CAN THESE DRY BONES LIVE?
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So here we are at the start of a new Synod and  it may occur to you that our situation is not totally different from the situation at Cana.  We seem to have run out of everything.  We seem to be running out of money, and more of that later on today.  In many churches people tell me that they are running out of people to do things, that those who are left are running out of energy.  In some places I even wonder whether we are brave enough to admit that we are running out of hope.  On a bad day it rather feels as if there is a sense to coin the words of Private Frasier on Dad’s Army that “We are all doomed”!
I am sure that in the heat of the moment it rather felt like that to the bride at this potentially disastrous wedding in Cana, and I am left wondering whether she simply runs away from the wedding in great distress, or whether she hurries around the tables looking for the last dregs of alcohol, and hopes that she can get so drunk that the awfulness of the situation is blanked out.

But what seems to happen in the Bible is that it is precisely when it seems that all things are lost, that things start to get interesting, exciting even.  Because it is at that moment when all seems lost that the only possibility is a miracle, and Mary asks Jesus for a miracle because she knows that only a miracle will do, and of course what Jesus produces is indeed a miracle:   a miracle beyond everyone’s wildest expectations, gallons and gallons and gallons of the very best possible wine.
It is when all seems lost that miracles can start to happen.
And so if there is a sense at the beginning of that story that all is lost, the same is true in the story of Ezekiel and the Valley of Dry Bones.  Yes, here it is again.  It seems that all is lost, and at that point God poses the question to Ezekiel ‘can these dry bones live’ and that I want to suggest is the question that God is putting to us.  Can what sometimes looks as the dry bones of our parish life come to life?  Can the landscape of the Church in our parishes across the diocese be radically changed?  To put the question another way “do you believe that the God who raised our Lord Jesus Christ from the dead can breathe life into the bones of his Church in your community?”  Because I believe that without a ‘yes’ to that question we are indeed, to quote Private Frasier again, doomed.
Now God in his love and mercy never abandons his Church, and in every generation he gives us signs of hope and encouragement.  One of the great joys and privileges of my life as a Bishop is that on a weekly and often daily basis I encounter signs of hope and new life around the diocese.  Within the diocese there are indeed many signs of hope, and these I believe are given by God in order to encourage us all.

(At this point we heard from Jen Bradshaw about work being done in Benedict Biscop School in Sunderland where Jen is helping the schools Community Worship to which parents come more of a service and less of a performance, raising the question about whether or not this is a “new congregation”. We watched a bit of a DVD about 1st@4 at St Luke’s Hartlepool where there is an afternoon service with different stations or activities which is proving very attractive to baptism families and others who are not used to going to church. We heard from Ann Anderson about Messy Church at Hetton which again attracts people who are not used to traditional church and which is increasingly organised by people new to Church and we heard from Katherine Bagnall about the success of back to Church Sunday at St Mark’s Darlington)
Time is too short to tell of real growth and renewal in Stockton Parish Church where indeed it did look as if everything including the building had run out – of the Bede Bus parked strategically around Sunderland meeting people who would never in a mission years come into a church building – of Alpha at St Nick’s Durham in many other places lovingly and gently bringing people to faith – of Churches deeply committed to the needs of their communities in Woodhouse Close, Pallion, Shildon and many other places – of brand new Sunday afternoon congregations in Hartlepool, Hart, Hedworth and many other places – of people coming to faith and being confirmed simply because the Church was there for them at the right time and I could go on

So the question is “Can these dry bones live?”, and these examples are I believe sent to us by God to give us hope and to help us to answer his question “can these dry bones live”, with a resounding ‘yes’.
And of course you will note that Mission is not as they say rocket science.  It is about a few people in a church setting out some craft activities.  It is about saying to a friend or good neighbour ‘why don’t you come to church with me’.  It is about building on what is already happening in a local school.  It is I know from another experience elsewhere about making a few cakes and making a cup of tea and inviting some elderly pensioners to come together on a Sunday afternoon, or hymns, a short Bible message and tea and cake.

