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SEARCHING FOR SIMPLICITY BEYOND COMPLEXITY
Developing Liturgy for a Mixed Economy Church

1.  Setting a Context

It is a significant honour to give this lecture in memory of Michael Vasey and I am delighted that the series continues and has life.  As some of you will know, Michael was my tutor in liturgy when I arrived in this place as an ordinand some thirty years ago and was a great encouragement to me then.  We were in occasional contact during the 1990’s as Michael was working on the Report Rites on the Way and I was developing with others the material which became Emmaus: the way of faith.  It was Michael’s phone call one Saturday morning which first encouraged me to apply for the post of Warden here.  It was a great privilege to work with Michael as a colleague through my first two years here and, of course, I learned an immense amount from him about formation.  He had many memorable and wonderful qualities.  I think the one which most stands out for me at this distance is his capacity for encouragement.  The passing word in the corridor, the parting shot at a meeting was often enough to raise the spirits and to set you back on your feet for the day.  His perspective of grace and love on the students in his care was something I admired and aspire to still.  

The title of this evening’s lecture is “Searching for simplicity beyond complexity: developing liturgy for a mixed economy church”. The title is taken from a saying of Oliver Wendell Homes which has become important and helpful to me in a number of ways.   The full text of his aphorism is this:
“There is a simplicity on the near side of complexity which is worthless but there is a simplicity on the far side of complexity which is priceless.”  

The broad thrust of my argument is that the development of liturgy in the Church of England has become more and more complex over the last twenty years through the development of Common Worship.  A vital direction and core value for us to seek to recover in the next decade is the value of simplicity as we seek to develop appropriate liturgy for a mixed economy church.  

As most of you will know the term ‘mixed economy church’ is a phrase first developed by Rowan Williams to express the need for the Church of England and indeed other churches to develop intentionally in the 21st Century many different kinds of Christian community.  We are seeking actively to grow fresh expressions of church alongside existing forms of church and to encourage those fresh expressions of church to be shaped by and for their cultural context as well as by scripture and the tradition.  This direction has been discerned and set by the Church of England and the Methodist Church by a two-fold listening.  On the one hand we have paid careful attention in scripture and tradition to the mission of God.  Over the last thirty years we have tried to recover a strong sense of God’s mission in our own nation, as well as across the world.  On the other hand we have listened to our context and discovered an increasingly diverse and ever-changing society.  To serve that society well we believe we will need many different forms and shapes of Christian community: a mixed economy church.  
Last month the Church of England’s General Synod re-affirmed its commitment to the mixed economy church in a 90 minute retrospective debate on the report Mission-Shaped Church.  During that debate not a single voice was raised against the broad thrust of this way forward.  The speeches were overwhelmingly affirming for the new direction the Church of England has taken with the Methodist Church.  The movement we call the emerging church is, of course, a worldwide phenomenon.  However, the movement of historic denominations encouraging fresh expressions of church within a mixed economy is now also an international movement.  The language of mixed economy, of fresh expressions of church, of pioneer ministry is now being used in the official language of the churches or movement within them in Canada and the United States; in Australia and New Zealand; in the state church in Germany and the Reformed Church in Holland; in Scotland and in Scandinavia – to my knowledge.  It is also being taken up by most of the churches in the United Kingdom.  

This is a movement which has taken root now in just about every tradition of the Church of England and which is bearing significant fruit in terms of new ministries, new congregations, new insights and renewed energy across the whole church.  It is a movement which has been the subject of serious reflection, not only by the Mission and Public Affairs Division of the Archbishops Council, but also by the Ministry Division, who have an ongoing working party on pioneer ministry; by the Faith and Order bodies of both churches who have set up a key working group to look at ecclesiology; and by the Liturgical Commission who have an ongoing conversation with Fresh Expressions to monitor and encourage good liturgical development.  

So this lecture is a broad brush look at the future development of liturgy in a mixed economy church.  It has a particular focus on the Church of England, but I hope the themes and observations will be relevant to the Methodist Church and to other churches in different parts of the world who are exploring similar ways forward and who are working with a similar liturgical inheritance and cultural context.  It is given from a unique and privileged vantage point of almost six years now of working with and encouraging fresh expressions of church in every part of Britain and dialogue with similar movements across the world.  It is also given from the perspective of a Bishop of the Church of England, albeit one who still has his L Plates in place about the future direction I would like to see in the Diocese of Sheffield and more widely in the coming decades.  

