Bothering with Rotherham

Preface  

Someone once summed up the life-cycle of an organization is four stages: the man; the movement; the machine; and the museum. I simply want to introduce you to the man, under God, and he will introduce you to the movement.

Over the past four or five years various gospel partnerships have sprung up across the UK. At the heart of each is a training course, like Yorkshire Training in Leeds, but its not just training. The Yorkshire Gospel Partnership is praying and working towards a day when ‘a Bible teaching, outward looking church exists in every community in Yorkshire.’ Ian Jones and I were introduced to one another through the YGP and since then we have worked to establish a tangible outworking of the YGP at a local level – a partnership between Rotherham Evangelical Church and Christ Church Central Sheffield.
Ian is both a clear and insightful Bible teacher and a gifted and sensitive evangelist. He’s a godly man who, with Jane, leads his own family of five children well. In my view he ‘cuts it’ with Rotherham at other levels too. He was literally on the coal face at the age of 18 and made redundant with thousands of others in the coal mining industry. Following a year’s unemployment he set up his own business on his kitchen table and now runs a successful business that has brought employment to the area. 

At the same time as meeting Ian, and taking on the chairmanship of the YGP’s church planting advisory team, someone gave me a copy of some research called Vision England. This was an initiative aimed at finding out where new churches were needed across the country. All the towns and cities reviewed had universities except one – Rotherham. The town was included simply because the Vision England team thought the spiritual need of the town was so desperate. So I strongly encourage you to read on to find out more about Bothering with Rotherham and to be open as to how you might be able to be involved.
Tim Davies
Minister - Christ Chruch Central Sheffield and Chairman of YGP Church Planting Advisory Team
(November 2007)

Introduction

I am very grateful for the opportunity to raise awareness of our dreams for Rotherham.

I want to try and give a sense of where our church is currently and also where we would like to be in the future.

Then we will close by looking at the Bible together briefly before we have a short Q&A session.

My objective is initially to stimulate you to pray and to think and if it is appropriate to encourage you to consider how you might be able to help us.
I also want to strengthen and inspire our understanding of what it means to be part of a church family.
So first of all let’s consider together… :

1. Where are we now?
Observations about Rotherham generally

I am not from Rotherham but have been here for 20 years almost. Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to be called to Barbados but here we are.
I don’t really make these initial comments with any real authority but more as an observer and someone coming into an area and making my own judgements as I have seen things. Some of you are from Rotherham and I am sure you could therefore probably add to or maybe even disagree with some of these personal observations.
The first thing I notice is that there does not seem to have been historically a strong, Bible believing church that has established itself as a consistent, growing, worshipping, evangelistic, caring community.
That is not to say there are not a good number of churches in Rotherham but in terms of influence and impact, the overall church scene in Rotherham has been relatively poor.

Secondly, I sense that there have been issues with fragmentation. There has been over the years, various difficulties and problems where churches have ended up splitting or declining due to people leaving. I don’t really know all the specific details of different issues but I do sense that there have been some very sad situations and that there are a number of disappointed or disillusioned Christians who have been in some cases deeply affected by these issues in the past.
Thirdly, one of the things that has really astonished me has been a general lack of understanding about what a church really is. I have met many Christians who seem to have no real grasp of what it means to be committed to a church family. These are people who seem float around with no real sense of a permanent home.  Maybe this is because of a lack of quality teaching or leadership but it is there. Perhaps increasingly this is a cultural thing given that we live in such a consumer orientated society where there is an emphasis on personal choice. 

Given these observations which are purely personal ones, I long to see a strong, Biblical, balanced church in Rotherham that really demonstrates what a church ought to be.

This is not just blind idealism. We were recently away on the Christ Church Central weekend away and the ministry of Simon Austen focused on this very issue. (You can access the teaching here and I heartily recommend it – http://www.christchurchcentral.co.uk/bibletalks.html) 

There seems to be such a great need not just to reach out with the gospel but to demonstrate the great privilege and dignity of what church is. 
Please be assured that these comments are not intended to be criticisms just personal observations.

Rotherham Evangelical Church
The church itself has been around since the 1920’s and there are actually still one or two dear older ladies who were there as young girls and whose fathers were involved in leading in those early days. It existed as a Brethren Church for many years and has seen times of real blessing and growth at different periods in its history. Even now there are people we come across who say they remember being in the Sunday school when they were kids. 

In the last 30 years there has been a gradual change in identity as the church has called a series of Ministers and ‘morphed’ into an independent Evangelical Church. 

