Week 0
Church is not normal.
Has the Spirit left the building?
A bit of a journey about church.
By John Armstrong

Durama

Introduction
Are little old churches that are no longer used as churches still churches if they don't
have people in them? That is some question and I ask it because, well we say the
church is the people.
Let me explain my process in thinking about this.

A couple of years ago I took a couple of days off. I grabbed my camera and went
driving looking for a dozen old churches that I had heard about and thought I'd like
to photograph. For years I have been fascinated with old church buildings and I
hadn't had much chance to get out and about since moving to Bathurst.

So camera in the car, full tank of of petrol (diesel actually!) bluegrass and blues cd’s
and munchies and off in went.
For the first day I had identified about 8 old buildings but I found 22 between
Bathurst and Cowra on the back roads. Some in disrepair, some turned into
residences, most used sparingly (once a month seemed to be the common usage).

George's Plains,

Moorilda Old church,

Moorilda Pres,

Neville Presyberterian

That night in a motel in Cowra I reflected on the day. Beautiful weather, some
satisfying photos and some questions:
Where do people worship now?
Do people worship now?
Has our spirituality dropped off so much?
What is the cause of that drop off?
These questions stuck with me throughout the night and into the next day. For the
next day, I had picked out four churches to find and photograph. One I didn't find (
at place called Cranbury, I think I missed a turn) but in total found another 20. So in
total I photographed 45 churches. In a 400 kilometre round trip.
The questions remained and some were added:
some churches were very isolated, Where did the people come from to worship
there?
How did they afford to build those buildings, they are small, had few seats so they
couldn't have had large attendances so there must have been few people paying for
their construction?
How? Who serviced the people?
Where did the ministers come from?
You see the questions that arise, and those questions lead to more: how big was
their faith in God to spend so much time, money and resources to build those
churches?
Why wasn't that passion passed on?
Or did other sociological factors diminish the size of the congregations to a point of
meeting not being viable or logical?
Model 1: This church in location

Yet two other questions have struck me.
Firstly, is the model of doing church in rural NSW areas unsustainable or is that
expression of the model unsustainable?
And secondly is it worth revisiting?
As I unpack these questions for myself, I will try and find some answers. Realistically,
I think I will find more questions to deal with. I guess there is a chance we may not
like what we find. History can be harsh, lessons can be hard yet I get the feeling
there will be encouragement along the way.

A starting somewhere
The bible explains to us that God’s church is His people.
Matthew 18:17 If they still refuse to listen, tell it to the church; and if they refuse to
listen even to the church, treat them as you would a pagan or a tax collector.
While this is about discipline, it talks about the church listening, obviously people.
Acts 8:1
On that day a great persecution broke out against the church in Jerusalem, and all
except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria.

Again, this is people being persecuted, it's about people.
Acts 16:5 Greet also the church that meets at their house.
Greet my dear friend Epenetus, who was the first convert to Christ in the province of
Asia.
Greeting people, but those in a location. See what I am saying here is that the
building and location is not recognised biblically as the church. We know that
theologically but we still refer to the building as “the church”.

My logic is this: if the church is the people can we still call an ex church building a
church? Technically, no but we still do because we have an emotive connection to
buildings where worship once happened.
Add to this that the word usually translated church in the New Testament,

Ecclesia means being called out with a inference to being called out to gather.
Are we wrong in calling an empty building where we meet a church until it has the
gathered people in it that make up the church inside?
A part of me screams out at this point saying it doesn't matter, but another part of
me says “have we got this all wrong?” It's interesting that we biblically and
theologically know this stuff but we just roll along still calling buildings church.
Maybe the builders of those little old church buildings (now I have to be careful in
what I call them!) had the idea. Build a place to gather, when gathering ceases close
it down.

In past days of the NSW Baptist movement it wasn't always the way to build a place
of worship but to have a place. We called them preaching stations. In Armidale
where I served a Pastor from 2003- 2008, the history of the church was one of
multiple sites and multiple servants who served those church people. In 1898 the
preaching roster presented to the deacons meeting had 26 places where worship
and preaching happened within the month. This served over four hundred people.
Yes, you read that figure, that's over 400 people. Yes, there was a number of church
buildings after this time, including some Baptist “tabernacles” as they were referred
to, Black Mountain and Armidale, some shared buildings with other denominations,
some halls yet others met in people's houses. While I took photos of designated
buildings, the spiritual heritage and history is even bigger than these now disused or
under used buildings indicate.

