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Lent

We are about half-way through Lent.  Is the journey a struggle?  Are you making new discoveries about ‘being Church in the world’ and how your church building can assist you in this?   After all every church building is ‘in the world’ 24 hours a day, 7 days a week and 52 weeks of the year, with never a day or night off!  So as well as being in the forefront of the Church’s ‘mission through ministry’ is your church building challenging you to be Church in the world in ways in which hitherto you are not?  And don’t try to answer these questions on your own or for yourself alone, but with fellow congregation members, so that in conversation, discussion, debate, perhaps disagreement with others you can better achieve together what thinking and talking to yourself alone will not achieve.  I find myself often having to remind Christian people that the fundamental unit of Christian faith as indeed of society at large, is not me as an individual but ‘me in relation’;  we are all members one of another, which presumably means that it is ‘together’ that the will and purposes of God for every distinct location can best be discerned and acted upon. It is not a case of merely praying, but of constantly testing out how prayers might be answered, and the parts we can and might need to play in that answering.   

East Ham

About 10 or so days ago, I spent a day in the 3 parishes which collectively make up a major area of ministry in East London. It was a fascinating experience, well worth the time away from the desk.  The parochial set-up consists of a 12th century church with an Anchorite cell built into part of one of the walls, a 1970s re-build of a former Victorian church, now a church-community multi-purpose building, and a modification and enlargement of a former Rectory, the Victorian church building originally alongside having been pulled down and been re-developed for housing.  The 12th century church – archaeological investigations suggest there may well have been a Saxon building on the site -  stands in a large churchyard which holds lots of interest for environmental conservationists particularly given its location within heavily populated East London.  It is surrounded on all sides by closely built residential dwellings.  It is open for Sunday services and one mid-week service.  The modified ormer Rectory stands almost on a street corner but is hidden by larger commercial premises and residential properties. A day nursery is located upstairs so access is inhibited by security concerns.  It is open for Sunday and one weekday services.  
Of course I was concerned that two buildings so prominent within their locations were not open to the public throughout daylight hours, but I appreciate there are problems, but perhaps not insurmountable!  

My fascination was with the 1970s re-build.  Facing on to a main road, with a largely glass frontage, its doors are open every day from 9.00am through to late afternoon, and then again in evenings.  There is a large worship area, not immediately visible from the road, a café and a lunch club, meeting rooms, play groups, a doctor’s surgery, counselling and other facilities for those suffering from addictions.  The café intentionally functions as a drop-in centre with tables and chairs set out in such a way that people can have a degree of privacy if they so wish, and just come and sit.  Worship is daily offered though in a very unobtrusive manner, and the worship area being enclosed neither encroaches on nor does it intentionally intrude on those using the café.  For me this epitomised a church building being used by the church to engage fully with its community, albeit inviting the community in through open doors.  I was intrigued however when the incumbent who has not yet been in post a year expressed her concerns: ‘I am not sure that this church set up is really serving its community in the way in which perhaps it could.  It has been offering these services for quite a long time, and maybe with a new incumbent this is an opportunity to take stock as to whether there are other groups or individuals who as yet we are not open to, or whether there are other services of a non-ecclesiastical type that we could offer’.  She is wanting to ensure the maximum use of the building by the community, even if this means adapting the building in some way to provide additional openings and opportunities.  

As I say I was intrigued with this response from this new incumbent to a set up to which my initial reaction had been a delight in the degree of engagement between Church and community through the openness of its building to those living within its locality.  During the course of conversation she informed me that there are 46 mosques located within these 3 parishes, which utterly staggered me. I went on to ask if there was any engagement with those of other faiths, and her response was: ‘Hitherto very little.  We do have some contact with the local Methodists and I am wishing to build on this, but in terms of interfaith relations we have a long way to go’.

In these three examples we are offered models of ways in which church buildings are and are not used for engagement between members of church congregations and the communities in which they are set.  I have to confess that I am becoming increasingly irritated when I find church buildings set within residential or business premises with their doors firmly shut and only open at service times which hopefully means at least on Sundays and maybe occasionally during the week.  Church of England churches are public buildings not private houses;  Roman Catholic churches are nearly always open all the time in whatever setting and those of other denominations are free to chose whether or not they open without any expectation on the part of those who live within their localities.  These are serious issues which I am constantly trying to bring to the attention of church authorities and congregations.  I am assured that the numbers of open churches are increasing.  If this is the case then I am delighted, but maybe in some areas we still have a long way to go.  I was reminded by a representative of Ecclesiastical the other day that their policy is to encourage church buildings to be open rather than closed during daylight hours, and that there are increasingly sensible precautions which can be taken against vandalism.  So in the light of this all I can plead is that those who keep their church buildings shut will heed both my message and that of the insurers.

Possibility of Consultancy

From time to time the Trustees of CVTA have talked about offering consultancy to parishes, deaneries and indeed dioceses.  Through this newsletter I wish to make this offer a possibility for those considering opening their church building, even if initially for only a partial time during weekdays or at weekends, and for churches wishing to take seriously their engagement and ministry with their local community, much as the incumbent in East Ham above is wanting to do.  Increasingly church buildings are being used by communities for a variety of ventures both regularly and occasionally.  This is always good news, participating in conveying the message that Anglican church buildings in particular are open for all within their communities, whether the ‘all’ does or does not include those who regularly or occasionally attend the place for worship.  If you would like one or more of us to come to your church or deanery or diocese then please contact me.  The only cost would be that of travel expense and if necessary accommodation expense and of course a donation to CVTA would be greatly appreciated.  Our Trustees have had experience of the whole gamut of parochial locations from inner city through to extreme rural, so we should be able to respond to your particular setting.  Please feel free to e-mail me, phone me (01245 – 358185) or send your request by surface mail and I will liaise with one or more Trustees most appropriately sited near to you.  

News from you

From time to time I receive information from CVTA members and others which they consider is worth disseminating.  Please keep such information coming.  Copies of the newsletters go to all diocesan hierarchies across England,  so you never know if you let me have something which interests or concerns you it could well be picked up by others across the Church of England. 


May issue:
The intention will be to produce the next issue of this bi-monthly Newsletter by the end of May so if I could have copy by Friday 19 May 2017 this would be much appreciated.  
E-mail:  canonjbrown@mac.com
Hard copy:   556 Galleywood Road, Chelmsford, Essex CM2 8BX
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