The church has been known as a warm and loving church, prayerful and even though small, there has been a real heart for evangelism and support of mission. The Bible is greatly loved and there has been a strong emphasis on consistent, relevant and practical teaching and preaching. There have been encouragements with believers growing and conversions and baptisms and in many ways the faithfulness of the believers in the face of many difficulties is a great testimony in itself. 
I love them dearly and there are people here that I think are great unsung heroes in the faith.  

Theologically, the church would emphasise a healthy reformed position. I say ‘reformed’ in that we want to be God-centred rather than man-centred and grace-orientated and I say ‘healthy’ because we are not hyper Calvinistic. We want to be Biblical and warm and outward looking and gospel teaching not lazy and dry and dead and fatalistic.
We trust in a Sovereign God with a lively faith. We are not charismatic with a big C but we believe that Word and Spirit go together and that our Christian faith is a matter of mind and heart, objective truth experienced and subjectively felt. I emphasise these things because even in our smallness we have had to contend for these principles against opposition. 

In recent years, the church is facing the future with faith but also with some anxiety. There are godly older folks who are not getting younger. There is great desire to see Rotherham impacted with the gospel but resources are very stretched. We also have a good number of ladies whose husbands are not Christians and we are not blessed with other male leaders.
Three key planks of our current thinking
1. We want to actually have some vision. 

It is very obvious but no strategy is actually a strategy. We don’t want to be heartless but whole hearted.

It is a great challenge when things are hard or small to lift the lid off our expectations and trust God for great things. 

2. Liberated leadership

It is clear that this is a situation that needs clear leadership and pioneering entrepreneurial energy. It is just not realistic for me to do that by taking one day a week off work especially when the other 4 days are not simple. We are praying that a way can be found for me to be freed up appropriately from work commitments over the next year. 
3. Strengthen links with external groups

It seems to us very obvious that we cannot do things on our own. We do not equate this with a lack of faith in God. It just seems like common sense. We are an independent church but we have always cultivated strong links with other friends but we have reached a point where there is a real need for a fresh injection of life and resource if the church is to move forward and be effective.
With these ideas in minds, let’s consider next…:

2. Where are we hoping to go? 
We could alternatively say ‘What are we hoping to be?’ 

I want to share with you briefly something of our values and give you some specific content to flesh out our vision. Perhaps we can see this as ‘the why, the what and the how’.
The Why?

It is helpful often to try and distil complexity down into simple communicable ideas. 
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In our stretched state, we have worked hard to resist the temptation to simply do things because we have always done them but rather to state some clear priorities and then use these to evaluate the things we do and how they fit with these ideals.
Our vision is first of all God-centred in that everything that we are and do flows from God and is to His glory. 
Worship

All of our church activities therefore ought to be centred around our worship of God.  He is our Creator, the Author of our salvation, the Sovereign Lord who is active in history and the One who has progressively revealed Himself in His Word. 

Whatever our style of worship, it should reflect from our hearts :

A deep Hunger for God, 

A joyful Hope in God, 

A Humble reliance upon God and 

A rigorous Honesty before God

So our worship of God is fundamental but three key things about Church life flow from this central truth:  

Firstly, that we recognise that we are in this together, secondly that we are in this to grow and thirdly that we are in this to reach out to others.

Togetherness
We believe that human beings are created for relationship and being part of a Church is a great gift and privilege. Christianity is not an individualistic religion but the creation of a new ‘race’ of worshippers that transcends cultural boundaries. It is a great joy to us to see even in our smallness friends from China, parts of Africa and even a couple of Aussies! Being part of a local fellowship is a unique opportunity for sharing joys and griefs together, learning from one another and maintaining each other’s spiritual edge. 

On a personal note, I feel this is a massive opportunity given the history of fragmentation in Rotherham. It is a massive part of our mission to know ‘unity in diversity’.
Personal Growth

Christians should grow and become mature. We believe that Christians are saved to live holy lives and that in the gospel God both pardons sin and gives power to live in a new way. We are all at different stages of growth but are thankful that God has given us ways to grow. We love the Word of God and are therefore committed to maintaining private personal devotions on a daily basis. We love to hear God’s Word taught publicly. We want to encourage one another to be actively involved in serving God in many ways as we are able. 

Reaching Out

The great task of God’s people is to go and make God known. We want to be an outward looking church that cares for the lost. Our first priority in this regard is to proclaim the unchanging Word of God but we recognise the need to do this in a relevant and lively way, understanding the culture we live in. We desire to reach all ages with the message of good news that Jesus Christ is the only Saviour. We want to be prayerful and simple and clear.  
The What? 
5 components of what we would strive to be:

a) Biblical

b) Healthy


(in terms of balance)

c) Outward looking

(in terms of evangelistic endeavour and participation 




in the wider church through support of missionary 




activity)

d) All age mix




e) Contemporary 

(that is to say relevant culturally)

The How?

