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It was St Augustine who wrote: “Among you I am a Christian, for you I am a Bishop”.  He was pointing to the truth that a bishop is a disciple seeking God’s purposes as a searching member of the Christian community just like any other member.  But he was also making clear that, without any guarantee of certainty in detail about God’s precise purposes, he nevertheless took up the role of bishop for the sake of the whole body.

That raises an important question – what is a bishop for?  Well, you may often have wondered.  Of course the ordinal – the service for the consecration of bishops in our prayer book, makes some of the responsibilities clear – to teach and guard the faith, to make a link between the local and the universal Church, to draw out and to authorise vocations to the Church’s public ministry, to baptise and to confirm, to be the principal minister of word and sacrament within a diocese and so on.  But in today’s church, much of the discussion centres on the question of the bishop’s role as a leader.  What kind of leadership should the bishop provide?  All ask for leadership, but often the appetite is for leadership which confirms views and priorities already held.  

As I am coming to the end of my first decade as Bishop of Leicester next June, I think a lot about the leadership challenges which have faced the Church in this diocese in the last 10 years.  Nationally there has been a change of Archbishop of Canterbury – a handover from one kind of personality to someone diametrically different.  Within the House of Bishops nearly two thirds of the diocesan bishoprics have changed hands during my time as Bishop of Leicester.  We’ve moved from the Decade of Evangelism to the million development goals: we’ve seen the heightened challenges of the new century around inter religious dialogue: we’ve seen the growth of the Fresh Expressions movement, and now there is a clear focus on equipping the church for mission, a focus which most bishops are determined to keep in view despite the new challenges of recession and financial insecurity.
The right kind of leadership through rapid change seems to me to be primarily about seeking in prayer and through study of the scripture to set the issues before the Church into a context so that people can see how one part of the life of the body or one development sits in relation to others.  We might call this “framing” – putting a frame around the picture so that people can stand back from it and see how their local or partial experience relates to something larger.  This gives context to the word episcope - it is about “looking over” –in Greek.  It is about, if you like, “helicopter vision” – trying to enable the various different components in the life of the diocese to understand how they fit together and how they belong as part of the wider life of the Catholic Church.  This kind of leadership has to be exercised personally, but also collegially – through close colleagues who a bishop calls together to share that insight, as well as communally – through the process of consultation and shared governance with Bishop’s Council and Synod.
Churches coming from different traditions take different views about the office of bishop and the place of the diocese.  Some churches hold a more congregational ecclesiology – emphasising the local people of faith celebrating word and sacrament and experiencing the whole truth of God revealed to them in their locality.  Others take a more Catholic view of the diocese as the primary unit of the Church, something more than an aggregation of parishes, rather a fellowship or a communion of congregations seeking together to discern the mind of Christ.  Whichever end of this spectrum each one of us happens to be located on, it is very clear that a diocesan Synod can only exercise its governance role if there is a clear idea of the diocese in the mind – a community of communities who fundamentally belong together, bonded together in communion by the work of the Holy Spirit for the well-being both of the Church and the communities which we serve.  That is our task as a Synod.
Today our agenda brings us to a very significant decision about the nature and character of our diocese perhaps for a generation ahead.  This Synod has so far supported in principle the acquisition of the St Nicholas building adjoining the Cathedral as an important development for mission on the grounds that it will support, enrich and enable the mission of the whole diocese in the years ahead.  Today we come to ask the question about whether a substantial investment in this building to underwrite the costs is an appropriate step to take at this point in the life of the diocese.

I know well that during the last 10 years there are some who have felt that the emphasis has sometimes been too much on what are seen to be central diocesan projects and programmes, disturbing the balance between diocese and parish.  And yet it is clear to me that this Synod has exercised real leadership repeatedly in taking courageous steps, in terms of supporting mission in successive years over the last decade.  Let me remind you of some of them:

· We have developed the continuing ministerial education role of our Director of Ministry and established a school of ministry which now enables a first class diocesan leadership programme to be delivered to all the clergy.  We have developed the course in Christian discipleship and new forms of training for readers, pastoral assistants and evangelists.  All of this was celebrated at the “Called Together” service in the Cathedral in September as a major affirmation of lay ministry development.

· We have done much to develop the role of our church schools in the diocese.  Both city and county education authorities regard our church schools and the work of our Board of Education a key partner.  We have two new voluntary-aided church schools and a brand new City Academy in which we are meeting today.
· We have planted new congregations and developed fresh expressions of Church – at the Cornerstone Church in Leicester, here at St Christopher’s, on the housing estate at Hope Hamilton and in other parts of the diocese.

· We have agreed as a Synod to fund the Young People for Life programme, enabling 10 new youth work posts to be created around the diocese, establishing a Bishop’s Youth Council, and showing that we take our work with children and young people very seriously as part of the life of the whole diocese.  A major new centre is about to open in Shepshed.  This is still at the pioneering stage and we have further to go but it is exciting and encouraging.

· We have developed our centre for Christian study and engagement with other faiths at St Philip’s, providing some of the best theological teaching and learning in this area anywhere in the country and in developing these programmes nationally and internationally.

· We have drawn up, agreed and begun to roll out an agenda for mission at parish level for the whole diocese through our Shaped by God programme.  We have more to do in this area and I would be the first to acknowledge that this is still work in progress.  But in many deaneries, parishes and the emerging Mission Partnerships we are beginning to see work for mission undertaken in new ways and new energies released.

It is in this context that we must set today’s debate: the context of diocese which has consistently chosen the mission opportunity at almost every moment of choice in recent years.  This I believe to be the work of the Holy Spirit and something which I rejoice in and am profoundly thankful for.  I have felt it right to be in the Chair today so that it will not fall to me to speak in the debate but rather to ensure that as many voices as possible are heard and that we as a Synod prayerfully discern the leading of God’s spirit for us as a diocese.  We shall want to weigh and ponder certain key questions:
· How do we see the potential of a diocesan centre for supporting, serving, enriching and empowering the mission of the parishes more widely?

· How do we weigh properly the needs of the diocese as a whole against the needs of the parishes?

In each of the dioceses that I have served in as a parish priest, as an archdeacon and as a Suffragan bishop and now as the diocesan bishop in Leicester, I have found that the diocese has seen the need at different points in its life to create a centre for mission and outreach collocated with the Cathedral.  In the 70s and 80s this was a major preoccupation in the Chelmsford Diocese with its enormously varied social and demographic mix from inner city East London stretching to the Suffolk border.  When I later moved to Suffolk as a bishop, it coincided with a time when the Cathedral there had just completed the building of a new refectory and was thinking hard about its life as a focus of the prayer and worship of the people of Suffolk and so was embarking on fundraising of £10m to complete the mediaeval tower. 
Our plans are not so ambitious.  But they do represent something of the hopes and prayers of many that the time has come to create a place which can be a focus of our mission as a diocese to the city and the county.  Which can resource outreach to young people and to many others presently untouched by the Church and unreachable by the efforts of one parish acting alone.  It is as we together weigh the benefits for mission which the Cathedral Square project holds for us that we seek God’s guidance for the leadership he calls us to exercise together today.
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