The address for Bishop’s Day for Laity
At the first sight the word “community” appears hugely attractive, it can also be a slippery one.  Depending on experience it can be positive or just as easily negative.   For some “community” is a joyful liberating experience.  For others it is a highly manipulative form of control.

At times especially in the life of the church, community and family often become interchangeable.  Family too can be a two edged sword depending on experience.  I am only too aware for example on Mothering Sunday or Father’s Day how the rejoicing of some in the loving experience of parent can be seen in a wholly different light by those who have experienced the failure and at times abuse of the parental relationship.

So before looking at the role of churches in building communities let me offer some initial definitions on these two words which work for me at least.

Family is predominantly relational – either blood or friendship – at its heart lies the care and interrelationship of others.

Community is predominantly about shared purpose and place.

Of course family and community share certain characteristics but I shall use the words carefully, family in this relational sense and community to highlight shared purpose and place in the thoughts that follow.  
It is interesting that there is more thinking about the purpose of community in the so called secular world than there often is in our own life as church.  We tend either to assume that we all know what the purposes of the church are or sheer away from talking about those purposes for fear of causing offence to others.  Or, just possibly, our understandings of the purposes of the church are so woolly as to be almost meaningless!  One of the challenges which faces us in mission is precisely in the area of purpose.

We want to grow the “church” to share God’s love but why?  We want to reach out and draw others into our worshipping life but what are we drawing them into?

· a club of like-minded people? 
· a haven from the storms and noise of the world? 
· or a community of rich diversity?

I hope we see ourselves as a community of rich diversity, one of whose inescapable responsibilities is indeed the building of a wider set of relationships into that we call society.  

The Big Society is very much flavour of the moment but I wonder at times if it is any more than a good piece of spin.  The challenge for all of us is not only what we mean by society or community but what are we prepared to do to help build it.  I am delighted therefore that we have chosen to base our work today around the theme of communities. 

If I had to choose a text for what I want to say as introduction it would be Jeremiah 29 v 7.

Seek the welfare of any city to which I have exiled you, says the Lord of Hosts and pray to the Lord for it; on its welfare your welfare will depend.
Writing from Jerusalem the prophet Jeremiah sends a letter to the sixth century exiles in Babylon? explaining how they should live their lives in the new land in which they now found themselves.  He encouraged them to build houses, plant gardens, and have sons and daughters and said that they should seek the welfare of the “city”.  This was, at the time, radical advice.  He was saying to the exiles that they could and must be Jews even if they lived in foreign lands; that they could pray to God even if they were not in the temple in Jerusalem.  Moreover they had the positive responsibility to become good citizens to the place where they found themselves, and in that goodwill, that welfare, would be their safety and salvation.

Jeremiah is encouraging the people of his day to be outward looking – to integrate.  Two and a half thousand years later in a society which has become increasingly individualistic and inward looking we would do well to hear again and heed the wisdom of his words.

Archbishop William Temple writing in the midst of the chaos of the Second World War reflected a similar understanding in words that have become familiar to many.  

“The church is the only institution which exists for the wellbeing of those who don’t belong to it”.  X2
In other words, there is something inherent, something written into the church’s DNA, which makes it look out and connects it to the life of the world.  Connects it not as a way of getting more people into church, but connects it because the world belongs to God.  
To offer a different picture, the world is the crucible in which God’s love is freely shared and the church is to be the agent of its sharing.  Wherever the church engages with its wider community, for the sake of that community, the church as agent and servant itself becomes stronger.  The reverse is equally true.  Wherever or whenever the church turns in on itself, it becomes weaker and more fragile and loses touch with its mission. It becomes, sadly, more and more irrelevant to the lives of those whom it is called to know and serve.

As an aside, a ready check of where a local church’s heart lies is to look at the agenda of its PCC.  The more the agenda is dominated by internal concerns, the more that church’s life is about money and buildings.  The more the agenda is outward looking, the more lively often that church’s worshipping life.

