REVIEW OF THE YEAR 2008
2008 has been a year of maintaining and celebrating the established patterns of our church life, as well as stepping out with some new ventures and beginning to plan for the future. 

There is almost too much to mention, as we look at all that has been maintained in our life together this year.  The two fetes, Harvest festival and supper, Mothering Sunday, and all the big events of Christmas and Easter. The Lent Appeal raising money for so many Good Causes.  The success of our pre-school and the continuing contact with young families through First Steps and the Parent and Toddler group.  The work of God’s Gang with our children, and the links with the uniformed organisations. The Youth Club serving our young people. The continuing activities for the over 80’s – outings and parties, and Christmas gifts.  The contacts we have built up over many years with the RMA and The Ellenor Lions Hospice.  The ongoing contacts with 4 schools – Whitehill, Holy Trinity, St George’s and St Joseph’s Convent through assemblies, visits and special services.  The 200 Club making a valuable contribution to our finances. The Mothers’ Union and all its many activities… and of course the continuing patterns of daily and weekly worship and prayer, and the steady flow of baptisms, weddings and funerals.
All of this… is grist to the mill for Christ Church, but it doesn’t happen automatically. It happens because people make it happen. So many people giving their time and effort to the mission of the church.  Leading and making worship, making the building beautiful, serving others by visiting, organising, giving lifts, cooking and cleaning and serving, administration and shifting furniture.  This is a family of service and care… people here matter, and we show that the people of Christ Church matter by the many, many ways in which we serve one another.  We become a family here as we serve one another, have fun in working alongside each other, care for the weakest and most vulnerable and welcome strangers into our midst with open arms.  When all of that is happening well, it is the Christian family at its best and it’s a powerful example of Christian love to those who come in contact with us … lets celebrate all that we have together. 

There are also ‘goodbyes’ in any family, and we have been sorry to lose some family members this year. we have been sad to mark the deaths of Muriel Stapley, Mike Sampson, Arthur Pickering and Joanna Cubitt during the year – and we have also seen Peter Wibroe move on to a new life with his new bride and sever his long-standing association with Christ Church (although he will be back here for a one-off visit while I am on holiday next month.)

As well as all our regular activities, we have also seen some new ventures during 2008.  Around the building, the hall doors and windows have been replaced from the legacy received from…   and we changed the church gardeners to great effect.  A very special mention is due to John Thrush and the Gardening Group who, together with the new gardeners have transformed the appearance of the church from the outside; and also to the DIY-ers… Andy Nailor, Peter Boyd and Richard Aucott. Their continued support and help go a long way to help us save much-needed funds and keep the place looking and functioning so well. 
Socially, as well as the usual things, the Mothers’ Union held a quiz evening, and we had a Spud and Sausage evening in aid of Christian Aid. In August we invited all our baptism families back for a Teddy Bears Picnic (held largely indoors!) which was attended by over 70 parents and their children.  

We grew in learning and discipleship as a group of people went along to the Diocesan event at Detling.  And 3 new home groups started up during the year.  Confirmation classes were also held and much enjoyed and 10 people were confirmed or renewed their baptismal faith at a joyous celebration here last April. God’s Gang Leaders enjoyed a training session with Ronni Lamont.

We have also been able to share our many blessings – especially the blessing of having 5 talented readers and 2 priests -  by offering support to Holy Family, Ifield and to St Mark’s Rosherville while they are without Vicars… and even occasionally further afield to Cobham and Luddesdowne.

Pastorally, the big events of the year have been the Authorisation of Pam Kilby as our new Pastoral Assistant (and now Colin Parsonson following behind – due to begin training this year).  it has also been a joy to be able to open this beautiful church up to visitors for 1 ½ hours each morning. This started towards the end of the year, and word is just starting to get out. We do need someone to take on the organisation of the rota, though.
In our worship we have learned some new songs;  re-started an occasional evening service with prayer for healing; and enjoyed an extremely successful ‘Back to Church Sunday’ with a 20% increase in attendance that day.

The biggest thing for 2008, however, has been a process that has begun with the PCC and will come to fruition in 2009.  It all started with an away day with Rev Chris Dench last June… an opportunity for the PCC to get to know one another better and to begin to look at how they see the church and future challenges.  This was followed up by an extremely successful day in November led by Rev Canon Jean Kerr, bishop’s officer for mission and unity.  Jean challenged us that Mission is part of the DNA of Christ’s church.. that all Christian people are created and called for mission and that this should include presence/ Proclamation / and persuasion.  We were able to identify together that Christ Church has a considerable presence in this community..  so many, many people who know and love the church, who think of Christ Church as ‘their’ church, even if they don’t come regularly, and who have links with us through the big services or through family links, or baptisms weddings and funerals. 

