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1. Introduction
The sermon I want to discuss was delivered in Sheffield on the 16th August 1992.  The preacher was John Rogerson, Professor of Biblical Studies at the University of Sheffield and an ordained Canon of Sheffield’s Anglican Cathedral.  The setting was the Church of England’s Nine O’clock Service (henceforth NOS) at St Thomas’ Church, Crookes.  The occasion was the ‘First Celebration of Holy Communion’ by NOS’s newly ordained vicar, Chris Brain.  This was the first of seven or eight sermons preached by Rogerson at NOS and it appears as one of only three that have survived in his volume, Nine O’clock Service and Other Sermons (2002).

A brief history is first offered. The sermon is then discussed as an attempt to inculturate a biblical text within the setting of the Church of England in Sheffield in 1992. Finally, the sermon in its 2002 published form is considered in the light of the changes that, in 1995, so devastated its original cultural setting. 

2. The History of the Nine O’clock Service
In the 1980s the charismatic renewal movement associated with John Wimber arrived in Britain.  Wimber, the pastor of a Californian Vineyard church, emphasised ‘signs and wonders’, and his message found a home in Sheffield.
  

Located in an affluent suburb overlooking the city, St Thomas’ Crookes was a Local Ecumenical Project with both Baptist and Anglican clergy and members, overseen by an Anglican vicar, Robert Warren.  Near to the University, the church attracted large numbers of students and multiple Sunday services meant that its building was in constant use.  Impressive stuff considering that the church had spent the 1970s as a small parish church, expanding greatly under Warren’s leadership in the 1980s.

Successful as the church had become in the Wimber-era, however, a small group within it, ‘the Nairn Street Community’, hoped to extend its reach even further. They wanted to make contact with the unchurched young adults who were involved in the nightclub scene down in the heart of Sheffield.  Though it was close-by geographically, the club scene was a vast distance away culturally.  The community’s core members had been part of a rock band, with Brain as bass guitarist.  Encouraged by Warren, they developed an experimental service using forms of music and liturgy more appropriate for their target audience.  This could only take place after ‘normal’ Sunday services had finished; hence, the Nine O’clock Service.  

As its vision of reaching such a pristine mission field caught hold of many of St Thomas’ middle class members, NOS grew rapidly. Numbers rose from around thirty at its beginning to around six hundred by the early 1990s.
 Though some NOS members genuinely came from the target culture, many already had a Christian background, and were often, in Matthew Guest’s words, ‘disillusioned charismatics who had become tired of the jaded, complacent and triumphalistic tone of the evangelical mainstream.’
 Joining the radical, counter-cultural vision that NOS represented involved serious life-style changes for such people, however. The NOS practice of encouraging the sudden adoption of ‘club-style’ black clothing by new members, for example, involved the financial cost of discarding previous clothes and buying new ones and the social cost of differentiation from their families and previous congregation(s). 

Not surprisingly, many were content to remain on NOS’s fringes. But others did make the sacrifice willingly. Rupert Till has noted that NOS, with its eventual staff of ‘full-time vicar, 20 full-time leaders, 20 full-time administrative staff, and the full-time equivalent of about 40 extra staff made up of part-time volunteers’—virtually all of it paid for by voluntary donation—had ‘more staff than the Sheffield Cathedral’ and, as he dryly pointed out, they were also ‘attracting larger congregations.’

Each month, a communion service led by St Thomas’ clergy, two teaching services, and a general service were held.  Simplicity of style was combined with astonishing amounts of technology to great effect.
  Communion services happened in the round and involved the use of ‘Greek Orthodox crosses’, candles, Latin and English chants, and, of course, club music.
 Required liturgies were often projected rather than spoken, with wafers also helping to speed the taking of communion along. These services were, Till wrote, ‘drenched in ritual, and in pre-enlightenment influences’.
  The point, according to Rogerson, was:

to emphasize that although the service was trying to identify with the culture of those whom it sought to reach…, it was trying to do so in conjunction with ancient traditions of the Church in order to add a new dimension to the experience of those who belonged and were attracted.

