
1500  -  MAINTENANCE AND MISSION. (PETER GRAINGER)

MAINTENANCE OR MISSION?

In his opening talk to the office bearers on Wednesday 5 February 1997, Peter Grainger spoke about the two functions of any church – maintenance and mission.  Maintenance and preservation, of buildings and activities and people in pastoral care, was the main activity in most congregations. The larger and older the congregation, the more demanding was the ‘maintenance’ aspect.

While this might be inevitable, we should never be comfortable about it, or we would become ‘comfortable Christians’. The function of a lively Church to ‘comfort the disturbed and disturb the comfortable’.  It was easy to be satisfied with maintenance, and to be fooled by numbers. If people keep coming, what is the long-term vision of a Church? Would it matter if the congregation met elsewhere? It would change the ethos, but we would still be a congregation ‘gathered by car’. What could we do elsewhere that cannot be done here? Would it increase our vision and enterprise, or would we simply settle down in a new location, as satisfied as we are here. Do we need a catalyst to put us into a higher gear, in other words to reach the lost.

Mission, by contrast, was always outward. There was a danger that it was pushed to the periphery of our agenda, or that we confused ‘special events’ with mission.

Whether or not the Chapel moves its location, is not fundamental. What is fundamental is to define our goal, our vision, our prospective. One barometer might be the number of people baptised. In terms of size, this was not great. We have more baptisms than most churches, but then we were bigger than most churches. Take away the students and there were not many left. Who are they? How many are under 25?

It may be replied, that this is not our priority – we are here to teach and to send out. But are we sure that that is our business? At the first talk given in the Chapel, on 31 October 1991, Peter Grainger spoke on 1 Corinthians chapter 9, ‘All things ...’.   What are we prepared to forego to win non-Christians? We may nod, and say that that is what we want, but when it comes to changing our patterns, in order to achieve that, we stand on our rights and say ‘You can’t do that’. It has always been done that way, and we wish our children to follow in that path. But what are we prepared to give up for the sake of non-Christians?

Would we change the time of the service, if it would get more people here? At Freshbrook, it took three years to change the starting time from 10.45 to 10.30. People stand on their rights whenever change is suggested.

But there is no point in our praying for others to come in unless we are prepared to see their needs and to meet them. The maxim ‘if it is not broken, don’t fix it’ is not the correct yardstick for a church. 




