St. Mary the Virgin Maulden 

Bedfordshire

Review of its Vision

Introduction

In April 2006, St. Mary’s Church launched its vision for the following five years. It is as follows:

St. Mary’s Church exists to be a shining beacon of welcome in this village:

. To bring every person to the love of Jesus Christ, regardless of age or
   background,

. To help every person develop his/her personal Christian ministry,

. To provide a wide range of worship and wholesome social activity for
   everyone,

. To show a perfect example of love, tolerance, warmth, commitment and 

  generosity in our dealings with each other, with the local community and 

  the wider world.

We do all this in the name of Jesus Christ our Saviour

With this vision in five years…..

St.Mary’s church will be full of men, women and children of all ages and from all backgrounds who have experienced, or who are seeking to experience, the love, peace and joy of having Jesus Christ in their lives and who wish to hear the word of God. The Church will be, and be recognized as being, a place where people come together in unity to care for and to support each other and those throughout Maulden and the wider world.

The vision was launched in response to a widely recognized need to give the church a focus and plan for the future and as part of the Vision for Action initiative launched by the diocese in 2005. In the autumn of 2008, various meetings were held throughout the parish to discuss the progress and future of the vision (“the Vision Meetings”). The consensus from the Vision Meetings was overwhelmingly to continue with the Vision.

A strategic plan was also launched in April 2006 as an aid to fulfilling the Vision. In the Strategic Plan the activities of the church are divided into four: worship, caring, discipleship and evangelism. The purpose of the Strategic Plan is to set out and monitor, under these four headings, some of the practical steps that could be taken to fulfil the Vision. It is important to recognize that the Strategic Plan was never intended to be rigid and exclusive; it was not envisaged that all the items recorded on the plan would necessarily be undertaken and similarly it was always intended that extra items would be added to reflect changing needs and new initiatives.

The purpose of this paper is to review progress over the last four years of the Vision by reference to the Strategic Plan and to set priorities for the year commencing April 2010. In this way it should be possible to judge how near St. Mary’s has become to fulfilling its Vision.

The Vision So Far

In assessing progress four points should be born in mind:

1. A church is a body of people: it is not a building. People meeting to worship or discuss matters relating to faith in the Church Hall, in homes, at the Rectory or elsewhere are just as much a part of the church as those attending more traditional services in the church building.

2. The success of the Vision should not be measured by the numbers attending 9.30 Sunday Services. Those, for example, who come to Tots and Teddies, are as much a part of the church family as those who attend the 9.30 services.

3. Several of the activities recorded in the Strategic Plan were started before April 2006 and, therefore, success should be measured by reference to the continuation and not necessarily by reference to the start of activities.

4. Many of the activities recorded in the Strategic Plan are of their very nature “ongoing” and will never be completed as such; for example, the numbers attending Tots and Teddies have increased but it is an ongoing project to maintain interest.

A copy of the 2010 revision of the Strategic Plan, as approved by the PCC, is annexed to this paper. The changes made in the 2010 review take into account the views expressed at the Vision Meetings as collated and discussed by the PCC.
There follows a review of progress under the four headings:

1. Worship 

Of the thirteen matters mentioned in the Strategic Plan under the Worship Heading prior to the 2010 review, ten have been achieved or great progress has been made but of their very nature they are ongoing. A further four items were added at the 2010 review and substantial progress has already been made in achieving them. Activities include the programme of concerts throughout 2007, 2008 and 2009, the formation of the Publicity Committee, the introduction of back to church Sundays and the start of SPLATT ( the new children’s group replacing traditional Sunday school).

2. Caring

Of the nine matters mentioned in the Strategic Plan prior to the 2010 review under the Caring heading, four have been acted upon and three were considered carefully but on reflection thought to be inappropriate or unnecessary. One of the abandoned matters was to devise a means of settling differences between church members and it is encouraging that the PCC considered this is no longer needed. A further three items were added to the Strategic Plan under the Caring heading at the 2010 review. Of particular significance is the success of the teas for the elderly; they have been greatly appreciated throughout the Parish and numbers continue to grow. Also over the last few years St. Mary’s has developed its link with the Prebend Street Centre for the homeless and there are now regular deliveries of clothes.

