What ever God does, lasts for ever;

there is no adding to it, no taking away. 






Ecclesiastes 3.14

A sermon preached by the Revd Tony Burnham at the service of thanksgiving for the life of the Windermere Centre on Saturday 15 July 2017.

Readings and quotations from the Revised English Bible:

Ecclesiastes 3.1-4, 9-14; Acts 20.17-24
‘I’ve no doubt that I’ve drawn the short straw today. It may be true that all of us here have in common a recognition of the great contribution made by the work done, through this training centre, in building up the Church and, for that, we are all grateful to God. 
But in this congregation, meeting for this service, there’s a fracture separating those who believe that the United Reformed Church can no longer afford to maintain this way of working and those who believe, in dismay, disappointment and even anger, that the Church cannot afford not to continue the work that’s been so worthwhile in the past; that more than ever we need to stimulate the seekers after truth and train the members, the elders and the lay leaders, to bring new life to our local churches. And that division is what makes it so difficult for a preacher on this occasion.
We read from the Acts of the Apostles part of the speech Luke put on the lips of Paul, when he took his farewell of the elders of the church at Ephesus. Paul has completed his mission and so he surveys his life and ministry in this his Last Will and Testament. Luke followed a pattern of other such speeches in the Bible. And so, if he was preparing this sermon today, perhaps he would write something similar for the centre’s farewell. So let me … dodge the bullets by letting the centre speak for itself. 

In addressing us, the centre could justifiably claim that ever since 1986 it has spent its time serving the Lord in humility. This humility speaks of the essence of its life. For the centre hasn’t existed for its own sake but to serve God’s people. And it took no party line but, in a variety of courses, conferences, conversations, lectures and leisure activities, for those in the heart of the Church and others on the fringes, it did not impose but allowed itself to be used; as if it was eager to hear the truth, to share in the experiences of all sorts and conditions of human life, even while the focus was on the Lord of the Church. Yes, the centre has served the Lord in humility and for that we’re thankful.
But, like Paul, the centre would speak also of serving amid the sorrows and trials that came upon me. Our first thought is of troubled people who found solace here. There are ashes of spouses buried in the garden. And the generous support of the Hannah Fund reminds us of an especially deep sorrow. And some of us would hear the centre speak of the sorrows of the closure and the trials of the manner in which the decision was taken. 
But there have been lesser trials also. An early one was when a pipe-smoking minister spilt burning ash on a new carpet in his bedroom and I couldn’t repeat what the then Director had to say to this brother! But, more seriously, from the beginning there have been the trials, the burdens carried by individuals working on the staff – the panics, the overwork, the awkward visitors and the never-ending pressures to keep costs down from the financial gnomes in Church House. In defence they would say, responding to falling income from grumbling churches. Inevitably, there have also been the occasional failures of leadership. 

But the centre could easily repeat Paul’s conviction that I kept nothing back that was for your good; I delivered the message to you, – Paul continued, in public and in your homes – the centre would probably put it this way – in public houses, walking on the fells, in the lecture room, at worship in the chapel and when, as renewed in faith, you returned to your home churches. In this place, strangers became friends, the sad were cheered, doubters gained faith and perhaps by the messages of truth, the simple became wise. 
Yes, the centre may well speak proudly of how in its rooms and outside, guests deepened their trust in God and heard the voice of Jesus of Nazareth saying, Follow me. Of course, this should happen all the time in the local church but the significant difference is that here, untrammelled by the weekly chapel grind, new ideas were shared; scripture was opened up in vivid ways and fresh hope given to tired and weary disciples. 

Paul called the elders from Ephesus to meet him because he knew that his mission was complete but he also knew that after returning to Jerusalem, more hardships awaited him, until he’d finished his race. And I dare to say, if the centre spoke that we would hear tell of its race still to be completed, with the possibility of more hardships for us as we strain to win gold or in this eco-church, on our bike, the yellow jersey. But before exploring that, my device of listening to the voice of the centre shouldn’t deafen us to the real voices of the many that echo round the house 
and ring loudly in our memories; those women and men whose service here has been the incarnate expression of God’s Spirit, active through this institution. 

