The broadcaster and writer Eric Robson recounts an incident in which he thought he had lost
the legendary Lake District fell-walker, writer and illustrator Alfred Wainwright during a hike
in bad weather. If | remember the anecdote correctly, they were filming a television series
with ‘AW’ on some of his favourite walks, reflecting on his love of the fells, and were hiking
up Haystacks — Wainwright’s most-loved mountain upon which, on his death, he wanted his
ashes to be strewn.

The weather was particularly bad on this occasion, with a huge amount of rain and mist
surrounding them. At one point, after a break in filming, Eric looked around and AW was
nowhere to be seen. Had they inadvertently fulfilled his dying wish prematurely?

Pressing on closer to the summit, the team then noticed the legend of the fells striding
casually out of the murk, his trademark pipe in his mouth upside down to stop the rain
getting on to his tobacco. AW looked at Eric and simply said: ‘Where’ve you been then?’

‘Where’ve you been then?’ As | write this, we are in Annual Meeting season, where the
legally, institutionally important business is done including electing churchwardens, PCC
members and Deanery Synod reps, confirming the Electoral Roll, approving the financial
statement and hearing various reports.

One of the reports is the vicar’s report, seeking to give a flavour of the life of the church, or
churches, in the past year - in this case, 2025.

All of this gives us time and space for some reflection. To think about ‘where we’ve been’
over the past year. To look back on what’s gone well, for which we give thanks to God. And
to look back on what has been more challenging and difficult, for which we ask God’s
forgiveness and express our gratitude for God’s goodness in bringing us through it.

During the Exodus and the wilderness wanderings of the Israelites, there were times when
at the struggling community’s lowest ebb, they looked back on their time in Egypt, even
when that involved their slavery, with rose-tinted view. Even after God has provided food for
them to eat — manna, the ‘bread from heaven’ — they tire of it and cry out: “We remember
the fish we used to eat in Egypt for nothing, the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the
onions, the garlic.

Although God had demonstrated his steadfast love for them by meeting their needs, and
doing so generously, the people were no longer thinking of what might lie ahead — the
promised ‘land of milk and honey’ to which God was leading them.

Jesus would later draw on this incident. In John’s gospel, the crowds following the Lord
demand a sign from Jesus that would convince them to believe in him. They say: ‘Our
ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness; as it is written, “He gave them bread from

”

heaven to eat”.

Jesus reminds them that ‘it was not Moses who gave who gave you the bread from heaven,
but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is that
which comes down from heaven and gives life to the world’



And when the crowd demand ‘Give us this bread always’, Jesus continues with one of the
great ‘l am’ sayings that feature in John: ‘l am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will
never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.

As well as being required of us by the Church in our annual meetings, it is valuable for us
look back on where we have been, not only in 2025, but also the past two-and-a-half years
when you and | have been seeking to minister together where God has placed us.

We might look further back too, as we think about where we have come from. But our
thinking shouldn’t end there, in what was ‘then’. Our discoveries and lessons learned — some
easy, others hard — should be the resource for discerning where we will journey on to, in the
‘now’ and into the future.

Our churches in this benefice, which | remain so glad to be serving in, face real and sharp
challenges as we move from ‘where we’ve been’ to ‘where we’re going’ — not least in terms
of resourcing, in terms of finance and people. How do we find the funding that we need to
continue to maintain our buildings and be involved in mission? How do we draw more
people into the life of the church?

Some words have stuck with me over the past few years. They are from a bishop in the
Episcopal Church in the United States, Marc Andrus, and quoted in a book called
Transforming Evangelism by David Gortner. You might just have heard me quote them
before!

Bishop Marc says: “When church people start talking about putting people in the pews,
they’re already speaking the language of decline. If our focus is to receive the life God is to
give us, and live that transformed life, the question of evangelism takes care of itself.

Notice he talks about receiving ‘the life God is to give us’. Not just being thankful for the life
God has already given us ‘where we’ve been’, but remaining confident that God will go on
giving us life, energy, wisdom, inspiration, guidance, hope and joy for ‘where we’re going’.

We might not have it all mapped out. It might occasionally feel like we’re slogging up
Haystacks in the rain and mist, feeling our way and paying attention to where we place each
step. But we need to keep Jesus always in our sight; the ‘bread from heaven’ who will never
fail to love, lead and provide for us. We need to embrace the joy Christ brings and show it in
our loving words and actions.

In the week that | write this, the Church has celebrated the 14™ Century mystic and teacher
of the faith Catherine of Siena. One nugget of wisdom attributed to St Catherine supports
what Bishop Marc claims:

‘Be who God meant you to be, and you will set the world on fire.
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