
Readings: Proverbs 8.10-31; Matthew 25.14-30 
 
Something important has happened at St Martin’s this year that’s not happened before.  For the first 
time in the 26 years since the enterprise began, our commercial activities have generated more 
profits than are needed to cover the shortfall in the PCC’s budget.  I want to reflect with you on what 
that means about St Martin’s, about the kingdom of God, and about St Martin’s vocation within the 
kingdom of God. 
 
The first thing it means is that we need to change our story.  The existing story is one of crisis.  In 
1987 St Martin’s mouth was bigger than its trousers, and the church was nearly bankrupt – so 
preoccupied with justice and the poor that it hadn’t noticed the roof was falling in.  All hands were 
needed on deck to save the church, its building and its ministry.  It turned out steadying the ship 
simply exposed a wider set of leaks, so a renovation programme began that eventually became the 
enormous Renewal Project, which became another all-hands-on-deck exercise.  Then the year-long 
interregnum gave us another chance to get into the mode of backs-to-the-wall overcoming of 
adversity.  But now all of that’s done, and we can’t any longer pretend there’s a crisis.  It’s time for a 
new story. 
 
We’re fond of saying we have the fullest concert programme in the UK, and the busiest homeless 
day centre in the country; that the Christmas Appeal has broken records for the last five years, that 
750,000 people visit us each year; that we have more exposure on the BBC than almost any other 
church, that we’re the most inclusive congregation the world has ever seen.  But what we find it 
harder to speak about is the success of our commercial enterprise.  I think that’s because we 
struggle to disentangle three things that easily get confused. 
 
One is that this is not a conventional church, with a sleepy vicar, a part-time secretary, and a 
working party every few months to dig out the churchyard and clear the gutters.  Our location, 
architecture and history, together with the recent renewal, create a need for administration, 
professionalism, and organisation that’s a challenge to the popular notion of Christianity as 
otherworldly, absent-minded, harmless, and homespun, as found in The Vicar of Dibley.  A second 
is that, as this year’s accounts suggest, St Martin’s isn’t just a tight ship, it’s a place of money and 
success, and the power and influence that come with them.  For a lot of people such things are 
always suspicious and usually bad, and St Martin’s was an easier place to relate to when it was 
hand-to-mouth, happy-go-lucky, and rather less transparent about how it paid its bills.  And the 
third element that gets tangled up with administration and success is a sense that the business is 
now at the core of St Martin’s as a whole, along with culture, congregation, and charity, and a worry 
in some quarters that somehow this may obscure or even displace what has historically been the 
heart of the organisation – a living, worshiping, witnessing Christian community. 
 
There’s no doubt that professionalism and success take a bit of getting used to in a country that has 
seldom been in the habit of associating such terms with the word ‘church.’  There’s a way in which 
professionalism and success keep us honest because they dismantle the myth that the church lives 
on air; and they require and inspire everyone to maintain strong organisational standards about 
everything we do.  But there’s also a way in which commercial profits keep us dishonest because 
they make it possible for St Martin’s to have a flourishing church life without its congregation 
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paying all the bills, which is a luxury few other churches can comprehend.  There’s a lingering 
memory that Jesus drove money-changers out of the temple, and for some this invalidates 
commercial activity altogether; but most people realise he was condemning the exploitation of the 
poor and the instrumentalisation of religion for profiteering, rather than discrediting business itself: 
after all, his family were carpenters.   
 
So in general I think most people around St Martin’s have come to be grateful for and proud of what 
the business makes possible; and I don’t think misgivings about professionalism and success are 
where the real issue lies.  It’s in that last element, the sense that business is all very well but is 
somehow not really church, that I think the anxiety remains; and that’s what I want to talk about 
tonight.  I want to take my argument in four stages, starting with our basic assumptions, moving out 
to the way we operate, on further to where we might take things in the future and dwelling finally on 
the significance of what we’re doing. 
 
