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On the renewal of the Summertown-Wolvercote-Wytham Church Partnership  

A sermon preached by The Ven Jonathan Chaffey, Archdeacon of Oxford, in All Saints’ Wytham on 

Sunday 24 October 2021.      Refs: Jer 31.31-34; Eph 4.1-7,11-13 

It is lovely to be with you this evening.  I’ve been in Oxford just over a year and it’s a great 

pleasure still to be visiting church communities for the first time, discovering the vitality that is 

evident across the congregations, parishes and chaplaincies. The picture I see is one of vibrant and 

committed faith expressed in a multitude of ways that are relevant to each setting.  It is a particular 

delight to share in this service and to endorse the renewal of this local covenant that was first 

established in 2007 and to welcome All Saint’s Wytham into the partnership.  

Ecumenism is in my DNA, my mother having been a Baptist Deacon and my Father an 

Anglican Priest.  Having said that, as a teenager and curate I had my doubts.  I admired the pastoral 

commitment of the local RC priest, had some sympathies with Pentecostals and I borrowed the 

Salvation Army minibus (the best in town).  But local ecumenical projects seemed a little 

cumbersome and out of date as soon as they were established.  Becoming a military chaplain, 

however, I increasingly I worked with teams of several denominations, sharing congregations and 

treasuring a sense of being of one mind in ministry.  The need was so great that it demanded unity 

of purpose.  I would argue that this is the case today, as we continue to regather from the losses 

and pain of the pandemic, as we work to see the person of Jesus and the Kingdom of God in their 

rightful place at the centre of our society. 

Our readings tonight are very apposite, showing us what is needed to make Christian 

partnership work.  Of primary importance, we learn that covenant begins with God.  ‘The time is 

coming’, declares the Lord, ‘when I will make a new covenant with the House of Israel...’  It is in the 

very nature of God to bring us into partnership with him – and tremendously reassuring that it 

starts with him.  His promise to Abraham, that he would be the father of a nation that would bless 

all peoples, was reinforced by the commandments and law given to Moses.  The new covenant 

described in Jeremiah looks ahead to the coming of Jesus and to a partnership that is written in 

hearts and minds.  This is deeply relational and centred on the grace and truth of Jesus, drawing us 

into the fellowship of the Trinity as in Jesus’ High Priestly prayer of John 17 – ‘May they be in us - 

that the world may believe’.   

Christian covenants therefore need to be written in hearts and minds, not just on paper.  

They are deeply relational, and they exist to establish the Kingdom of God in our locality.  So the 

challenge is to make this covenant real in every way.  It’s light in words but profound in principle 

and intent. 

St Paul’s letter to the Church in Ephesus shows us what it takes to work it out, to live in 

community but also to enjoy its benefits.  Listen to some of the verses: ‘Be completely humble and 

gentle, be patient, bearing with one another in love.’  You are committing to pray and study 

together.  What a great way to establish a depth of relationship.  Plan how you will do that, so that 

it makes a difference. ‘There is one Lord, one faith, one baptism.’  Celebrate your unity and keep to 



 2 

the essentials whilst honestly discussing any differences.  If you do this, if you pray and learn 

together, then partnership in social and evangelistic mission will naturally follow.   

‘To each of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it.’ My prayer is that ‘the whole will be 

greater than the sum of the parts’ – that your depth of partnership will result in maximising of gifts, 

a maturity of discipleship and full preparedness for mission.  

I am excited by this covenant.  Ecumenical representatives have endorsed its renewal.  But 

let us pray that it is written in our hearts and on our minds, as a gift from God sealed and constantly 

renewed by the Holy Spirit and lived out ‘that the world may believe’, for Christ’s sake.  Amen. 