Because of the offices to which the Church called me, in retirement – after passing on the baton to the next generation – I’ve had to keep my head down and my mouth shut. So I’ve had no involvement in Synod or Assembly business that led to the decision that has divided us. But I was there at the beginning and again and again over the years. So I’ve a clear memory of when I was the Synod Moderator, of the Carver minister, Stephen Thornton, telling me of his vision of how this overlarge manse, then divided into three apartments, might be used in an imaginative way to serve the whole Church. And it should be recognised that if it wasn’t for Stephen, no one else would have had such foresight and imagination. And so a way forward was planned, and with support of the members and elders here, others in the district joined in: Norman Charlton, Tom Chirnside, Robert Courtney and too many others to list. Then the Synod was persuaded and finally the Assembly. 
The inspired choice – as his friend I dare say this because I wasn’t involved in that decision either – the inspired choice for the first Director in 1985 was Graham Cook. His gifts were great enough to complete four separate tasks. First, to travel the country to sell the idea and to twist arms to raise capital for the manse conversion; second, working closely with the architect, a member here, Michael Bottomley, to prepare plans and assist in overseeing the building work. Third, partnered by Jean, as Domestic Manager, to develop ways of housekeeping and choose and train staff. Finally, Graham had to create training courses and find imaginative ways of filling beds during slack times in the year. Yes, there was a supervising committee, chaired by Robert Latham, who left his library to the centre. He was succeeded by Rosalind Goodfellow, forever remembered for insisting that there ought to be installed at least one bath. Of course, we northerners craftily chose both Robert and Rosalind from the south of England.
When Graham moved on, he was succeeded as Director in 1994 by Peter McIntosh and then since 2001 leadership has been given by the long-serving Lawrence Moore, who was Director for the past 16 years; two very gifted Directors but each in their own way. There was support given by able deputies, Ruth Clarke and Denise Megson and the centre has been well served by administrators, many will remember Sue Wilkinson, as Sue Kendal a member here. There was a loyal domestic staff and, of course, hosts of hosts, some here today. So many servants of God, who have sacrificed much to serve the Church through this centre – such a dull title – in this our Church Home in the Lakes. No wonder that our thanksgiving for the centre’s life is touched at its closing with sadness, even grief.
But the question, most who’ve served will be asking, cannot be dodged. With this closure, has all the work and effort of 32 years been a waste of time, energy and our lives? Now this isn’t just a question relating to the centre. It’s a question that I’m sure is asked by many older members, elders and ministers as we look back and see the churches to which we’ve belonged, through which we’ve served, in our time even renewed and built up, now closed or shrinking fast. 
Let me illustrate this by comparing the United Reformed Church in 1983 when the thinking began about transforming the Carver manse, with last year, when thinking about its closure began, yet again and for a final time. When this centre was opened, we had 140,000 members, 15,000 of whom were in this synod and 120 in this church. The comparable figures from last year reveal that 140,000 had shrunk to 52,000; in the synod 15,000 was now 5,200 and in this uniting church, 120 was now 62. 
The point I want to make is not to defend the decision to close, on the grounds that a much smaller Church can no longer afford the cost, because those arguing for its retention would, understandably, respond that such statistics mean that the centre is even more necessary. 
No, I’m simply recognising that it cannot only be those, who’ve given so much to maintain the centre’s life who now, towards the end of our life, question the value of our service. In the light of our Church’s shrinkage, members, elders, lay preachers, church officers and ministers, those of us who’ve given our lives in service through every part of the Church, must sometimes wonder if it’s all been worthwhile. Have we wasted our lives?

