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COVENTRY 3

Team-player

I believe there is a basic misunderstanding of one of the most basic illustrations of the Church in the New Testament: the body of Christ.  Back in the 1970’s and 80’s (Series 3, ASB) it became the liturgical fashion to link the eucharistic Peace with a reference to the body of Christ, as in: ‘We are the body of Christ.  In the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body …’  This was followed by encouraging congregations to share the peace – all good stuff.  Yet I have a sneaking feeling that it did some damage to the Anglican psyche because its subliminal message became, “We here are the body of Christ; it is while we celebrate the Christian family meal together that we express what it means to be his body.  We are the eucharistic community and it is vital that our spiritual needs are met.”

That sub-conscious thinking can be highly deceptive.  I am sure that Saint Paul in Romans 12, 1 Corinthians 12 and Ephesians 4 (three variations of a basic analogy) intended a much broader reference than the local eucharistic gathering.  I am convinced he was not simply thinking of the weekly meeting for worship but also of the great diversity of life and witness of the Christian community during all 168 hours of the week.  So, on Monday morning, John is in the factory, Jane is in the hospital, Joe is in school, Arun is visiting a client, Maria is opening her shop, Clare is looking for a job, and so on: that’s what the body of Christ looks like for almost all the week.  The Church is, for most of her life, turned outwards, the body of Christ is explosively diverse in its mission, witness and discipleship; in the words of Bishop John V Taylor, we are ‘making Christ visible’.

The report to the General Synod entitled ‘Reader Upbeat’ (2008) recommended that all lay ministers who have been duly, trained, admitted and authorised by a bishop should be identified as belonging to one national body. We seem to be confusing titles with descriptions: the title “Licensed Lay Ministers” is a useful generic description, though many would resist its use as a title.  Having a body with responsibility to the national Churches for licensed lay ministry would enable all lay ministers to be recognised nationally as partners in the public ministry of the Church with those who are ordained.

For want of a working title a national body might be called the ‘Lay Ministry Council’; its constituent elements might be:

· Chaplains: particularly in health care and the criminal justice system;

· Evangelists: a public voice for the Church in the proclamation of the gospel;

· Pastors: caring for people in need and at critical points in life;

· Readers: interpreting the word in contemporary living;

· Social workers: bringing justice to individuals and society;

· Spiritual Directors: assisting people in guidance and direction;

· Youth workers: working to inspire and nurture faith in children and young people; and

· Others ...

All licensed lay ministries would be subject to agreed principles of selection and an agreed discipline of training, mutually-agreed accreditation and interchangeability at national level.  It would remain to be seen whether there should be a common training ‘core’ but the general view is that it would be sufficient for the essential components of the training of all lay ministries to be identified and agreed nationally.

An illustration of how different components of training might relate (each square represents a component of training):
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Some barriers (imaginary or real) between areas of lay ministry need to be broken down and the vulnerability felt by some readers needs to be addressed in order to achieve flexible and collaborative working. Collaboration between people exercising various lay ministries and between lay and ordained ministers must always be beneficial.  Collaboration would strengthen what is being achieved through the Central Readers’ Council since the appointment of new officers whose work is to assist vocation and selection, moderation of training (quality assurance and enhancement) and continuing ministerial development.

By having national bodies all licensed lay ministries would be formally committed to collaborative working, particularly at national and diocesan levels. The purpose of this body would be to enable full collaboration between all licensed lay ministers and between lay and ordained ministers.

If lay ministers wish to be taken seriously as integral members of the public ministry of the Church they must expect to serve by similar standards in terms of ministerial development and discipline. Further thought needs to be given to this at national level.

The Church is slowly growing out of the idea that the laity are ‘helping the priest’ (an easy argument to demolish) or that priests are ‘delegating to the laity’ (an idea which is still around, though surely it’s not the priest who lets the people help him/her but the community of faith which lets one of its number, ordained for the purpose, preside).

This is a very important principle because a fundamental reality of the Church is that it is a royal priesthood:

“To him who loves us and has set us free from our sins with his blood, who has made of us a royal house to serve as the priests of his God and Father - to him be the glory and dominion for ever!  Amen.”  (Revelation 1. 5b, 6).

Therefore, whether we see ministry as functional or ontological, having a purpose or a nature, the servants of God are those who belong to his Church by baptism, penitence, faith and participation.  Those servants, the royal priests, have chosen from among their number, and the call of God has confirmed it, men and women to exercise certain of the duties and privileges of the whole Church on their behalf.  So the right to minister does not belong to the ministers but to the Church, which affirms the call of some of its number to minister publicly in its name: some in ordained public ministry, others, like readers, in lay public ministry.

This brings me back to a question I find myself asking repeatedly: What is the Church for?
One answer is because God created it.  The Petrine confession that Jesus is ‘the Christ, the Son of the living God’ is the rock on which the Church is built; the source of her life is the in-breathed and outpoured Holy Spirit; it is the body and bride of Christ; her agenda is the apostolic commission
.  Christians vary in the degree to which they value the apostolic traditions of ministry and of doctrine but apostilicity and mission are inextricably linked.

However, that’s not really to answer the question ‘What is the Church for?’  I believe the answer is clear: the Church is for God and for the world.  The Church is for God because he is and we worship him, expressing this in faith, prayer, word, sacraments and service.  The Church is for the world because that’s where God’s heart is - it’s what ‘God so loved’.  All this is focussed on Jesus Christ and the Father’s gift of the Spirit who brings the risen Christ to us and breathes into us Christ’s love and mercy.












































































� Matthew 16.13�20;  John 20.21,22;  Acts 2.1-4;  Romans 12.4,5;  1 Corinthians 12.12-31;  Ephesians 3.20,21;  4.15,16;  5.23-32;  Revelation 19.7; 21.2,9;  Matthew 28.16-20





