An article in the Church Times particularly caught my attention a couple of weeks ago. It was only when I read the page for the second or perhaps third time that I clicked that the author was the Right Reverend David Walker, now Bishop of Manchester.
Not because it was written by my diocesan Bishop, but because of its content, I’m going to use some of that article in this sermon. New to this diocese though not to the purple cassock, Bishop David, like all leaders of the church in this country in this day and age, has been involved for some time in trying to work out how the church is to stride forward into the future.

He has inherited a corporate diocesan mission with which we, the clergy if not all the people in our congregations have become very familiar; to grow churches, increase giving, serve local communities and latterly to encourage vocations. A mission with which we must all engage if we have any hope of halting the decline in numbers, influence, resources and vitality almost all Christian denominations have been experiencing for the past half-a-century or more. 

I may be wrong, but I sense that the Bishop is not entirely comfortable with the approach that he has inherited. He begins the article by recalling a remark made by one of the tutors at his theological college in the early 1980’s; a Methodist tutor, which may have had some bearing on his definition of Anglicans as being, “people who wanted there to be an active local church so that they did not need to go to it.”
Perhaps there is some truth in that observation. The Church of England is not alone in acknowledging that there are fewer people sitting in the pews year by year, that there are fewer ministers serving an increasingly diverse and disconnected population, that there are too many buildings which are too expensive to maintain, and that we have to face a future which is slimmed down and beefed-up.

The opinion of that tutor left him, he says, “with an abiding interest in people who say they belong to the Church of England but only rarely appear in her attendance figures.” The people out there, the great bulk of our population see no reason why they should be expected to give anything to support the church. They bear no animosity to us, but there’s an unspoken belief that it’s our church and our responsibility to look after it, an opinion so clearly demonstrated when the copper was stolen from the roof.
It’s not our problem, they say – yet there’s a hue and a cry whenever a church is shut. People who almost never have any connection with the church still expect it to be there just in case; a nice warm building when there’s a baby to be christened or a special anniversary to be celebrated, someone with a white collar and some words of comfort when trauma strikes a community, an organised workforce geared up to provide a food-bank, pensioners lunch-club or night-shelter.
One of Bishop David’s interests is in why and how people belong to the Church. Through his study of church-going, the Bishop explains, he has identified four types of belonging, four types which he says have emerged from large statistical surveys, been tested in published academic papers and which he is now writing up as his doctoral thesis.

Bishop David describes these different dimensions of belonging as activities, events, people and places; the assumption is that all four are present in each of us, although in most individuals a particular one is dominant. His personal nature is to belong through activities; “things,” he says, “ we commit ourselves to doing regularly. Sunday church-going is a prime example. Most people who turn up expect to come again fairly soon, and they sense that both the priest and their neighbours along the pew expect them back too.” 

People like him “sit on committees, attend study groups and join planned-giving schemes. It is a biblical pattern, reflected in the synagogue worship that Jesus shared, and in the weekly Eucharistic gatherings of the first disciples. We are the backbone of any organisation; but the backbone is not the whole body – even if it the body of Christ.”

“Event-belongers,” he continues, “are much more comfortable with one-off occasions. They are wary of being drawn into a regular time-commitment. Midnight Mass, carol services, harvest festival, church fairs and social nights, baptisms and weddings are fine, as is going to a Sunday service while on holiday.”

The Bishop’s research suggests that when they come they are genuinely seeking, not just a cultural experience, but spiritual refreshment and closeness to God. This type of belonging too has a biblical pattern, evident in initiation rites such as circumcision and baptism, and special events in the Jerusalem Temple. 

People-belongers identify through relationships. According to the Bishop, “even those who only rarely come to church declare that the vicar knows them well.” I don’t doubt the Bishop’s findings, nor the perception of those whose assertion underlies them; indeed for many reasons those who turn up only occasionally sometimes imprint themselves firmly on the mind.  

But, in truth, I wonder whether we Vicars can ever know any of our congregations ‘well.’ It is the greatest privilege to be trusted by people at the most vulnerable points of their lives and perhaps the clergy get more opportunities for that than most other people. But you will know each other infinitely better than I ever can do, because you have common history, know each other’s stories. 
Any of us might be the person who makes a lasting impression on someone else, who is the link which draws them into relationship with God or with the church. Perhaps by word or action, or maybe just by being who God made us to be.

The final dimension is that of place; particular locations heighten our awareness of God. It might be the iconic building that gives a village its identity, or the location where someone made their marriage vows, a place where they found solitude at some dramatic point in their life, or a listening ear at their lowest ebb. On the day of his enthronement in Manchester, Bishop David chose the font where he was baptised, the very start of his faith journey, as the starting point for his journey to the Cathedral.
Seven years of studying ‘belonging’ has taught Bishop David that a preference for events, people or places above activity is not a proof of nominal or weak faith; it merely reflects a different way of engaging with God. Whichever dimension of belonging motivates it, the engagement with God can be real and profound.
Interesting and profound research; but like the many studies and systems I, and probably some of you, have encountered into personality types, learning preferences, management styles or whatever, working out what sort of belonging is most pertinent to any individual, has no intrinsic value; its usefulness lies in the extent to which it can assist some practical application.

Cynically we might assume, how to fill the pews, perhaps? 

It is certainly important to the church to get more people belonging; more people to share the work, more people to spread the word, more people to increase the church’s income. And surely for most of us, belonging came as the route in to believing.
Jesus’s great commission was not just to go out and get more people belonging to the club; his commission was to go out and make disciples, to teach and preach and baptise. For Bishop David, discovering those four types of belonging, and writing about them in the newspaper, is principally about how belonging can encourage mission.

The Bishop’s suspicion is that the reason why different modes of belonging are not taken more seriously is because churches are mostly run by the activity set; so, he writes, there is a tendency to assume that good mission is about having more and better activities; a strategy that makes sense if the purpose of mission is restricted to growing those dimensions of Christian faith that look good as part of attendance statistics, or if we are doing mission primarily to improve levels of regular direct giving. In other words, just about getting bums on seats and envelopes on collection plates.
But if mission is, as he hopes it is, about calling people into deeper relationship with God through Christ, then to focus exclusively on activity-belonging is to exclude many. Put bluntly, says our Bishop, if we are serious about being mission-shaped, we should be looking to build fresh expressions of mission, not just of church-attendance and finance.

Sitting, standing or walking side-by-side as mission co-workers in various kinds of engagement, people naturally reflect on why they are doing what they do. When the task is demanding, they are especially drawn to share and deepen each other’s faith. It does not matter that they ‘belong’ in different ways.

I take heart from that. It’s easy to look round and conclude that everything we’ve been doing in the church has counted as failure.