A brief look at the registers, for example, showed that we baptised 60 children in 2008… each of whom brought about 30 visitors into the building, at a conservative estimate. The 15 weddings all had at least 100 guests, the 42 funerals maybe another 40 guests each… that’s 5000 people we have had contact with in one year through baptism/wedding/ funerals alone (and thanks to the baptism and bereavement visitors, and marriage preparation, and the vergers, and the office staff, and the choir and organist, and the helpers, that experience is almost always a positive one)… add to that all the people from former years… and the pre-school mums and children… and the mums and toddlers… plus the 200 or so who come along on Sundays and weekdays, and all the extras who come along to crib service, christingle, Carol services, hot cross bun service, remembrance and bereavement service and so on… and you can see how very many people have a good memory and feeling about Christ Church. That’s a considerable presence in the community… and many churches long to have what we have. 
Many of these people are families with young children – and so we started to look at why so few of these families come along regularly to church. And indeed, why many come along for a few weeks and then drift away, sometimes to other churches.  Out of this exploration came a PCC commitment that our mission focus for the next 2 years would be to Families and Children, seeking to turn contacts into occasional attenders, occasional attenders into regulars, and regular attenders into disciples of Jesus Christ.  

The Pcc also recognised that this should not be at the expense of two other areas which we see as our particular concern and mission field… our contact and service to the elderly and isolated, especially the service we offer to the over 80s… and our contacts with adults and young people with learning difficulties. In both these areas we recognised the work of the Holy Spirit in giving us particular opportunities and equipping us with particular gifts, as well as bringing particular people into our community; and we want to be careful to build on those opportunities and not to lose them.

But the mission to children and families is the big one – that decision was taken in November 2008 and the challenge begins now. 

If we don’t do something, we face a very serious crisis… 
A large number of you, here tonight, were here 30 years ago in the 1970s. Then, you were aged in your 30s, 40s and 50s. – and there were others, weren’t there. People who aren’t here tonight… people who have moved away, people who have died.  I wonder how many people were worshipping here 30 years ago, who were in that age bracket. 

How many are there in our congregation now?

How many of you who were there then are still doing many of the same tasks around the church that you were doing then?

If you are not yet 80… who is going to run the over 80s activities when you are 80?

That is one of the challenges we face… an ageing congregation and people are no longer joining us at a younger age.
But there’s a greater challenge.  We don’t just want younger people in the congregation for what they can do… but because we have a message to pass on.

If your faith means anything to you, then our calling as followers of Christ is to pass it on to succeeding generations.  Younger people today worry about much the same things as you worry about… the safety and security of their jobs, their homes, their children.  The state of the world.  The health of themselves and those they love. The unbearable pain of bereavement. The big questions… is there a meaning to it all. Does God care. Why me?  If we believe we have something to say to those questions, we have a duty to reach out and share it in whatever way we can.
This is what St Paul had to say:  Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law, so as to win those under the law. To those not having the law I became like one not having the law, so as to win those not having the law. To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some.  I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.
The children and families in this parish depend on us to help them find a way through this messy world… 
At this point we watched a DVD of children talking about their experience of Church, and their longing to be included in the church of today. 
So what are we going to do?  We don’t know yet.

The PCC have divided into 5 committees, covering all the areas of church life.  Children and youth/ buildings and finance/ mission and social events/ Pastoral care and social concern/ Worship and discipleship.
Those committees are busy meeting at the moment… coming up with a mission plan for the next couple of years – 2 or 3 medium-term objectives for each committee.  Those ideas will all come together at the PCC away day on 13th June… and from that will come a plan for the years ahead.  These will be manageable objectives… affordable, do-able and not sacrificing the precious things that are important to us and make Christ Church what it is and who it is. There will be opportunities to hear about the plan after the away day… to express your feelings and opinions, which are wanted and will be listened to and heeded, and plenty of opportunity to feed in ideas and to influence how we go ahead. 

We are on a learning curve… willing to change, to hear how things are received. Hopefully brave enough to try new things… but also big enough to admit if they don’t work and make changes if necessary.  The thing that will hold us together through it all is shared vision for what God can do here, and a deep love and commitment to each other as the family of God in this place. I’ve seen that love in action this year… in your work together, in your care for each other and for us through Katie’s operation, in your willingness to make sacrifices for Christ Church, for each other and for the sake of Christ. Thank you for it. May God bless us as we seek his way forward for the year ahead. 