Perhaps this is another model to recapture.
Model 2; Have “church” where people already are rather than have a place that it is
expected they come to.
As an aside: What is a church Service?
As an aside here, what is a church service? We place that as a time of worship and
learning that's what we call church. Ok so we have church the building, and church
the event now.
I remember hearing an explanation of the term Gospel service in the tradition of the
Baptist denomination as this. The morning had a gathered time of worship and
learning for Christians. So at night in the thought processes of our English Baptist
forebears they thought to offer “service” to the poor, the non-Christian and the
sinners of their community by putting on a time of explanation about the gospel.
I have no idea if this explanation is valid or even true but the concept of service is
different from what we have today. A church service for us is an event of Christian
worship and learning but Christian service is different, a serving of others. Should
these two be molded together? I think we say a resounding yes, but that will change
things won't it. How do we provide Christians service to each other and our
community? Our service and pastoral care is not an event or program, it is care
through relationship. Church service “should” be seen in the light of what the

gathered people do for others and not be a limited time space event. It appears we
have changed a word meaning and it makes me wonder if subconsciously we think
we do service by attending a church service and we don't have to do practical
serving.

What has effectively happened is that people who live on the land are expected to
travel to the nearest big town that can have a critical mass of people to have a
validity for gathering.
This is model 3: A Central Gathering spot in a local town. (That is basically what we
have here. )

Is the old model of church viable? Probably not, too much has changed, the critical
mass of people has gone with diminishing numbers in rural areas. Farmers these
days tend to work seven days a week but the model we have now of expecting
people to travel to a centre some distance away is only working for the very
committed or for those that it is convenient fir.
Do we go back to those preaching stations!

It's one model, but the hard thing is getting it started. And just what is a valid
expression of “church”?
Well for me it is:
Matthew 18:20 For where two or three gather in my name, there am I with them.”
Interesting the greek word is sunago which means: to lead together, that is,
collect or convene; specifically to entertain (hospitably): - +
accompany, assemble (selves, together), bestow, come together,
gather (selves together, up, together), lead into, resort, take in.

So church doesn't need to be in a building and it doesn't need to be a big gathering
it is just people meeting to do stuff with God.
So church doesn’t need to be a critical mass of people or even a large group, just as
it says “two or three”.

Hey, it's another model.
MODEL 4: House church or anywhere church. Or even tiny church.( I love the tiny
house concept maybe we should look at making a portable tiny church)
So what have we got:
Model one, small churches in the rural areas.
Model Two, a Central gathering point
Model Three, Preaching stations

Model Four, small gatherings in homes, halls,
Any more models?
Probably internet church. Or online church as we are doing at present.
When I pastored in Armidale at the Armidale District Baptist Church, I had a bunch
of mates involved in sport on Sunday or involved in the music industry late Saturday
night which meant these guys didn't regularly get to church. So we started sending
emailed sermons. It developed into a website call “Church2go: the church you go to
when you don't go to church”. Over a couple of years the sermons were being read
by more people online than heard the sermons on Sunday, actually a heap more
read than listened. The down side was there was no worship component, although
this could have been rectified easily enough. There was also no offering or tithing
component but at that stage I wasn't overly worried about that. In the end we
closed it down as it was regularly being hacked, had some nasty people commenting
on the forums and became time consuming. I feel guilty about leaving that
“congregation” of onliners without their church.
Is that model Four? Yes but the online church probably is more transparent in its
deficiencies than the other models. We do something like that at the moment with
our online services don’t we.
So where does it leave us?
With options, formats but we still have do get out and do it ….. or someone does.

Location, location, location. - A Conclusion of sorts.
(Pic -lagoon, just out of town)
On thing that has amazed me in my tripping around looking at old church buildings
is their location. One would assume the place for a gathering would be in town yet a
large percentage of these buildings are in isolated positions, literally in paddocks
and in the middle of no where.
What was the logic in that? Well these buildings were put in location for accessibility
for those who built the facility. Their church in their paddock.
While this same location is in part the reason for their demise, the location and
accessibility provided an easy alternative to getting together each Sunday. Is the lack
of a local place for corporate worship part if the reason for declining spirituality?
Here we have a tricky problem, how do we provide opportunity that are local and
accessible for gathered worship when there are declining population and declining
infrastructure. Denominations find it difficult to fund clergy for small communities
and small churches even though as communities dwindle there is a greater need for
spiritual assistance.

Where do we put all of this? Well we will look at different aspects of church and
church life over the next few weeks. With all the upheaval from the Covid crisis
some would say that now isn’t the time to look at this when actually, church has had
its biggest upheaval that I can remember in my lifetime. Church has changed, we
need to see where God wants us to go.