Earlier in 2007, we were looking at Hebrews 10 and we derived 5 statements that define our approach as we strive to be a church together: 
I list these briefly here just to give a sense of what we are about:

We are not just ‘I’but ‘we’
We are not ‘perfect’ but ‘pursuing’

We are not ‘careless’ but ‘committed’

We are not ‘self-orientated’ but ‘serving’

We are not a ‘structural thing’ but a ‘living organism’ 
There are all sorts of other thoughts on this but hopefully these basic ideas will help to give you an introductory sense of who we are and what we hope to be by God’s grace and how we seek to operate together.
Let’s turn our attention now to some…:

3. Bible Thoughts
Let’s read together 2 Chronicles 32. This section is a brief summary of what happened when Sennacherib, the powerful King of Assyria laid siege to Jerusalem. There are fuller accounts of this incident in other parts of the Bible but this one will help us to see something of what it means to be a strong leader.
· 1. Faithfulness is no guarantee of an easy life v.1

This verse is a staggeringly realistic verse that you cannot read without being struck.

‘After all that Hezekiah had so faithfully done, Sennacherib … invaded Judah’

‘Well thanks a lot God! After all I have done this is how you treat me.’ 

It highlights a possible wrong motive in serving God. It is possible that our Christian work becomes a kind of bargain with God in some way. ‘I will serve you faithfully and you will keep me safe’.

But how do we respond when difficulties come if that is our life motto. We will be grumpy and disappointed and disillusioned.

I want to encourage you to be faithful not because it leads to earthly security but because it is in itself a good thing to do. God is worthy of our wholehearted devotion and service even when in this sin spoiled broken world we are caught up in tragic disappointment.
What I really want you to notice here is that there is no sense of any trace of bitterness or cynicism in Hezekiah at all. We don’t hear him saying ‘why me?’ or ‘after all I’ve done…’
What we see is him accept what happens and roll his sleeves up and show tremendous leadership qualities which are inspiring.

· Strong leadership looks like this

Hezekiah was :

a thinker,
v.3 he was thinking, he was inclusive and what do we 

read at the end of v.4 ‘they helped him’. They helped him because they understood him and wanted to follow him. 
a worker, 

v. 5 he wasn’t just a thinker but he was a doer. The 




sense here is not just of repairing what was broken but 



also adding new features that would enhance their 




security. They were not fatalistic but they were busy 




and involved and doing what they could. There is 




nothing here that is careless or apathetic but rather 




we see energy and resource being spent on focused 




action.

an organizer,

v.6 he organized others into teams so he could lead 
effectively and communicate clearly 



an encourager 
v. 7-8. This is reminiscent of the film, Kingdom Heaven 
with Orlando Bloom and his stirring speech in the city 
of Jerusalem.
What an encourager Hezekiah was. He faced their realities and lifted their vision and stirred their courage up. What a lovely simple reference at the end, ‘the people gained confidence from what Hezekiah said’

We notice too that :

· Opposition can be horrible and hateful

v.10-19 Sennacherib was terrifying. He had strength in numbers and force. He had a clear message. He undermined their confidence in Hezekiah and insulted God. He mocked their reliance on God. He even sent PR men to taunt the watchmen on the walls in their own language that they were doomed.

So here is a faithful man facing the greatest threat to his faith and leadership and city and confidence.

But finally we see that Hezekiah was a pray-er! He did what he could but he cried out to the God of Heaven. 

And what an answer! The enemy was completely and utterly annihilated. Their pride was ground into the dust. All the earlier fierce taunts were shown to be nothing but mad ramblings.
Well, may we not be surprised when we are overtaken by trouble and disappointment but serve God for his own sake with courage and determination and may those of us who lead not lord it over others but serve them as Hezekiah did and seek to inspire their devotion to God.
What Can I Do?

Or more specifically ‘what can you do?’

To be specific, we would like to work towards a re-launch of REC.

This will mean finding ways to liberate me from work and the church being able to support me financially. It will require mature Christians to come and join themselves to us. It will require much prayer and planning and careful integration of new people with the faithful remnant of folks who have labored in the gospel over many years.

The first step really is to begin meeting to pray together with those who may be interested in the work. So watch this space for the ‘Bothering with Rotherham’ monthly prayer meeting.
We are going to have some opportunity now for some questions.
Ian Jones

Rotherham Evangelical Church

November 2007
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