The Diocese of Sheffield adopted the following vision statement to set a direction for the future in November of last year:
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.

How will those Christ-like, lively and diverse Christian communities shape and be shaped by their worship?  What are the principles which should be guiding us forward as liturgists in a mixed economy church?

2. The virtue of simplicity
There are significant similarities and links between the way we worship and the layout and furnishing of our church buildings.  One of my more demanding tasks as Warden of Cranmer Hall was to oversee the process of the re-ordering of the College Chapel, the ancient parish church of St. Mary-the-Less.  Early in that process we engaged the services of Richard Giles as liturgical consultant for that process.  Richard subsequently became Dean of Philadelphia and is now a Visiting Fellow of the College.  On Richard’s first visit to the chapel as it then was, he shared an important insight and one which continues to be very revealing.  

He asked me to look at the building just as it was, empty of people and to ask what the empty building said about the spiritual life of those who worshipped there.  The words which came to mind were cluttered, overcrowded, untidy, fitting too much into too small a space, inflexible, unkempt.  The College had accumulated too much furniture in the building over the course of 90 years or so.  The primary direction of the re-ordering had to be in the direction of simplicity, quality and because of the simplicity, flexibility in the way we could use the space.  

That one conversation set the primary direction for the re-ordering project which was to take a further four years.  It informed our choice of architect and Jane Kennedy’s vision of a single level space with high quality moveable furniture.  It was a search for a simplicity beyond complexity.  

The worshipping life of a single community over time accrues complexity, just like a building.  It is much easier to add things than to take them away.  But this complexity can itself over time obscure the lines and principles which should be at the centre of our worship.  That means in turn that from time to time there must be a deliberate attempt to thrift and to prune: to search for the elusive simplicity beyond complexity.  
That process of accruing complexity and rediscovering simplicity should be going on at the micro level in each Christian community as we reflect on our worshipping life.  However, it is also happening at the macro level in liturgical developments over the last two generations.  Those of us who remember the 1960’s and the 1970’s will remember a time of increased complexity and experimentation through Series 1, 2 and 3 as we passed through a process of liturgical change.  This led in turn to the publication of the ASB in 1980 and what was, I think, a period of stability and, arguable, relative simplicity.  It was also a period in which many congregations grew.  That gave way in turn to a new phase of liturgical renewal leading to Common Worship.  Undoubtedly that has been a movement towards more resources, but much greater complexity in the range of provision, in the liturgical year and in individual services.  I think I would argue that the complexity has been so great as to lead to something of a disengagement with liturgical worship by some sections of the Church of England, but that would be a separate lecture.  
The period following the development of Common Worship has been characterised by the liturgical commission as one of liturgical formation and education:  helping people to use this vast array of resources wisely.   That was a concern very close to Michael Vasey’s heart and one I would very much support.  

However, I also want to argue that at the macro level the next decade needs to be characterised not only by liturgical formation, but also by pursuing the virtue of simplicity, by thrifting and pruning and reducing what is there to allow the shape and character of our liturgy to be seen more clearly and understood more deeply.  Much of this can be at local level:  there is of course enough flexibility in Common Worship to enable this to happen, but even there it needs encouragement.  Some, I believe, needs to happen at the level of the Commission and the General Synod.  The overall direction of revision needs to change from complexity to simplicity.  

3. Preserving liturgical forms of worship across the mixed economy
I want to return to some specific examples where I believe this thrifting and simplicity is needed in the final part of the lecture.  Before I come to that, though, I want to develop a second and subsidiary argument about the need to preserve and develop liturgical forms of worship for fresh expressions of church which are now such a vital part of our mixed economy.  
There are, as I observe the Church of England, three main parts to the mixed economy when it comes to styles of worship.  The largest part of our Church remains deeply liturgical, has made the transition to Common Worship more or less successfull, interprets those liturgies in a wide variety of styles and formats but needs no convincing that a carefully thought out patterned approach to worship with clear congregational responses is the most helpful and normative way for a community of Christian people to respond in prayer and praise to their creator and redeemer.  

