Rector’s Report to St Michael’s DCC 
Annual General Meeting – April 2008

It is almost exactly three years since I started here at St Michael’s in the Team Parish.  I thought therefore that a good period of time had elapsed for us now to ‘take stock’ of where we are up to.

Today the church, generally, is going through a period of unprecedented upheaval and change.  This is, of course, a reflection of the turbulence that is being experienced in the world at large; particularly in Western culture.

Many patterns of life that we have lived with for decades, or even a century or more, no longer work.  Many church organisations are either not as robust as they used to be, or, have closed down completely.  This year SMiT closed down and this week will be the final meeting of the ACF.  The same trend has been true in local voluntary organisations and the shops on the high street.  Small shops and independent shops have almost all disappeared, leaving us largely with the national and international chains.

There is then in the church and in the world a great sense of loss.  It is like a bereavement.  So much of what we have known, relied on, benefited from and hoped for our children, has largely crumbled away.  We have to try to makes sense of this and find meaning in it from a spiritual point of view, otherwise we will simply grow cynical and our spirits will die.

The Biblical name for this upheaval and loss is Exile.  It is that period of Old Testament history when the Israelites, too, found that what they valued and held dear fell apart and ceased to be fruitful.  They also felt a deep sense of loss as the Temple was levelled, Jerusalem defeated and the nation's leaders taken in convoys to what we now call Iraq.  As a people they sat down by the rivers of Babylon and hung up their harps on the trees because they had no song to sing.  Many commentators predict that this experience will probably get worse for us before it gets better.

In this experience of exile and loss we face twin temptations:
1. To try to go back to what we knew, valued and loved.
2. To adapt to every new way of the world – to ‘keep up with the times’ as it is often phrased.

Both of these temptations will lead us down wrong paths.  We do have to move forward to a new place which as yet is ill-defined.  It is a journey of faith.  But we must also resist the world’s pressure to perform and achieve results.

In these times of change and uncertainty we need to slow down, and become more considered.  The temptation, though, is to do more and work faster to try to hold everything together.  What we really need to do is to pray, to go deeper, and to discern the Holy Spirit in order that we might rightly imagine what the future may be.

We need to keep our focus.  Our task is not to build the church, but to be the church.  We are called to live as a community of God's people, proving that living by the beatitudes and trusting in the cross of Christ is enough to save us, and all creation.  This is the primary way of proclaiming the kingdom.  Jesus then said that he would build the church.

Now I will move on to talk more specifically about where we are up to as the church on one or two matters.  If you remember, two in a half years ago, I used that business adage: "do not overestimate what can be done in one year, but do not underestimate what can be done in five years."  We are therefore halfway through this period.

Open Door and Town Centre Ministry

The church building has been increasingly used by a wide range of people; with it being open daily, with the monthly meals, a variety of lettings, and community meetings, services and concerts.  We are soon to move forward on two fronts.

1.  Phase Two of Open Door will soon be started followed by the refurbishment of the organ.  This will enable us to expand and develop what we already do.

2.  In the summer David Wightman will be ordained to become our Town Centre Minister.  This is an exciting growth area for us as church which builds on the foundations of the work done through the Open Door Project.   I know David is ready and keen to give a lead to this part of the mission of our church as we seek to minister to the town.  But do note that David will lead us in this work; he won't do it all for us.

Stewardship

I know it was with some trepidation, for some, that we moved onto new way of conducting our annual stewardship campaign.  The main reason for this was to have a Team Parish wide approach that every church would then follow.  Last year the giving income of this St Michael’s rose by 20%.  This is an amazing feat.  13% of this was money committed to the Youth Worker fund, and the income to the general account rose by 7%.  For this we must give thanks to God.

9.30am Service

This service has been an unqualified success and blessing to so many families.  There are over 30 families who regularly attend, with another 10 or 15 families relating to it on a less regular basis.  A number of other churches in the diocese have also set up similar services after visiting us.  These congregations are examples of the church finding new ways for the future that we have not known in the past.  Such growth does not come without difficulties and problems, but they must be seen as difficulties and problems of success not of something going wrong in the church.

