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I reflect weekly on the fruit of my labors as Rector of St. Luke’s Chapel in the Hills, Los Altos Hills, California. There are, I believe, clear indicators of the formation of mature, Christian disciples, and these appear in the lives of the parishioners, just as the fruit appears on a tree (Luke 6:44). Faithful Anglican discipleship is revealed in various ways, flowing from the Holy Spirit’s life in the believer and lordship over him. I would even suggest that, just as catechesis is basically tripartite, based on the Creeds, the Lord’s Prayer, and the Ten Commandments, so a mature Anglican Christian should reflect maturity in knowledge and understanding of the content of his faith, maturity in devotional and liturgical prayer, and maturity in behavior.

One clear sign of maturity in discipleship is a deep commitment to the Lord Jesus Christ, as shown not only in faithfulness in church attendance, but also in ministry to fellow-congregants and Christians. This is characterized by the determination to be a lifelong learner of the ways of Christ as taught in the Bible. Such a person will want to be part of a small group Bible study or Sunday school for adults, and be committed to regular involvement in it. Such a person will seek the Sacrament of Confirmation if not already confirmed, since he will want to find out as much as he can about the word of God, the Creeds, prayer, and the commandments which Christians must obey. Such a person will ask questions about the Church’s historic faith, seeking to learn more, and will also share what he believes. For the mature Anglican, the Apostles’ Creed will not be merely a piece of rehearsed liturgy in the Daily Office, but a stimulus to engage intellectually with the truths of his faith, to develop his defense of the Christian faith for evangelism and to conform his life to the pattern of Jesus Christ’s most holy life. Intellectual maturity of discipleship will be evident from a person’s questions about the Christian faith as the Anglican tradition has received it, questions about sermons and questions about the word of God.

Another aspect of maturity, ethical maturity, will be shown in a number of ways. Besides the complete offering of oneself to God as “a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God” (Romans 12:1b, ASV), there is the transformation of the mind (Romans 12:2). Does the believer’s lifestyle show a deliberate refusal to be conformed to the sinful culture, beliefs, and practices of this world? For example, how important is materialism to the believer? Another sign of ethical maturity, I believe, is conforming one’s attitudes to the attitudes of the Lord as taught in his word. For example, instead of seeing the homeless as a nuisance to society, can we begin to understand all the various factors that have contributed to homelessness in our society, not only drug or alcohol addictions, but housing shortages and rents rising continually? Does a person comprehend the horns of a moral dilemma? In the case of undocumented immigrants, though they have broken the laws of legal immigration, can an Anglican Christian rise above widespread cultural and national prejudice to begin to appreciate God’s love for them as aliens, and to realize that violence in their home countries and abysmal poverty might have motivated them to seek asylum in the United States? Christian maturity will show itself in compassion for the alien and the poor person, since we have the Biblical testimony that God loves the alien (Deuteronomy 10:18-19). Ethical maturity will also be known from a Christian’s stance on issues that are controversial within the Church, for example, the issue of women’s ordination. Can the Christian who believes women should not be ordained appreciate the point of view and the sustaining arguments of those who do believe women should be ordained? If we are simply dismissive of the other’s point of view, we have not yet reached ethical maturity. Each proponent must be able to give sound reasons for his opinion. Opinions on controversial issues need to be properly formulated and the theology underlying them be carefully developed and articulated. Even within the local congregation, where there is a controversy, both sides need to listen carefully to each other, reflect deeply on the issue, and offer considered responses, with the goal of working towards consensus.

A further clear indicator of Anglican Christian maturity is our commitment to corporate worship and our common life in Christ. A mature Christian will see to it that corporate worship is part of his rule of life, and will understand the reasons that it should be part of his way of life. The discernment of the Body of Christ is in the context of the weekly gathering of the Church, the Body of Christ. A Christian for whom weekly attendance at corporate worship services is unimportant is still living a life conditioned too much by individualism and his own will, instead of God’s will, by which we are exhorted: “not forsaking our own assembling together, as the custom of some is, but exhorting one another; and so much the more, as ye see the day drawing nigh” (Hebrews 10:25, ASV). A mature Christian will also see the value of fellowship not only in worship, but in social events, such as shared meals since the early Christians joyfully met in one another’s homes (Acts 2:46). 