The second part of that mixed economy are the fresh expressions of church, many thousands of them, which are of all different kinds and varieties.  The movement to form fresh expressions of church is not in my observation, un-liturgical.  In some ways it is by instinct and intention a profoundly liturgical movement.  It recognises the need to contextualise liturgy and match it closely to the needs of the emerging community but that principle is at the heart of Common Worship in any case.  It may on occasion need greater freedom for the sake of mission.  I want in this part of the lecture to summarise the argument for retaining liturgical worship as a core part of our common life in fresh expressions of church as well as existing churches and I believe that this will find a ready audience among the fresh expressions community.  

The third part of the mixed economy in the Church of England is represented by a significant portion of the evangelical tradition, particularly in the larger charismatic evangelical churches, though not in all of them.  Sometimes in my conversation with the Liturgical Commission on behalf of Fresh Expressions, this part of the mixed economy has been merged with the fresh expressions movement, but actually they are distinct and different.  This section represented by some large charismatic evangelical churches is quite distinct.  Its patterns of worship have been influenced by the Vineyard movement and the larger festivals.  The style of worship has become more and more disconnected from recognisable liturgical patterns.  

The reasons for that disconnection are, I am sure, complex.  Missional effectiveness is a driving concern.  The desire to create space for a dynamic encounter with God is another.  There are many significant and good fruits of this movement which embraces some of the largest Anglican churches in the country.  

But this part of our mixed economy also needs, I believe, a gentle challenge to rediscover the Anglican inheritance of principled and patterned liturgical worship.  It is becoming quite common to experience main Sunday services in Anglican churches where the Lord’s Prayer is not used; where there is no time of intercession for the needs of the world; where there is no formal structured confession and absolution; where the only words spoken by the congregation are in the songs or the Amen; where the reading of the Scriptures is brief and perfunctory; where the mood and tone is set by the celebratory worship and by the upbeat style of the worship leaders and there is little space for the minor key; where, when a set liturgy is used for baptism, confirmation or Eucharist, it feels an unfamiliar intrusion into the normal worship style.

This is the part of our mixed economy I most want to remind, gently and winsomely I hope, of the rich value of our inheritance of liturgical worship for the life and health of the Christian community.  This is also a part of the mixed economy which will be helped significantly by pursuing the virtue of simplicity in our common worship.  

Some time ago I took part in a memorable exercise with a group of people who were encouraging fresh expressions of church.  The people setting the task had set up a long children’s play tunnel with two mats at each end.  The tunnel represented the journey to the future of the church in this country.  On the near side of the tunnel were a group of items associated with church life.  There were some robes.  There was a bible.  There were a chalice and paten.  There was a hymn book and a data projector.  The task was to consider the various items and to decide which we wanted to take with us through the tunnel to the future.  

One of the purposes of this lecture is to argue that one of the things I feel we need to take with us to the future is our liturgical pattern of prayer and of praying.  Some of us are in danger of leaving it behind – perhaps because its virtues have become obscured through familiarity or complexity.  We need to reassert its value and strength and give due priority to its development.  

The Anglican Communion has done a major piece of work in recent years under the heading of TEAC (Theological Education in the Anglican Communion).  One of the fruits are a series of grids of learning outcomes for bishops, priests, deacons, licensed lay ministers and the laity.  Together they offer a pattern and syllabus for theological formation for the whole people of God.  They all repay careful study and can be found on the Anglican Communion website.  I recently spent two hours with a work consultant working through the grid for bishops.  
The document for the laity has a section on worship.  The first column is the instruction expected in catechesis and preparation for baptism (for parents and godparents as well as mature candidates).  It contains two things.  The first is that candidates understand the basics of the sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion.  No surprise there.  The second intrigued me when I read it.  It was that “Candidates are helped to discover the joys of liturgical worship”.  

I found that phrase surprising but I have come to see its importance.  We all need help in learning how to worship and especially in learning how to worship liturgically.  The reasons for liturgical patterns of worship need to be continually explored in Christian initiation as part of passing on the tradition.  Why do we worship in this way?  Why is this considered valuable?  

Liturgy also features in the row of the grid entitled the Anglican Way where we read:  “All continue to be taught the basics of Anglicanism (eg liturgical worship, the sacraments and the three-fold ministry).  All are encouraged to deepen their experience of the liturgical year and the material of worship.  

Why is this so valuable?  Why would we take it into a very different culture of the future?  Why has this pattern of worship successfully rooted itself in so many different cultures already.  What are the reasons for commending liturgical worship both to those who seem to be in danger of forgetting its value and those who are developing fresh expressions of church?
4. The joys of liturgical worship

So what are the five most important reasons for commending liturgy to a new generation of Anglicans.  