So to start with our basic assumptions, think about the word ‘business.’  It’s obviously derived from 
busy-ness, the state of being frenetic, occupied, all-of-a-busy.  And here we have to acknowledge a 
philosophical and class-based distinction that goes back to classical times.  In Latin the word otium 
means leisure.  The word for business is negotium, which means not-leisure.  For the ancients the 
contemplative life was the highest aspiration: when Socrates said, ‘The unexamined life is not worth 
living,’ he placed in the imagination of the West the idea that busy-ness was not only undesirable 
but unworthy.  This can play into a dualism that’s found in a lot of Christianity – a dualism that 
drives a wedge between the worldly body and the otherworldly soul, and assumes spirituality is 
about escaping from the flesh and seeking the spirit.  
 
The incarnation and bodily resurrection of Jesus discredit this kind of dualism because they show 
that God in Christ is utterly invested in our physical being and that our life with God forever will be 
a physical, tangible one.  Tonight’s readings both address that dualism in different ways.  The 
account of the capable wife in Proverbs dismantles any sentimentality about a precious, trophy, 
leisured existence and praises the woman who rolls up her sleeves and plants and reaps and wheels 
and deals and acquires wisdom, strength and dignity.  The parable of the talents criticises the slave 
who thought all that the master wanted was his intangible love, and praises the slaves who got into 
the marketplace and made that love real and took risks and found rewards.  George Herbert’s hymn 
‘Teach me my God and king’ is a similar prayer to find joy in daily tasks and turn business into 
ministry by placing it in the hands of God. 
 
A healthy society is not one that relegates work and business to the secondary out-house of trade 
while exalting worship and prayer at the top table of piety.  Instead, a healthy life seeks a rhythm of 
work, home life, nurture, rest, witness, service, and play, looking to worship, formation, personal 
devotion, and fellowship to inform and transform at every stage.  Business requires imagination, 
commitment, competitiveness, alertness, care, skill, teamwork, wisdom, timing, energy, 
partnership, leadership, loyalty, and drive.  These are all good, created, blessed and worthy things – 
goods in themselves, and not just a means to the end of profit and making a living.  If we each had a 
million pounds, we could give it away to a charity, but wouldn’t it be better to set up or develop a 
business that gave livelihood, companionship, and flourishing life to a whole network of people and 
generated taxes for government and offered dignity to a community? 
Moving from theory to practice, let’s look for a moment at our operations at St Martin’s.  Our 
business rests on the large numbers of people coming to central London and our willingness to give 
them hospitality and comfort and creative experience.  Hence our ministry of feeding in the crypt 
and courtyard cafés, entertaining in concerts, trading in the shop and hosting in our events team.  If 
we did any of these things off-site we would probably call it mission; but because we do it onsite and 
charge for it we call it business.  Here the vital decision that was taken in 1987 was not to 
subcontract our operations to a provider for a licence fee, but instead to run all the operations 



ourselves.  Thus the enterprise is not a cash cow to make possible the ministry of the church, but a 
part of that mission and ministry itself.  
 
Some people feel it can’t be mission and ministry if most of the people employed by the business 
aren’t Christians.  Why are we so eager to minimize the power of the Holy Spirit?  Our tradition is 
full of examples of how the Holy Spirit inspires people to further the kingdom beyond the 
imagination of the church.  It wouldn’t cross our mind to suggest that Christian Aid isn’t doing 
mission, even though most people who work for Christian Aid worldwide aren’t Christians.  Our 
staff members are a wondrously diverse, extraordinarily committed, and endlessly fascinating body 
of people whose humility, hard work and integrity constantly put the rest of us to shame.  Why 
concentrate on what perhaps isn’t there instead of seeing what abundantly is there?  What we have 
is a living example of creative and dynamic unity in diversity without uniformity or exclusion.  It’s 
what our multicultural society as a whole is striving for. 
 
