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DIOCESAN ASSEMBLY: 20 SEPTEMBER 2008 
Well, that is just the latest in a series of challenging encounters I’ve had with our new Bishop’s Youth Council.  When we launched Young People for Life in Loughborough eight months ago, I was subjected to cross examination in an inflated armchair in front of 800 young people!  Subsequent encounters have included being blindfold and led around an obstacle course at The Lambeth Talk event this summer, and then being challenged in front of the Archbishop of Canterbury and other Bishops to make a commitment to do more for young people in the Diocese.  So I am getting used to it, and developing a thick skin!

In fact I’m delighted that Robin and Becky have started proceedings today, as Director of Youth Ministry and Vice-Chair of the Youth Council representing young people from across Leicester and Leicestershire.  They are near the very centre of our concerns as a Church and I hope we feel really proud of them.  Not only did they lead a day for young people from all over the world before the Lambeth Conference with Bishops and Archbishops present, but they also attended the Lambeth Conference and made a presentation in front of the Archbishop of Canterbury.  They even got him to commit to involving young people more effectively on the Archbishops’ Council and the General Synod.
And for those who have not yet heard, Young People for Life is our Diocesan strategy for work with young people which has already had a significant impact on our Bishop’s Council and has involved the appointment of youth workers to four parishes and mission partnerships already, with more to come.  Of the Dioceses of the Church of England, there is no doubt at all that we are in the lead in terms of the resources we are now putting in to work with young people and I hope that amongst many other things today you will have a chance to see more of that and to rejoice in it.
So let me welcome you to this new Church sponsored secondary school here in the centre of our Diocese in Leicester.  And let me thank you all for coming.  It is four or five months since I sent out invitations to our clergy and church officers in the first instance, asking you to give up a Saturday in the autumn to come together and see the work of the Diocese in order that we may share in it, support it and participate in it more effectively.
It is in a way a sign of the new life God is giving to us in this Diocese.  We took the opportunity to be part of the Government’s new Academy Building Programme in partnership with David Samworth, who is churchwarden as well as a leading local businessman.  Together we have provided a school for the children of this estate which would not have been here if we had not taken this initiative.  And as you can see we have also provided a new place of worship for the Christian community as an integral part of this centre of teaching and learning.  This building therefore is a sign of God’s generosity to us in this Diocese.  It’s a sign of our growing confidence in taking the opportunities provided to respond for the sake of God’s mission.  It is a sign of our concern for children and young people, especially those who live in the most disadvantaged parts of the Diocese and those who have had little opportunity to hear the good news of the Gospel.  It’s a sign of our desire to build closer links between the local worshipping congregation and schools, especially Church schools throughout the Diocese.
But it is also a sign of something else.  It’s a sign of the critical and challenging context in which the Gospel now has to be proclaimed.  Since we set out on the early discussions about this new school six years ago, the party in control of the City Council has changed 3 times at elections.  Each time we had to begin the negotiations afresh.  Each time it proved to be hard work to persuade a secular Local Authority that the Church was a trustworthy partner in providing public education for disadvantaged children.  And the fact that we wanted to incorporate a place of worship into this very building has been seen as controversial as far as some people in the Local Authority are concerned.  The world in which we seek to build the Church, proclaim the Gospel and reach out to people with loving concern is not a world in which we can assume understanding or a sympathetic response.  And I say that not to give the impression that are operating in enemy territory, but rather to remind ourselves that where we proceed with real ambition, confidence and purposefulness we will find resistance and we must be prepared for it.
As many of you know, in Lent of this year I walked around the Diocese, travelling on foot to 125 churches.  I have apologised many times for having to miss a number of churches on my way, and I do so again today!  But one thing that struck me as I walked the streets, the lanes and the pathways of our Diocese in the company of lay people from every Deanery was this.  Many of the programmes and resources which we have created in this Diocese to support the churches in our parishes, and many of the people working hard across the Diocese to build up the whole community and strengthen our outreach and mission are simply unknown to lots of people in our parishes.  Parish life is always busy and demanding.  You know this more than anyone.  It takes most of our time and energy and focus just to keep the local church functioning effectively.  But our parish life is only possible because there is something called a Diocese – not an office in limbo, but the collective of all of us through which we pool our resources, support enable and encourage each other, and provide resources and vision for a more effective mission for all of us.  So today is about giving a large number of key people in our Diocese an opportunity to come and see what it is that we can do together, what is the variety of work and witness which the Diocese is supporting and to understand more deeply therefore the purpose of our common life as a Diocese.
A Diocese in Anglican terms is the primary local unit of the Church’s life.  It is the Church gathered as a family of congregations with the Bishop.  That does not make the Bishop a kind of super vicar, but in his role as chief pastor and teacher he has a responsibility for gathering the Church in order that it may learn, grow, be strengthened and be an effective witness to the world.  And that is our purpose for today.

The title of this day “Come and See” is a quotation from St John’s Gospel, Chapter 1, verse 39.  Let me remind you of the passage:

“The next day John again was standing with two of his disciples, and as he watched Jesus walk by, he exclaimed, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!”  The two disciples heard him say this, and they followed Jesus.  When Jesus turned and saw them following he said to them “What are you looking for?”  They said to him “Rabbi” (which translated means teacher), “Where are you staying?”  He said to them, “Come and see”.

