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One of the highlights of the past few months was taking part in a regular soup run in the centre of Sheffield, run by groups from the local churches.  I turned up in the car park, handed out the sandwiches and made hot drinks for an hour or so for the people who came.  As I talked to the volunteers I learned that this was mainly done at their own expense, that there is a rota of groups from different churches of all kinds and that the soup run is sustained for six nights each week all through the year.  I asked the person who invited me how long she had been helping in this way.  About twenty years came the reply.    

The soup run is part of a network of provision in the centre of Sheffield offered by the churches and by charities formed by Christians in partnership with others.  The Cathedral Archer Project celebrates its 20th Anniversary this year thanks to the active support not only of the Cathedral, but of many other churches in the city.  St. Wilfred’s Centre run by the Diocese of Hallam is of a similar age and vintage.  In Doncaster last year I was taken to the community and advice centres run by St Peter’s, Bentley.  In Goole, I’ve been told about the drop ins for those in need in the community.  In Barnsley I was at the launch of the Barnsley Starter Pack Project which helps the very poorest in society as they move into new accommodation.  

There are hundreds of other stories to be told of ways in which the Church in the Diocese of Sheffield is fulfilling the commandment to love our neighbours as ourselves and responding to human need by loving service, often in partnership with others.

As we continue that ministry in changing times we must not neglect either the key responsibility of the Church of England to be a prophetic voice in our society: to speak out against injustice and for the poor.  This too is a major part of what it means to be a Christ-like Church. 

There are many stories to be told of the ways in which Christians and the churches seek to challenge unjust structures, both locally and nationally.  There is a long and honourable tradition within this Diocese of offering both loving service and a prophetic voice.  We hear that voice in the work of the City of Sanctuary; in Christians Against Poverty; in advocacy on behalf of asylum seekers; in our ongoing presence in every part of the community.  This Diocese, unlike many others, has cherished and preserved its Board of Faith and Justice led by a series of able Chairs and Directors. Through Together for Regeneration we have been able, with others, to draw down over £17 million of funding to the region for the benefit of many of our poorest communities.  

This work we are able to do as a Diocese in service and regeneration and challenge stands alongside the ordinary rhythms of service offered by every parish church to its neighbourhood. Both of these stand alongside the acts of service and kindness offered by over twenty thousand church members through their work and voluntary service who are sustained in their discipleship by the life of our parish churches and by our ordained and licensed lay ministers. 

As Christians we have to read the signs of the times. We need to pay close attention to the ways in which we serve those in need and seek to transform and challenge our society.

We should take note especially of two things.  The first is that the need in our society is growing as public spending is cut.  The second is that the government is inviting the churches and faith communities to be partners in the delivery of services alongside other agencies and groups.  

The significant shift by the government towards the churches should be welcomed by every member of this Synod.  I therefore give a cautious welcome to the ideas captured by the phrase “The Big Society”: an agenda of social action, community empowerment and public service reform.  We should welcome the opportunity for debate on these issues and contribute to that debate as the General Synod agreed this week.

The challenge before us as a Diocese is this: how can we resource every disciple in his or her service of the community through their working life and through their voluntary and community service according to their gifts?  We need to celebrate, encourage all that is being done in and through local churches and Christian charities to serve those in need.  It will be important to grow our capacity for this kind of service in every way we can.  We will also need to grow our capacity as a Diocese to resource partnerships for social action and to draw down resources for the benefit of local communities.  This is a major part of what it means to be a Christ-like church. 

I have therefore asked the Chair and Director of the Board of Faith and Justice, along with the Director of Together for Regeneration, to start a strategic conversation across the Diocese over the next six months and develop, with me, a long term plan to grow our capacity to serve our society and see it change.  
It is already six months since the General Election and the new coalition government has issued a large number of far ranging plans for the reform of welfare services, of the health service, of higher education funding, of immigration and just two days ago of schools.  There will be more to come.  

The pace of change proposed is fast and fierce.  Some of the proposals, no doubt, have merit.  Others seem, frankly, immature.  They are not fully thought through, or researched, or costed, or even joined up across government departments.  In some cases the need for change is clearly urgent because of external economic conditions.  But many others would benefit from a more listening and a real debate.  That listening and debate would itself serve to build the big society we hear so much about.  

We need to research and think through the effects on our young people of changing the funding for Higher Education; the effects on our health services of abolishing Primary Care Trusts; the effects on our northern cities of abolishing the Regional Development Agencies; the effects on those who have least of the changes in welfare reform and that list is just for starters.

Clearly the coalition believes in smaller government.  I believe there is also a case at present for slower government.  Some decisions are urgent.  But others are too important to be rushed without severe consequences for the whole of our society.  One of the effects of rapid change is paralyse and wrong-foot opposition.  But wisdom takes time to grow and it grows through dialogue and partnership which takes time to involve others and makes the case for change.  

The Diocese of Sheffield is called to grow a sustainable network of Christ-like communities.  Those communities are dedicated to loving our neighbours in serious and practical ways, individually and together.  As I said at the beginning, we must not neglect the key responsibility of the Church of England in these parts to be prophetic voice in our society: to speak out against injustice and for the poorest in our community.  This too is a major part of what it means to be a Christ-like Church.

Our churches are already playing their part in building the big society and stand ready to do more.  But our churches are called also to seek the transformation of our society.  That will mean taking seriously the need to be prophetic and engage with the political process alongside our call to serve.  
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The Diocese of Sheffield is called to grow a sustainable network of Christ-like, lively and diverse Christian communities in every place which are effective in making disciples and in seeking to transform our society and God’s world.

