Reflections from Emma Ineson on the NMEA Conference at Merville, France, 30th June – 3rd July 2009

Firstly I want to say thank you for having me. It has been a real privilege to be with you during this conference and to just ‘be’ and listen. I have found being here and listening to God and to you -  both in the words and the spaces between the words -  to be one of the most challenging and exhausting things I have done. And one of the most enjoyable. So thank you for making me feel welcome. I’ve really enjoyed talking with many of you and hearing your stories, at meals, at coffee and as we’ve panted for water together in this heat. 

So what have I learned? I’ve learned that it is better to have cheese before desert; how to gut a mackerel and what MSC, YEF, RJ, WP and STW stand for. I’ve found out that the Bishops look dapper in plastic policeman’s helmets. And the image of the National Mission Adviser and the Parish Development Officer for the Diocese of Oxford in ‘le mission-shaped position’ will haunt me for a long time to come. 

Most of all I have learned that this is a great group of people, lively, engaging, and full of passion for the gospel and the desire to share it with others. That has been really refreshing for me to see. You are a great resource for the church and have been so encouraged to meet you. The tone for this group is set well by those who serve you, especially Paul. I would like to pay tribute to him and what he does amongst you.

What I want to do now is to offer a few brief reflections on what I have seen and heard – firstly about this group and secondly what is might feel like to be a Mission Adviser at the moment, or at least how it has appeared to me. In a way, all I can do is hold up a mirror to yourselves. I have gathered a few perceptions from these past few days which may or may not be accurate. If they at all resonate with you then I offer them to you as a gift. 

So firstly what have I seen in this group of people?

I have seen that you are a lively bunch, warm and friendly and extrovert in a way that is quite different to many gatherings of clergy I have been to. That in itself is a gift you offer to the church. You get on well together and enjoy being together. This is a place where you can feel free to be yourselves, to say what is on your hearts, without the usual fear of offending someone, or not getting it right, or being seen as the ‘weird one’ in the Diocese. Here you know that you will be understood by like-minded (or more realistically like-hearted) friends. And that makes it a good place to be.

There is much laughter. And it’s fun. And that is good, but also I have been aware that there are some who don’t find the jollity and camaraderie quite as easy to enter into and who feel a little more on the edge. Perhaps they are the newer ones, or the quieter ones, or the ones who are really struggling in some way. 

I hope you won’t mind me saying that is has felt in some senses like quite a male environment, even though there is a good proportion of women here – more than you would get in similar groupings in a Diocese (or theological college). But I noticed on Wednesday after Jules’s session, when the discussion turned to historical theologies and issues of scriptural hermeneutics, that no women asked any questions or contributed to the discussion. But yesterday, when we talked about metaphor and poetry and creativity, more women spoke. There are great riches amongst the men and women you have gathered here, so make sure all the voices can be heard. 

The Holy Spirit has been at work amongst you here. People have told me about amazing ways in which the Holy Spirit has been working in their own hearts and minds during this conference, especially through the metaphor of exile. There have been tears too. The permission given by God through Jules to lament, to tarry in Easter Saturday and to express the pain of singing the Lord’s song in a strange land, has been very significant for some people. 

What have I learned about the role of a mission adviser?

One thing I have learned is that there is no blueprint, or format, or way of doing the job. There isn’t even a uniform title. I have spoken to Diocesan Mission Advisers, Officers for Evangelism and Mission Support Team Enablers … and many other titles. Some of you (though few) are full-time in the role. Many of you combine it with other roles, like being in a parish. In one sense I think you enjoy this – it keeps you rooted in the reality of parish experience. But it also makes your life hard. Some of you are doing several jobs each of which alone could take up more than all your time. You seem to be a bunch of very competent jugglers, but I see that that is not without cost. And I think many of you are tired. I hope you feel more refreshed after these 3 days in the French sunshine with friends. 

I don’t think you know what you are supposed to be doing. And I don’t mean that in a negative sense. Some of you are new and are still feeling your way in the job. And then you talk to others who have been at this conference for 4, 5, 6 years and have discovered that they are still feeling their way in the job too! Of course ultimately you know that you are meant to be playing your part in bringing in the kingdom of God on earth - but how? What am I meant to be doing? What does my job involve? This is a good question and one that needs to be continually asked. And more so in your case. Because you work right at the heart of a church that is also asking, ‘What sort of a church should we be?’ ‘What does mission mean?’ ‘What kind of a world are we engaging with?’ And because you are people whose gift is the ability to adapt and change and be all things to all people for the sake of the Gospel – ‘What are we meant to be doing?’ is a really good question that really I hope you never get the definitive answer for. 

