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God Calls Us to Open Our Churches 

Sermon for morning service at St Clement’s, Oxford on 15 September 2013 

Readings: Psalm 122; Matthew 16:13-20 

Props: Chair 

Introduction 

This is the church, this is the steeple, open the door and here are the people. Forgive me for taking 

you back to the nursery but, if you want the nutshell version of the message I have for you this 

morning, I could probably just leave you to meditate on that and be done! 

[Sitting] Now, if you are sitting comfortably, let me tell you a story. Once up a time in, “ye olde 

Englande”, church buildings were routinely left unlocked. The passer-by could step in, to shelter 

from the elements or draw on wells of prayer and deep-seated spirituality. By implication, the door 

to God's house was always open. In these hard, modern times, though, the door is often shut. 

[Back to standing] Sorry, did you want a happy ending? It is sounds like more of a full stop, doesn’t 

it? At St Clement's Church the building is routinely locked and alarmed outside of services. The 

silverware is secured in a safe but there are instruments, amplifiers, toys and tools alongside Bibles, 

songbooks and sundry leaflets scattered on tables at the back; things both valuable and portable. 

Being without a telephone line, and having the Parish Office based over at the Family Centre, there 

isn’t always someone on hand at the church during the day and, even if there is, they sometimes 

prefer to keep the door locked behind them for security while they attend to their tasks. 

The same is true of most of the other churches round Oxford. I know that St Andrew’s, Headington, 

is open during the day but the priest of that parish, Father Darren, suggested that it was one of very 

few or perhaps even the only one in the area (excepting the cathedral church on The High). So, in 

terms of having a closed building, we are in a shuttered majority. 

The Building 

Let’s think about our building, the physical focus of our congregation. It was opened in 1828. That 

was the year the composer, Schubert, died; the author Jules Verne was born and while King George 

IV was still on the throne. Previously we had been meeting in a much smaller medieval building on 

The Plain, at the eastern end of Magdalen Bridge. At the time East Oxford was growing rapidly and it 

was clear that the old building was not adequate for the growing population. Because of the relative 

poverty of the area, it was decided to raise the money by subscription and sterling work was done 

towards that by John Henry Newman, who was curate at the time. While the foundations were being 

laid for the work that would make him a famous name in English church history he was working for 

the needs of the parish of St Clement’s. 

Near the pigeonholes at the back of the church, you can find a large engraved notice that was put up 

when the new building was occupied. It thanks the subscribers and gives the cost of the new building 

as £6,530. Most of us probably spend at least that much on our own housing each year so it sounds 
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rather small but, although I don’t know exactly how much that would be in today’s money, I am sure 

the figure would be appropriately jaw-dropping for such a major work! 

They still had to watch the pennies though. We ended up with this design because the suggestions of 

a Grecian temple or a gothic design modelled on Salisbury cathedral were a little bit out of the 

budget! The style of this building is known as neo-romanesque. The characteristic feature is the 

rounded arches and was widely used by Norman church builders in the 1100s, who established the 

Romanesque style. You can see examples of genuine romanesque architecture at  St Andrew’s 

Headington, or St Mary’s Iffley, where you will notice that their arches are typically decorated with 

patterns not dissimilar to that you can see over the infill over the window at the back rather than 

plain cylinders like our “new” design. This, in turn, was based on Roman architecture. The semicircle 

is structurally strong and aesthetically flowing; look around to see how often the motif repeats itself 

(including the ends of the pews which, I understand, weren’t added in their current form until much 

later in the nineteenth century). 

Do you ever think that the church feels a bit empty? It was specified for a large congregation; the old 

church could fit in up to 300 and, as the project was put out to tender, they were looking for a 

design that could fit 600 or even 1,000. Church attendance in England has been declining over the 

last century, particularly since the mid 1950s, although there was recently some hope that we might 

have reached the bottom of the curve. Whether the large churches of the 19th century were ever 

completely full is an open question though; we certainly have room for more! 

If you want to know more about the history of the church, spend some time after the service 

browsing the notice board at the back. Helen has been hard at work digging through the archives 

and has turned up a wealth of material, all eminently fascinating. 

Holy Ground 

I want to turn now from history to theology and I want to see if I can bring a phrase to mind without 

using words. 

[Take off shoes and socks] 

Do you know what I’m thinking off? Take off your shoes (Ex 3:5): this church is holy ground. There is 

something special about many church buildings, even when they are as young as this one (190 years 

is much longer than even our longest-serving members have been around but not old by church 

standards). This place is holy because of the presence of God and holy right now also because of you, 

God’s holy people. I wonder though if church buildings also pick up an air of sanctity because of 

generations of people have prayed and worshipped in them? Week after week, gathering together, 

we wear down not just the stone and wood but also barriers to prayer and worship, creating a 

liminality or what our Celtic forebears called a “thin place”. 

Maybe you can feel that although, if that were the main driving force in your spirituality, you would 

probably be seeking God in a place with older credentials than “new” St Clement’s: you are spoilt for 

choice in a city like Oxford! Rather than this speculation though, let me anchor things with another 

story, a journey through what the Bible tells us about God and buildings. 
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Theology: the story of God and Buildings 

The Bible begins for us with walking with God in the garden called Eden. No clothes, no shame and 

no buildings. Barely has the plot begun before our ancestors have been cast out of this idyll; clothes, 

plenty of guilt and shame and then Enoch, which is the name of the first city (Gn 4:17). Don’t get too 

excited though – this is the place that Cain builds after being driven away for killing Abel! Building 

becomes a significant theme of human life although still mainly among the ungodly: the next big 

building project is the ill-fated tower of Babel (Gn 11:1-9). Those who seek God have a more 

peripatetic lifestyle, characterised by meetings “on the road”. Abraham is called on a journey and, 

stepping forward a couple of generations, Jacob has several significant encounters during his own 

travels, such as the episodes of the ladder to heaven and wrestling with an angel (Gn 28:10-22; 32: 

24-32). 