Other people feel it’s ok for us to be engaged in commerce, provided what we’re doing is a social 
enterprise.  The mistake here is to think radical social innovation is an all-or-nothing thing.  The 
term ‘social enterprise’ covers a spectrum of undertakings from a business whose profits are shared 
all the way through to a charity that has a trading arm.  The point is to realise that St Martin’s is 
already a social enterprise, and has been since 1987, because, at the very least, all the profits go to 
ministry and mission.  The lively debate is where on the spectrum of social enterprise the 
commercial arm of St Martin’s should rest.  Our tradition is not only to bring the cultural, 
charitable, congregational and commercial dimensions into healthy tension and constructive 
overlap, but also to incubate movements that blossom and flourish in civil society beyond our walls. 
 
And that brings us to where we might take things in the future.  Once we were a church that prided 
itself on protest, advocacy, and calling on who knows who to change who knows what.  That’s not 
going to change.  But the success of our business makes it possible to seek more than that.  We have 
the chance to do several things most churches can’t dream of doing.  Where many are content to 
survive, we can thrive, and model what a healthy, sustainable, just, ecological organisation might 
look like, in our relations with God, one another, and the created world, in our pattern of work and 
worship, music and mission, prayer and play.  If we flourish here, others may invite us to come 
alongside them and inspire them to combine commerce, culture and charity with congregational 
life.  We can be part of reinvigorating the wider church from a disempowered state of complaint, 
resentment, impoverishment and lament to a vibrant condition of action, confidence, generosity 
and healthy pride. 
 
And this finally, points to the deeper significance of what we’ve doing here together.  65 years ago, 
in 1948, a revolution took place in this country.  With the introduction of post-war reforms, the state 
became the church.  By taking over the whole welfare system, the state protected millions from 
poverty.  But over time that transformation has de-energised many, overstretched the national 
budget, and bureaucratised the network of interdependent relations that turns anonymous society 
into interdependent community and makes life worth living.  We’re all waking up to that now.  But 
none of us truly believe the market is the solution to all our problems.  Meanwhile the church has 
become peripheral, always in danger of retreating into the merely spiritual, and thus denying the 
physicality of Christ’s incarnation and the materiality of his resurrection, and always prone to offer 
the world an escape, rather than the foretaste of its renewal.  The status quo isn’t really good for the 
state, the market, or the church. 
 
What’s needed is the development and expansion of something we might call the civil economy.  
The civil economy harnesses the energy of the market and the stability of the state but out of such 
soil models and promotes the truly good life based around not the anonymity of society but the 
bonds of community.  You might think this is a pious fantasy but look around you tonight: this is 
what we’re already doing at St Martin-in-the-Fields.  We harness the energy of the market in our 



vibrant commercial ventures.  We build on the stability of the state in our freedom to develop 
cultural and charitable programmes that enrich and benefit many thousands of people.  We’re close 
enough to the ground to know asylum seekers by their first name and call them our friends, but 
we’re influential enough to know government ministers and millionaires and learn from them too.  
Every day we’re in the business of turning anonymous society into the warmth and companionship 
of community.  This is the work of the kingdom.  And at the centre of our life is the worship of the 
living God who turns us from strangers into friends.  Every day and in every way we are seeking to 
model the way Christ makes us God’s companions, through fun, fellowship, sacrifice, service, 
prayer, and play, and draw Christian and non-Christian, slave and free, prosperous and desperate, 
agile and disabled, privileged and excluded, into the company of grace and glory for which the only 
word in the end is communion. 
 
That is our vision.  That’s what we long for: that a stranger might wander in here, to café, concert, 
Connection, to worship, shop, or silent prayer, and say, ‘This kingdom you speak of – this 
communion, this turning of society into community, this freedom and flourishing beyond market 
and state, this company of grace – what does it look like?’  And we can turn around, and sweep our 
hand over every aspect of our life together, and say, gently but truly: ‘It looks like this.’ 