Consistently praised by Church authorities locally, NOS’s success was recognised nationally when Brain was asked to contribute to a prestigious ‘Archbishops’ volume on evangelism.

3. Professor John Rogerson and the Nine O’clock Service

By 1990, Brain was training for ministry.  As NOS’s sophistication grew, its theological underpinnings were now being supplied by Jürgen Moltmann and its links with its parent church were weakening.  It was also experiencing difficulty in fitting into the time and space available in the Crookes building.  Inspired by its vision of descending en-masse into the heart of Sheffield’s club-culture, NOS needed an ordained leader in order to retain the support of Sheffield’s Anglican leadership. Brain was the obvious choice.  He now came into contact with Professor Rogerson, external examiner for his course.  Brain’s interest in biblical interpretation and his sympathy for Rogerson’s liberal views on sexuality impressed the academic, as did the quality of those NOS members who became students in his Department.  Convinced that NOS was on to something, Rogerson became a regular worshipper.  

With Brain’s ordination in 1992, NOS moved down to the Ponds Forge leisure complex in the city centre.  There it formed a licensed Anglican church, its mission field defined, not by geography, but by culture—its ‘parish’ was the city’s club scene.  During this period, NOS was increasingly influenced by the American Creation theologian, Matthew Fox,
 an association that brought criticism from Sheffield’s conservative Churchmen.
  That its worship now took the form of a ‘planetary mass’, with the bread and the wine joined on the altar by the elements, earth, air, fire, and water, didn’t help matters.  This experimentation continued elsewhere, bikini-clad dancers raising eyebrows at the Christian arts festival, Greenbelt, in 1993.
  

By 1994 Brain had moved to America to try to export the ‘NOS’ approach.  NOS continued under the leadership of a small mixed-gender team.

4. The Demise of the Nine O’clock Service

In 1995, however, NOS collapsed amidst accusations of sexual abuse and cult-like behaviour.  The sense of shock in Sheffield was palpable.  The diocese stepped in, NOS was declared a cult, and the media frenzy began.  

Over the next year or so, the newspapers, a TV programme, and a popular book, The Rise and Fall of the Nine O’clock Service, written by journalist Roland Howard,
 would each recount what had gone on behind NOS’s public façade:  How Brain had created a church in which control was the defining characteristic;
 How the timing of entry into NOS—marked by the adoption of black clothing—had been used to enforce conformity;
 How no leader would order food before him and how, when Brain had ordered, everyone would repeat his order;
  How he would pick people up in his car and then ‘musically’ isolate them, the words of Adamski’s song Killer—“solitary sister” and “its loneliness that’s the killer”—for example, being, he said, a word for that person.
 How Brain had sexual relationships with fifty or so women within the church under the guise of personal healing.
  How other NOS members had written his assessed work for his ordination course.
 And, as final evidence of his egomania, how the surplice that Brain was wearing at his ordination was not just like that worn by Robert De Niro in The Mission, it was—courtesy of the film company who supplied the original to NOS—an exact copy of De Niro’s surplice!
 

With Brain demonised, it only remained to describe how the Bishop and Archdeacon of Sheffield had let him get away with it for so long.
  By the end of 1995, everyone had accepted that NOS’ dual-reality was no recent development. It had been present almost from the beginning and was certainly in full flow by 1992. As Rogerson preached our sermon at Brain’s first communion service, the man before him was the man who had just worn a copy of De Niro’s surplice as he took his ordination vows.  But Rogerson would know nothing of that for three more years.