3. Discipleship

Of the eight matters mentioned in the Strategic Plan prior to the 2010 review under the Discipleship heading, seven have been achieved or great progress has been made but of their very nature they are ongoing. The development of home groups is particularly encouraging; in 2009 for the first time three special courses were run for the two groups - during Lent, in the summer and for Advent. The Deanery Confirmation Services in 2005, 2007 and 2009 were all held at St. Mary’s with good numbers of adult and child candidates from the parish on each occasion.

4. Evangelism

Of the eighteen matters mentioned in the Strategic Plan under the Evangelism heading prior to the 2010 review, twelve have been achieved or great progress has been made but, of their very nature, they are ongoing. Excellent progress has been made with devising ways of bringing baptism families and those married in church more closely into the church family (see the comments under item (v) in the Strategic Plan under the Evangelism Heading), the Welcome Packs are regularly revised and continue to be well received and the Holiday Clubs are very popular, drawing in many children who would not otherwise have contact with church. Two additional items were added to the list of matters at the 2010 review.

The Future

What is St. Mary’s planning for its Vision in the year commencing April 2010? There is a widely held view that it is better for a church to concentrate on doing a few things thoroughly and well than to try to do too much, thereby spreading resources too thinly. With this in mind the PCC has decided to concentrate the church’s efforts on one activity from each of the four headings but this is not to say that the many other initiatives will be ignored or downgraded in any way. The chosen activities are as follows:
1.Worship: Back to Church / Family Services

The church will prioritize the three Back to Church Sundays planned for 14th March (Mothering Sunday), 4th July (Thanksgiving Sunday) and 3rd October (Harvest Festival) and the new form of Family Service. 

The first Back to Church Sunday held at the Harvest Festival in 2009 was enormously successful with a congregation of about 120, more than double the normal attendance. If this can be repeated at the Back to Church Sundays to be held in 2010 with the result that some attend three times a year who would not otherwise do so, this would be a great success and hopefully would lead to more regular attendance and closer integration into the church family.

A new form of family service was the most common suggestion to arise from the Vision Meetings: a service with all age appeal and which those on the fringe of the church family would feel more comfortable attending. The new form of service will be announced at the Mothering Sunday service on 14th March and thereafter each monthly Family Service will be non-eucharistic and more on the lines of, and a natural progression from, the Back to Church services. The new form of family service will be reviewed at the end of the year.

2. Caring: Sharing Skills and Gifts.
  The aim of this project is twofold: first, to show in a new way the care of the church for the people of this parish and beyond and secondly to help raise some funds. A list of skills, gifts, experience, knowledge and areas of practical help is being drawn up. It is hoped the list will be as wide as possible covering everything from giving financial advice to ironing. The intention is that it will be widely publicised: in the magazine, in welcome packs, in church etc. People are unlikely to be attracted to a church unless it shows that its members really care and are willing to do something about it.  
3. Discipleship: Home Groups

Church is not just for Sundays: groups meeting at other times to explore the Christian faith are equally important. It is proposed to build on the success of the courses run in homes during Lent, in the summer and at Advent in 2009 so that others are encouraged to join. It is accepted that some people may feel reluctant to attend as they do not know what form the meetings take and it is hoped a way will be found to advertise and explain the meetings so that this issue is overcome. It is also intended to start a new Emmaus course which will be widely advertised: for example to baptism families, those married at St. Mary’s, Holiday Club families and those on the Electoral Roll. It is proposed to invite people to an initial meeting without obligation to explain what is involved. 
4. Evangelism: Children

From the children of today will come the adult congregations of the future. Research has shown that most people who come to faith in later life have had some experience of church/ Sunday school attendance as children and conversely, where there is no church background, finding faith is that much more difficult. St. Mary’s work with children is, therefore, of vital importance. The church proposes to concentrate its efforts on SPLATT in particular but also on the Holiday Clubs, Tots and Teddies, SAS, Chill Out and Jubilate. Every effort will be made to publicise the activities more widely in the school, at pre-school and with other youth groups. 
Conclusion 
As this paper and the attached Strategic Plan show the Vision is still very much alive and a great deal has been achieved in the last four years. But there is still more to be done. Hopefully this paper points the way forward and with God’s help the last year of the Vision will be the most successful yet.
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