most important one, in my view, is the visiting of churches all over our three nations and abroad.  In these wonderful 12 months I have preached in 48 different  churches, and visited as many more to meet large and small groups of people. 

And everywhere we have visited I have asked three questions: 

1. Where and with whom do you find yourself able to talk about your Christian faith and how to live the Christian life – in your church, ecumenically, with friends ?

2. Where do you think you can see God at work – in the community, in the world, in the church, in your life?

3. What gives you hope?

I thought I might, at the end of the year, be able to reflect on the responses – but I was wrong.  I am very grateful for the thought-provoking responses I got in all kinds of places, from Penwortham to the Ukraine border, from Rutherglen to Louisville, Kentucky, but no conclusions can  be based on such brief encounters.  I hope my questions have been like pebbles thrown into those pools of church life which may have become too compacent or even stagant.  Churches which are bubbling with the life of the Spirit will neither notice nor need them.

And so I want, instead, to reflect on church buildings – we have certainly seen plenty 

We have seen many church buildings which have been redeveloped to speak of God’s welcome, God’s love for the world: - the glass doors into a foyer in Devizes, the café on the side of the church in West Dulwich,  the café in Central URC, Sheffield where the Sunday evening congregation worships in full view of passers-by ,and many more.  And I must say the signs of newly laid paths and other kinds of  disabled access also say loudly ‘All are welcome’   

We have seen worship areas where Sunday and Monday have been brought together:   the ‘Free and Easy Art and Craft Club’ in Workington with  tables spread out in the worship area; pews removed from the back in Holly Mount in Malvern to allow a space for meetings, for coffee after church;  Rutherglen worship area heavily used during the week, including by the blook transfusion unit:  Carver in Windermere now with chairs for flexible use.  Visiting Thomas Risley church in Cheshire on a Friday evening we happened on a wonderful sight – the bride and groom and a host of their friends were preparing the large worship space for their wedding.  That large carpeted hall housed such a variety of church life – rather like a family home.  

We have seen church buildings which are a burden from the past  - large premises, some built on the side of a hill so the church is on three levels – a nightmare for disabled access and for increasingly elderly congregations.  Why stay there if the church is people not buildings?  There are some voices in those churches which dare to question whether their beloved church is actually in the right place, given the way the town has developed. The church members in  Halstead URC in Essex got so fed up with the way their life and mission were restricted by their listed building that they just walked out – and left the synod to deal with it.  They now have bought a disused doctors’ surgery – light and airy and accessible.  But they took a great risk – walking out, worshipping for two years in Methodist and Anglican churches and not knowing if the synod would be able to sell their old building.

But surely our church buildings are of great community value, with their halls and rooms?  That is true, but that use does not become part of our witness to God’s love just by letting out the premises.  In Bath an elder is responsible for maintaining a relationship with the multitude of groups which use the building, offering to pray for their particular needs, and one group is prayed for each Sunday morning.   In Grange-over-Sands URC they are planning to bring together all the users, in a special service, or in some kind of Open Day.  A church cannot pretend it has life, just because letting groups bring their life into its building.

 Some of our churches do not have buildings.  Fishermead Local Ecumenical partnership in Milton Keynes, currently with a URC minister, meets for worship in the local community centre.  Getting the chairs and hymn books out each week is a chore – but can also be a Gospel demonstration.  One Sunday, none were put out – and as people arrived and wondered why ‘they’ had not put out the chairs, each was invited to get a book from the cupboard, a chair from the side of the hall.  There is no ‘they’ – all are the church, and placing one’s chair was quite a task – where do you see yourself in the body of Christ?  They ended up with a circle.  Having no building, means no week-night activities, apart from house groups.  That releases the energy of this small but young congregation to feed into the life of the community – school governors, the ‘Kids off the Street’ project.  Easier to be salt and light like that?  In Brackley, the old church of few members closed, a Special Category Minister  was appointed to grow a church on the new estate nearby, meeting for worship in the community centre.  Its style is all age, sitting round tables, doing different tasks related to the theme, singing, hearing the Word read, discussing what it says for the coming week’s living.   There is a liberation in having no building.  

And some of our churches sit light to their buildings, seeing them as just a place to meet.  90% of the members of Westbury Road URC in Guildford meet weekly in cell groups of not more than 12 people.  Yes, they do have a church building and they do worship on Sundays together, but the cell takes priority, that is where spiritual growth takes place and where new people are first welcomed.   

We visited our three partner churches in the United States of America and found them talking about the closing and the planting of churches – trying to respond faithfully and bravely to changing times.  The PCUSA has interim ministers who work with a congregation, helping it to face the fact that times have changed, the population has moved, there are too many churches in that area, they are not large enough to support a minister – and when they have faced that, and been helped to find another church to belong to, the presbytery offers them some choices in what new mission work they would like to support from the sale of their building.  I wish we could bring together closing and opening.  The Churches of Christ in the US – they are called the Disciples there – gave me a useful leaflet for churches called “Is it time to fold the tent?”  Ever since I have been trying to look at the churches we visit as tents – not easy when so much love and money is lavished on them.  The leaflet poses searching questions for a local church to consider – not by any means all financial or to do with numbers of people.   Has the area changed and in what way?  Does the church community resist change of all kinds?

Readiness to change seems to me one of the signs of life and hope in the URC today: not, of course, just any kind of change – but a prayerfully discerned response to the changing needs and mission field around us.   Two elders in Walsall, no longer young themselves, told me they were researching the use of powerpoint as a good tool to enrich their  church’s worship.  The chapel in Ynysddu in East Wales, about to close, has come alive because one woman got support for knocking on all the doors in that little village and asking what they wanted the chapel there for  and what their community needs were.  It is the only church building in the village.  It is now a growing congregation, but it won’t be the same as it was – it is a new church in an old building.   

The Presbyterian Church in Ireland has decided to sell its iconic building right in the centre of Belfast.  Not – as I am sure you are thinking – because they are short of money, but because although it is a 19th century landmark with a distinctive tower, inside it does not adapt well to 21st century offices and the large Assembly Hall is rarely used by the church.   And no – they are not moving out to a cheaper area to realise their assets.  They are putting up a 21st century landmark glass structure straddling one of their historic city centre churches – and borrowing a building for their Assembly.  We are not a national church in the way the PCI is and so having buildings which are landmarks in the community is not often our calling.   But we have two things to learn from their significant decision.  They have let go of a building to which they were emotionally attached and the debate last year was hard.   They see that closure as a moving on to making a 21st century mission statement through their new building.   It seems to me that the Halstead church did that in its small way.    

I want to thank the United Reformed Church, and especially all those people we visited for your welcome, your hospitality, your opening of your church life, your hopes and anxieties to us – it was a privilege and a trust which I hope I have not abused.  And Kees joins me in these thanks – he has enjoyed the experience so much more than he had anticipated. Everywhere I had the sense that the churches were trying to catch the vision of God’s future – some far up ahead and barely recognisable in the distance, some enjoying the challenge and taking a few risks, some doggedly putting one foot in front of the other,and a few who just can’t see the wood for the trees and so are not going anywhere.  

Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of  wtinesses, let us also lay aside every wieght and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God.  Hebrews 12:1/2

Thanks to Sheila Andrews, Krystyna Pullen, to Alistair Smeaton, to Kees – photos, scrapbook available for viewing in the ? room..

