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Section 2  What Can Be (Friday May 29) 

We can no longer rely on past cultural experiences in support of religious practice.  We are not 

relating to the broader culture from a position of dominance, power, or simple routine practice. 

Those who study such things refer to our current era as Post Christendom. While there may be 

some regret expressed at what has been lost in this shift, we find ourselves now in an era where 

we can be much more honest about what the transformative nature of the gospel calls us to live 

into. In a sense the cultural changes that we have been living through have allowed us to be more 

authentically Christian. 

 

Don Mills, chairman of Corporate Research Associates, wrote in last Saturday’s Chronicle 

Herald reflecting on his firm’s ongoing surveys of Atlantic Canadian public opinion: “One 

consistent theme has been the continuing resistance to change and the strong affinity for the 

status quo, which is evident across Atlantic Canada. Our work with the Ivany Commission on the 

future of the economy clearly identified attitudinal barriers as one of the most significant 

challenges facing Nova Scotians. These attitudinal challenges are also present elsewhere in the 

region.”  (The Chronicle Herald May 23 2015, F4, Refashion rural N.S. economy) 

 

Attitudinal challenges. Yes we have them. As long as we stay in despair, longing for what was 

and will never be again, we have an attitudinal challenge. Yesterday’s presentation and 

discussion focused on the reality of our current situation. We defined some of the barriers that 

prevent us from growing in God’s mission. Today our discussion time will switch to the 

attitudinal change: to move from “What Is” to “What Can Be”. Where are the places where 

problems can be changed into opportunities?  

Not all that long ago parishes which were not self-supporting used to be known as ‘missions’. I 
can’t see taking the energy to change the Anglican Church Acts in both provinces to rename the 

unit of Anglican ministry from parish to mission, however there would be more than symbolic 

value in such a renaming as it is largely in the parishes of our diocese that God’s mission is lived 

out in the most practical ways. Perhaps if we were known as members of St. Paul’s Mission or 

St. John’s Mission we might be able to focus our best efforts and energies at looking outward to 

God’s world instead of inward to our own workings. God’s mission is to reconcile people to 

himself and to each other, the state where that reconciliation is fully realized - is God’s kingdom. 

God’s mission is to the whole world, it is not limited to the church. Our reason for being is this 

mission. The church by its very nature is missional. 

 

80% of Canadians believe there is a God, 27% show up in Christian worship on a regular basis. 

In the 2001 census there were 126,840 people in Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island who 

self-identified as Anglican. Our parish records for the same year showed 52,046 members. That’s 

a gap of almost 75,000 people. This is not so much a problem as an opportunity. There are 
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people in our communities who have a hunger and a curiosity, who have first order questions 

that they want to explore. Even if these numbers are interpreted in the worst possible light, we 

still have a lot of people with a residual connection to the Anglican Church and enough good will 

that they call themselves Anglican, even if it is only once every ten years!  

 

The Five Marks of Mission of the Anglican Communion speak directly to our calling to be a 

Missional people: 

• To Proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom 

• To teach, baptize and nurture new believers 

• To respond to human need by loving service 

• To seek to transform unjust structures of society, to challenge violence of every kind and 

to pursue peace and reconciliation 

• To strive to safeguard the integrity of creation and sustain and renew the life of the earth 

 

Our baptismal covenant asks: Will you proclaim by word and example the good news of God in 

Christ? Will you seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving your neighbor as yourself? Will you 

strive for justice and peace among all people, and respect the dignity of every human being? 

 

The Rule of Life from the Book of Common Prayer encourages all men and women to consider 

how they “bring the teaching and example of Christ into their everyday life, the boldness of their 

spoken witness to their faith in Christ, and their personal service to the Church and the 

community.” 
 

Over and over again the documents, the formulas, we use to describe ourselves speak of the 

central role of mission in our communities of faith. The opportunities to engage in God’s mission 

are not far away; those opportunities exist in every community in this diocese. Where are the 

places for the “God conversations” to happen? Is this not the parish - the mission portal into our 

communities? 