An important indicator of spiritual maturity is generosity. This can be seen on an individual level and a corporate level. Are we as a congregation generous to one another, generous to the poor, generous in our financial giving, generous in our use of time for the Church, and generous in our contributions to potluck lunches for example? The Canons of the ACNA, and indeed many other Dioceses within the ACNA, require tithing as a minimum standard of giving. Christian maturity in financial giving, however, if we are to be true to the spirit of New Testament teaching, is measured not by quantity, but by generosity (Luke 21:2-4; 2 Corinthians 9:6-7). The generosity of a Vestry in terms of the stipend that it pays its Vicar or Rector should be apparent. Vestries are too often constrained by the model of a church as a business, and the idea of their ministers as worth less because the fruits of their labor are not instantly visible. Instead, a Vestry should be motivated by love for their minister and eagerness to show generosity to him (Galatians 6:6), or at least balance this with economic considerations. 

Another indicator of spiritual maturity in a congregation and in an individual Christian is the presence of the fruit of the Spirit: “love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, temperance” (Galatians 5:22-23a, KJV). The first of these is especially important – the love of Christians for one another and for the newcomer in their midst. The love that Christians have for one another will be the most important sign to all people that they are disciples of Christ (John 13:35). This love extends beyond the four walls of the church building and beyond the worship services on Sundays and other days.

Liturgical maturity is also a factor to consider. Many Anglicans that treasure the historic prayer books, such as the 1662 Prayer Book and the 1928 Prayer Book, tend to develop a kind of addiction to the use of these books, as if no other prayer book contains effective and beautiful language for prayer. If we acknowledge that the Holy Spirit guides the Church into all truth (John 16:13), He is surely able to guide the Church in compiling new prayer books and prayers that those not schooled in Elizabethan English will understand. A liturgically mature Anglican should be able to discern the usefulness of the 2019 Book of Common Prayer today. For example, for anyone who makes wide use of the Occasional Prayers in his private devotions or in the Daily Office, this Prayer Book contains many more Occasional Prayers than the 1928 Prayer Book or the 2005 Prayer Book of the Reformed Episcopal Church. Liturgical maturity would see that there is not a deterioration from the 1928 Prayer Book to the 2019 Prayer Book. Instead there is development and progression. Yet the mature Anglican Christian will be happy to use older, historic prayer books as well, since they are authentic reflections of the liturgical prayer of the Church.

In addition to liturgical maturity, there is maturity in prayer. How many members of our congregation are truly prayerful people, engaging in praise, thanksgiving, intercession, confession, and petition, as well as adoration and contemplation, in their daily lives? Are their personal prayer books gathering dust at home, or is there evidence from the sincerity of their faith and their concern to pray for others, that they have a robust, daily prayer life? Are there enough people in a congregation who want to form a small group that focuses on intercession for the congregation and its needs, or for the Diocese?

Lastly, there is ecumenical maturity. This can be appreciated on a number of levels. Firstly, all the jurisdictions of Anglicanism in the United States should be able to come to unity. If this happened, it would show Christian maturity on many levels, episcopal included. At the local congregational level, it would be a sign of ecumenical maturity if two Anglican congregations of different jurisdictions in the same city could occasionally hold joint services and social events.

Ecumenical maturity can also take place at an interdenominational level. Churches of different denominations can begin to pray together and hold Bible study meetings together. Ultimately, ecumenical maturity can be seen as working effectively at interdenominational level when churches of different denominations form a covenant of unity, and admit members to full communion with one another. Before this can happen, there must be much intercession and many dialogues among the denominations. Before all this can happen, though Anglicans need to ascend to that level of Christian maturity at which they deny that Anglicans are superior to all other Christians and instead accept and embrace the truths that the Lord Jesus Christ died to redeem the whole Church, not just one denomination of it, and that he prayed and does still pray for the unity of the whole Church (John 17).

In conclusion, I believe there are many spiritual indicators of Anglican Christian maturity, and, in general, many congregations pay insufficient attention to them, not even being truly conscious of being on a road to maturity in the Lord Jesus Christ, nor being aware of the need to evaluate such progress as individuals or as congregations, or even as Dioceses. Of course, we must all measure ourselves in Christ’s view with the yardstick that he holds to our lives, with respect to both good and evil, and not compare ourselves with others (2 Corinthians 10:12). We will have advanced to some degree of maturity if each member of a congregation, with the help of the Holy Spirit, can effectively evaluate his own spiritual growth with respect to the Lord Jesus Christ, and then the whole congregation assess its own growth towards maturity with respect to Christ. 
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