5. Hearing the Dual Reality of the Nine O’clock Service

As this rehearsal makes clear, Rogerson’s sermon was delivered to a community that was composed of two distinct groups, one aware of the abuse and the other oblivious. As its contents are outlined here, I suggest that hearers of this paper should attempt to listen while wearing a variety of imaginative ‘hats’. First, they could try to listen as an ordinary member of NOS—or perhaps as the John Rogerson who originally composed the sermon—whose attention was focused on the long-awaited but now imminent move down into the city centre. Second, however, NOS’s dual reality means that they could also try to listen as Chris Brain or as one of his inner circle, those who were complicit in the abuse that was taking place as Rogerson spoke. 

The publication of the sermon means that we can also imagine other readers, however. Third, hearers of this paper can now listen the published sermon as a person who is fully aware of the levels of abuse that were taking place in NOS (i.e. their easiest option since this is their actual situation). Last of all, they could try to listen as the John Rogerson who, now well aware of all that had taken place both before, during, and after it was originally delivered, decided to publish the sermon. 

6. Preaching the parable of the Good Samaritan in a time of risk
The sermon was on the Parable of the Good Samaritan.’
  This text, Luke 10.30-35, was the lectionary reading for the day. 

Rogerson began by contextualising the text in the mutual dislike of first century Jews and Samaritans and noting the surprise appearance of a heroic Samaritan in a parable being told to a Jewish legal expert. He pointed out that these groups shared some of the same scriptures, including the legal texts that motivated the priest and the Levite to pass by what appeared to be a corpse. In contrast to their ‘safety-first’ attitude to these scriptures, however, Rogerson argued that, by helping the injured man, the Samaritan was taking a big risk with the word of God, perhaps even breaking his own religious observance.
  Further risks followed.  Had the man accomplices? Was the inn-keeper corrupt? The parable’s ambiguity meant that each constituted a real risk for the Samaritan.

This willingness to take risks is, Rogerson said,

deeply embedded in the whole of the Scriptures; it appears throughout the accounts of God’s dealings with Israel, and in sending his Son, defenceless into a world where wicked hands were quick and eager to seize him….

The tradition, Rogerson noted, has often seen Jesus in the parable, because ‘Christ, when we first met him or when he first met us, took all sort of risks with us.’
  

Of the communion table over which Brain was about to preside, Rogerson said that:

[w]e do not have to pass a test before we come to receive the bread and wine that signify his acceptance of us here and now.  He does not ask us about our unfaithfulness of yesterday or the day before, or the ones that may be tomorrow…. Our only hope of life, as for the man by the roadside, was that someone comes and takes a risk, and from that risk comes life, not death.

He concluded: 

as we come to receive our communion, we come to the God who has taken, and is now taking, with each of us a tremendous risk, so that we in our fumbling ways may begin to take those risks for God, through which to the world will come, not death, but renewed life in his name.

What was Brain thinking, I wonder.  

The title given to the published sermon was ‘Taking Risks: The Parable of the Good Samaritan.’
 For our preacher and ordinary NOS members, the focus of their attention and energy in 1992 was the forthcoming descent of NOS into the city centre and the risks that they were about to take in relation to that event. On what was an important occasion in their communal life—Brain’s first communion service—the sermon’s emphasis on imitating the Samaritan and taking risks precisely because God was taking risks with each NOS member was undoubtedly an effective stimulus towards risk-inclined activity. With Brain and NOS so-authorised, the move to Ponds Forge took place soon afterwards.

7. Risk Inclined or Risk Averse – Expressing a Prophetic Preference

Why publish the sermon after the scandal had broken? 

With hindsight, Rogerson’s emphasis on the ‘tremendous risk’ represented by each person involved in NOS could appear prescient. Read against a background of scandal, the sermon could perhaps be understood as providing a ‘British tabloid’ approach to what had happened (“I told you so!”). It certainly cannot be denied that it supplies a fitting theological framework in which to place the whole sorry mess.

In the introduction to the 2002 book, however, Rogerson offered a different explanation. There he wrote that he was publishing his extant NOS sermons in order to show ‘what sorts of things’ were being preached at what he continued to regard as a much-misrepresented church.
 I contend here, however, that this is only a partial explanation for his decision to put the sermon in the public domain. 

