Sunday 7" March

We continue today with our thoughts about what the churches in Shirley
Parish might look like after the pandemic. Following the Prime Minister’s
announcement last week we now have a much better idea of when things
might get back to some kind of normal, and so it’s even more important to
begin to make plans as to what we need to be doing.

A couple of weeks ago we thought about three priorities that the churches
should have:

e to encourage more people to follow Jesus.

e to help those who do follow him deepen their relationship with him —
become closer followers if you like

e to help establish the Kingdom of God

Last week we talked about the Kingdom of God, and how we might help
establish the Kingdom in Shirley and beyond by what we do and who we are.
This week we will look at the other two priorities, but on the understanding
that the three are very much intertwined and hence inseparable.

The first of these — encouraging more people to follow Jesus —is perhaps the
one that causes most anxiety and fear even. Maybe we imagine standing on
street corners or perhaps trying to persuade people that our beliefs are better
than theirs. But those thoughts are, | believe, misconceptions. It doesn’t have
to be like that. This sort of encouragement is something that we can all be
involved with. It really isn’t that hard.

Who are we talking about when we think of people to encourage to follow
Jesus? The reality is that it is most likely to be people we already know or know
of. Either our own personal friends and neighbours, or those we have contact
with through the various church activities. Those most likely to make some
kind of response to follow Jesus are those who have some kind of contact with
the church already. They are, if you like, the people on our fringes.

The couple who attend every Christmas Eve.

The family who come most months to Messy Church

The lady who comes into the building on a Friday morning to pray for ten
minutes

The couple who are getting married here in the summer



The family whose child came to the Journey to the Stable and wanted to come
again

The man who came to the Summer Fair and had a good conversation while
enjoying a decent cup of coffee

The lady who was widowed and whose husband’s funeral we took

The man who always talks to the people looking after the churchyard

These are the people who have already, in some way, taken a first step. We
already have points in common with them. They have become part of our
wider network. If we are serious about wanting more people to become
followers of Jesus, then it makes sense to think first about these people on our
fringes.

Last week in the discussion groups on Wednesday and Thursday we were
thinking about what these kinds of people would think about what we do on
Sunday mornings. How would they relate to our worship? How comfortable
would they feel? Would they want to come back? Would they get a sense of
awe and wonder at the presence of God?

Some of the thoughts we had in answer to those kinds of questions were:

e they might find worship confusing or bewildering;

e the language or music could be alien to them

e they might be uncertain about what to wear and where to sit

e entering a strange building full of people they don’t know might be
daunting

e they might feel they are not “good enough” to be in church

e would they get a sense of joy and excitement or would it seem just
routine?

We talked too about the reasons we “come to church” - which ranged from
encountering God, being with other believers, learning more about God,
experiencing calm and peace, having our spirits lifted, to being a sign of our
commitment and discipleship. And we wondered whether we adequately
conveyed these reasons by what we do and who we are.

| am sure that most of us are a bit nervous when we go somewhere or do
something new. We are not sure if we will belong; we don’t know the other
people; we’re uncertain of what is expected of us. And we will judge
something afterwards not so much by what we did but by how it made us feel.



Were we made to feel welcome and wanted? Were we comfortable? Was it a
good experience? All very subjective criteria.

And so the discussion on Wednesday and Thursday moved on to how we might
make people feel comfortable and welcome without being overpowering and
patronising. How can we make it easier for those who are unfamiliar with
church to follow what’s going on and feel involved. How can we share that joy
at being in the presence of God that so many experience. We began to think
about (amongst other things) how we might welcome families and ensure that
children feel they belong (and that their parents are comfortable with what is
provided); whether it might help to introduce different types of music;
whether it might be better to sit other than in rows facing the front. We
thought about the way we serve refreshments and the need when we are
planning to think more about how occasional attenders might find things. One
thing we all agreed on was that welcoming was not the sole task of designated
“welcomers” but the responsibility of everyone.

Of course it’s not just Sunday worship that all this applies to. Tuesday café,
ploughmans lunch, churchyard groups, coffee mornings, suppers and quiz
nights, care homes, activities in schools and much more. Any activity the
church organises presents an opportunity to welcome people in and help them
feel at home. Any activity is a way deeper into the church community for those
on the fringes.

And the reason we need to be so concerned about what people think about
church is that when they feel comfortable and at ease it’'s much easier to talk
to them about why we are there; what being in church means to us. Although |
said a week or so back that our aim is not to get people to belong to church
but to encourage them to follow Jesus, research has shown that belonging is
more often than not a step on the way to believing. On their journeys of faith
most will find a home in a church community before their faith, their following
of Jesus, develops. Providing a welcoming, friendly, open and honest
community is therefore vital.

But it is also vital that the community is not a static community —that it is a
growing and changing community. That each one of us in this community of
faith — this church - is on a journey of faith —we are all learning more each day
and becoming closer followers of Jesus. None of us have “made it”. So what
we are doing is welcoming people as fellow travellers on a journey. It isn’t that



we have the answer and they need to hear —it’s that we are all learning to
follow Jesus more closely each day.

And maybe realising this will help us understand why sharing our faith need
not be so daunting. We don’t have to know all the answers; we don’t have to
be able to persuade people what to believe; we don’t have to be super-
religious people; we don’t have to be perfect; we don’t need to have got life
sorted. We are just saying “we’re on this journey trying to follow Jesus and to
follow him more closely. Why not join us as we find out more”. We are saying
“learning to following this Jesus is helping us as we try to make sense of our
lives — why not give it a go”. We are saying “We are here to worship a God who
loves us and makes us joyful — why not come and see”.

And if you are not sure what becoming a closer follower of Jesus means for
you, then here’s some ideas of things you could do — and the time of Lent is
traditionally a time when Christians would do this.

Take some time each day to read some scripture — starting with the gospels is
a good idea. If you’ve never read one through from start to finish then read
Mark’s gospel

Take part in our Reflective Worship this evening as Kate is thinking more about
how we can use Lent to take some more steps on our journey of faith

Think seriously about actively working at following Jesus more closely. We are
looking at ways we can do this — perhaps small support groups — a few friends
we can share things with and pray with; perhaps something a bit more
structured as we seek to deepen our trust in Jesus.

Have a word with me or one of the others on the ministry team and we will try
to help you.

So the questions we are going to think about this week as our churches move
into the post Covid era are about these two priorities of helping more people
follow Jesus and following him more closely ourselves.

Who are those people who are on our fringes?

How can we encourage them to find out more and to take some steps on their
journey of faith?

How can we best welcome them to become part of the church community?



How can we too journey on and learn to be closer followers of Jesus?