 

For a more than a decade we have been looking at what makes for healthy parishes. “Building 

healthy parishes” is one of the four pillars supporting our diocesan mission statement. We started 

by looking at the five marks of a healthy parish, that Alice Mann of the Alban Institute, brought 

to our Synod in 2005, but it took us a while to put in place a support structure to help parishes 

identify how these aspects of healthy parish ministry can be seen in our context and to start 

providing training and resources for parishes to grow in health and vitality. The work of the 

Healthy Parishes VSST over the past four years: reimagining church, the Vital Church Maritimes 

conferences and now the hiring of a full time staff person to work specifically with parishes are 

all ways that we are trying to focus on what can be in the lives of our parishes. Our diocese is 

not alone in this work. As I mentioned earlier, we were invited in 2014 to join with several other 
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dioceses in the country to engage in a three year project at helping to grow missional focus in 

diocesan life. The IDLC model was begun by the diocese of Liverpool in the Church of England 

and brought to Canada by the diocese of Toronto. Here in Canada the program currently brings 

together small teams from four dioceses for intense study of missional church and a process that 

undertakes intentional change for effective and missional ministry. These are not just gatherings 

to encourage dreaming but to look at what needs to happen for the change to occur. 

 

We have also participated in an initiative of our national Church for the past two years known as 

the National Consultation on Vital and Healthy Parishes. The consultation has allowed clergy 

and lay, volunteers and staff from across the church to come together and share the signs of 

healthy and vital parish life. It recognizes the fact that the way we express our faith in parishes 

varies widely from coast to coast to coast. Rural, urban, suburban, ex- urban, we have parishes 

everywhere. Some are thriving centers of mission, outreach, worship and disciple making, some 

are not. What are the signs of health and vitality? There are plenty of lists to choose from. The 

National Consultation has come up with a list (which is not exhaustive) that seeks to identify 

these traits in Canadian Anglican and Lutheran parishes. 

 

The purpose of a Vital and Healthy parish is not to boast that we have a Vital and Healthy parish, 

but that we are equipped for mission. Mission is not so much an individual calling as it is 

grounded in the life of Christian communities. A Vital, Healthy parish is also Missional. It struck 

me last Sunday when reading the Acts account of the day of Pentecost, that when Peter preached 

his first sermon, a sermon that St. Luke tells us resulted in the baptism of about 3,000 people, he 

stood with the eleven – (Acts 2:14) he didn’t begin this missionary endeavor by himself. 

Individual witness to the faith is grounded in the community of faith, parishes matter.  

 

What does a Vital and Healthy Parish look like? 

• They are Vision led (Discerning God’s call for this place and time) 

• They have worship that is connected, relevant, participatory and inspiring. (It is worship that 

invokes a depth of connection no matter what the style or the liturgical background) 
• They practice intentional faith formation (discipleship, connecting God’s story - the bible to 

our stories, they can answer the question “Why Church?”) 
• Their identity distinguishes them from mainstream culture. (They are rooted in 

denominational ethos and identity) 

• They pay attention to relationships (with God, with one another and with their neighbours, 

they practice an open and generous hospitality and there is intergenerational engagement with 

each other) 
• They integrate witness and evangelism into who they are and what they do. (It is not a 

separate project, but there is engagement beyond the building and worship into the wider 

community and world.) 
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• Their approach is creative and imaginative. (There is self-conscious learning, risk taking and 

the ability to learn from mistakes) 

• They are sustainable either independently or in partnerships. (They allocate their resources to 

ministry more than buildings) 
• They live in a culture of generosity in time talent and treasure (They practice gift-based 

ministry, deploying ministries according to people’s gifts and skills and are engaged in 

continual leader training and mentoring)  
(Report of the Healthy and Vital Parish Consultation 2014 to the Council of General Synod) 

 

Vitality and Health in parishes are found in a continuum. I don’t know of any parish that has all 

these indicators in equal amounts but there are signs of health and vitality in many parishes 

around our diocese: 

St. Alban’s, Woodside- exploring the question “who are our neighbours” has led to opening up 

their hall to a number of community groups not simply as a rental or gift, but an engagement 

with people. 

Trinity, Halifax- has also experienced a growing connection with their community in partnership 

with other denominations and community agencies in an area of our diocese where more 

immigrants settle than any other. 

St. Nicholas, Westwood Hills – “Sunday at 5”. A place for community to gather for a meal and 

conversation 

St. James Kentville- regular community suppers, not fundraisers and not just on holidays, but a 

means of meeting a need for those who are alone and often hungry and usually invisible. 

 

I am sure that there are many more instances where we see a parish growing in awareness of the 

places God is present in the world around them. This discernment of where God is already active 

and then following where God is leading is critical for our lives as parishes.  It is a mistake to 

think that we can ‘take’ God somewhere, God is always before us. This really is the foundation of 

what has been called the Fresh Expressions of Church. 

 

Last night in our Synod Eucharist, we heard the refrain “Hear what the Spirit is saying to the 

Church”. It is both an invitation and a promise. God’s Spirit is still speaking,.., do you not hear? 

God’s Spirit is calling,.., calling us to break down the barriers.   

 

 It’s time to Tear down the Wall 

 

 