In a 2006 essay in the volume, Why Liberal Churches are Growing, Rogerson began by pointing out that the church that he was about to discuss had ceased to exist in 1995. Nevertheless, he went on to describe NOS with great fondness, presenting it as a very successful, but grossly misrepresented, church that was liberal in many ways.
 It was liberal, he argued, in its attitude to the Bible and in its willingness to embrace ‘new ideas and new ways of trying to understand Christianity’.
 It stressed study, encouraging its members to take course in RE or Biblical Studies.
 It also provided ministries for hundreds of people. Rogerson noted that staging a planetary mass required around a hundred people and stated that NOS ‘came closer than any other Christian body which I have known to putting into practice the priesthood of all believers’.
 This, he concluded, ‘is why its closure was so disastrous.’

At the end of the essay, Rogerson turned to the reasons for NOS’s demise. He acknowledged that ‘whether or not there had been sexual improprieties, there was certainly a culture of psychological control and manipulation’ in NOS. This ‘attempt to control’ was in blatant contradiction to NOS’s emphasis on individual responsibility, and he recorded his sadness as he heard the subsequent stories of abused NOS members.
 

Rogerson’s own response to the scandal, however, was in stark contrast to what had happened after it had broken. He wrote that ‘[t]he question I have often asked myself is whether [NOS] could have been saved substantially in its existing form in August 1995.’
 Though obviously unimpressed by Brain’s treatment, Rogerson pointed out that the troubled leader had stood down some sixteen months earlier, leaving NOS under the leadership of six men and women. Yet those who took the decision to close NOS down had never explained to Rogerson—or indeed to anyone else—just why it was so necessary to do so when Brain had already left.
 He concluded that ‘perhaps this will be investigated in future years when the passage of time will have healed the wound of all those involved.’

The decision to make his sermon on risk-taking public in 2002, however, suggests that Rogerson already had strong opinions about those who rushed to close NOS down. To him, the decision to move so quickly clearly demonstrated that the church authorities in Sheffield were risk-averse. By failing to separate the bad from the good, they had amply demonstrated their abject failure to understand what his sermon had described as being so central to the gospel—humanity’s willingness to emulate the divine risk-taking by taking great risks to bring life to others. To their discredit, they had refused to take the risks that might have led to life for Sheffield. Their actions instead had brought only death to their city. 

Publishing the sermon on risk-taking was a prophetic act of protest by Rogerson against those whose actions had transformed the, admittedly substantial, damage wrought by Brain into the wholesale destruction of an entire church.  It was a protest made by a man who remains angered to this day by the deathly silence that fell—perhaps unnecessarily—in 1995 over NOS and its mission field in Sheffield.

8. Postscript

One of the merits of writing about recent events is that it may be possible to check conclusions with those being discussed.  To be sure, asking such people about their actions may raise as many questions as it answers.  On this occasion, I decided to ask my former teacher at Sheffield, John Rogerson, about my conclusions.  When asked if I had correctly diagnosed his motivation for publishing the sermon, he replied with a smile, ‘of course’.  That ‘of course’ is the reason why the last sentence of the final paragraph above includes the phrase ‘to this day’.

( A bit of background information about the author of this piece is probably warranted here. Between 1990 and 1995 I was a member of the 6.30 congregation at St Thomas’ Crookes LEP church and between 1991 and 1999 I was a student in the Department of Biblical Studies, at the University of Sheffield (BA 1991-94; MA 1994-95; PhD 1995-99). Though I wasn’t present to hear the sermon being discussed here, I was present in Sheffield throughout this period and knew/know a number of people who were involved. As an outsider to NOS, I was unaware of what was happening within the service until the day before the story broke. That said, many things then made more sense—if a rather disturbing kind of sense—than they had done previously.
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