First and foremost is that liturgical patterns and shapes are the best possible means to ensure a balanced diet in our worship.  They are not the only way to do this but they are a reliable and tested way.  A liturgical approach ensures that a service includes elements of praise; of confession; of prayer for the needs of the world; of opportunity for prayer for ourselves; of attending to scripture; of expressing Christian fellowship.  These different elements, the demanding as well as the congenial, stretch us in our discipleship and worship and build maturity.  The analogy with a physical diet seems very appropriate.  Much thought has been given to different food groups and the need to have the right mix of fruit and vegetables, protein and carbohydrate.  A diet of chocolate puddings, whilst initially tempting, would not lead to a well nourished body.  A diet of undemanding choruses and chat may be accessible but is unlikely to resource Christians for a demanding discipleship and ministry.  

Second, liturgical patterns of worship as the Church of England and other churches have received them are deeply scriptural, both in the patterns themselves and the words used within them.  One of the real gifts of the liturgical revision to Common Worship has been its recovery of a broader use of scriptural texts in liturgy.  I particularly appreciate in this respect and in many others Common Worship Daily Prayer which is, I think, a profoundly helpful and simple resource for communities and for individuals and by far the best daily office the Church of England has used in my own lifetime.  It is from beginning to end a means of soaking in and meditating on scripture, both in its overall pattern and balance and in its detailed use of texts.  It contains enough variety to satisfy and enough routine for stability.  What is true of Common Worship Daily Prayer is also true of the other Common Worship services.  One of Michael Vasey’s particular gifts as a liturgist was an ear for scripture and a way of weaving scriptural themes and references into his prayers.  
One of the chief joys of liturgical worship is the provision of a way to read and enjoy the scriptures and absorb them in so many different ways.  

Third, liturgical patterns of worship provide a framework to express the deepest human emotion in our prayers, our lamentation and our song.  The worship of a mature Christian community must be able to express the whole emotional range of human experience. It must contain and express the major as well as the minor key.  

Intense and demanding human emotion such as celebration and grief can certainly be articulated through extemporary prayer and spontaneous speech by those with exceptional gifts and skill.  However, they are better articulated more often in carefully prepared forms designed for that purpose.

One of the most creative writers on mission and the emerging church is Ann Morisey.  Ann draws attention to the overlap between the traditional skills base of chaplaincy and the skills needed by pioneers in forming fresh expressions of church.  There is the skill of recognising the moment, the skill of speaking a word of grace into that moment and, most relevant for our purposes, the skill of developing what Ann calls apt liturgy for moments of celebration or, more commonly, moments of tragedy within a particular community.  

Apt liturgy creates language and actions to express human emotion which is beyond the normal range of intensity and which cannot be expressed or communicated without this special formal language and action.  It catches something deep in the human spirit and articulates a deep human response to both celebration and suffering.  

On Tuesday of this week I paid a visit to one of the prisons in the Diocese and arrived at the prison gate to learn from a notice that one of the soldiers killed on Saturday in Afghanistan was the eighteen year old son of two of the staff.  My prayers are with his family.  It was very evident that the community of staff at the prison are looking for ways to respond liturgically.  A book of condolence had been opened in the gatehouse.  The chaplain was approached while I was with him and asked to offer an act of remembrance of some kind that week.  A group of close colleagues was planning to make the journey to Wootton Bassett today for the repatriation of Liam’s body.  