What I have sensed here is a series of tensions. And I mean that in a positive sense. These are all creative and good tensions. 

There is the tension between what you call fresh expressions, and what you call the inherited church. How are these two to creatively inform end support each other. Who are the real pioneer ministers – are they all in paid appointments? Are there any amongst the already serving clergy? Or the laity? What does it mean to be a mixed economy church? 

Then there is the tension between engaging with the culture and being distinct and different from it. It is the issue of singing the strange song in the Lord’s land, that Jules referred to. Is Jesus the answer, or the question? As Jules again said, theology must move from a question mark to an exclamation mark, not to a full stop. I sense that you are people who really want to be with people who are outside our churches, where they are, with all their question marks. In fact you feel more comfortable there than inside the church. And yet perhaps too often you come up against the full stop of the ‘inherited church’.

There is another tension - Where are you located? By which I mean, as Mission Advisors, are you at the edge, or on the middle? You are a load of pioneers, people with mission in their DNA, people who have set up new things and forged new ways and been at the cutting edge – and now you are working right at the heart of the structures of the institution – in your dioceses - alongside the people who set the quotas and authorise the liturgy. In some ways you are very close to the institution, relying heavily on it, paid by it, commissioned by it, acting as the conduit for money and approval to the parishes in their mission endeavours. Maybe you feel more at home on the edge and so being in the middle, literally in ‘middle management’ in a Diocese, is quite a hard place to be. It is sacrificial and costly. How do you keep your cutting edge, whilst still influencing and inspiring the inherited church, which must also changed if the full potential of ALL the people of God is to be realised? 

The things I have heard here show me that you are way ahead of most of the rest of the church (in thinking about mission-shaped church). You have got it. The rest of us are slowly waking up and smelling the coffee. How do you stand with us in that – as encouragers, and enablers, but also as uncomfortable prophetic voices from the edge? 

Eddie Gibbs says he has stopped talking about ‘the edge’ and talks instead about ‘the frontier’, the forefront, leading people into new things. Are you able to be doing what you were called to do – inspiring the church of God in its mission task – or are you getting caught up in admin? 

I have heard the phrase ‘on the ground’ a lot. You see an important part of your role as equipping and encouraging and enabling ordinary expressions of mission in ordinary places, ‘on the ground’. But I have sensed your frustration at not always being able to find out where those things are happening, because you’re busy and your Diocese is big, and not everyone ‘gets’ mission, and people don’t always tell you what is happening. 

However, I have also found out that there is a high level of enjoyment in what you do. These are exciting times and you seem to be well up for the challenge. One person said, ‘I can’t believe I am allowed to do what I do and I get paid for it!”

Perhaps above all, these tensions are caught up in the ultimate tension between heaven and earth. I sense a kind of ‘holy dissatisfaction’ amongst you which arises from your being firmly rooted in God’s world in which our mission happens, with your feet firmly on the ground, and yet also with your heads edging towards the heavenly banquet to which we are ultimately inviting people. And that creates a tension. Strung between the two. Perhaps it is the tension between the ‘now and the not yet’, between ‘exile’ and ‘home’. And perhaps it is that which creates this feeling of never quite thinking that you’ve got it cracked.

So if you combine this vertical tension between heaven and earth, with the horizontal tension of being in the middle and being at the edge AND with being distinctive and yet engaged, you have a shape – which is a cross. Someone else experienced that kind of tension, and that was the ultimate place of grace and renewal and mission and hope. So don’t run away from these tensions. 

What I think you know you need in your task is music, poetry, creativity, improvisation, play, humour, imagination, metaphor and story.  These things are prophetic. These things are the gift of the Holy Spirit. 

So do continue asking ‘What on earth are we meant to be doing?” - whilst also knowing deep down why you are meant to be doing it. You are doing it because you want to invite the prodigals home, to invite others to the party.

The ‘Dancing’ clip can be downloaded at www.weherethehellismatt.com.

"Mission means inviting all the people of the earth to hear the music of God's future and dance to it today" (Christopher J. H. Wright ‘The Mission of God’).
So keep doing your funny little dance, sometimes people will join in with you and sometimes they won’t. Sometimes you will change the way you dance, but keep dancing, and God will be with you. 

With much love and my prayers. 

Emma

