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On becoming a growing Liberal Catholic Church

Opening to the service:
On Easter Day a man who had been dead walked out of a tomb into the subtle light of dawn. Stooping down he placed his palms on the cold earth to feel the grain of creation. He picked a dandelion and delighted in its feathery beauty, constellations of pure light, hope made physical. He lifted it to the lightening dawn and, with a smile, he blew. The seeds danced and circled round his head and then fell, scattered, to the floor. And where the seed fell it rooted and grew.  

Piece together three things- how we live as Easter people, things I used to think about a lot, and a challenge I received last month… Last month I was on a superb conference on Church leadership and understanding the world in which we are set so we can lead and serve effectively. We even got to stay in a nice hotel- which was not something most of the clergy were used to. They usually put us up in old Nissen huts. The conversations around the formal input were just as important as what was said from the front- over coffee and ginger nuts a vicar I know a little bit from Luton came up to me and said “You’re a Catholic. How do Liberal Catholic Churches grow? Who should I talk to about that?” Two different thoughts swung across my mind simultaneously- we never use the words Liberal Catholic and growth in the same sentence, and, secondly, why on earth can’t I think of a single example of a booming Liberal Catholic church for him to talk to? 

So this sermon is the start of our response to this conversation. It is, if you will, to be topical, a manifesto. Officially, I would like to notify you that St Paul’s is going to be thinking about Church growth in a new way: our headline will be this: “Every healthy church grows, regardless of tradition or context. If we’re healthy we will grow.” 
Here’s the problem. Church growth is not something we feel comfortable talking about in our tradition- it feels somehow un-Anglican- which is because people have talked a lot of rubbish about it in the past. The church growth we have rightly refused to buy into- which is all about numbers and nothing about depth, or prayer, or service, or the Holy Spirit at work- is no more accurate a picture of what growth really means than the God Richard Dawkins despises is a true picture of the God we worship. We are right to hold that there is far more to being a healthy church than bottoms on seats. We are wrong to think that a church which is growing in numbers is something to be despised. 
The pendulum has swung too far. The mistake we’ve made in our tradition is to say that we are not interested in growth at all when we absolutely should be. We are not called to be a faithful remnant who think that we must be worshipping in the right way because the last person who joined the church did so in 1947, who find in the acres of empty pews around them evidence that they are doing it right. It’s nonsense. Healthy things grow. We are the body of Christ at work in the world- and we can’t do that work if we are exhausted from justifying our own failures and scrabbling around to pay the heating bill. Healthy things grow. We are the body of Christ. And the more united and confident and prayerful and generous and Christlike we are the more we will grow because that kind of life and dependence and joy is appealing. It draws people close. It makes them want to know more. It calls them to belong. 
We should expect numerical growth to happen when we grow in faith and prayer and commitment, when we learn to live like God’s redeemed people. If we look like we’re enjoying it, if we live as if being a disciple matters infinitely to us, if we are an open community of radical inclusion, if we mean what we say, if we go out of our way to make people welcome then we will grow in numbers- not because we are aiming at it but because numerical growth is a happy side-effect of integrity, worship and joy.
The prayer we used this morning, and which we will keep using across the parish as an extra collect, is one St Nick’s and Woosehill have been using for some time. It uses active and deliberate words for God- bring growth, send your Spirit, give vision, give wisdom, give power, help. It talks about personal growth in faith and growth in the life of the church family as well. It is a prayer in which we open ourselves up to God’s action. 
What God is doing is building his church, making it grow. We block his endeavours if we think that church growth- in prayerfulness, in service, in income, in offering of time, in depth of faith, in engagement with the community, in numbers of people who make up the church- is anything other than God at work growing his Church by growing the faith of the Church, which is to say our faith. 
We need to grow in all of these ways if we are to increase our impact in the community and the effectiveness of our mission to Wokingham. I was deeply unhappy with my answer to the question all of those weeks ago and I do not intend to be so embarrassed again. If no one else is going to pick up this banner then it is going to have to be us. Growth is no longer a dirty word for us. It is something we expect to happen when we get our act together. 
I want to be part of a church which knows that we stand only in God’s grace, which has a quiet security about what we’re doing because we belong to God and are called by him to live confidently in the world. I want to be part of a church which has God’s love woven through us like a golden thread, which glows with faith. I want to be part of a church which is so assured in what we have inherited and so rejoices in the life we share that we can’t help but attract newcomers who long to make this family their family. I want that church to be this church. 
I want to start a conversation this morning which challenges us to think differently, to realise that this is something all of us can do, which doesn’t need special training or special strategy. As to how we’re going to start to get this right, let me offer an illustration that Warren Gatland, the Lions Rugby coach for the forthcoming tour of New Zealand, used this week which I hope will be a reassurance that we’re not becoming something different- we’re becoming a better because more intentional St Paul’s. Gatland said in an interview that the most impressive team talk he ever heard was from Paul O’Connell, the Ireland captain, who challenged the team on the last Lions tour to be the best side on the pitch at all of the things which take no skill or expertise. 
And that’s what we need to do- be the best we can be at the things which take no skill. O’Connell meant things like chasing the kick and getting back on your feet after a tackle. What we mean are things like talking to the person you don’t know in the row behind you and taking them to coffee, making the effort to invite someone into your conversation in the parish rooms, praying for St Paul’s every day, talking things up rather than talking things down.  
The church is not a possession- it is a lifeboat. The church is not a building- truly, the church is a word of hope, a beam of light, a whisper of grace in a fragile world. Gathered as one we are all guest of Christ’s. We are made welcome through the cross- and then scattered in the world like dandelion seed, like gentle rain, like blessing, like peace. 
I want to have a better answer the next time I’m asked about church growth. 
I want to be part of a church which is rooted in God’s love and secure in its identity, which takes a quiet pride in being a family others want to be part of. 
I want that Church to be this Church, which is to say our church, which is to say God’s church. We have a new manifesto- healthy churches grow in every aspect of their life like dandelion seeds. 
And that happens when we are the best we can be because we are getting right the things that take no skill at all- when we are positive, prayerful and genuinely welcoming, not because we smile but because we change what we are doing to make someone else feel at home here, in this Easter community, in this gathering of God’s precious children, in this place where we all are made welcome and all are guests of our Risen Christ. 

Let us pray: 
God of Mission, 
who alone brings growth to your Church, 
send your Holy Spirit to give vision to our planning, wisdom to our actions and power to our witness. 
Help our Church to grow in numbers, 
in spiritual commitment to you 
and in service to our local community, 
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