If the liturgy we offer is to be appropriate at those times of extraordinary pain or joy then we must as a community be practised in the joys and disciplines of liturgical worship in the ordinary moments of life.  We must not lose those habits and vocabulary and emotional range for our own sake and for the sake of the communities we serve.  And, of course, when Christian people come together to worship we are, of course, celebrating the extraordinary truths of creation, incarnation, redemption and sanctification.   Those truths as the church has long recognised call on occasion for a special and more formal register of language and patterns to express concepts and emotions too deep for words.     
Fourth, the cycle of the Christian year, which is an integral part of the joy of liturgical worship, offers the most helpful and supportive framework for catechesis and Christian formation.  Here is an annual celebration of the great story of faith which each year we enter into and invite others to join us.  Here are some words of Rowan Williams on the blessing of the annual cycle of the church year made at a Fresh Expressions gathering for those in the catholic tradition:
“We begin by imagining ourselves in the world before Christ, longing for a release, a new horizon, a world of liberation whose nature we don’t yet know.  We celebrate the miracle of God arriving in flesh and blood in our world and we trace his path through struggle and suffering to death, trying to shift our perspectives and change our priorities so that we see all this as the way into life and out of falsehood.  We receive the shattering news that death cannot contain the flesh and blood of Jesus and cannot end the life giving relationships he creates.  And we find out that in the community where these relationships are recognised and lived out we learn how to relate to God the Father as Jesus does and to understand that each of us is necessary to the life of the other – the communion of the Holy Spirit.  Into this annual course of discovery we put our own concerns and changes and new perspectives and it dawns on us slowly that we are finding out who we are by finding out who Jesus is – and vice versa”
.
The fifth and final argument I want to mention is the value of having significant texts and responses and groups of texts spoken by a congregation.  This for many would be the heart of liturgical worship – a sense that prayer and praise, confession and lament are not offered by a single voice or minister on behalf of the people but that this offering of worship is the work of the whole people of God – the laos.  You will know, but may need to reminded, that the word liturgy comes from the two words laos, meaning people of God and ergos meaning work.

Prepared, familiar texts which are either memorised or provided mean that the whole people of God from the smallest child to the oldest person, from the new Christian to the mature saint is caught up in declaring the praises of God in words as well as song; in prayers as well as praise.  

This creates a different kind of community dynamic – it builds a different kind of ecclesia – to one where the only ones who speak are either the leaders or, in some traditions, those given particular spiritual gifts.  A church is formed which has the potential to value and release the gifts of all and where the whole people of God can be involved in shaping apt liturgy for their communities.  

5.  Simple Liturgy
A liturgical approach to worship gives us a balanced diet.  A liturgical approach is profoundly scriptural in every sense.  A liturgical approach enables the articulation of every part of the human condition in a rich grammar and vocabulary of emotion.  A liturgical approach is an excellent tool for ongoing Christian formation.  Liturgy is the work of the whole people of God.

For these five reasons and others I want to argue that as we move forward into the future we need to take liturgy and a liturgical approach with us through the tunnel.  I want to urge the two fast growing sectors of our mixed economy church – fresh expressions and many charismatic evangelical churches – to discover and to treasure the riches of these approaches.  You will no doubt be able to think of other reasons I have missed.  
Yet I also want to argue for that liturgy to be appropriate in fresh expressions of church and in the charismatic evangelical tradition and in the many parish churches we need to emphasise again the value of simplicity.  All too often our services are over complex and over long, even for congregations which are used to liturgical worship.  

In a list of six values in Anglican worship drawn up by the Liturgical Commission in 1989, the final value emphasises:

“A concern for form, dignity and economy of words”.  

This spirit of economy is one we most need to recover.  We have already considerable freedoms in the way we are able to contextualise our liturgy and those freedoms are essential.  We need with the freedom to cultivate a restraint which simplifies and simplifies again to enable the worship we offer to be apt and connect with the community we are serving.  

You will have your own list of liturgies which need to be made more simple.  Mine includes the Common Worship Eucharist where there is often too much at the beginning and much too much between the end of the Eucharistic Prayer and receiving communion.  Common Worship initiation services, vital for a missionary church are very commonly acknowledged to be too wordy by far.  Significantly they were the first Common Worship texts to be written and were, I gather, not trialled in the same way as later texts.  The ordination liturgy is improved in very significant ways but seems to have attracted all kinds of new ceremonial in the process.  Services for licensing and institution also can be over complex, particularly the installation of bishops.  
The purpose of liturgy is not to do things properly or to show off our knowledge of the rites of past churches. The purpose of liturgy is to enable the prayer and praise of God’s people.  It therefore needs to be formed and shaped by a two-fold process:  the great Christian tradition comes together with the culture of the people of a particular parish or network.  Those who weave the liturgy work with the weft of the tradition already set in the loom but they work with the thread of contemporary culture to weave new patterns in every place.  

The best way to bind together worship in a mixed economy church is to hold fast to the principles which undergird liturgical worship yet to have the right kind of freedom to interpret those principles locally with both economy and simplicity.  

� Rowan Williams, Address to the Fresh Expressions National Pilgrimage, 2008, in Steven Croft and Ian Mobsby (eds), Fresh Expressions in the Sacramental Tradition, Canterbury Press, 2009, pp.5-6. 
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