I believe that within the diocese our congregations and PCCs need to become places where we believe and expect our churches to grow.  So that is the question that God puts to us “Can these dry bones live?”.

And then the next question is “Why do we want our churches to grow?”, and to be honest I think the answer to this is difficult.  When I talk to PCCs they tell me that they want their churches to grow because they hope that that will increase the amount of money on the plate on a Sunday.  They want their churches to grow because that would be more people, hopefully younger, to do some of the tasks that are needed.  People want their churches to grow because it obviously feels better to come to a church on a Sunday that is ¾ full rather than one that is simply ¼ full.  I understand the reasons that people give for wanting their churches to grow.  They are given by people whose faithfulness over many decades to the life of the parish churches is quite extraordinary, but nonetheless I do wonder if that really is the right answer to the question “Why do we want our church to grow?”.
I want the Church to grow because I want more and more men and women and children to discover how much and how unconditionally God loves them.  
I was saying the other night that after just 2 years as Bishop I am already in danger of becoming a very boring Bishop because I find myself saying this time and time again.  So many people in our communities, and indeed perhaps some of us, have grown up believing that we did not really have any value.  That it was only if we were very good that people would approve of us, that we were never quite good enough, and it is because that is the experience of the lives of so many people that what the Christian Church has to proclaim is such utter extraordinary and transforming good news.  That is the extraordinary good news that we have on offer, and it is for that reason I believe that our churches need to grow, so that more and more men and women and children may discover something of that extraordinary change that knowing about God and his love for them can bring to their lives, and some of the most moving stories I hear as I go around the diocese are the stories about people’s lives being utterly changed and transformed by their encounter with the local Christian community.
In other words we need to become a deeply missionary diocese, and what that means incidentally is that the money that is put on the plate on Sunday is not money that we put there in order that we can keep our church going with our vicar so that we can have the services we want, but rather it is money that we give so that the church’s mission in our community may be carried out.  In many of our parishes there is a great and honourable tradition of giving money to overseas missions, and in a time of financial difficulty it is absolutely essential that we keep that up, but we therefore need to see the other money that we give as being equally money for Mission, but Mission on our own doorstep.  My dream is that in more and more parishes people say to their priest ‘don’t worry about us, we will simply pray for you, you get on and spread the love of Jesus to those who do not know it’, or better still people will say to their vicar ‘what can we do to work with you and support you as you seek to share the love of Jesus in our community?’.  So, why do you want your church to grow?  And then my third question ‘How much do you want it?’, and to be frank we can’t expect God to take us and our churches very seriously if we don’t take him and the growth of his church deeply seriously.
Let me say at this point that I sometimes have a certain healthy scepticism about preachers who end their sermons saying “And so my dears we must all pray earnestly about this …”.  That can be simply a way of the preacher saying ‘I think this is all rather difficult and I need to bring this sermon to an end!’, but the fact is that when we take prayer seriously it starts to change us.  When we start to pray seriously about the needs of the communities that we are called to serve, we start to see our parishes and the task of our local church through God’s eyes, and we sometimes start to see it differently, and it starts to become easier to understand.  As we pray I believe we become more reflective people, who see more easily the joys and the sorrows of our parishes, and we see the task more clearly.

I do believe that the task is great, but that God is greater, and I want at the beginning of this new Synod to invite you to join with me in praying regularly that God will indeed grow his Church in this diocese, and that through his Church many more people may come to discover his transforming love.  I want to invite you, and there will be copies of this available afterwards, to regularly pray this prayer which some of you will know:
Father, pour out your

Spirit upon us,

grant us a new vision of

your glory,

a new experience of

your power,

a new faithfulness to

your word,

a new consecration

to your service,

that your love may grow

among us,

and your kingdom

come:

through Jesus Christ

our Lord.  Amen
and I want to ask that every member of Synod might make a personal commitment to pray that prayer every Monday morning.  That will mean that at the beginning of the working week there will be well over 100 of us praying for God to grow his Church in this diocese, praying that we may have a new vision of his glory, and a new experience of his power.

May God bless us as we work together for the transformation of this part of our nation.