Later, in Joseph’s wake, the Hebrews settle in Egypt for a time but their building work is the result of 

slavery to Pharaoh. Escaping, they return to life as tent-dwelling nomads for a generation but 

somewhere between the pillar of fire by night and cloud by day, God appoints a tent for himself, the 

tabernacle: “And let them construct a sanctuary for me, that I may dwell among them” (Ex 25:8). 

From this point, God’s presence has a defined geographical focus. Passing through the conquest of 

the Promised Land and the period of the Judges, King David has a shocked realisation: “See now, I 

dwell in a house of cedar, but the ark of God dwells within tent curtains.” (2 Sa 7:2) The Temple ends 

up becoming the project of his son, King Solomon, and is an extravagant piece of architecture, 

representing and sealed by the divine presence (2 Chr 7:1). 

By the time of Jesus, the actual location of the Ark is veiled in mystery but the Temple, despite 

enduring various occupations, desecrations and rebuildings, has become magnified as the symbol of 

where God is to be found: its very architecture suggests a progression from the outer courts to the 

innermost holy of holies. 

Jesus, though, makes it clear that the Jerusalem temple is not the final resting place of God. He 

himself is the way, the truth and the life; he is the temple torn down and rebuilt in three days; he is 

the cornerstone. Therefore, the destruction of the physical temple a generation later in 70 AD is not 

a fatal blow to the burgeoning church. We are back on the road, heading towards a lasting city, the 

heavenly Jerusalem (Hb 13:14). God is not trapped in an earthly tent but chooses to dwell directly in 

each of his children through the empowering Holy Spirit. The good news could be summed up that, 

once again, we have the freedom to walk (and skip and dance) with him. 

So, on the theological side, there is not an encouragement to place too much emphasis on our 

buildings. Here is a quote that sums it up nicely, with Archbishop Michael Ramsey referring to Father 

Benson, one of the Cowley Fathers who had a particular link with our neighbours at Saint Mary and 

Saint John church: “Father Benson believed that church buildings can often spring up to be in the 

end the sepulchre rather than the home of the living Church, while those called to the contemplative 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


God Calls Us to Open Our Churches, September 2013 by Wulf Forrester-Barker 
(CC) BY-NC-SA 

Page 4 of 4 
 

life must gaze rather towards God and do battle with Satan, which is the essential characteristic of 

all Christian life.”1 

Other Reasons 

So history says we have lots of offer but theological reflection introduces a note of caution. How a 

building is used over a long period of time can give it a certain atmosphere but God is certainly not 

trapped in those buildings. If you think you’ve escaped him stepping into your life this morning, 

watch out! He might be waiting to ambush you in your kitchen as you prepare lunch or even, as he is 

wont to do, to meet you on the road! As the psalmist wrote: “Where can I flee from your presence?” 

(Ps 139:7). 

Why, then, do I still put time into opportunities like this weekend to open our church beyond 

services? I believe there is something special about the sense of place in a church. Beyond that, 

psychologically, it might help some people to be able to visit the building as neutral ground — a safe 

piece of architecture — so that they don’t have so many barriers to overcome when they need the 

sanctuary we can offer. Sociologically, I think it speaks more than we realise; a building that is only 

open when you are willing to submit to a set of behaviours you don’t understand is a building that is 

as good as closed to those who haven’t been inducted into its society. 

Theologically? I think God wants us to reach people with the message that he loves them (to reach 

you with the message that he loves you!) using all the assets we have available and that includes this 

historic, Grade II* listed church. However, we can’t rely on a “Field of Dreams” mentality: “build it 

and they will come” might work for a fiction about farmers and baseball players but we built lots of 

churches and people haven’t flooded in. God is calling his church to be open but buildings, old or 

new, are only a small part of that. We are the church and God calls us to be open. 

We are salt, we are light (Mt 5:13-16) and we are the bearers of God’s hope and love. Is God 

whispering to you this morning? Come forward for prayer at the end of the service, whether you are 

regular or if this is the first time you have stepped into a church in your life. That is an invitation for 

all but I also have three questions for those who consider themselves members of this church. Do 

you make time to weave the net of fellowship across this congregation outside of the services you 

attend? Are you an ambassador of Christ to those you live and work with? Are you willing to visit 

other people on their home ground as well as hoping that they might come onto yours? 

This is the church, this is the steeple, open the door and here are the people. I don’t know what path 

Bruce plans to take us on through the celebration of Communion this morning but one of my 

favourite routes through the Eucharistic liturgy has the line about “God’s holy gifts for God’s holy 

people”2. God has wrought us and brought us together to taste his goodness and that is what we will 

delight to do this morning. The challenge is that he has also made us his holy people to carry the 

savour of that goodness out into the world and that is what I think we need to consider when we 

hear that God calls us to open our churches. 

                                                           
1
 Michael Ramsey, Canterbury Pilgrim, 1974, p 69. Quoted in Douglas Dales (ed.) Glory Descending: Michael 

Ramsey and his Writings, Canterbury Press, Norwich, 2005, p128. 
2
 Common Worship Holy Communion Order 1 (Church House Publishing 2000); p14 
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