Those words in the Gospel of John are the equivalent of Jesus’ invitation in the other Gospels: “Follow me”.  Come and see is an invitation to make a response which makes us witnesses to the presence of Jesus.  The order of the words is important.  When many of us think of discipleship, we tend to think that we must believe in Jesus and know who he is (see) before we can follow (come).  But here the order is reversed.  First we follow Jesus along the path of discipleship, and then on the way, we come more fully to understand and to see who he is.
So I hope that today will have the effect of opening our eyes.  Opening our eyes to see what is going on under God in our Diocese, and opening our eyes to see each other.  Think of St Paul on the road to Damascus.  Suddenly he sees Jesus for the first time in the faces of those he has been persecuting.  The insight is too much for him and he becomes blind with the excess of light.  We need insight – the capacity to see familiar things in a new way - asking God to show us where we have to go to follow.  Only then will we discover what the mission of the Church is to be.

So I return to the two objects of our day.  First to see what God is enabling us to do in this Diocese.  You will have seen something of the range of the workshops on offer - a small slice of all the work being done.  What continues to strike me forcefully about this Diocese, even after being here for over 9 years, is the enterprise, invention and creativity of the people of God in this part of the country.  For a modestly sized Diocese we sustain an extraordinary range of really innovative work, some of it described in this magazine in your pack.  I have already mentioned our work amongst young people and our church schools.  But we are also engaged in pioneering work with other faith communities through the newly established St Philip’s Centre.  We have one of the very finest retreat houses in the country at Launde Abbey.  Or our work in developing partnerships for mission through Shaped by God, now leading to new ways of being the Church together so that we can take initiatives we simply cannot take on our own.  Those from other Dioceses who have seen what we are planning have been encouraged to imitate some of this work and to follow it through.  And there is our work in pioneering new forms of ministry – what are now called fresh expressions.  The Church here at the Academy is one such, but so is the new young Christian community on the Hamilton estate outside Leicester, the new youth initiatives in Shepshed and other places, the new chaplaincy in the massive new shopping centre here in the centre of the city.
I speak of these things because I think we can feel rightly proud of what is being achieved.  Learning to see where God is at work means learning to rejoice and respond to His love for us and His providing for us.  So that means really valuing our unity.  Let me quote to you some words from Archbishop Rowan Williams, spoken at the Lambeth Conference at the very remarkable retreat he gave for us in Canterbury Cathedral: “When we say we believe in ‘one, holy, catholic and apostolic church’ surely we mean more by that quote ‘one’ than the bare fact that there is just one Christian institution.  We mean surely, a oneness which is bound up with the holiness, the apostolic quality, the catholic quality, a oneness that is about the quality of our relationships and of our life.  And if we as Bishops are to be signs of unity, I believe that is the nature of the unity we have to show.  And that is why our ministry and mission is a sign of hope and a challenge for conversion to the whole world around.” 
So that brings me on to the second thing we are here to see – each other.  
We’re here to recognise in each other something of the face of Christ.  We’re here to understand that without each other we are all impoverished, even though we may sometimes find each other something of a pain and an irritation.  Think of all those people Paul mentions in some of his letters (for example at the end of the letter to the Colossians) there you’ll find a list of all the people who were working with Paul.  We only know about them because Paul remembered to put their name at the end of the letter.  They are the unsung heroes and heroines of his mission, the people who travelled with him, who gave him a bed for the night; the people he kept up until the early hours talking; the people he borrowed clothes from.  These unsung heroes and heroines of Paul’s mission are just as much a part of the apostolic foundation of the Church as anyone else.  And all of you are part of that same calling.  Please understand that.  God calls all of us.  And in the coming year I hope we shall do more to hear that call through work now being done on vocations in the diocese – recognising that our response to God’s call is transforming for ourselves as well as for the church
Come and see.  We come to see something of God’s generosity and our response in the many activities of the people of God in this Diocese.  We come also to see each other and to see the face of Christ in each other.  But we come also for something else.  We come in order that we may go from this place as a witness to the new life which God gives to people as they respond to the life of Jesus.  If we cannot see what that life – the life abundant – is really about then our witness will be feeble and pointless.  What is the content of life eternal offered to us in the life of the church?  At some point in our lives, we have to discover inescapably that activity in and by itself has no meaning.  When all the committees have fulfilled their task, all the papers have been distributed, all our projects and practical goals have been achieved, there must come more.  And today I hope that we will get a glimpse of what that more is so that the real life of the world, for which we are told God gave his only son, will not remain hopelessly beyond our grasp.  

So what I hope for today is that we shall see more clearly that what is being told here is our story – this is our story, this is our song.  That we shall feel we have not just been bystanders at yet another event, but rather that we are becoming witnesses to something which is changing us.  That what we see and hear opens us up to new ideas, new visions and new horizons we hadn’t known before.  And that we shall be empowered to go out from here and tell the story afresh of what God is doing in our midst.
So may God give us grace today: to see this story and recognise it for what it is: and may God pour out his spirit on us in all our words and deeds of witness so that something will happen through us: and that something will be the Holy Spirit of God.
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