I believe that the future of the 9.30 congregation will continue to be largely separate to the 11 o'clock service.  This is the experience of other churches who have started new expressions of church over recent years, and this fits into with a helpful phrase that Rowan Williams coined.  He said that he saw the future of the church as being a ‘mixed economy church’, holding together side-by-side many forms and expressions of Christian communities.  David Wightman sees that this trend may well continue in the work that he will help us to establish here in the town.

If our unity is to be expressed anywhere, it should be expressed in our mission.  This is the experience of the Macclesfield churches with Hope08.

11.am Service

This seems to me to be a congregation that wants to change and not change, to become more structured and more informal at the same time.  This, I believe, needs the wisdom and leadership of our soon to be formed Local Leadership Team, to help us find the right way forward.  Let me make a couple of comments here.

We sometimes talk about this congregation in a way that implies that having many older people present is a problem that must be overcome.  In my ministry I talk with many older people who already feel that they are problem to their family and society at large because of their age.  We as the church must not compound this.  It is not a problem that the church is ‘full of old people’; instead we must see such people as gifts of God to us and value them as such.  It is the way of the world to despise old age, it is not the way of the kingdom of God.

Of the three years I've been here we have lost 12 church members through death and a number of others have moved away to be close to their families.  But over this time we’ve attracted a similar number of worshippers which has meant the congregation has remained more or less static in size.  The challenge to us is that, as far as I know, only one person has joined this congregation who did not previously worship elsewhere.  As an 11am congregation we need to become more mission focused and become self-regenerating.

Schools

The clergy continue to go into a number of schools to take assemblies and classes.  Apart from the regular highlights of the schools coming into St Michaels for services we were also pleased to run the ‘PopConnection’ project with Bollinbrook School which saw so many children and parents in church together.

We now have emerging across the team Parish a group of people who will coordinate our ministry to primary schools.  This is exciting because it involves all four churches from the parish.  Kath Langan and Hillary Halliwell have been part of this group from St Michaels.

Next year we will be running a two-week mission just before Easter that will be based around telling the Easter story to local schools here in the church using a set of stage scenes.  This will be done in conjunction with the Bible Encounter Trust from Cheadle.

Local Leadership Team 

Crucial to the development of the life of our church will be the setting up of our Local Leadership Team.  A presentation on this has been given to the DCC, a Sunday morning congregation and written up as an article in the Link magazine.

We highlighted five areas that the Local Leadership Team would see as the initial priorities.  These will be to give leadership to:

1. Worship

2.  Pastoral and Social

3.  Youth

4.  Town Centre Ministry

5.  Encouraging people to find their callings

The feedback from church members was very encouraging.  People were hesitant mainly on two accounts.  First they thought that five priorities may be too many, and this might be true.  Secondly, there was a concern about where we would find the people to join the Local Leadership Team.  In the end of the day we will do the work that we are able to do with the people that we have.

The Local Leadership Team will be formally established at the next DCC meeting.

Youth Work

Looking more Team Parish wide, we are very pleased that Tony Roberts will be coming to join us, together with Jane his wife and Lydia their daughter in June.  We have planned for his first Sunday in the Team Parish to be 8th June.

I know that this has been a long time coming (for many of you probably too long), but we were pleased to get full Team Parish support for this venture and for it to be part of the Team Parish strategy.  Do pray for the youth committee, for Oli Gibson who will be Tony’s line manager, our young people, our youth volunteers and Tony as we prepare for June.

Team Development

We are continuing the development of the Team Parish and will bring a presentation to the PCC annual meeting in two weeks time on the progress of making each DCC a PCC.

We are now working as a team of churches in many different ways.  Here is a sample of them:

schools work (as already mentioned)
Messy Church at St Barnabas
the Lent courses

Cre8

serving coffee at St Michaels

Hope08

clergy support

the multimedia exhibition

9.30am Storytelling Service

some people attend more than one of the churches

clergy moving around the churches

youth work and the youth worker

confirmation preparation

hospital services

the Listening Course

I see this as an increasing trend as we are stronger together than apart, and more of a witness to the God who loves.

Curates

Finally, I would like to say how grateful I am to Philip and Andy, for all that they do and the people they are.  We are very blessed to have them with us at the moment.  The church will probably fall apart when they eventually have to move on!  We are also very fortunate to have Pat, Ruth and the girls here with them too.  They have added much to St Michael’s and the Team Parish.