So the ‘why’ of our commitment to community is about being involved as agents of the God who seeks to share his love with the whole world.  Let me know turn to the what.  

What is our particular contribution or gift to the work of building community?  

At the heart of the Christian faith is to be found the belief that we are made in relationship and made for relationship. 

We are, if you like, the product of that dynamic relationship of Father, Son and Holy Spirit – the Holy Trinity.  We worship a God who by his very nature is relational, who in the core of his being is creative love.  We are the product of that love and are called to share that love with others – made in relationship and made for relationship.  
The gift we bring to community building is our understanding of that love. We offer an experience, of what it is to be truly a human being made in the image of God.  As one of the great Fathers of the church put it – 


“God became man that we might share in his divinity”.

Or as another of the Fathers puts it


“The glory of God is a human being truly alive”

As God is relational by nature, so are we to be also.  Being relational, being a human being fully alive, is, I believe, a crucial element not only in terms of faith but also in the political and economic ordering of society. Not only do we love God but we also love our neighbour.

These loving relationships reveal another aspect of God’s gift to us.  A human being has personal identity. We are not merely a set of functions; not a faceless number; not just a cog in a greater wheel. We are a cherished person.  One of the phrases from the confirmation service which never ceases to lift my heart captures this theme precisely.  As the bishop lays his hands on the candidate he says


“God has called you by your name and made you his own”.

Called you by your name.  Given you a personal identity.  An identity not dependent on worth; or status; or power but solely on the fact that you, me, all of us, are the products, the outpourings, of a God of love.  By that gift of identity, the grace of baptism, God makes us members of that community which he calls his body. We are the Body of Christ. It is an extraordinary thought, mind blowing in its concept and in its implication.  To be a child of God is to know that we are loved for all eternity; that we can never be separated from that love regardless of anything that we might or might not do in seeking to be worthy of such a calling.

As one contemporary commentator has said:
"There is nothing that we can do to make God love us more, and there is nothing we can do to make God love us less."
This Community of grace of which we are made part cannot be, as so often happens in the world, an exclusive community but must be an inclusive one.  It has no boundaries; no rules of membership; no membership fee.  It is not formed on race or gender or faith grounds.  It is, as St Paul’s says, a single new humanity in Christ.  

It is this gift of love, this understanding that everyone counts that we bring to community building.  We bring it not in a lofty or superior way - there is no sense that “we know better than you”. But we offer the gift we have in humility because it isn’t ours, but something precious that God himself had shared with us – the humility which knows the experience of being wrapped in a towel of servant hood.  
We bring gift of love, this understanding that everyone counts, conscious of our own failings to be this sort of community.  All too often we point to a model of living whose lived expression in us is of division and self-centredness.  But because the core of God’s being is creative love, there is always forgiveness, renewal and hope. We must not lose heart and thank God, that despite our failings, the picture is not all black.  
In our work together today I hope there will be ample opportunity to share the good news of community building; share good practice; encourage one another to continue to reach out in love to the loneliness and pain of this fractured world.  
As I journey around the diocese, there are many fine examples of what I have been trying to say. 

The Folkestone churches winter shelter – a true partnership of statutory and voluntary organisations

The Street Pastor scheme  

Dover’s Emmaus community

The Maidstone mela festival which took place last Saturday

And then there are those activities in the life of our local church which we often take for granted, uncertain perhaps if they are exciting enough to be called an expression of God’s love.


Our weekly engagement with schools


Work with young families


The work of bereavement and pastoral visitors

In conclusion, let me come back briefly to the Jeremiah passage. 
Seek the welfare of any city to which I have exiled you, says the Lord of Hosts and pray to the Lord for it; on its welfare your welfare will depend.

 He writes at a time of despair and uncertainty.  He writes into a world in which cuts, both political and financial, have driven deep into the very life of the people of God.  

He writes, not I think, out of any desire to spin the situation and pretend that all is well but precisely because he knows at first hand the transforming faithfulness of God.  Let our work together today strengthen our awareness of God’s faithfulness in the situations which we find ourselves.
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