For an answer, I turn to our other reading from Ecclesiastes:

For everything its season

and for every activity under heaven
its time:

a time to be born and a time to die,

a time to plant and to uproot.    ECCLES 3.1-2 
There’s an uncomfortable truth in that poem: ‘A time to plant and (a time) to uproot.’ But for all its truth, in itself that gives no answer to our painful question: ‘Have we wasted our lives?’
Well, listen again to the wise words that follow the poem. For the writer knew that his words would give rise to our question: ’Why bother?’ As the writer puts it, what profit have the workers from their labour? And then he attempts an answer: ‘I have seen the task that God has given to mortals … God had made everything to suit its time; God has given us a sense of past and future but no comprehension of God’s work from beginning to end.’ And that must be our answer when we ask: ‘Have we wasted our lives?’  No, trust God, who chose us for a particular task, in a particular place, at a particular time. Even if later that time is up – it’s not been wasted. God’s time is beyond our understanding. It stretches into the back beyond; it reaches forward into the unknown and unimaginable. But, it’s in the here and now when we play our part. By our response to God’s call, we’ve shared in God’s overarching purposes. In our few moments on earth, we’ve played our part in God’s re-creation, and by our service and our love, others’ immediate needs have been met, their lives changed.
It’s not for us to know how our deeds, our words, our loves, our lives fit God’s purposes in the present time and in eternity; enough that, when chosen, we were faithful and by our work, the mystery is that God’s purposes were served. Why bother? Because God chose us, loved us and used us. And in God’s purposes, this centre and all its workers have played their part. As the writer of Ecclesiastes goes on to say: ‘Whatever God does lasts for ever; there is no adding to it, no taking away. (3.14)’ Whatever God did through us – lasts for ever.
We began by remembering the life and achievements of the centre, with its chief focus on lay training. We’ve remembered some of those who have served through this place and we’ve faced the inevitable question about the worth of our service. But what about the future; how is the race to be run? 
This isn’t the occasion to review our local church structures or bemoan our persistence in maintaining a pattern of church life in which most of us grew up but which no longer serves us or God well. But is it just possible that, in what many regard as the tragedy of the final barring and bolting of the centre’s doors, God already has unlocked another? Because, as many other institutions have already found out, there are new tools and resources available to us through the revolution caused by new technology. There’s now a different educational and training world out there and though the Church has dipped its toes in the water – it’s time we took the plunge. It’s not a passing fad, though the very idea might alarm our Third Age congregations. Yet already older members Skype and text their grandchildren; shop online, read electronic books, delivered in seconds at the click of a button. It really is time that, as a Church, we took advantage of new ways methods of training, support and decision making. Here are a few illustrations of the more obvious possibilities. 

More and more learning is done at a distance using prepared online resources. It’s now feasible to think of sharing in discussions and debates with fellow students and tutors in online seminars – webinars – even while sat at home.
As for decision making, why can’t we have more meetings using online conferencing? Why waste money and time in travelling. And shorter online meetings might encourage more of our members, who’re not retired, to participate.

And for support, new forms of supervision have been developed. People, especially those serving in single roles, can help each other, solving problems together, sharing experiences and receiving new ideas by way of dedicated and private platforms.

Let us dream the dream that the closure of the centre will spark new ways of sharing and learning to stimulate and support our members, elders and ministers, so that we can be better prepared and more effective in the essential mission in which God is still calling us to engage. 
But this afternoon our task is quite simple. It is to give thanks to God for all who have served the Church through the centre and for all that has been achieved in enabling individuals to grow in mind and spirit and in building up the Church. And as I began with our listening to the voice of the centre, so I end with words that could well be the centre’s own prayer at this time:

Lord, support us all the day long, 
until the shadows lengthen
and evening comes, 

and the busy world is hushed,

the fever of life is over

and our work is done.

Then, in your mercy grant us…….



a holy rest,

and peace at last
in Jesus’ name. 












Amen’
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