Lenten Reflection at Norham Church and on Zoom
The First Sunday of Lent, 22nd February 2026


[bookmark: _GoBack]Instead of leading a Lent Group, I intend this year, on four Sundays in Lent, not to preach a sermon as such, but to offer a Lenten reflection for about five minutes, followed by a Q&A session for about two minutes.  I will be in the Tower Room at 6pm the following Tuesday evening, for anyone who might like to continue the discussion, for no more than 45 minutes.

The title of this first reflection is, ‘The nature of the church: lifeboat or lighthouse?’

Before I address that question, I want to step back a bit.  A clergy colleague, who used to work in education, promotes what she calls, ‘powerful questions’.  These are questions that get you thinking.  There may not be a definitive answer, but the question itself generates insights.

And my first ‘powerful question’ this morning is, ‘Where is the Kingdom of God?’  Is it in church?  Is it in heaven?  Is it in the world?  If we think that the Kingdom of God is contained within the church, then that determines what we think about the nature of the church in relation to the world.  If we think the Kingdom of God is in the world, including the church, then that generates an entirely different understanding of the nature of the church in relation to the world.  

It seems to me that God loves all that he has made, and that the Kingdom of God is in the world, not just in the church.

And now we can turn to the question, ‘Is the church more like a lifeboat or a lighthouse?’  You could say that it is both but, if you had to choose, which would it be?

· If we think the church is like a lifeboat, then that is saying something about the nature of the church in relation to the world, namely: the world is a bad or dangerous place, and people need to be rescued out of the world into the church; it is important to get as many people as possible to come to church.

· If we think the church is like a lighthouse, then that is saying something about the nature of the church in relation to the world, namely: the world is basically a good place, in which people need guidance; it is important to maintain the lighthouse, which exists to serve people in the world, not rescue them out of the world.

A similar question might be, ‘Is the church more like a swimming pool, or a spring?’  Both swimming pools and springs are good in themselves, but which is the better model of the church?

· A swimming pool is what’s called a bounded set.  It has sides, which keep the water in.  You have to be in the pool to benefit from the pool.  And people can be divided between those who are in the pool, and those who are outside the pool.

· A spring, by contrast, is a centred set.  It doesn’t have sides to keep the water in, because the whole point of a spring is to spread the water out.  No one is excluded, and everyone benefits to a greater or lesser extent, depending on where they are in relation to the centre.

There is a Biblical precedent for this way of looking at the church.  In the Old Testament, God spoke through the prophet Jeremiah, and said, 

My people have committed two evils:
   they have forsaken me,
the fountain of living water,
   and dug out cisterns for themselves.  (Jeremiah 2.13)

And Jesus said, 

Those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty.  The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.  (John 4.14)

Jesus gives us the water of life, but we are not meant to keep it to ourselves.

To finish off this morning’s reflection, it seems to me, again, that there are two kinds of church.  

· The gathered church is more often found in urban areas, and attracts like-minded people.  It sets itself apart from the wider community, and stands out from the world.  The appeal of such a church is, ‘We’re different from other people.  Come and join us!’

· The societal church is more often found in rural areas, and attracts – in theory at least – all kinds of people.  It seeks to be an integral part of the wider community, and blends in with the world.  The appeal of such a church is, ‘We’re the same as other people.  Come and join us!’

The sociologist, Linda Woodhead, has said, 

What keeps societal Churches going is not hot enthusiasm for counter-cultural values but the identification of Christian values with everyday decencies and traditions.  …  They seek broad and enduring acceptance by the many rather than deep commitment by the few.

What kind of church is Norham Church?  I like to think it is a societal church, more like a spring than a swimming pool.  No one is either in or out, because everyone who lives in the parish belongs to Norham Church, and Norham Church belongs to everyone who lives in the parish.  

Worship is at the heart of what we do as a church, but the life of Norham Church is more than what happens on a Sunday morning.  That life spreads out to include other events in the church, the upkeep of the churchyard, and the way in which church folk work in partnership with other groups in the parish. 

It is my conviction that, when the local church supports the wider community, then the wider community are more likely to support the church.  
