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Rector’s Reflections from 2017

This is my first proper opportunity for ‘Yearly Reflections’ as Rector of Uttoxeter. I wonder whether that is as surprising to you as it is to me. In some respects, it seems like only a few days ago that I first walked through the doors of St Mary’s Church; in other ways, it seems like we’ve been working and worshipping together for a very long time. In many ways, the past year has been consumed with work around the Uttoxeter Area of Parishes, schools work and funerals. The Area work included getting a fully functioning staff team together as we welcomed Lesley White as our Area Co-ordinator and Rev John Jukes as Team Vicar. 

At St Mary’s I have challenged us to view any repairs and renovations in light of our mission here in Uttoxeter.  The PCC decision to repair the East Window is a priority for 2018, as it is in such a poor state that a heavy gale could blow out some of the very old stained glass. This would mean we couldn’t use the area around the chancel, which is being used every week for Morning Prayer and small groups. Also the change to clear glass in the Elkes Room has enabled us to have the church open and the Elkes Room open, which has had a very positive impact. To have the whole building re-decorated has helped with the ways we can use the building for mission. But more importantly, we should also be asking how our plans might help people in Uttoxeter, our friends, neighbours, and strangers, to connect with God, to encounter the sacred, and to develop and deepen their relationships with Jesus Christ. This is evangelism, even if some Anglicans think that’s a dirty word! It might seem odd to think about our building as a tool for evangelism, but by opening our doors to the community, we are also opening up the possibility of conversations about God and encounters with God. One of those ways has been the starting up of a ‘Toddlers Group’ in the Elkes Room, on a Tuesday morning. There is a keen and dedicated group of church volunteers who provide hot drinks, toast, and a conversation while engaging with the children and each other. It is already bearing fruitful conversations, and a sense of belonging. We have over 40 children who have visited since September most coming each week. 

Evangelism has to be about more than opening our doors. It begins when we go outside our walls and into the community. When I walk outside I greet those who are walking toward other destinations with a smile and a hello. When I walk into the supermarket or a coffee shop (and there are lots of those around!), I am often asked if I am a priest (the collar is a give away!). On occasions, a conversation about where that person is now, where they came from, and how their life now might be a place where they experience the love of God, takes place. I cite these examples not in order to brag, but to invite you to think about how the encounters you have each day, how your daily routine might be a place where your friends, acquaintances, and co-workers might experience the love and grace of God. 

One of the things that has struck me about Uttoxeter is we do a pretty good job of welcoming visitors. Some of you have frequently taken the time to seek out unfamiliar faces, introduce yourselves, and engage in conversation. What we’re less effective at is bringing visitors into our church community. We struggle with incorporating those new people into the body of Christ. It can be difficult to talk about our faith when we’re not sure how it will be heard or whether we’ll be understood. Let’s work together in the next few months on becoming more open to talking about our faith, more open to asking the hard questions, and inviting others to explore those questions with us. In the coming year, I hope to make this a priority and I also encourage you, if this is something that you’re interested in, to contact me about how you might get involved. Look out for the Frontline Discipleship training sessions starting in April, and for the Alpha Course due to start in the autumn.

I mention all of these things to remind you that in the midst of planning for repairs and renovations and raising money to pay for them, the work of the church, the mission of the church goes on. We cannot lose sight of the larger purpose behind them nor can we allow ourselves to be so focused on the material needs of our buildings that we fail to minister to the hurting souls among us and in our town. 

That’s quite a challenge for us as a church, but “with God’s help, we will”.
Revd Margaret J Sherwin

Rector of St Mary’s, Uttoxeter
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