STATISTICS
I have been asked by the Provincial Standing Committee to speak about our membership and attendance statistics.  Later in Synod, you will get an opportunity to discuss this in buzz groups and in plenary.  
Let me begin by telling you a story.  Last week I spent most of a day with our congregation in Comrie – just to the west of Crieff.  It could be many places across our church – this happens to be one I know about.  I went as part of the follow-up to their Mission Action Planning process.  I went out and about in the community with members of the congregation – met the Comrie Development Trust at the old Prisoner of War camp, visited local business, met the First Responders.  I had a meeting with the Vestry and then they invited a wide range of people from the community to come in and meet me.  Like many of our congregations, Comrie is small.  But hey have become more outward-looking, they talk about things and they are ready to try new things.  ‘Art and Soul’ Days see up to 30 people passing through the building to explore meditation in the context of art.  Milestones Services encourage people – many not church members – to mark key life stages in the context of worship.  Special Services – for example at Christmas – can see up to 80 people in the church.  The regular worshipping congregation has moved from a low of around 13 to a more regular 18-20.
None of this is captured by membership statistics.  Nor is the significant work with large numbers of children and their parents in our congregation in Aberdour.  Nor is the way in which across our church – I’m thinking here for example about the centre of Glasgow - we have sustained vibrant congregations in places where many other local churches have closed.  What you will share in the buzz groups is whether these stories are repeated in your experience.  They are local ‘good news’ stories about our church.  They happen because of good local leadership and deeply committed people.  And they happen because there has been a mood change in this church.  Many remember a period when our church lost confidence – too many buildings which we now need were let go in that period.  The Scottish Episcopal Church is now a story of confidence regained, of missional challenges embraced and a growing sense of our place in Scotland today and in the future.
We have to take membership figures seriously.  In far too many situations, people have been complacent as if it was somehow unworthy to think about numbers.  Numbers tell a story – they tell a number of stories.  They tell the story of the challenge which faces institutional churches in a secular age.  They tell the story of the challenge of building community in an age of individualism.  They tell the story of the need for a quality of church life which addresses intentional congregation building.
Over five years, the figures show a decline of 15% - and the decline over that period is very marked.  But if you look at the most recent figures – page 60 in the Blue Book – they give a picture over the past year of decline which has been stemmed and some growth returning.  Even that is not the true picture.  Any figure on the page will be an aggregate of decline and growth taken together.  We are now moving to a point where there is more growth than decline.  There are modest successes – church life sustained and growing in rural areas of Argyll and Moray.
Membership statistics measure particular aspects of the institutional life of a church – they cannot measure the missional life of the church, nor its aspiration, nor its faith.  But we have to acknowledge one particular problem which is that it is the institutional, historic life of the church which embodies its stewardship, which provides the stipends, which sustains the buildings.  That institutional life is constantly under pressure from influences as diverse as changing working patterns, school games, seven day shopping and many others.
I think I should also mention two important factors which affect the life of the Scottish Episcopal Church.   People often think that small churches are particularly vulnerable to decline.  The reality is that small churches often have greater potential to grow than large churches – and you can see that in the figures.  I am also increasingly aware of the connection between age profile in churches and patterns of growth or shrinkage.  It’s obvious when you think about it – churches which are growing smaller will also grow older; churches which are growing larger will grow younger.
I hope that those who watch us addressing these questions will see a church which is very open and realistic about the challenges which all churches and faith communities face.  But I hope even more that they will see the faithful optimism, confidence and hope which I believe to be alive in this church.
